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Introduction

			Lunches packed? Check.

			Back door locked? Check.

			Everybody dressed, fed, conscious? Check, check, check.

			Still feel like I’ve forgotten something. I survey the kitchen while two arms-crossed teenagers stand at the front door, frowning at their glowing devices. I scan the array of blinking appliances and the dirty dishes in the sink, screaming out for clean water…and then I remember.

			I haven’t done a single blasted thing to atone for my fossil-fuel powered, water-in-a-drought-consuming, plastic trash-generating existence. I grab the car keys before I can give it another soul-sapping thought. “But I recycle!” I shout with a fist pump on my way out the door, giving the kids but one more reason to roll their eyes.

			I can’t quite figure out how I sunk to this level of eco-unconsciousness. I remember celebrating the very first Earth Day with crayon-colored posters. My middle school textbooks of the newly-minted environmental era documented birds killed by DDT, river ecologies destroyed by factory wastes, and forests felled by acid rain. My parents were not amused when I taped the light switches in our house to the “off” position or adjusted the thermostat on my own initiative to save energy. But even then, I sensed I had to do something.

			Lacking any better tools, I wailed along with Marvin Gaye at the top of my lungs:

			Oh, mercy, mercy me
Ah things ain’t what they used to be, no no
Radiation underground and in the sky
Animals and birds who live nearby are dying

			Oh mercy, mercy me
Oh things ain’t what they used to be
What about this overcrowded land
How much more abuse from man can she stand?1

			I think I also believed that more sophisticated solutions would appear, like the mountaintop emerging through the fog, as I got older. I went on to study interdisciplinary ecology, environmental geology, and environmental law, ever searching for the class or the career that would help me do my part to stem the tide of ecocide. No matter how many degrees I amassed or how many environmental compliance clients I advised, that mountaintop remained shrouded.

			I just kept on doing what I knew how to do. I bought a manual transmission, 50 mpg car long before the hybrids, shopped at farmer’s markets before it was cool, took empty bottles to the recycling center before curbside pickup, and carried reusable shopping bags before it was the norm.

			It all felt as effective as putting Band-Aids on gushing head wounds. More and more rain forests clear cut, denuding land that once consumed carbon dioxide and produced precious oxygen. More and more oil spilled on land and sea, decimating sea life, mangroves, and coral reefs. More and more ice sheets and glaciers melted, sinking entire islands in the rising seas.

			No hope in sight, I succumbed to a myriad of ready distractions, from sitcoms to shoe sales to sangria. Do anything to tune out the anguish of witnessing the escalating assault on our beautiful planet home.

			Then came the day that I found myself driving my car to the store four blocks away because I was too lazy to carry a couple bags of groceries up the hill. Sending banana peels out in black plastic bags because I didn’t want to deal with the mess of composting. Buying winter blueberries flown in from who-knows-where without a thought for the fossil fuel burned just to get them to me. Ordering fast-food kids’ meals, with a “free prize,” without a thought for the underpaid slaves working in faraway chemical-spewing plants, because it kept the toddlers quiet.

			Sometimes I’d catch a glimpse of that determined student staring back at me in the mirror. I know she’d punch the sellout me in the face—if only she weren’t such a pacifist. I wanted to convince her that I had tried. That the hurdles became insurmountable, that the issues are so complicated, there’s nothing any one person can do to make a difference. That if I opened my heart, if I started piling on those many bricks of sorrow, the weight of all the tragedies of the world would surely crush me. And then what good would I be to anyone?

			Most of all, I wanted to tell her that it’s not my fault. Blame the advertisers hell-bent on selling us more and more junk. Condemn the economists for convincing us that ever-increasing production matters more than the well-being of the natural world. Fault the fast-food industry for foisting more and cheaper hamburgers on us, even if it means clear cutting rain forests for cheap cattle-grazing lands. Point the finger at the Big Ag companies that strong-arm farmers into using more and more chemicals that poison our land and water. Curse all the politicians who have greased the way for all of this to happen.

			I’d tell her all of that—if I believed that it would make either of us feel better. Truth is, I had to admit that I am the willing partner of every one of them. No one from the Department of Water & Power showed up at my house and forced me to turn on the air conditioning. No one from the Starbucks Coffee Company compelled me to buy that iced tea served in a plastic cup. No one from the ExxonMobil Corporation hijacked me into driving a mile to the store.

			As I struggled to straitjacket my own heart, because its storehouse of sorrow would surely destroy me if unleashed, the wisdom of the world kept seeking me out, like tendrils of sunshine piercing a dense leaf canopy.

			It lured me into a friend’s garden sanitarium one day. A wizened therapist, the gnarled branches of a pomegranate tree exploding in crimson, summoned me. I crawled into the womb of exhausted branches sighing down to earth. As I leaned back into the trunk, a sob escaped, as my grief and guilt poured out like water from a shattered pitcher.

			Once emptied, I fell silent. Then I heard it, the entire tree humming like a high voltage power line. Looking up, I discovered the source of this resonance, a swarm of bees savoring the exploding sweetness. Whereas I once would have been terrified to be so near their multitude, their bustling nearness delighted me. Those busy creatures, whose industry makes possible a good chunk of the human food supply, are dying in droves; some say that when they are gone, we’re gone. A lone hummingbird dropped in and hovered over my head, the whirring of his wings an octave lower than that of the bees. Surrounded by creatures whose work is to extract and share the sweetness Nature offers, I felt blessed. I felt forgiven.

			Not one of the bees chastised me for driving two miles to get here instead of walking. Not one of them stung me in retaliation for the decimation of its kind. Not one of them wallowed in doubt, wondering if its contribution “matters.” Each of them showed up to do what bees do, employing all the skills and abilities that Nature had given them. “Who am I,” I thought, “a child of Earth, to pull the covers over my head, burying all that I know how to do, when the tiniest of her critters are hard at work?” I resolved to fling back the flannels, though I still had no idea what I could do to make a difference.

			And maybe that’s just it. Maybe what the world needs now is not another mountain or another meadow, as the song goes—or even a new planet—but a willingness to know nothing at all. Drop the sword I’ve held ready to defend a lifetime of accumulated assumptions about what’s wrong with the world and everyone and everything in it. Relinquish the hammer poised to pound the round peg of all the tragedies of the world into the square hole of What I Believe. Wipe the slate clean and dare to hope again.

			When I packed up to leave the garden, I nearly stepped on the cracked-open halves of a bird’s eggshell the size of my thumbnail. “Something small has hatched,” I thought, as I sank to my knees to investigate. So fragile, so easily crushed, and yet tough enough to protect an embryo to maturation. If only I had a shell to protect my own tender hopes and dreams.

			On the drive home, I glanced at the eggshell on my dash and thought: “It’s not about monumental works. Even the smallest, the most fragile gift of creation matters to the world as much as did the tiny bird that hatched from that shell.” An image of the mama bird popped into mind, sitting on that egg, maybe going without food, weathering the cold, doing whatever it takes to protect her young until it hatched. A newfound kinship sprouted as I thought of her devotion to motherhood. Though I’m not a risk taker by nature, I would lay myself in front of a speeding train if it meant saving one of my children.

			What if the fragile-but-tough shell that will protect my hopes for the world, from conception to fruition, is Love itself? How differently might I consider my contribution if I first opened my heart full of love for clear mountain streams, instead of filtering the world through lenses of fear, guilt, and blame?

			Back at my desk, the subject line of an email from a friend who is outraged by the results of the recent election popped up: “Today’s Call to Action!” The email reminded me that the new administration seems hell-bent on environmental annihilation, tempting me to sink back into despondency.

			Mama bird on her nest nudged me to read the email, and I obeyed. The day’s prescribed action, making a simple phone call, was something I could do in five minutes. One, if I skipped the four minutes of procrastination. Making phone calls is not a chore I relish; it’s right up there with cleaning up cat barf, in fact. Mama bird pecked me squarely between the eyes, and I pictured my kids on the railroad tracks. I made the call.

			Mission accomplished, I slumped in my chair, relishing the satisfaction of this nascent eco-activist step—and the bonus of deep relief that it was so easily accomplished. A double win. My impassioned plea may not have altered the course of history or even the stance of the politician in question. But even if my call meant just one more tally mark on a piece of paper that never gets read, it meant all the world to how I feel. The lighter I feel, the more energy I have to answer the next call to action. Which makes for a win-win-win.

			* * *

			A filmstrip of that day’s events plays in my mind. I’m starting to wonder whether I’d been set up, manipulated by my own heart and soul. Was it just a fluke that I went to the garden just when the bees were swarming, the hummingbird was swooping, and the baby bird had just hatched? Was it a random coincidence that the call-to-action email, one of a hundred unread messages, caught my attention just as I was wondering what in the world I can do to make a difference? Viewed from this perch, the events of this day suggest a divine orchestration, a symphony that I could not hear until I unclapped my hands from my ears, desperate to shut out the sounds of despair.

			That day’s experiences remind me of another bee encounter, my first nudge from Nature.

			On the first day of a year-long spiritual training, our teacher sent us outside, to sit with Nature. Observe, listen, feel, be. Then report back any insights.

			Cue the eye roll of irritation.

			Only the crippling grief of my mother’s sudden passing drove me to embark upon this sort of program, such a sharp departure from my decades of book-learning. My beloved mother departed this planet at least two decades before I’d planned. Nothing in all my years of education prepared me to deal with her loss. As the hand from one beloved receded, the hand from another beloved extended. Beautiful Kate invited me to join her Modern Day Priestess program. My heart heeded the call, even as my mind dreaded this dive into the pool of the great unknown.

			My conscious mind, so accustomed to being in charge, bucked at every exercise, each being designed to relax its white-knuckled grip on the controls. Meditation, kundalini yoga, prayer, shamanic breathwork—none of the practices gave my frontal cortex the starring role it felt owed. But nothing tested it more than this absurd “sit with Nature” exercise. I walked for a long time, in silent protest of the command to sit. Finally, I landed in the lemon tree orchard, thinking to kill time by journaling about the frustration I felt.

			The buzz of a single bee, dancing in some undiscernible pattern, suggesting a code I could not decipher, diverted my attention. Then it alit on the blossom of a lemon tree, a flower so tiny I would not have seen it, but for the bee pointing like a neon arrow, “look here.” Moments later, the bee whizzed away, and I jotted down:

			Bee flying around in some kind of pattern. “Look here.” Then it rested on a tiny flower. Then it zipped away. Maybe it means to notice my own busyness and get some rest. Appreciate even the smallest expressions of beauty. Then I can get back to work.

			After another bored eternity, the bell calling us back to the training room chimed. Other students gave detailed reports of moving experiences with birds, bugs, trees, flowers, and clouds, some moved to tears. I felt like a C-student among Mensans when I delivered my own succinct findings in monotone.

			Sometime after that training ended, I complained about the irritation of those “sit with Nature” practices, to a classmate-turned-friend. Dr. Ellie (she’s also a gifted acupuncturist) exclaimed, “Cheryl, you’re the one who would come in from those experiences and sum up the meaning of life in a couple of sentences!”

			This landed with a thunk on my thick skull. She was exaggerating, to be sure, but I just can’t pick a fight with someone sticking me with needles. Her observation validated the insights in a way that I never allowed before. Maybe, just maybe, a deeper wisdom exists beyond what all the science classes, the engineering lab, and the law practice taught me. Not that I mean to discard any wisdom, however gained; there are just too many mysteries to be that selective.

			I whisper a plea to be guided, by any available messengers, to one simple act of honoring Earth a day, something that I have the time, money and, yes, willingness to accomplish. I vow to honor it, however it comes, be it via Wile E. Coyote or carrier pigeon. I’ll wrap it in the protective shell of my love for redwood forests, clear streams, and my own children. I close this impromptu prayer with words of gratitude for the wizened pomegranate, the bees, the hummingbird, mama bird, and my own heart who inspired this journey.

			I pull out my planner and I write “Love Earth NOW” at the top of each of page for the next week. I snap the book shut before giving the inner cynic the opportunity to sneer. Then I get in my car and drive the one mile to pick the kids up from school with only a smidgen of guilt.

			* * *

			Are you wondering how to live more conscientiously without going crazy? Questioning whether there’s anything that any one of us can do that will make a difference? Something that we have the time, talents, and willingness to do?

			Each chapter in this book is a snapshot of my own attempts to navigate the fine line between eco-mindfulness and eco-madness. I share these stories not to demonstrate what anyone else should do. I’m barely keeping my own head above the rising-because-of-melting-ice waters. I share my own challenges out of solidarity with anyone else who is struggling to know how to help. This book is a call for each of us to honor our own hearts and souls in heeding the call to live more eco-mindfully.

			Because trying to do everything that the go-green documentaries urge, the climate change experts prescribe and the latest “Top Ten for the Planet” recommendations is my personal recipe for crazy making. There’s only so much I can accomplish with the resources immediately at hand—and postponing action until some later “right time” means postponing peace.

			Trying to shoehorn myself into somebody else’s eco-prescription also means ignoring the stirrings of my own heart and soul, which have their own unique wisdom to impart. Heart and soul long for immediate attention. Not someday when I have money for a graywater system, or time to get out to protest, but right here, right now.

			How do your heart and soul call for you to contribute, to live, to be? Only you can know. Each chapter concludes with a “Love Earth Invitation,” an opportunity for you to invest ten minutes (five, if you’re pressed for time) to discover your own calls to action.

			Get comfortable, as best you can, right where you are, and breathe deeply before engaging with each Invitation. Allow cynicism and doubt to have their moment, and then offer, “thank you for sharing.” Allow your senses to fill, notice everything you hear, smell, feel, see, and taste—even (especially) if it seems crazy. Release any expectations of specific outcomes, if you will. Then entrust your eco-well-being unto the wisdom of your heart and let love guide your way.

			If you want support in these experiences, I’ll be posting links to recorded “Love Earth Invitations,” as well as my “Not-Fit-For-Print” blog, and notices of Earth-loving events, on my website at www.CherylLeutjen.com. We need each other more than ever.

			Blessings of Compassion, Courage, and Grace, Earth family.

			



		

ONE
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			Confronting the Army: Defending the Homefront

			Marching in single file, the army moves in an orderly fashion. West bounders advance on the right, east bounders pass on the left. Chin in one hand and coffee mug in the other, I sit admiring their coordination and commitment to duty. The troops traverse the kitchen along a trajectory high on the wall, just below the ceiling, then make a hard left at the corner to intercept the trash enclosure below. So long as the army limits its conquests to the waste containers in the closet, I am content to leave them to their operation.

			“Watch your step!” The reprimand still echoes in my ears. I was about nine when we visited my Dad’s Navy buddy, Ernie, on the reservation. We had just gotten out of the car in front of his house, after hours and hours on the road. My heart stopped, mortified to be called out by a grown-up I had just met, especially when I had no idea what I had done wrong. I stared at my feet, desperate to figure out what harm they threatened. “Ants are sacred to our people,” Ernie explained with a hand on my shoulder and a gentle demeanor.

			Ants? I hadn’t even noticed them, much less extended them any reverence. I’d never heard an adult speak of a bug as anything but a filthy pest. What could this man wearing blue jeans, a cowboy hat, and weather-worn face be talking about? He looked nothing like the Indians in my history books. His home looked like something down the street in our Midwestern subdivision back home, except for the lack of turf grass—and the miles between it and anything else. My out-of-its-element mind strained to navigate this strange territory.

			Ernie pointed to a tiny procession streaming across the bare earth. “Walk around them this way,” as he stepped over the parade. I followed, taking a giant step, just in case. I kept my eyes glued to the ground all the way to the front door, watching out for other critters that might warrant a newfound consideration.

			I’ve never looked at any bug in quite the same way since that brief encounter with Ernie. His few words and kind countenance belied an innate wisdom, which seemed both entirely foreign and vaguely familiar. Ernie’s reverence for ones so small sprung open a lock on my heart. I’ve been walking around the ants, as best I can, ever since.

			A line was crossed today, however, when I opened the refrigerator and discovered a few casualties in the water pitcher. Undeterred by the tight seal around the refrigerator door, a platoon managed to breach the blockade. As tempting as this boon of wet refreshment must be in this extended drought, this infiltration irritates my inner mama bear. Much as I intend to respect all life, the well-being of my family, including the sanctity of their food and water supply, is my utmost priority. I can no longer ignore the collision of our worlds.

			My husband has been asking me to call the exterminator for days. I haven’t done it, even though I know who to call. We used to have the perimeter of our home sprayed quarterly back when the kids were babies, and I lived in fierce mama bear mode. I ended the spraying after the kitchen remodel, which sealed up their old points of entry. Or so I thought. The intensity of the recent heat wave has driven the thirsty troops to scout out a new one.

			Still, I see Ernie’s face when I think about issuing the order to disperse or die. I decide to turn the matter over to a higher power: my pal Googlia. That’s the name I’ve given my Google Assistant (why doesn’t she have a cool name like Cortana and Siri?) because she cooks up some good stuff.

			Ants, she tells me, turn over more soil than earthworms, disperse plant seeds, and feed on the eggs of other pests like house flies, fleas, and silverfish. If left to patrol a perimeter around a house, they can also deter termites. Rising from the desk, I bow to the army. At this point, I feel I should be paying them, not spraying them. I can’t bear to order the annihilation of an army of ecosystem engineers. So, what are my options?

			I could issue an order to retreat. On the advice of my critter-kind friend, Kirsten, I once wrote a note to a gopher whose exuberance for tunneling was destroying our newly-planted tree. I penned a plea for him to find a new place to live, using block letters and simple words, as if this would aid the gopher’s comprehension. Tucked the note down his hole very late one moonless night, along with a whispered prayer, then scurried back into the house before alarming the neighborhood watch.

			The gopher left, and the tree survived. Whether it was my note or just this gopher’s time to go, I can’t say. I do know that, a few months later, a gopher nosed out of the ground right next to me where I sat on a blanket in a public garden. Each of us was as startled as the other. “What? You? Here? Seriously?” I like to think gopher was telling me he found a great new place to live. But then, I also like to think that my partaking of Chardonnay is medicinal.

			Given that this ant platoon numbers in the hundreds or thousands, a letter-writing campaign seems a challenge at best. The troops receive their marching orders from a higher command than mine.

			Maybe I could leave a bowl of water for them outside, so they won’t need to come inside to slake their thirst. No idea how to locate their outdoor colony, though, seeing as how they are entering the kitchen through the eyes of an electrical outlet. The water bowl notion also strikes me as so much anthropocentric arrogance, expecting the critters of the world to depend on human handouts to survive.

			A voice in my head, the one I am just beginning to give quarter, whispers that these ants are my teachers. They are here to instruct me and will retreat of their own accord, once their mission is accomplished. Or maybe that’s so much wishful thinking.

			I turn to author Ted Andrews, a shamanic teacher for whom this kind of whispered intelligence is normal. Ants teach us about work and industry and patience, he says in Animal Speak. “Ask yourself if you are disciplining yourself enough to accomplish the tasks at hand?”2 Though Discipline and I are rarely on speaking terms, I’ve been accomplishing plenty lately, thank you very much.

			“Are you being patient with your efforts?” Andrews asks further. I snicker. Then I laugh so hard I have to put down the book before it drops to smash my bare toes. If Discipline and I are chilly acquaintances, Patience is locked out of the house, knees knocking in an Arctic chill. Sigh.

			Turning back to address the troops, I wave the white flag. “I surrender. I will practice patience. I can’t say that I’ll pick it up right away, but it’s time to give the old meditation practice a reboot. Message received. Now please relocate your troops outside my kitchen.” Closing my eyes, I force myself to stand still for an entire 4.5 minutes as a demonstration of my good intentions.

			When I peek out of lowered lids, I can discern no impact of my vow on the soldiers who continue to march. Maybe it’s because I haven’t given them enough time. I’m still new at this patience thing, but the food situation will not wait for me to develop it. Out of options, I determine to employ a deterrent as painless as possible.

			Googlia tells me that cinnamon oil is a natural ant repellent. Well, love Earth. I have a stockpile of cinnamon oil left over from our Blissful Soul store. Spraying cinnamon oil is something I can do in a minute—five, if you count the time required to dig through the crowded cabinet to search for it.

			I pour the cinnamon oil and some water into a spray bottle, then turn to confront the army. I hear Ernie’s voice in my ear, so I breathe a word of gratitude for the contribution of ants in the world. I bless their devotion to the mission, as I ask them to vacate our kitchen. I swear I feel Ernie pat me on the shoulder. And then I spray.

			Love Earth Invitation

			Sit quietly for a moment and receive three deep breaths. Allow your imagination to fill with an image of ants. What are they doing? Are they working in cooperation? Or do you see a solitary ant, frantic to find its way back to the colony? Do you envision the queen being serviced by the winged males? Or is your image of ants more like the cartoon images of ants who talk and behave like humans? Or are you just squirming and itching?

			Ask for guidance with any current challenges from the ants. If talking to ants seems absurd (and I completely understand this), consider asking your guides, your angels, or your own higher power for any words of wisdom for you about ants, pests, work, industry, patience, or anything else. Speak your questions aloud, if you are willing. Consider stating any your level of willingness to receiving responses from unexpected sources.

			Listen as you continue to breathe. If you experience any resistance to this silly exercise, notice it as you might watch waves crashing on the beach. Here comes another wave. How interesting.

			Know that responses to these types of inquiries may not come in words. Give attention to any images, feelings, aromas, or even silence. If you don’t sense any right now, give your subconscious a command to share what it has learned in the dreamtime or in another quiet moment.

			Close this experience as you feel moved, perhaps with a blessing or a word of gratitude.

			



		

TWO
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			Pigeon GPS: Finding My Bearings

			Loading the grocery bags into my car, I feel I’m being watched. I cannot fathom by whom. The entire parking lot is nearly empty, such a rare sight that I pause to wonder if I missed an air raid. Feeling more curious than alarmed, I decide to let it go.

			Bags loaded, I look for a place to return the rickety cart with one stuck wheel. How I managed to select this clunker from the countless available only the gods can say, but it’s the raised-in-Missouri mule in me that refused to exchange it for another. Not seeing a cart corral nearby, I clunk-a-clunk this pain-in-the-posterior over to the empty parking space next to me.

			And that’s when I see her. A portly pigeon sporting an iridescent blue, pink, and green shawl sits between the stands of fortnight lilies in the median. Unfazed by the teeth-jarring rattle of my cart, she rests stock-still, peering out from her hollow, tiny eyes, which are glowing blood-orange. “You don’t see me,” her stern stare commands. I wink and whisper, “if you don’t tell on me, I won’t tell on you.” I pop the cart wheels over the curb, far from her perch, and turn to get into my car.

			Then I freeze. Her gaze burns into my back like some laser-powered branding iron. Hands up, I wave the white flag. I’m not going anywhere.

			First checking the time, then mentally reviewing the contents of my grocery bags (no appointments, no ice cream), I turn around and crouch on the curb next to her. In a soothing tone, I introduce myself and offer small talk, neatly avoiding the lightning rods of religion and politics. Nothing to see here, folks, just two chicks having a chat. Even so, the emptiness of the lot today offers a welcome seclusion. This store is in my neighborhood, and I already have a Reputation.

			Once I’ve covered the safe topics of weather, “what’s on at the movies” and “how the Dodgers are doing,” I run out of steam. Frankly, I’m getting tired of doing all the work in this conversation. Pigeon offers no response whatsoever, not even to side step away from me, as you might expect. She continues to eye me with that wary stare, the kind you give any stranger of dubious intent, which, as a mother of teenagers, I’m used to.

			Then this thought occurs to me: “she can’t fly,” though she shows no signs of illness or injury. She’s alert, there’s no blood, and her girth suggests that she’s well-fed. “Are you okay?” I ask, hoping that doesn’t sound impertinent, given that we are still new acquaintances. That blood-orange eye throbs as I zoom in for a closer examination.

			All seems in order, so far as my zero knowledge of pigeon anatomy goes, except that one wing seems bent at an awkward angle. “Is that it? You hurt your wing and can’t fly away?” She remains as mute as a teenager wearing ear buds. Having exhausted my empty repertoire of bird care, I offer the one thing I can always give: I pray.

			I bless this sweet bird, thank her for inviting me to sit with her, and I entrust her well-being unto the Divine. “I’ll get you some help, if I can find it,” I promise as I stand to leave. Back at home, I post her picture on the neighborhood Facebook page, asking for information on local bird rescue organizations. I share her location with any potential rescuers.

			I feel I’ve done my part. I’ve done what I know how to do. I turn to the tasks at hand, putting away groceries and then sitting down to write.

			Three hours later, I check the Facebook post, hoping for news of a successful rescue. While it has attracted many oh-so-helpful suggestions of what more I could do, no bird expert has offered to go pick her up. Closing the laptop with a groan, I slump back in my chair, eyes squinched shut. Her trusting demeanor and piercing gaze burnish into the movie screen of my mind. We made a connection, we had a moment. I can’t just leave my new friend, who I’m now calling SweetP, there to starve, can I?

			“She’s a common pigeon!” inner cynic protests, “and they are invasive, disease-carrying pests!” Memory banks download images of the disgusting splats on our cars and sidewalk back when our elderly neighbor set out heaping trays of food for the pigeons. But those “nasty birds” were “pigeons,” and this is my new friend, SweetP. My heart cracks wide open, and there she sits, haloed in a tangerine glow.

			Though inner cynic urges me to abandon her like the cart at the curb, I’ve learned well enough to heed the summons of my own heart if I want any peace at the end of the day. I jump in my car before I can think of the reasons why I shouldn’t, hoping all the way to the grocery store that I was mistaken. Surely her perceived injury was all a figment of my do-gooder imagination. As I pull into the parking lot, I fully expect to discover that the perfectly-healthy SweetP has flown away.

			The lot is busier now, and there is an SUV parked next to SweetP’s hidey-hole. I stash my car some distance away, in case anyone recognizes my refuse-to-wash-my-car-in-a-drought, fire engine red Volt. I creep alongside the SUV and practice my best nonchalance as I peek in to discover SweetP still roosting. Hasn’t moved a muscle, from what I can see.

			I saunter back to my car where I sit and think. I text my plucky friend Joie: “Help me rescue a bird? Humane Society will take her if I can get her there.” Joie arrives moments later, toting a box and gloves. Of course, she does. What do I supply? My own gnawed cuticles.

			Joie dons the gloves with the confidence of a raptor handler. I’m an anxious mess, so I keep my flapping wings at a distance. When Joie reaches in to pick her up, SweetP stands for the first time, flapping her own wings in distress. She hops on one leg, the other dangling a mangled foot. Therein lies her affliction.

			Joie swoops up SweetP and lands her inside the box. SweetP makes no protest, so we don’t close the lid. Joie hands the box to me and opens the door to her truck for us. I cradle the box on my lap all the way to the shelter, cooing what I hope are words of assurance. SweetP rests in the box, as coolly as if she had been waiting for us all along to take her to a party.

			After filling out the requisite forms, the clerk at the Humane Society gives me an identification number for SweetP. “The bird will be euthanized if it’s too injured to be released,” the clerk explains in a hushed and practiced sympathetic tone. “But you can call tomorrow to check on her.” I nod, blinking back hot tears, and poke my head into the box. “Chin up, kid,” I tell SweetP. “These guys are pros. They will take good care of you. I will see you tomorrow,” I vow, as if my resolve alone could heal her wounds. Then I scurry back out to Joie’s truck where it’s safe to sob. She has seen it all before.

			It’s now twenty-four hours later, and I sit tapping my fingers on the desk. I’m apprehensive about calling to find out SweetP’s fate. She was in no shape to live independently when we dropped her off. I can’t imagine even the most well-meaning animal care organization going to great lengths to doctor a bird so common as a city pigeon. Pity this must be faced stone-cold sober.

			 I down a shot of raw apple cider vinegar (it’s the best I can do this early in the day), and make the call. The news is as expected. SweetP’s leg was badly broken and she was deemed unable to live independently. She has been euthanized. I hang up the phone and cry as if SweetP had been a member of our family for years.

			How can this brief encounter with a simple pigeon, a bird I once considered a pest and a nuisance, have such a profound effect on me? I have no explanation. I just keep seeing that one burnt-orange eye staring at me with trust.

			Were we wrong to rescue her? SweetP’s girth was quite round. Perhaps we underestimated her ability to care for herself. She might have lived quite a while, scrounging the scraps of food in a busy grocery store parking lot. Were Joie and I just two more well-meaning, busybody humans interfering with the natural order? I bet any wild animal would prefer to live out their days as Nature intended than to be “rescued” into an institution with its locked cages and concrete floors. What’s so humane about killing a bird who seemed to be doing fine, anyway?

			Or was she secretly hoping for a new home, someone to hand feed her, while she lived out her final days? I’ve heard locals wax poetically about the “Bird Lady” who lived in my neighborhood long before our time here. She cared for all kinds of injured birds in her backyard sanctuary. If only I could have taken her to live out her days with Bird Lady. I could visit, and we could chat about old times, maybe take some selfies.

			But care for her myself, I could not have done. Firstly, because I know nothing about injured bird care. Secondly, because I am already at the beck and call of two crazy cats and periodic foster kittens, none of whom would have any sense of humor about adding a bird to the roost. Thirdly, because I read that cautionary tale, Enslaved by Ducks,3 the true story of a couple that adopted a single canary. They ended up kowtowing to a menagerie of parrots, ducks, geese, parakeets, hens, starlings, and one turkey, in addition to their family cats and rabbits. I’ve never had a bird as a pet, so I don’t know if adopting one leads to such excess, but suffice to say that I would find myself single again if it did. If SweetP was looking for someone to provide a haven in which to live out her disabled life, she chose the wrong human.

			My shaman-priestess friend, Cyndi, calls while I’m mid-angst. She radiates calm and cool the way I secrete sweat on an uphill hike: out of every pore. The timbre of her voice soothes my self-reproach, as she reminds me that everything happens on purpose. SweetP chose me and entrusted herself to Joie’s care, Cyndi assures me. “Tune in with her,” she advises, “ask her what she has to say about your encounter.” I sidle into the next room, out of my husband’s earshot, before telling Cyndi that, yes, of course, I’ll have a chat with my dead pigeon friend. Why not? If a swarm of bees can inspire a book, surely, I have bandwidth for a word of wisdom from a pigeon spirit.

			* * *

			I’m writing at a busy outdoor café in the park today, where rubber-necking pigeons stalk the periphery, occasionally swooping in for crumbs of scones and coffee cake. Hipsters sit in deep meditation with their canine companions while young mommies plead with toddlers to stop crying over spilled milk. A local crooner shrieks show tunes from a nearby park bench. A man wearing only tattered khakis and Birkenstocks waves his dreadlocks in slow-mo as he spouts spontaneous poetry from the sidewalk.

			What better place for my heart-to-heart with SweetP’s spirit? A gray-haired lady chatting with the spirit of a dead bird will raise no eyebrows here. Eyeing the pigeons foraging at my feet (none of whom pay one whit of the kind of attention SweetP gave me, I might add), I jump in. “Okay, SweetP, talk to me. Did I do okay by you?”

			I jot down whatever comes to mind, just the way that bee on the lemon tree taught me on that first weekend of spiritual training. “Yours was the kindest human presence I ever experienced,” writes my pen. “I wanted to go with you. My physical body was broken. My spirit was not, is not. We walk together now, and I can be of assistance to you because you know my heart. I am with you to help guide you Home.”

			I put the pen down, rattled, and stare at my favorite rollerball wondering what kind of juju has invaded it. Is this for real? Am I making this stuff up because this is what I want to hear? Am I inventing my own absolution? I can’t be sure, though it sure doesn’t sound like any of the (many) other voices in my head. I pick up the pen the way one might handle an undetonated grenade.

			“I thank you for your caring,” it writes. “The people were kind to me. Call on me when you feel lost. You have been feeling lost, yes?”

			Why, yes. Yes, I have. Reading all the distressing news and bizarre tweets of the past few months has me feeling like the captain of a rudderless ship in a tempest. No way to predict the next debacle that might come crashing over the bow next, though I feel certain that I will be unequipped to deal with it. Every day brings a new attack on foundations I once believed to be rock solid, and the normalization of behaviors I felt sure our culture deemed reprehensible. With my own oars flailing, how on earth can I possibly hope to guide my children through this hurricane?

			I wonder if my parents felt the same way, raising young kids during the Tumultuous Decade: the 1960s. Post-war babies themselves, fresh from small town life in the sock-hopping fifties, they plunged into parenthood in the suburbs while race riots and war protests raged, esteemed leaders were assassinated, and the country steeped in the Cold War. Then came the Nixon years, and how I wish that I had paid more attention back then, despite my youth. Were there clues from that time about how to deal with an autocrat that I missed?

			Even while the country roiled, and my parents’ relationship broiled, they managed to raise my sister and myself with some sense of security. Now, it’s my turn, and I wonder if I’m doing half as well as they did—even though I was certain they were doing a lousy job of it at the time. Sometimes, I just wanna go back to my 1970s home in Gladstone, Missouri, crawl into bed, and pull the covers over my eyes until Mom comes to yell at me to get dressed for school. I’m sure the family who lives there now would not appreciate it.

			“Worry no more,” the pen writes. “I am here. Call upon me whenever you feel lost and want to find your way home.” Then it rests. The pen seems to be done writing, so I pack up, thinking about SweetP’s words as I do. I’ve heard of the great feats of homing pigeons, of course, finding their way back to the roost even from a thousand miles away. But weren’t they selectively bred to do that? Do city pigeons possess such a strong homing instinct?

			Back at home, Googlia assures me that the pigeons have been finding their way “home” far longer than humans have existed. Pigeons, also known as “rock doves” or “rock pigeons,” have lived on this earth for some thirty million years; we Homo sapiens but for a puny couple hundred thousand or so, depending on who you ask.

			How utterly fitting that, in his native Italian, the last name of Christopher Columbus is “Colombo,” because it means “pigeon.” Columbus, who embarked upon not one but four impossible journeys in uncharted waters, found his way back home each time—without knowing where, exactly, he had been. Up to his death, Columbus was certain that he had landed in the Indies.

			Lest I sound smug, I confess that this is exactly how I feel after relying on Google Maps to guide me into parts unknown. Back at home, I have no real sense of where I’ve been. Not the way you do when you spread a paper map out on the kitchen table and study the terrain before you embark on the journey. How quaint that sounds now, like sending smoke signals to communicate.

			Nor is it a recent thing for pigeons to hang around us humans. Because pigeons prefer to roost in rocky ledges, they may have started hanging around our kind back in our caveman days, enjoying the steady supply of scraps.4 And when humans gave up foraging for farming, pigeons would have made an easy choice for domesticated food stock, given their propensity to hang around.

			But how did pigeons make the jump from “good food” to “trusty navigator”? How did our forebears come to realize that the tasty bird on the plate possessed an uncanny ability to find its way home? It seems quite a leap. But then, cats are the only domesticated animals I’ve tended, and the idea of “employing” them for any purpose is laughable at best. I can’t even pet my cat Juniper without risking injury if she’s not in the mood.

			Another head-scratcher is figuring out how pigeons do it. Modern scientists aren’t entirely sure, which I find as surprising as the inability of some people to install a new roll of toilet paper. Sure, the study of quantum mechanics is bound to be complicated. But the skills of a humble pigeon?

			Most experts seem to agree that the humble pigeon possesses an ability to read the Sun’s position and Earth’s magnetic field the way some of us can operate a compass. The bigger unknown is figuring out how the pigeon knows which direction is home. A compass without a map is as useful as having my therapist’s phone number on speed dial when I can’t find my phone. Some think pigeons utilize an uber-refined sense of smell, while others think they may have super hearing which picks up super low frequency “infrasounds,” well below the range of what people can hear, that guide them home.5 What I love about this mystery is what I love about the 1988 Jamaican bobsled team, the 1957 Little League team from Monterey, and Ugandan chess player Phiona Mutesi. Never underestimate the remarkable abilities of those who seem to be the least among us.

			Well, however the pigeons work their magic, they are quick about it because the pigeon is built for sustained speed.

			With hollow bones containing reservoirs of oxygen, a tapered fuselage, giant breast muscles that account for one third of its body mass, and an ability to function indefinitely without sleep, the rock dove is a feathered rocket built for speed and endurance.…The rock dove can reach peak velocity in seconds and maintain it for hours on end. One pigeon was recorded flying for several hours at 110 mph.6

			If I ever see a pigeon passing me on the freeway at nearly double my speed, I will end up in the ditch. If I see it at all.

			The mighty rock dove has been generous in sharing its built-in GPS with us humans. Pigeons delivered messages from King Solomon, announcements of the ascension of Egyptian Pharaohs, and news of the ancient Olympic games.7 The Emperor of China received news via pigeon from the outer provinces by the fifth century BC, and Genghis Khan established a pigeon network encompassing one sixth of the world.8 The Reuters news agency began with a single carrier pigeon route in 1849, before the telegraph lines were completed.

			Soldier pigeons have also served in countless military campaigns, delivering critical news of the enemy and stranded soldiers. At one point, some 43,000 pigeons actively served the armed forces in World War II. One of the most famous, GI Joe, spared the lives of the British 56th Infantry Brigade by delivering a message to the Americans to abort an attack just in the nick of time.9 For his heroism, the Lord Mayor of London awarded GI Joe the Dickin Medal for Gallantry.

			But the one that gets me is Cher Ami.

			Dateline: World War I, Charlevaux, France

			October 4, 1918

			German troops surround Major Whittlesey of the US Army and five hundred soldiers, “The Lost Battalion,” trapped behind enemy lines, without food and ammunition. Then they realize “friendly fire” is raining upon them. By the second day, only some two hundred soldiers survive. The Major dispatches messages of distress back to the division headquarters by pigeon.

			The Germans shoot down the first pigeon messenger.

			The Germans shoot down the second pigeon messenger.

			Only one pigeon remains, an experienced soldier with eleven missions under his wing: 
Cher Ami. The Major inserts this critical message in a canister strapped to his leg:

			“We are along the road parallel to 276.4. Our own artillery is dropping a barrage directly on us. For heaven’s sake stop it.”10

			Cher Ami alights, and the Germans open fire. All hope of survival for the Americans is dashed. Undeterred, Cher Ami speeds through a torrent of bullets. He arrives at HQ some 25 miles away in just 25 minutes, despite having been shot through the breast, eye, and leg. The message delivered, the not-so-friendly fire ceased, and 194 men survive because of his heroism. How fitting that his name means “dear friend” in French.

			Army medics work feverishly to save the life of the wounded hero, but cannot save the mangled leg. They construct a tiny wooden peg for their fallen comrade in arms. I picture him sporting a tiny patch over his blinded eye, pirate-style. But that’s just me.

			The French award Cher Ami the “Croix de Guerre” medal of honor. General Pershing personally saw Cher Ami off when he departed France (in an officer’s berth) for some well-deserved R&R back in the good old U.S. of A. He continues to receive accolades at the National Museum of American History, where his one-legged, stuffed remains now reside. Though I have no military service under my own belt, I reflexively stand and salute the fearless flier.

			Well, Hoover dam it, what a missed opportunity. I can just see SweetP, her dangling leg replaced with a carbon fiber limb (this is the 21st century, after all). How adorable would that have been? She could have been a poster child and ombudsman for all who are dealing with physical challenges, and…I slap myself out of this reverie of what will not be. I’m nursing enough eco-guilt as it is.

			I don’t know SweetP’s life story, though I feel certain she never did anything to earn such awards. Her greatest feat, so far as I know, was to entice me to slow down, to take a break from my mindless rushing around, and to sit on the curb on a nice day and share a chat with a neighbor. Which is not so small a contribution, after all. Not to me, anyway. I feel honored that she chose me.

			I wander out to the yard and sit with my back resting against my pal Atlas Cedar, a sixty-foot sentinel whose unwavering strength I appreciate. A bevy of neighborhood pigeons perch up on the telephone line. In my mind's eye, they sport aviator scarves and goggles, ready to be strapped to the next fighter pilot, dropped from who-knows-where, only to dodge bullets on the race back to HQ to save the day. What a different perspective I hold now than when I measured their worth by their splats. Come to think of it, I can’t think of any creature that would be judged kindly from such an end-of-the-line assessment.

			Homing instincts now supplanted by GPS, satellites, and Wi-Fi, the extraordinary home-finding abilities of pigeons are long forgotten to all but military war buffs, pigeon racing enthusiasts and, let us not forget, the modern-day smugglers who still employ them. As I contemplate the hundreds of thousands of pigeons who have, and continue to, apply their extraordinary gifts on our behalf, the fall of the mighty rock dove from savior to scourge pains me. How typically human of us to honor the gifts of our fellow Earth-dwellers only when they are useful to us, tossing them like so much garbage after they no longer satisfy our needs.

			Extending a newfound respect to my rock dove neighbors, I honor (and envy) their innate ability to find home, no matter how far away they have traveled, even if transported inside a windowless box, and dropped into unknown territory. The movie Lion springs to mind, which tells the story of Saroo Brierley, lost at a young age, who struggled to find his childhood home for two decades. I wheeze to recall how I watched the entire first half of that movie from the fetal position, gasping for air.

			I know full well that terror of feeling lost, ripped apart from all that once centered me, without a clue how to get back to home base. It seizes me in the dark of the night, those pre-dawn hours when the despair over melting permafrost, potentially releasing half as many greenhouse gases as in all the Industrial Age combined, hurls me over the bow of my dinghy without a life preserver. If only I possessed the steady gaze of SweetP, sitting in a dark box, heading for parts unknown.

			“You do,” she chimes in.

			Goosebumps punctuate my flesh as the aha settles on me. This is what SweetP came to tell me. Take inventory of the gifts and abilities that I can employ in these wildly unsettling circumstances to guide myself back “home.” Navigate back to that centered place within myself where tranquility lives, no matter what.

			I may not be able to hear Earth’s hum or even find my way out of the Galleria parking garage, but I do have a rollerball pen that shares some astonishing revelations sometimes. And a steadfast tree friend who’s got my back. And SweetP’s steadfast gaze reminding me, no matter how earthshattering the news of the day, stillness is a most precious gift, whenever I give myself permission to drop the cuticle chewing, the eco-angsting, and the fear-mongering long enough to breathe. Just breathe.

			Eyes now closed, breath slow, body limp against Atlas Cedar, not even the blaring car alarm down the street disturbs this tranquility. May I remember this experience of peace that passeth understanding the next time I read an outrageous headline announcing news that, well, passeth understanding.

			Cher Ami
by Harry Webb Farrington

			Cher Ami, how do you do!
Listen, let me talk to you;
I’ll not hurt you, don’t you see?
Come a little close to me.

			Little scrawny blue and white
Messenger for men who fight,
Tell me of the deep, red scar,
There, just where no feathers are.

			What about your poor left leg?
Tell me, Cher Ami, I beg.
Boys and girls are at a loss,
How you won that Silver Cross.11

			Love Earth Invitation

			How do you feel about pigeons? Are they pests or feathered friends? Close your eyes and hold an image of a pigeon in your mind’s eye. What do you see?

			Do you see one pigeon or several? Ted Andrews writes in Animal Speak that pigeons often huddle together to weather a storm.12 Are you feeling like you’re weathering a storm all alone?

			Notice what images or words or feelings, if any, arise if you ask these questions or any others that come to mind.

			If you are currently a part of a loving community that is helping you to weather a storm, consider speaking a word of gratitude. If you crave a more supportive community, speak this intention aloud. Breathe energy into this longing.

			Now release any images of pigeons, and repeat the word “Home” a few times, either silently or out loud. Does an image or memory come to mind? If so, where is it? Notice every aspect of this experience, including any feelings, scents, colors, sounds. How does it feel to be here? Breathe here.

			Now imagine yourself in your current home, and consider how you might wish it would alter, if at all. You may wish to invite a human, pet, or stuffed animal from your childhood to guide you. Or perhaps you’ll want to ask a pigeon, your higher self, or whatever you call that which you deem sacred to help you establish a home that feels more inviting, secure, nurturing, or restful.

			Now consider what you appreciate about your current living space—or any place you have ever lived. How does (did) it support and serve you?

			Listen. Release, if you will, any expectations that these experiences produce any specific outcome.

			When you feel complete with this Invitation, state aloud your willingness to receive any further information about Home.

			Speak any words of gratitude you may have for any animals or other guides that accompanied you in this exercise.

			



		

THREE

			[image: ]

			The Beauty of Drought

			Struck dumb by the most extraordinary sight outside my kitchen window, I slump into the nearest chair, agape. My mind scrolls through the mental to-do list for today and finds nothing that can’t be shoved off until tomorrow. I give myself permission to sit here doing nothing but to witness this miracle, at least until someone in this household figures out that Mom has “nothing to do.”

			After months of relentless, arid heat, the dearth has ended. It’s raining. This is no ordinary drizzle or even a shower. It is a veritable downpour, no single drop of water discernible from the multitude. The rain pummels the earth as if some angry god, hell-bent on punishing a perverse planet, hurls glass spears from his home on high. I wonder that there is no protest, no attempt at defense. The earth and the trees and even the slender grasses stand stock-still, as if they, too, acknowledge the miracle, afraid to blink and find it was all a mirage. Only the man-made artifices, the pavement, rooftops, and sidewalks, seem unimpressed, waving away this precious gift of water, one that means life or death to the living, without so much as a nod.

			Today’s downpour, after so many months of deprivation, is a feast that only someone who has fasted for days can appreciate. Although I sit indoors, my cracked, dry skin seems to plump, my mind washes clean of the scourge of nagging thoughts. The rain replenishes the very reservoir of my soul.

			More rain will fall in this storm than all of last year. The juxtaposition of this torrent against the long spell of drought is jarring. The last few years have been some of the driest on record. Before these rains, the reservoirs, essential for life as most of us Californians know it, sat just a quarter to a third full. A few sat bone-dry. Desperate farmers in this state increased draws of well water to keep crops from withering away, causing the water table to fall to historic lows, too.13 Agribusinesses drilled deeper and deeper wells to reach the sinking water table, churning up ever more earth to divine the ancient waters. Precious stores, accumulated over thousands of years, consumed in a single summer.

			The sinking water table spelled calamity for those who had stuck their straws into the upper reaches of the aquifer. Thousands who rely on water from shallow wells drilled in wetter times found none coming from the home tap this past summer. Many of them were the very farm workers who harvest the nuts, fruits, and vegetables fed with the water mined from the deeper wells. The irony brings hot, guilt-ridden tears.

			I think of the thirsty farm workers when I stand at my kitchen sink, washing the fruits of their labors. The parch after a long day in the field that cannot be quenched by a simple glass of water from the faucet. Hard-earned dollars spent on costly bottles of water because the body cannot live, let alone toil in blistering heat, without it. A hot soak in the tub for the back, aching after fourteen hours of stooping to pick my fresh asparagus, an impossible dream.

			I took a vow to be more conscientious, if only to assuage my own water-guilt long enough so that I could enjoy my three-minute shower (two, if I’m feeling particularly penitent). I set a pitcher by the sink, and began collecting the veggie rinse water, emptying the contents in the garden when full. If I can’t send water from my own tap to thirsty farm workers directly, the least I can do is to return it to Earth, rather than down the drain.

			As the hot days wore on, the simple ritual evolved into a convoluted orchestration (a cross between a bob-and-weave and a samba, I’d say) designed to make every drop of kitchen faucet water coming do double duty, if not more. Now the process includes not just veggie rinse water, but also every drop used for rinsing dishes bound for the dishwasher—a practice which, I rue to report, our washer model requires.

			Take the lunch-making detail from this morning, for example. Three basic tasks: clean out the lunch containers, cut some fruit, make a couple of sandwiches. Sounds easy enough. Perhaps it could be if I didn’t overthink it. But there’s little likelihood of that.

			The triage comes first. Rinse water from dishes containing fruit and veggies goes into the pitcher, now dubbed the Guilt Remover (GR, for short) because it preserves precious moisture for reuse. Rinse water from dishes containing residues of fats (grease, milk, meat, or cheese) cannot go into the GR, due to concerns about pests and pathogens. Such rinse waters are captured to soak dishwasher-bound dishes. Rinse water from dishes used for raw meat, however, cannot be reused and must go directly down the drain. Food safety trumps green guilt every time.

			Now the work can begin. Separate the thermos containing yesterday’s mac and cheese residue (not-safe-for-GR rinse water) from the Tupperware with fruit residue (GR-safe rinse water). Take the GR out of sink. Place thermos in sink and hand wash it, allowing soapy water (not-safe-for-GR-but-soak-safe rinse water) to flow into the crusty soup bowl sitting in the sink, left after last night’s dinner. Leave bowl to soak while drying the thermos.

			Pick up the empty Tupperware to be washed (GR-safe rinse water). Pick up the GR, and notice that it is full. Groan. Drop the Tupperware and take the GR outside. Try to remember where the last delivery went, while examining plants to determine which is most drought-compromised. Realize that precious morning-prep minutes are slipping away. Dump the water quickly, soaking one tennis shoe. Sigh. Shake foot vigorously while hopping back into the kitchen.

			Plant toe of wet shoe to drain on the kitchen rug, while trying to remember why I’m holding an empty pitcher when I’m supposed to be making sandwiches. Shrug, put GR into sink and examine sandwich keeper for signs of leakage from yesterday’s turkey and mayo sandwich. Seeing a smear of mayo (not-safe-for-GR rinse water), take the GR out of the sink, select another stack of food-crusted dishes, place it under the faucet, and rinse the sandwich keeper over it.

			Lay out the bread and turkey for the sandwiches, then take lettuce leaves to the sink (GR-safe rinse water). Put the GR back into sink. Fan the lettuce leaves over the GR while spraying, jiggling as necessary to direct drip and spray water into GR.

			Dry the lettuce leaves, assemble the sandwiches, and cut in half. Consider the knife. Smeared with mayo (non-GR-but-soak-safe rinse water) but not dirty enough to require presoaking, I put the knife directly into the dishwasher.

			Look for Tupperware with fruit. Realize it’s still empty. Sigh. Wash over the GR (GR-safe rinse water). Cut fruit on cutting mat and hover it over the GR to rinse, directing wash water from the large surfaces as best I can. Finish assembling sandwiches, put cut fruit into Tupperware and give myself a smug pat on the back for being so water wise.

			And that’s the procedure for a couple of sandwiches. To describe the pitcher-in / pitcher-out, GR-safe / not-safe, bob-and-weave-samba required for cooking a full meal could require a couple of hours and a bottle of wine. Just kidding. About the wine.

			This morning’s bob-and-weave-samba dance makes me even more grateful for this opportunity to sit and admire an abundance of water falling from the sky. I wonder how the ducks at the pond where I often write are delighting in this deluge. Do they splash in the puddles like playful toddlers, quacking in celebration of their good fortune? Or does the ferocity of this storm send them scurrying for shelter, clucking in distress and tucking their heads under their wings to weather it out?

			I wonder, too, how the thirsty trees in the local forest are marking this miracle. After long months of making do and getting by, the famine has ended, and the feast is at hand. The youngest in the forest, who have known only deprivation, may be as awed as a desert nomad witnessing a gushing geyser for the first time. The veterans, who know well the vagaries of Mother Nature, may not be so quick to celebrate, cautioning the youngsters like the house mom to frat party revelers, “don’t overdo it; think of tomorrow.”

			Because, as however much it rains today, this single storm will not make up for a years-long drought—nor for the dry years yet to come in this warming world. Some predict that this drought is but a prelude to even more extreme events in the western United States in the coming decades. I pray that these years of drought have taught us something about adapting to a changing world. I know they’ve inspired me to drop everything to admire the sight and sound of something I once considered so common, back in the Midwest, as rain. May the days of lack bring a new reverence for the water—indeed, all the natural world—that sustains and nourishes us. May they remind those of us dependent on aquifer-delivered water to give up our unholy demands for a semi-arid land to sustain flora native to wetter environments.

			May we take a cue from Life itself. The endangered Quino checkerspot butterfly, once thought doomed to extinction, is relocating to higher altitudes in response to warmer temps.14 Some pink salmon in Alaska are responding to warming waters by migrating earlier.15 Tawny owls in Norway, which can be brown or light gray, seem to be responding to reduced snowfall by producing fewer light gray owlets (light gray being better for snow-cover camouflage).16 Trees in the forests of the Northern Hemisphere may be responding to rising levels of atmospheric carbon dioxide by using water more efficiently.17 Without forming subcommittees or funding any research, the adapters of our world respond to calamity with astuteness, as so many successful species have over the eons of evolution.

			I chuckle to think of my bob-and-weave-samba dance as my own sort of adaptive behavior. Cue the whispered voice of Marlin Perkins , long-time host of Animal Kingdom: “here we see the Southern Californian in her unnatural habit demonstrating an unusual response to drought, not unlike the spastic mating ritual of the male emu.” (Google it.) Hey, the emu and I are both doing what we can to help ensure the longevity of our species. Preposterous times call for preposterous measures.

			An image of the male emu in full hijinks now sits alongside my computer as I write. Whenever I find myself tumbling down the rabbit hole of eco-despair, his comical squawking, hopping and flapping remind me that there’s a place for lightheartedness, even in this most serious business of survival.

			When I hold the image of parched farm workers in my mind as I bob and weave, my eco-guilt flattens me, and my well-intentioned efforts seem hopeless, “never enough.” With the emu in mind, I give it all I’ve got, the more flair, the better. Add a slide step on the way out to water the garden. Skip my way back in to the kitchen, holding the holy GR up in high adoration. The process of honoring the water that travels a few hundred miles to reach my tap now becomes an act of high hilarity, rather than self-flagellation for my water-consuming existence. Sure, the teenagers groan and shield their eyes from the latest episode of Mother Mortification, but they will thank me someday. I’m sure of it. Either that, or I’ll get annual holiday cards from their therapists.

			Nature honors and abides by cycles. Long days of summer heat recede into long nights of winter chill. Drenching rains follow days of drought. Succulent grapes burst from vines once barren. Cycles remind us to give thanks for the blessings of the day. Savor the fragrant peach fresh at the peak of summer and drop everything to witness the first rain that falls after a dearth. But for the bitter cold of the blizzard night, do I appreciate the wool coat, the sheep who gave of their fleece, and the shepherds who watched the flock by night. But for the heat of the summer, do I remember that frigid night with fond nostalgia. But for the drought, do I dance with the emu and with all of us doing what we can for our kind, right where and as we are.

			The blessings of lack abound.

			Love Earth Invitation

			Close your eyes and envision yourself in a desert or any place where there’s no water in sight. What’s it like in the desert in your mind? What do you see, hear, smell, taste?

			 What plant life do you see? An abundance of succulents and cacti, rolling tumbleweeds, or none at all? If you see animals, what are they doing? Pacing and panting, burrowing or sleeping away the heat of the day? Or are they coming alive as the sun sets or busily stalking and feeding in the cool of the night?

			Consider your emotions as you survey this scene. Are you feeling at ease, serene, peaceful? On edge, uncertain, anxious? Ponder how, if at all, your feelings relate to your own use of or access to water.

			Now imagine an oasis or any image of plentiful water. What do you see, hear, smell, taste? Notice every sensation in your body as you focus on this wellspring of hydration after the experience of drought.

			Set an intention, if you are so inclined, to bring this kind of awareness to your next experience of drinking a tall glass of clear, fresh water. Will you appreciate it any differently when you do?

			



		

FOUR
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			Conversing with Curmudgeon: Cross-Species Communion

			Today’s headline blasts me like an atomic bomb. How did this wayward missile manage to pierce my shields? Since the national Siege on Sanity began, I have honored a strict protocol, designed to protect my heart from surprise attack. Avoid the Internet as much as possible. When I must research, I pull up Google’s soothing, blank white page. Type into the search box, then cover my eyes while Big G does its thing. Peer through parted fingers to select the link for a more exciting chicken dish recipe.

			Dulled by the lack of morning coffee (drat this cleanse), I lingered too long over the keys. I accidently caught glimpse of news so noxious that I would have lost my lunch had I eaten any. My face fell into my hands, and I sobbed the way I did when John Lennon was murdered, just a couple months after my beloved grandfather passed on. Savory chicken mission aborted.

			My news-addict mother raised me to crave the latest information the way some people, including me, want coffee in the morning. The evening news programs play in the background of my childhood memories. These days, National Public Radio is my constant companion in the car, at least until my teenagers demand a change in station. I troll Twitter in odd moments to catch the latest developments. Or at least I used to.

			The news nowadays—assuming anyone can decipher what is “news” anymore—causes me to doubt whether I possess the intestinal fortitude to be well-informed. Reading the travesty du jour can send me straight to the Chardonnay. An interview on my beloved NPR can turn all my hope for the world into the kind of black rot that I found in the back of the refrigerator last week.

			Hope. What is it, anyway? A flimsy fantasy with all the substance of a child’s letter to Santa? I want to dig my fingernails deep into the flesh of it, see if it will disintegrate or beg for mercy. I need an ally that is a lot tougher than I am. Will Hope crumble under the weight of my angst like an aluminum can in the crusher of dreams? Does Hope possess the grit to do battle in these days of such animosity and acrimony?

			Where is Hope when Fear insists that we the people are powerless against Big Money shoving millions into politicians’ pockets? Or when Big Ag desecrates Earth’s biodiversity with its genetically identical seeds? When Big Oil ramrods another pipeline across wilderness and native lands?

			“Hope is for fools,” Fear hisses whenever I reach out for a dose of Hope. Fear wraps its bony fingers around my neck and spits in my hope-du-jour cocktail. It stomps on my “it’s all on purpose” mantra with glee. It cremates my faith that “we are all one” with blistering images of holocausts and genocides. “Are you so naïve to believe there’s anything that you peons can do that will make a difference?” Fear cackles.

			Shaking my head, I wonder where, if anywhere, Hope still lives. I pack up my water bottle, my journal, and my eco-angst to escape the long arms of too-much-information. I slide into the car seat, buckle up, and hit the road, white knuckles clenching the steering wheel. As soon as I leave the freeway behind and begin the ascent to the mountain park, a strange thing happens: I catch myself humming. My fingers tap the steering wheel. How to explain these strange expressions of calm? By the time I park at the nature center, my entire body feels eased and eager to hit the trail, like a puppy freed from a cage.

			The scorching noontime sun nearly incinerates my composure when I open the car door. I will myself out of the car and force my feet onto the dusty path. One foot in front of the other, every step an exertion. My boots feel filled with lead shot, while my backpack bulges with the weight of my worry for the world.

			When I reach the lookout point some thirty minutes later, I crouch for a moment to catch my breath. Scan for a shady place to sit and write. Seeing none at hand, I tiptoe off the trail and perch amongst the bony spines of the dry chaparral. I hunker down a yard away from the edge where this steep slope begins its swan dive of some fifteen hundred feet, landing in the beehive of the city.

			Tiny cars stream in a colorful ribbon that bisects the lowland. Boxes made of concrete and wood and glass line up on either side like spectators at a parade. A monotonous drone rumbles upward, a montage of indistinct sounds: the hum of the Urban Human occupying its niche.

			The steadfast stillness of the chaparral on this windless day makes for sharp contrast to the constant motion of the world below. The commotion is jarring, even from this distance. I shift my awareness from the din below to study my scrub brush neighbors. Just about the same height as my seated self, they offer the perfect subterfuge, concealing my delinquency in ditching the designated trail. I endeavor to emulate their silence.

			Just moments later, I resist a temptation to check my phone for updates, even though I know there’s no reception for that sort of communication here. I turn to my neighbor to the right, and wonder how he manages this motionlessness. From the denuded looks of him, he seems done-for, the life fully sucked out of him. It’s hard to say for sure whether he’s a goner, but that would explain his leaflessness. Or perhaps it’s a response to the drought, dropping leaves to cut evaporative losses of precious moisture until sustenance returns.

			Winter is the season when life-sustaining manna, in the form of water, usually falls from heaven around here. Though we sit squarely one week before the start of summer, the bone-dry complexions of my companions evidence the lack of rain over the past few years. Last winter was particularly parched, delivering little moisture to help tide the local flora and fauna over the rainless season ahead. Late spring did surprise us with a drenching rain a couple of weeks ago, soaking us with a single inch of blessed precipitation.

			Scanning my chaparral companions, I notice that a few bear a sprinkling of tender leaflets. Perhaps that one inch was just enough to awaken some of the scrubs from the lull that dearth induces. Perhaps a kernel of Hope implanted in their DNA keeps them alive but hibernating during arid times. Perhaps that impulse for life is what nudges the scrub awake when the first rain falls.

			The old man on my right, however, was not so easily swayed by a scant inch of rain falling altogether too late in the season. He is the curmudgeon, the cynic, the old-timer who tells long stories about the Good Old Days when rain fell plentifully every winter. Curmudgeon has been here far too many seasons to be taken in so easily.

			Curmudgeon grows almost perpendicular to the steep slope. His angular posture gives him the air of a finger pointed at the folly of the scrubs who have dared to sprout green in this parched time and place. Perhaps Curmudgeon’s bank of Hope has been spent. Perhaps he senses that our world is changing. Perhaps he questions, as I do, if his species is long for this planet. Perhaps he ponders, as I do, what kind of world our children are inheriting.

			I suddenly feel a strong kinship with this bent and gnarled Curmudgeon at my side. Without Wi-Fi or satellite signals, we have shared something that connects us. We are both wondering if the next rain will give us what we need to reconnect with Hope. “Hang in there, buddy,” I say, as I stand to leave. “I’m wondering the same thing.”

			My boots feel lighter as I retrace my steps back to the car. Though my worries for the world still bounce around in my pack, the weight of them feels less for having shared them. Is it crazy to wonder if Curmudgeon feels any better for having met me? Rhetorical question.

			The next day, I check in for a fundraiser walk a hundred miles away. I had pre-registered online, so it was just a matter of picking up my number badge and commemorative T-shirt. Anticipating the usual boxy shirt emblazoned with the name of the event, the design of this one elates me. The soft pink fitted tee bears four words: Live. Love. Laugh. And the fourth word, in bold letters, in the center of the shirt?

			HOPE

			Tears spring to my eyes to realize I don’t have to wait for the next rain to reconnect with Hope. And neither does Curmudgeon. I can see him as clearly in my mind as when I sat next to him yesterday. I look upward to the east as I share this revelation with him. Maybe it’s the anything-is-possible spirit of this event, but I feel a curious certainty that he heard me. Or maybe he knew about Hope all along. Maybe he’s the one who lured me off the path to sit, be still, and dare to dream again. I’ve heard of totem animals, but could there be a totem scrub brush? Oh, just wait for the eye roll when I tell the kids about my sage brush friend virtually tagging along on the fundraiser path.

			Time to walk.

			Love Earth Invitation

			Close your eyes and listen to the sounds of the world wherever you are. Do you hear people talking, a television blaring, telephones ringing, or other noises? Or blessed silence? How do you feel when you focus on these sounds?

			Receive a deep breath, and listen again, this time allowing your attention to settle into the subtler sounds. Perhaps the buzz of the electric lights, the hum of a computer, or white noise? Notice how your body feels as you give attention to the subtler sounds.

			Receive another deep breath, and listen once more, this time directing your attention into your own body. Can you hear your breath? Your heartbeat? Your intestines gurgling? What do you notice (or imagine) about the noises in your own body?

			Receive one more deep breath, and now direct your attention out into the atmosphere beyond the room or the space where you are. Listen from this expanded perspective. Can you hear the jet stream, drifting white clouds, Earth as she slowly spins? Can you imagine how they might sound?

			Play with directing your attention and your listening to other places, near and far, within and without, as you choose. Notice if you sense any changes in your stress level, your mood, or your body as you do.

			Bring your awareness back to your immediate surroundings when you feel complete.

			



		

FIVE
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			Splayed Out on the Sidewalk: The Best Medicine

			After a rare night of restful sleep, I open the front door with a smile on my face, determined to exude serenity today. Arguments will resolve, traffic jams will clear, and babies will stop crying as my lightheartedness radiates into the world. Reverberations of tranquility shall return to me, Law of Attraction style, further reinforcing my good cheer. My head is so far up in the clouds that I nearly trip over what lies right at my feet.

			Splayed out on the sidewalk before me lies a sight so wretched my insides heave. Swallowing hard to hold down my precious kale-and-fruit smoothie breakfast, I creep up on it like the cat approaching its prey. When it fails to move, I pounce, giving it a resounding kick. Emboldened by its passivity, I stomp on it, then drop to my knees to pummel it, screaming, “The effing phone book is here!” Except that I didn’t say “effing.”

			How many beloved trees were killed to make this monstrosity that I do not want and will not use, laid out here like it’s a prize? Brilliant choice, humanity: chew up the very lungs of this planet to make these dinosaurs that are out of date by the time they are printed. Hasn’t anybody heard of the Internet? I pound until my fists nearly bleed.

			Suddenly remembering that I live in a world where public displays of idiocy end up in viral videos, I scan the street. Seeing no one pay me any mind (except perhaps that the dog walkers are now “dog runners”), I saunter back to the porch, whistling, to don my oldest gardening gloves. Cool as can be, I snag the specimen between gloved thumb and forefinger to deliver it inside where I can exact further retaliation out of sight.

			Flames shoot out of my ears when I think of how many times I have “exercised my choice” to opt out of receiving this travesty. Is that “National Yellow Pages Consumer Choice & Opt-Out Site”18 just one big sugar pill to placate us bothersome eco-types? Or has my registration expired? Yeah, that’s gotta be it. Perhaps I just need to renew it. The shred of hope I hold for humanity urges me to check.

			Lovely Googlia has saved my login info, sparing me the added distress of locating yet another bleeping password. I’m in no shape for that kind of vexation. My account page pops up, verifying that I have already opted out of receiving all four directories that are delivered in my zip code. Which prompts me to query:

			Why is this effing phone book here? Except that I didn’t say “effing” this time either.

			Taunting me, that’s why. It’s the sledgehammer shattering all my illusions that “small acts make big impact,” ridiculing my desperate belief that “what we do matters.” I give it another shove and barely contain a sneer when the vile thing careens to the floor.

			Turning back to the computer screen, the veins bulging in my bloodshot eyes nearly blind me to the “Sustainability” tab on the website. I cackle when I espy it. Seriously? How can printing the effing phone book be “sustainable”? I choke back some unprintable words, then click on the link.

			“The Yellow Pages industry is committed to sustainable production and supporting holistic environmental practices.”19

			This all sounds good, but seriously, what can it mean? Click on the link for “Phone Directories Sustainability Facts & Figures (2015),” and a page drenched in cool mint (an obvious greenwashing ploy) loads.

			“Directory paper contains fiber primarily derived from ‘residual chips,’ a by-product of sawmills using wood from sustainable managed forests,” “manufacturing waste that is diverted from landfills.”20

			I confess with substantial reluctance that my heart goes pitty-pat to see the mention of landfill diversion. That’s near and dear to my heart, but inner cynic demands to know what “primarily derived” means? Who or what supplies the rest? Felled trees, I must assume, because the website fails to elucidate. And who’s to say there’s not another use for these sawmill castaways? Aren’t particle board and pressed fire logs made from the same thing

			There’s a footnote provided to substantiate this claim, a vague reference to an unnamed publication by the “National Council for Air and Stream Improvement.” Membership in this nonprofit research council is open to “forest product companies.”21 In other words, companies in the forest products industry pay for research to support the sustainability claims of companies in the forest products industry?

			Password protection on their publications prevents me (and anyone else outside the industry) from reading whatever report substantiates the landfill diversion claim. This all reminds me of a disagreement between my mother and her mother, each convinced of the accuracy of their positions. Grandmother, to prove her assertion, offered, “Look, it’s right here in black and white.” My mother took the page and said, “Mother, this is written in your handwriting.”

			But I digress. The next claim of phone directory sustainability reads:

			 “The EPA’s latest figures report a recycling rate of 67 percent for newspapers & mechanical papers, including directories.” 22 23

			By some miracle, the cited EPA report is still available online, despite the best efforts of the current administration to supplant factual research with slant, spin, and spiel. The report does assert that 68 percent of “newspapers/mechanical papers,” including “directories, inserts, and some advertisement and direct mail printing” were recycled in 2014. How much of that figure accounts for the readily recycled newspapers, we can’t know, but I harbor my sneaking suspicions. In 2009, the last year that phone directories were separated out, EPA reported that only 37 percent of phone directories were recycled.24 According to the Product Stewardship Institute that would have meant some 410,000 tons of directories went to landfills or incinerators.25 Since 2009, the recycling rates of phone directories have been lumped into the “mechanical paper,” truth-concealing category. Methinks I smell a corporate-coverup rat.

			The next justification for directory sustainability reads:

			“Since 2007, paper use for directories has been reduced by over 70 percent.”26

			Sounds laudable until I drill down to discover how they claim to have achieved this eco-feat: 1) “more efficient manufacturing” (vague, undocumented); 2) “changes in directory sizes” (smaller is better); 3) reduction in residential white pages (because we don’t want them?); and 4) because people are opting out (which causes my convulsions to resume).27 Grr…just think of how much more paper could be saved if they honored our opt-out requests.

			Let me see if I have this straight. Because We the People want fewer directories, the industry claims its publications are more sustainable? Isn’t that like saying that, because a lot of people are eating less red meat now, industrial farming is more humane?

			This whole opt-out debacle reminds me of the legal wranglings of a few years ago that I have meditated and medicated to eradicate from my memory. Back in 2010, eco-minded Seattle passed an ordinance to reduce proliferation of these useless tree killing directories. The city had estimated that the phone books generated 1300 tons of waste each year, costing $190,000 annually in disposal.28 Each of which sounds like a legitimate basis for discouraging these albatrosses. Stomping on them only goes so far.

			The ordinance required publishers to post an opt-out notice on the cover of every directory and to pay a fee for every book distributed, as a means of funding the opt-out registry. The industry sued, claiming the ordinance violated their free speech rights, among other things. The lower court sided with the City.

			And what did the 9th Circuit Court of Appeals, that supposed bastion of liberal bias, the court that found the phrase “under God” in the Pledge of Allegiance is unconstitutional, say on the matter? The 9th Circuit sided with the industry. Because phone books aren’t just about the ads, the court said, the “directories are entitled to the full protection of the First Amendment” and its guarantee of free speech. The court found that the City could have addressed the environmental concerns in other ways, so the court struck down the ordinance.29

			Free speech, I splutter? There’s nothing free about a relic that costs taxpayers across the nation millions to collect, recycle, and landfill.

			Okay, okay, settle down, I’m a fan of the First Amendment, too. Even so, I cannot fathom how the protection of millions of oxygen-producing and CO2-consuming climate protectors (a.k.a., “trees”) can be less of a concern than the right to fling unwanted relics onto everyone’s front porch. I give the effing phone book another kick for good measure.

			The phone directory folks also offer this curious claim:

			 “Print and electronic search tools all have an impact on the environment; however, print directories use fewer raw materials and consume less energy overall.”30

			No footnote provides any substantiation of this claim, though the point does cause me to consider what energy might be required for my many conversations with Googlia. I am sure it’s not insubstantial, though I have no way to measure it. But how electronic search tools could possibly require more “raw materials” than a printed directory leaves me head scratching.

			Finally, there’s this.

			“Directories encourage residents to buy from local businesses in their neighborhoods, which in turn helps communities thrive.”31

			This one stops me in my vengeful tracks. I appreciate living in a community with so many locally-owned businesses. Having owned a small shop myself, I know well the difficulties of promoting them.

			We opened our store, The Blissful Soul, just before social media made it all hip and easier to get the word out. Even then, I questioned the need for (and sustainability of) the phone book when the Yellow Pages rep came to call. He assured me in honeyed tones, smooth operator that he was, that a lot of people, especially the older people in our community, still rely on phone books.

			All the while my Earth-loving heart thumped “get lost!” our bottom line screamed for help. No matter how many book signings, art openings, and free music events, our income fell short of our outgo, even after the marketing course and hours with a business coach. Just a few months into the endeavor, I was exhausted. But I also couldn’t bear the thought of quitting.

			Running the shop was a family affair, with our youngsters “helping out” after school, my mom chatting up the customers, and my husband setting up for the special events. Local authors, candlemakers, musicians, jewelers, knitters, herbalists, card readers, psychics, and, yes, even a mime shared their time, their crafts, and their support. Our fans raved about the Blissful Soul being a community-minded place, one where you felt welcome to sit on the couch with a cup of tea while perusing a book. The thought of giving up on our labor of love pained me to the point of hysteria.

			In the end, I bought the ad in our local phone directory, desperate to find something that might keep the doors open. Maybe the phone book users of our community would turn out to be the missing link to our success. Never did feel good about forking over those few hundred dollars, but, hey, desperate times call for desperate measures, right?

			Many months went by before the new phone book came out, while we continued to struggle to entice enough customers through the door. When the long-awaited directory containing our ad arrived, I was deep in the torment of deciding when and how to close down. Did the newly-minted phone book bring in the throngs and save the day? Nope. Didn’t even recoup the cost of the ad. Not that I’m bitter.

			Here we are more than ten years later, and I’m wondering what’s in this reviled publication nowadays, anyway? Maybe there is a lingering value I have missed. Maybe I have been too Missouri-mule stubborn to realize the true benefit of an important community resource.

			Picking up the “Eagle Rock–York Valley” phone directory, I scan it with curiosity now, the way one might examine a slide rule. The cover announces that this is the 96th year for this publication; it’s served our community since 1921. That continuity strikes me as sweetly nostalgic.

			Inside, I discover ten full pages of “clip & save coupons.” Some offer big savings on places we frequent, while others offer deals to keep on hand in case of various plumbing emergencies. I tear them out. Might as well reap some value from this dinosaur.

			Seven pages of listings for various governmental agencies follow. I’d consult my pal Googlia if I needed any of these numbers, though I confess an appreciation for the nice grouping. It could spare me the frustration of combing through a government-issued website to find an actual phone number—not a chat line or “Contact Us” link—someday. File that thought for future reference.

			Next are seventy pages of “white pages” listings for residential numbers. Just for grins, I look up several friends, though I can’t verify any of the phone numbers. I rarely call anyone’s home number anymore, and I rely on Contacts to ring up anyone I do call. Friends who have eschewed the landline are not listed, of course.

			The area map and street index are quaint, compared to digital turn-by-turn directions. I ponder the page as I might a horse-and-buggy rig clopping down the streets of downtown Los Angeles.

			Finally come eighty of the fabled Yellow Pages. Scanning the restaurant section (because I’m hungry), I confirm that none of the places which opened over the past few months are listed. Listings for those recently closed bear sad witness to their decline. Not that web pages are always up-to-date, but at least it’s possible.

			As I mull over the merits and demerits of the directory, a memory of a visit with my eighty-year-old friend Joanne floats to mind. She needed a bee-relocating service in the worst way—she’s allergic and a swarm moved into the tree outside her front door. She wanted to hire a local crew to do the work. She pulled out her trusty Yellow Pages, to let her fingers do the walking, while I scanned Yelp. She found a local service faster than I did—and learned a lot more about the company from their ad than I found on Yelp, too.

			This whole trip up and down memory lane has me feeling whiplashed, and I’m wondering if this dinky eighty-page (if you count fronts and backs) directory is worth all the angst. “Pick your battles,” they say, and I’m starting to think that this isn’t one worth fighting.

			Until, that is, I realize what I have not seen in the directory. Searching the inside cover, the table of contents, and even the “Thinking About Advertising” promotional page, I see not one mention of opting out. Not one helpful inset on the need to reduce waste and to recycle phone directories. Well, Amsterdam. I’m slung shot back to fury.

			I call the number for the “Eagle Rock–York Valley Directory” listed in teensy print at the bottom of the cover. For a directory of phone numbers, it’s well hidden. A recorded message greets me and lets me know where I can pick up additional copies of the source of my eco-irritation. Biting back a venomous diatribe, I leave a polite message, asking for a call back, instead.

			Weary of the whole phone book ordeal, I decide to get out of this phone book-attracting house. I’ll go water the volunteer veggies that have managed to sprout in the garden box, despite my neglect. A bazillion pumpkin plants, the progeny of last fall’s Halloween décor, beg for water. I long to be in the company of those who appreciate the resources they are given.

			Stepping outside gives me a good dose of vitamin D and enough solar radiation to burn off the remnants of my rant. I pick up the garden hose and resolve to resume my peaceful demeanor, humming as I go.

			In the very next bleeping breath, all bets are off, all hopes are dashed when (and I could not make this up), I espy another effing phone book! This one is splayed out on the garden path to the street, mocking all my fine que sera, sera. My opt-out option has been ignored not once, but twice. This kind of outrage is the reason why I’ve taken to locking up the liquor cabinet. Or maybe my husband did that.

			Shaking with rekindled wrath, I drop the garden hose and make a hard left, skirting that yellow-paged intruder. I head for my car where I direct my pal Googlia to take me “someplace sane.” As she sputters, I rely on my own auto-pilot, fuming all the way to the park.

			Grabbing my trusty park blanket from the hatch, I march to the pond edge where I throw down the gauntlet. The blanket, I mean. Sinking my supine self into solid earth, steam from the hot pot of my fury vaporizes out of my ears, cartoon-style, like a steam engine in the Old West.

			The noonday sun brushes my flushed face with tender caresses as the trees overhead sway in a gentle breeze. One moment, old Sol bakes me, and in the next minute, I’m chilled when Mr. Bashful retreats behind the clouds like a rejected lover.

			A cheerful sound pierces my gloom. “Someone sure is cackling,” I think, “having a grand old time. Lucky her.” Then a throng joins in and the infectious sound of laughter almost lures me out of my funk. Almost. But I resolutely hold fast to my righteous indignation. “For Earth!”

			Even so, I can’t resist sitting up to find out who is having so much fun. Today is just Tuesday, still 76 hours, 37 minutes, and 15 seconds before Friday night happy hour (not that I’m counting). Maybe these merrymakers can give me a reason to lighten my mood before then. But the chuckling ceases before I can figure out who they are.

			What the Liberty Bell? Am I so desperate for a happy sound that I am inventing merriment? I may have bitten off just a bit more of that therapeutic dark chocolate than WebMD recommends. I’m about to lie down when it begins again, and I realize: the source of the hilarity is not human.

			A gaggle of Canadian geese, honk-honks like Shriners on tricycles. Leave it to the Canadians, no doubt chortling over the manic tweets of a certain American president, to carry on like old coots in broad daylight. And I say that with all due respect to the green-footed coots because one of them just walked by, giving me the stink eye. Cannot make this stuff up.

			 The cackles of the geese tickle an inner instinct for self-preservation, one that begs for a mirthful means of venting the eco-rage. Valentine Michael Smith comes to mind, that Martian-raised human of Stranger in a Strange Land, when he finally groks, or comprehends, human humor: “I’ve found out why people laugh,” Smith said. “They laugh because it hurts so much…because it’s the thing that’ll make it stop hurting.”32

			Well, Amsterdam. Maybe Reader’s Digest had it right all along; laughter really is the best medicine. The iron fist around my mirth motor loosens, and a single chuckle escapes. Heh. Or maybe two. Or maybe so many that I fear that I may not be able to stop. Isn’t that how you always see the crazies carried off in straitjackets in the movies? Laughing maniacally for no reason? If only I’d changed out of my yoga clothes before running away to the park. The slept-in-these-clothes look isn’t supporting my case for sanity.

			As my self-restraint arm wrestles my mushrooming mirth for control, I flash what I hope is a reassuring smile at the family on the blanket near mine. Maybe they would giggle along, if only I could explain to them about the geese. Kids like funny sounds, right? But I’m clenching my teeth so hard, in a failed effort to contain my own cackling, that I can only snort, “geese!” Which might have sounded like “cheese!” or “bleach!” I can’t really say.

			The parents debate whether to move to another side of the park, away from the scary, gray-haired lady (I’m sure this is the case). Which totally kills my hilarity high. What kind of society frowns upon public guffawing, anyway? The health benefits of laughter are legion, from reducing blood pressure and stress to toning the abs. Sign me up for all of those.

			Oh, it would be fine if I were with a group, I suppose. It’s the laughing solo that’s suspect; if I were with a group of cacklers, like the lucky geese, there would be no castigation. But don’t we suffering solos need a laugh more than anyone?

			In bold defiance of a meaningless social more, I loosen the clench and laugh even louder. Lo and behold, the geese across the pond begin to cackle along with me. Just a coincidence? Perhaps. Okay, yes, most likely. But I, like the self-congratulatory directory publishers, take credit for it anyway. You’re welcome, humanity. I have spread mirth in this world.

			I wave to the cackling Canadians, thanking them for reminding me to celebrate the beauty of warm sun and cool water on this mild winter day. If giggling helps us appreciate the abundant bliss of this moment, so be it.

			If only I could find something funny about the effing phone book. Maybe if I just stop saying “effing” (or some semblance thereof), I won’t knee-jerk into fury every time I see one.

			My morning’s intention of reverberating lightheartedness returns like a forgotten boomerang, smacking me in the forehead. Might a more peaceful demeanor offer an essential relief valve from the intensity of this whole altercation? The cackling geese urge me to give it a go, prompting me to say something so outrageous that I can hardly spit it out:

			The funny phone book.

			Eco-rage drains from my pores as I say it. How “funny” that I would allow this dinky directory to exert such power over me. How “funny” that I would allow an eighty-page guide to my neighborhood drive me to madness. I feel my body ease into begrudging acceptance with every “funny” utterance.

			Not that I’ll ever be a big fan of the funny phone book. I will still opt out every chance I get. I will still give the publisher of the York Valley directory an earful about the importance of respecting Earth’s resources and of honoring opt-out requests. And I will use coupons in the books I do receive, as a way of honoring the resources devoted creating to them.

			And if another funny phone directory ever darkens my path again, I will drop to my knees, chuckle, guffaw, and pound the pavement. Even if the white coats come for me, I vow to surrender unto the blessings of mirthful medicine.

			Who says the Universe doesn’t have a sense of humor?

			Love Earth Invitation

			Do you have an environmental hot button? Something that makes your blood boil at first mention of it?

			Close your eyes, breathe deeply, and imagine you hold whatever that hot button item is. Consider all aspects of it. What shape, color, weight, texture is it? How do you feel about this thing? Notice what emotions arise as you look it over.

			Breathe more deeply now, giving it your full attention, for a few moments.

			Return your focus to the hot button item. Regard it now with curiosity, as if seeing it for the first time. Examine it the way the cat examines a new toy, or a toddler explores a shipping box. Do you notice any new aspects? Speak aloud, if you’re willing, any observations.

			Notice if this exploration alters the way you think about this item, if at all. Allow the thoughts and feelings to come forward without judgment or expectations of resolution.

			Ask, if you are willing, whether there is any message for you in this experience. Listen. Feel.

			You may wish to set an intention to remain open to responses that may come at a later time.

			When you feel complete with this experience, open your eyes and congratulate your own willingness to be open, to be curious, and to listen in a new way.

			



		

SIX
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			Do Birds Sing? Feathered Faculties

			A chunk of ice the size of lower Manhattan is calving off from a glacier in Greenland today. At least, it is on my Facebook feed. I grow the video to full screen, sink back, and immerse myself in the wonder of this explosive event. Skyscrapers of ice, two to three times taller than any built by man, erect as elders for eons, slump into the sea as if knees buckle abruptly beneath them. Each collapse shoots sea and spray into the polar blue sky like a geyser. As soon the video ends, I start it up again. And again. As long as I am steeped in wonder I am not despairing that this glacier has melted more in the last ten years than it did in the hundred years prior. Nor am I deploring the many ways that my own lifestyle contributes to the climate change that fuels the acceleration of melting ice.

			Meanwhile, the White House has erased all mention of climate change from its website. The new administration works furiously to roll back the limits on greenhouse-gas emissions from electric utilities—which happen to be the biggest generator in the U.S.33 State legislators rush to erase the topic of climate change from school science standards. Can anyone spell D-E-N-I-A-L? Or has that word been White-House-washed from the dictionary?

			On the one hand, I get it. More than anything, even more than I wish for a self-cleaning kitchen, I wish that the rapid acceleration of climate change wasn’t happening. I wish that more destructive wildfires weren’t decimating our forests, that coral reefs weren’t dying, that storms weren’t growing more terrifyingly extreme, that permafrost wasn’t releasing gobs of methane as it melts, that rising seas weren’t threatening island- and coastal-dwellers, and that those mournful polar bears weren’t starving to death. I wish we could eradicate all those things by modifying school textbooks.

			On the other hand, I’m outraged that the leadership of our great nation in this year of two thousand seventeen could be so malicious as to bury knowledge of this planetary crisis. This is not some newfangled notion, dear bureaucrats. Charles David Keeling measured disturbing increases in the CO2 concentration in our atmosphere way back in the 1960s. British meteorologist John Sawyer accurately predicted the rate of global warming from 1972 to 2000—back in 1972.34 The first report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)35 declared that human activities are responsible for the warming of the climate in 1990.36 Their most recent report, issued in 2014, reaffirms that “[h]uman influence on the climate system is clear, and recent anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases are the highest in history.”37 I sift through the grains of peer-reviewed, scholarly works, searching for signs of uncertainty and controversy, a feat as frustrating as searching the house for my glasses when they are on top of my head.

			Nor has climate change always been a partisan issue, a so-called fabrication of a certain political party (much less a hoax by a foreign government). Republican President Reagan, that champion of deregulation, overruled objections of his own Cabinet to urge ratification of the treaty to protect the ozone layer.38 Republican President George H. W. Bush signed the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change treaty, committing the U.S. to “implement appropriate national and regional programs to mitigate and adapt to climate change.”39 Withdrawing from that treaty, and the latest international accord that came out of it, is now top priority of many in the new administration. Because somewhere along the line, the impact of human activities on Earth’s atmosphere became a figment of the liberal imagination.

			 How this dire threat to life as we know it could have become such a lightning rod for “us-versus-them” divisiveness I cannot fathom. Just today, I read that the Cabinet minister charged with protecting our environment disagreed that human activity is a primary contributor to global warming.40 This same administrator is working to gut the agency he was sworn to lead, ending all studies vital to any hope we have for adapting to our changing world. It all makes me want to scream “I’m mad as hell!” out of the window, à la that famous scene in the movie Network. (Google it, kids.)

			Our house sits right on the property line, so I decide to spare our neighbors another rant. I scream into my backpack instead, thereby packing up my fury for another consultation with my most trusted sages of Nature. After a short drive, I plant myself in a new urban park called the Outdoor Classroom. How perfect.

			I lean into a venerable oak tree, one of many growing in a line along the apron of the city street behind me. A barbed wire fence outlining a drainage ditch with steep concrete walls, the not-so-natural home of the Los Angeles River, frames my perspective. Down the way, a crew pours concrete for a new retaining wall, yet another edifice to keep Nature in its place. Mariachi music from their portable player trumpets over me, complemented by songbirds trilling overhead, collectively composing the perfect urban operetta.

			The tiny birds that supply the aria sing with exuberance, unconcerned by the presence of people and machinery or of blacktop and barricades. I sit at the crossroads of Nature having its way and human persistence to control it.

			I close my eyes and imagine this place when pure rainfall flowed in the mucky ooze of a living streambed, when the landscape was but a palette of earthy hues, when the only sounds were ribbits, caw-caws, howls, and growls. The dull roar of a jet engine thundering in the distance awakens me from reverie. My eyes pop open and the unholy gash we call the riverbed comes back into view. My heart mourns the ugly scars of our urban legacy.

			Shifting my gaze upward into the clear blue sky, slipping through the serpentine of tree branches, I behold the sparrows that circle and serenade. What they could possibly be celebrating on this scorching day, while faraway politicians plot to imperil the clear blue skies, I struggle to imagine. Their irrepressible cheerfulness reminds me that they are blissfully unaware of Facebook rants, Tweetstorms, and daily call-to-action emails. They rejoice in the immediacy of this moment and place, in shimmering sunlight, clear flowing water, sturdy tree limb perches, and abundant seeds.

			These birds are not bemoaning the loss of habitat when this area was cleared for development some fifty years ago. They are not fuming that the water flowing in this concrete-lined channel is fed by the outflows of local water treatment plants in this arid season. They are not despairing that the mechanical pounding of the jackhammer threatens to drown out their lyrical jubilee. Nor do they dread what tomorrow brings if the Clean Air Act is gutted. They remind me to sing the praises of simple sustenance, no matter where I am, no matter how much ugliness I think I see.

			Did the birds still sing, I wonder, when the first bulldozers came? Did they trill in greeting the dawn of that particular new day? Did they celebrate the bounty of Nature even as their arboretum surrendered to the great mechanical claw?

			Perhaps they crooned a different kind of song, a lamentation for a homeland lost to urban sprawl, for nests destroyed in trees felled, or for mates crushed by the merciless machinery. Perhaps they trumpeted an angry battle hymn and vowed revenge, as they gnashed their beaks.

			Or perhaps birds are free of human propensities to decry and disparage What Simply Is. Perhaps birds respond to upset as instinctively as my cat, feet spinning in a blur like the Road Runner at the first roar of the vacuum. In the aftermath of catastrophe, do the songbirds simply reunite and share news of watering holes and stores of seeds? Do they sing to raise their spirits, to strengthen their community bonds, to heal?

			What comes to me here on this seat of bare soil is how much we might learn much from the expert adapters of our shared habitat. Not just these sparrows. Coyotes, earthworms, squirrels, lizards, butterflies, and even some bears have survived the human invasion into their ecosystem. They have adapted to a world that looks, sounds, smells, and even tastes nothing like the one in which their ancestors evolved.

			Unaided by science or technology or government programs, the California black bear figured out how to survive in human-impacted environments, noshing on tasty morsels in campgrounds across the state to this day. Its larger cousin, the California grizzly bear, last seen in 1924, did not. The wily coyote, a native of North America for more than a million years, outsmarted decades of extermination programs by ranchers and the government alike. Coyotes learned not only survive, but to spread beyond their native range in the West—pressing even into New York City, enjoying the occasional view from a rooftop bar.41 Similar extermination programs targeting native wolves proved far more effective. Wolves might not exist in the United States today at all, but for the efforts of devoted conservationists. Is the superior skill of the coyote to adapt due to innate ability, Divine Providence, or just dumb evolutionary luck?

			These disparate outcomes make me wonder whether we in-fighting humans of the so-called civilized world have what it takes to adapt to upheaval. Recalling our responses to the devastation wreaked by Hurricane Katrina and the more recent Hurricanes Harvey, Irma, and Maria, I have my doubts. Despite sound evidence that our changing climate will flood coastal cities, destroy the world’s fisheries, turn agricultural lands into deserts, further the spread of infectious diseases, and wipe out the phytoplankton that produce much of our oxygen, we keep driving our cars and cranking up the air conditioning. Myself included.

			And yet I hold fast to the dream that resilience is somehow encoded in our DNA. Whereas once the world was home to Homo erectus, Homo neanderthalensis, Homo heidelbergensis, and a dozen other species of the genus Homo, only Homo sapiens survived. Moving out of Africa into environments as diverse as the tundra of Siberia and the jungles of Central America, without instruction manuals or wilderness outfitters, Homo sapiens adapted to the new environments again and again. They learned how to hunt and defend themselves against strange megafauna animals as big as the woolly mammoth and as deadly as the saber-tooth tiger. They figured out which never-seen-before plants in each new ecosystem were safe to eat.

			As our ancestors were on the move, great ice sheets advanced and retreated across Eurasia and North America, temperatures rose and fell as Earth wobbled on her axis, making even the climate so much shifting sand. What did the members of Homo sapiens possess that allowed them to endure when so many other members of our human family did not? When I think of human ingenuity, from learning to spark fire to splitting the atom, I dare hope that somewhere deep in the modern psyche lie the essential skills for adapting to a world that looks nothing like the one we have come to take for granted.

			While our fate remains to be seen, I can surely benefit from more study. I pull out my notebook, click open my pen, and return my gaze overhead. What better teacher of holding fast to vision than one who flies high above the day-to-day annoyances that can grind a human into dust? What better instructor of the healing power of music than one who celebrates each sunrise with a song? What better educator of the power of community than a flock that begins and ends each day together?

			I can think of no other. I am a fledgling student in this avian university. I’m not sure what notes to take or what material will be on the test—though I’m pretty sure that there will be one. For now, I am content to rest here, allowing my anthropocentric prejudices to melt away, as I study my feathered faculty.

			Love Earth Invitation

			Recall your fondest memory of being outdoors as a kid. Breathe slowly, deeply as you immerse yourself in this memory. Where were you? Allow yourself to immerse in the sights, the sounds, the aromas of this place. What colors do you see? Do you recall the weather? What vegetation or critters do you see? What scents filled your nose?

			What did you do here? Did you go alone or with a group of friends or family? What was the best part of being there? Allow yourself to steep in this experience.

			Now consider whether you know what this beloved place looks like now. Is it frozen in time or has suburban sprawl displaced the patch of wild nature you once knew? How does it feel to see a shopping mall, a subdivision, or a parking lot where you once searched for four-leaf clovers? Or to see a freeway where your childhood home once sat? Or to drive by an oil refinery where you once played in the tide pools?

			What do we do with feelings of loss for the beautiful places we once loved? Shall we begin a grief support group for people who have loved and lost beloved sanctuaries? Shall we start a Facebook page where we can post old pictures and lambaste the idiots who destroyed them? Or do we just suck it up and forget about it the best we can?

			All of our loved-and-lost natural gems, the green forests and the pristine beaches and the rolling grasslands, exist still in our hearts, just as we remember them. They are as real, when we recall them in vivid detail, as they were the last time we played there. The subconscious mind cannot distinguish between an apple in the hand and the vivid memory of a ripe, juicy apple you stole from the cranky old neighbor’s tree—right before he chased you off his property.

			Feed your soul today with the love you hold in your heart for the dearest wild places in your memory banks. Return to feel the sun or the rain or the wind on your face as you survey this place you love so well. Touch the tree bark or the fresh-cut grass or the new-fallen snow or whatever you see nearest to you. Hear the birds sing or the ocean waves breaking on the shore or the absolute stillness. Immerse yourself in this place, recalling every detail, and see how it feels to be here again. Fill your senses. Linger. Explore. Be.

			When you feel complete with this experience, consider offering a word of gratitude for the beauty that opened your heart and resides there still. Return here as desired, and fill your Beautiful World reservoir, as you would the fuel tank in your car. Replenish when empty.

			



		

SEVEN
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			The Bovine Bond: Mothers United

			Large latte, please,” I beg, rubbing my hands together till sparks fly. Frigid air blasts through the open door of the café, which for this Southern California transplant means…it’s below 50 degrees. Sad, but true, just a couple of decades of life in above-freezing temps means I’ve lost all sense of reality. This chill makes me regret my pledge to sit outside and write this morning. Hot espresso is just the bribery I need.

			“Milk? Nonfat, whole, almond, coconut, or soy?” the barista asks. “Almond!” I blurt, aiming to ward off the image of that mournful dairy cow who comes to mind whenever I hear the “m” word. Too late, here she (virtually) is, bleating as her just-born calf is being carried away by its hind leg to go somewhere that’s probably not Disneyland. Mama’s plaintive bellowing haunts me like that heartwrenching movie, Sophie’s Choice. As a mother, I wish I had never seen either one. I will myself to think of elephants wearing purple pajamas (some with pink hearts, others with clowns!) to drown out that heartbreaking farewell.

			When my own son was born, he was whisked away to the nursery while I was held captive in the operating room. The surgical tech came up an instrument short after my C-section and, thinking they had left a tool inside of me, hospital protocol required an X-ray before I could go to the recovery room. “It’s for your own safety,” the tech assured me, as my lawyer-brain choked back several responses unbefitting the rosy glow of new motherhood. Just because I had an epidural, I fumed, do not think that I am incapable of understanding whose legal assets you want to protect.

			I seethed in that room for nearly an hour while the hospital staff searched for a portable X-ray machine. After nine months of imagining, wanting, and loving that baby boy of mine, I ached to be with him. Still, I knew my son would find his way to me, eventually. I cannot freaking imagine how wrenching it would feel to be forcibly separated forever.

			A part of me, 110 percent, say, wants to believe that the video of the mournful cow mama is a trumped-up vegan ploy to make us cheese lovers of the world feel guilty. So much can be done with special effects and sound enhancements these days. Surely those mournful mama cow bleats were created by iMovie, tricking me into believing that a dumb animal could bond with her offspring as humans do. I’m anthropomorphizing here, projecting my own feelings of loss and longing onto a non-human creature, right? Or is this video the work of an intrepid undercover activist who risked life and liberty to give me a real-world view of life inside a modern dairy farm?

			I consult Googlia who gives me a tour thru the vegan-activist blogs and the rancher education pages, with a few detours down the back roads of the country veterinarian websites. Each site documents a strong maternal bond between a cow and her calf, one that usually develops soon after birth.42 To some extent this is true for all mammals, the bond being Nature’s way of ensuring that the suckling young stay close to the one who supplies the goods. Except that Nature did not envision industrialized farming where dollars, not hormones, dictate who lives with (or without) whom.

			The bovine maternal bond develops soon after birth, which is the piteous excuse, I mean, compassionate reason that dairy farmers give for separating calves from moms so quickly. The longer they stay together, the more they mourn when separated. So maybe the poor calf in the video just didn’t get separated soon enough.

			For bovines and humans alike, the bond is mother-baby specific. Mama cow will forcefully reject a wandering calf that is not her own. Any pasture bully hoping to steal a smaller guy’s lunch is out of luck. Nature’s efficiency and foresight, seeing to every detail, never ceases to amaze me. While our culture glorifies the strongest athletes, the most powerful CEOs, and the toughest warriors, Nature tends to the needs of the most helpless among us.

			Googlia, ever indiscriminate in her shares, also tells me some things I wish I didn’t know. She tells me that some dairy cows spend their entire lives in stalls in a barn, never seeing the light of day nor getting the chance to socialize (and, yes, cows are social animals). Their tails may be removed, or “docked,” leaving them unable to swat away flies and other pests. Their horns may be cut off or cauterized, often without anesthesia. They may be injected with growth hormones which make them more prone to painful mastitis infections or lameness. Their reward for the 350,000 glasses of milk they give over the course of their service?43 An all-expenses paid trip to the slaughterhouse. Thanks a lot, Googlia.

			Considering that there are some 1,738,090 dairy cows in California, that’s a whole heap of mourning by mama and baby cows just in my state alone.44 Ugh, must I suffer that rubber that passes for vegan cheese out so that no more cow mamas suffer on my behalf? Because I really like cheese. Shaved Parmesan on salads. Sharp cheddar with my grapes, i.e., Chardonnay. But sacrifices must be made in the name of motherly solidarity.

			I marvel that we humans care for our pets with such loving kindness and then treat our feed animals—those whose bodies produce the nutrients, minerals, and protein that become the very building blocks of our cells—with such callous disregard. How did this all begin, anyway? Did the first person to hack a tail off the big, doe-eyed creature feel any remorse? Did the first person to shove a male calf into a tiny crate to make veal sleep well at night? Did the first person who shoved live male chicks into a grinder because they can’t lay eggs shed a tear?45 Or am I just a tenderhearted city girl who just doesn’t appreciate what needs to happen to stock the shelves at my grocery store? Rhetorical question.

			Another day, another coffee shop. My heart skips a beat to see Pumpkin Spice Latte on the menu. No matter how much Jimmy Kimmel may rail against it, nothing says autumn to me like pumpkin spice. This seasonal favorite is the perfect soothing balm for my dairy cow angst.

			When I reach the register, I am stunned to hear, “Eggnog latte, please.” My head whips around to espy the rude person who ordered ahead of me. Blank eyes stare back, and my cheeks redden to realize it was my own voice. Wasn’t I, just moments ago, standing firm in my resolve to forego the products of enslaved creatures who cry when their children are torn from them? How did I so quickly betray my idealistic intentions by ordering a beverage made with a product of their milk?

			“What size?” asks the barista. “Just a small,” I mumble.

			The eggnog latte is scrumptious, transporting me back to the day when I enjoyed my first. Mom and I were out Christmas shopping on a frigid morning, each of us pushing one of my babies in a stroller. I wasn’t much of a coffee drinker then, but my fingers were blue from another day of below-50s chill, and I craved something warm to hold. I didn’t object when Mom ordered eggnog lattes for both of us at the coffee stand. I savor this memory of being mothered as I savor my drink today. And I forgive my personal transgression. Just this once.

			A chime announcing a new text message pierces my reverie. Lo and behold, an image of a mama cow and a calf greet me when I pick up my phone. “Meet Speckles, born at noon today,” reads the text. It’s a digital birth announcement from my college friend, Katrina, a grass-fed beef cattle farmer in Missouri. Though she grew up in Southern California (while I was doing my own growing up back in Missouri, ironically), she now lives on a 152-acre farm that’s been in her family for 187 years. President Buchanan signed the land grant for eighty of those acres. Fifteen acres of the farm is “basically the same as when the Missouri Indians lived on it,” she shares with pride.

			Katrina tends her stock with the toughness of a cattle woman and the tenderness of a mother. She operates her farm with the collective wisdom of the seven generations who have shepherded it.

			The fortuitous timing of her text prompts me to call and quiz her about the mother-and-calf bond. Katrina agrees that a strong bond forms soon after birth, though she says it does vary with the breed. Just like people, some cows are better at mothering than others, she tells me. It’s one of the reasons she chooses to breed Black Baldy cows because they have such strong maternal instincts. She also said the weaning standards are different for beef cattle; her calves stay with the mom for six to eight months; it might be three to four months on other farms. Even so, the protocol is to wean the calf when the time is right, depending on maternal health, the weather, and the season.

			As we chat, I close my eyes and imagine myself on her farm. I sit amidst the attentive mama cows, resting in a cluster on a bed of hay, gathered to guard their spring calves communally (“clubbing,” Katrina calls it). Under the gunmetal gray sky of early spring, some forty cattle roam a forty-acre pasture of tender greens punctuated by melting snow patches, dry straw spread here and there, and brown soil bared by previous grazings. At day’s end, Buster and his rambunctious trainee, Beatrix, the farm dogs, will herd us all into the barn for warmth, where mothers and calves snuggle up close. In another month or so, Katrina will direct the dogs to herd the cattle into her garden to munch up the weeds before her spring planting.

			Wild geese forage alongside the cattle, and wild turkeys strut just beyond the fence line. Trumpeter swans grace the three-tiered pond on the horizon where turtles sunbathe on fallen logs. Mighty burr oak trees, some three hundred years old, tower over the fruit trees: cherry, apple, pear, and privet, just starting to bloom. A bluebird drops in to gather loose grass for her nest. It’s a pastoral paradise—until I recall the long hours of hard work required to make it all possible. Katrina has no time to lollygag with the mama cows and me.

			This conversation with my friend gives me newfound hope. Surely there are other farmers who tend to their stock with more compassion than the calf-dragging villain in that video. I insist that Googlia dig deeper.

			Funny what you find when you look for it. Here’s the Cow Comfort Inn Dairy, run by Katie Dotterer-Pyle and her husband David, where “cows enjoy their stay.”46 It’s a fully functioning dairy, with all the amenities of a bed-and-breakfast for bipeds, including, pedicures, child care, in-house health care and, yes, milking services for 450 bovine guests.47 Adorable. These fresh-faced folks don’t fit my stereotype of heartless tail dockers.

			And look, here’s the Farmer’s Wifee, Krista Stauffer. “If you have questions or concerns about what you have seen online in regards to farming, reach out to farmers,” she blogs. “Don’t take sound bites and ‘undercover’ footage from activist groups and paint an entire industry with the same tainted brush.”48 Touché. Cheeks burning, I read on.

			Krista Stauffer didn’t grow up on a “stinky old dairy farm” (as she puts it), but grew to love the life after marrying a dairy farmer. She now blogs, about all aspects of dairy farm life, passionate about dispelling the myths about dairy farms that city-dwellers like me perpetuate. She also shares stories of other hardworking dairy farmers. Thanks to Krista, I met (virtually) the 4th, 5th, and 6th generation dairy farmers of Twin Brook Creamery. What do they want us city folk to know?

			“We would like people to find out where their food comes from for themselves by visiting farms and talking to farmers instead of believing what they read which is usually written by anti-farm groups. We believe that God has entrusted us with the land and animals and we are doing our best to care for them in the best way possible.”49

			Dabbing a tear, I will myself to look each of these farmers in the photographic eye. I extend my apologies for judging their work without knowing anything about them. Then I steel myself and consult my farm educator, Krista, on the topic du jour. Yes, she says, calves are separated from moms soon after birth. At her farm, the family tends to each calf every morning and evening, feeding them colostrum first, then whole milk, eventually adding in grains and hay.50 The calves in the blog pics appear healthy (as far as I can tell) and as comfortable with their surroundings and caregivers as are Katrina’s.

			But what about the grieving moms? Krista says:

			“As for the cows, majority of the cows do not even bat an eye when the calf is removed. We have built such strong bonds with them that the cows that do show interest in the calf, don’t have a reaction when we pick up their calf. It's really hard to explain and all I have is my word and my experience.”51

			Her candor and compassion fire so fiercely through the electrons of the Internet that I’m feeling every ounce of my dairy cow angst ooze out my pores. I’m already salivating for three-cheese macaroni.

			The next post I read is my last because I can no longer see for blubbering:

			“I want you to meet my girl 657. She was eight years old. She left the farm this past Monday. She had been unable to breed for the past year! It was time for us to say good-bye. She was an amazing milk cow. She was taken to the sale as a “cull cow.” I cried as the trailer left our driveway. This is in fact a business, it has to be treated accordingly but it doesn’t mean that we do not care. We do care, you couldn’t do this job the right way if you didn’t care.”52

			If only all dairy cows could be tended by the Stauffer family, I’d be guzzling eggnog like water, but for the further detriment to my waistline. But what about the rest of the dairy cows? Are they treated as well?

			Something else mentioned in the Farmer’s Wifee blog leads me to this additional guilt-reducer: The National Dairy Farmers Assuring Responsible Management (FARM) Program. Created in 2009, a full ninety-eight percent of the nation’s milk producers across the US voluntarily participate in the program. Doing so requires adherence to “rigorous standards for animal care, as well as environmental and antibiotic stewardship.”53

			The animal care standards seem to cover every aspect of a dairy cow’s life: the care of newborns, as well as nutrition, water, medical procedures, hygiene, exercise, pest control, lying areas, transportation, and, yes, euthanasia. A lot of it is way over my head, but I mine these gems:

			
					routine tail docking was prohibited as of January 2017

					“pain mitigation” is prescribed for practices like dehorning

					calves must be handled in a “gentle manner,” carried or walked onto a truck (not dragged by the foot)

					every single person who cares for animals must sign a “Dairy Cattle Care Ethics and Training Agreement,” requiring each to treat all animals with respect and to report any abuses they may witness.54

			

			Relief wells up that the heartless practices I witnessed in that mournful video are no longer the norm. Not that these FARM standards ensure every single cow is treated with the love and respect of my friend Katrina, the Cow Comfort Inn, or the Farmer’s Wifee, the inner skeptic is quick to sneer. Maybe dairy cows don’t get to hang out in “clubs” while guarding their spring calves, as Katrina’s beef cattle do, but I honor the growing commitment to greater respect and compassion for the animals that serve our palates.

			Dropping to my knees, I bless and honor all the Katrinas, the Farmer’s Wifees, and the Cow Comfort Inn Dairies of the world, raising food and service animals with respect, and tending farms with the kind of hard work I readily admit that I have never known. Our system of raising food animals may still be imperfect, but I vow to give up knee-jerk judgments based on too little information. I will be, above all, a consumer of truth. And when I don’t know the truth, I will give up eco-angsting about things I know nothing about.

			After mulling it all over for a few days, I establish my own standards. I will continue to forego cow milk when I make or buy coffee, mainly because I really like almond milk, but I do allow an annual eggnog latte (in honor of my mother). I will seek out cheese produced by local farms, like that smoked Monterey Jack from Petaluma Creamery that I so adore. But I will not shy away from ordering an omelet at a restaurant—no more eco-madness ruining a precious meal out. I vow to bless the hardworking dairy cow farmers and their milk-giving charges whenever I indulge in these delectables.

			Eggnog in hand, I bless the animals, their farmers, vets, and feed growers, the truckers and grocery store stockers, the baristas, the Sun and Earth for giving of themselves to make this precious moment of remembering my own Mama possible. And sweet.

			Love Earth Invitation

			What’s one of your favorite things to eat or drink? Notice what pops into your mind first—whether it be something that’s a daily treat or something you never allow yourself to enjoy because of cost, calories, chemicals, or concerns about how the plants or animals are raised. Imagine yourself holding a plate or cup or bowl of this cherished fare. Breathe deeply, as you look it over, as if you’re considering it for the first time. What do you notice about it? What aromas, sensations, or feelings are aroused? What memories does this image trigger? Steep.

			Without rushing to the Internet, consider now what you already know about how this delicacy is produced. Do you know any of the people who planted, raised, harvested, prepared, cooked, or assembled its ingredients? Do you know anything about the land where the food was raised? If so, peer deeply into their faces and look around the landscape.

			If not, allow yourself to imagine the people and the places. Allow your memories and imagination to run away, letting go of any doubts that what you envision is not realistic. What activity do you see? What emotions do you feel about anything you see, hear, taste, or smell? Notice how your body is responding to what you see, hear, smell, or feel. Immerse yourself in this experience.

			Speak directly, if you like, with the farmer or the tree or the land or the animal that gave of themselves so that you could enjoy this treat. What would you do, offer, or say? Do you shake hands, embrace, prostrate yourself, cross your arms, pet them, stare deeply into their eyes? What do they say or do in return? Give a virtual gift of your choosing, if you feel so called, be it a word of gratitude, an embrace, or something you pull out of your imaginary pocket.

			Now return to your cherished food or drink. Does it appear different in any way? Have your feelings about it changed at all? Will your consumption habits change? Consider jotting down any insights. Close this experience as you feel called, including a word of gratitude for your own willingness to be present with this experience.

			



		

EIGHT
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			Life Sacred: The GMO Dilemma

			The blast from the bonfire competes with the bloodletting orb on the horizon, as if arm wrestling to win my attention. My limbs hang limp in a lawn chair after a day of swimming and boating on a lake, back in the Midwest near where my husband and I grew up. I’m content now to snuggle in a lawn chair at the lakeside farm of a couple of his high school friends. Do nothing more than sip cold Chardonnay and take in the show. Sunset eventually concedes the stage. As dusk descends with a damp chill, the campfire commands my attention.

			As I tune in to the ongoing conversation, I hear our friend say that he rents out some of his land to a neighboring farmer.

			“What does he grow on it?” I ask.

			“Magic beans,” our friend replies with an eyebrow raise and a grin.

			My head jerks to look at the field anew to see if a Jolly Green Giant stalk has sprouted. Seeing none, I ask, “What makes these beans so special?” The miracle of these beans, he says, is that they survive—and thrive—when everything else is killed by the special herbicide the farmer sprays.

			“They are genetically modified, you mean?”

			He shrugs and stokes the fire.

			“Roundup Ready soybeans,” I mutter. Tears spring into my eyes as if someone has just kicked me in the stomach. My dreams of restful repose are extinguished, as the neurons of my brain fire into rapid recall of all the horrors I have heard about Monsanto, the poster child of the GMO producers, and their Frankenfoods. I sputter, “Monsanto makes those magic beans. They bully farmers into buying those “miracle seeds,” which are a lot more expensive, by promising they’ll need to use less herbicide and get better yields, but that’s not what’s happening. Oh, sure, they do at first, then the pests adapt and eat the crops anyway.

			“And Monsanto makes farmers sign a contract promising a lot of things, like no seed saving, you can only buy seed from them, and using only Monsanto-approved products so they make even more money, and letting Monsanto inspect your farm so they can check up on you.” I pause to suck in air. “And they even use helicopters and trespass onto farms where there is no contract if they think some farmer isn’t paying up. If they catch anybody, Monsanto sues them for everything they’ve got, and you know most farmers don’t have a lot. I heard they even sued some farmers where they found GMO crops in their fields simply because seeds blew in from a neighbor’s farm, never mind apologizing for contaminating the fields with their unwanted spawn.”

			“Nah, it’s not like that,” our friend protests. My face, already flushed from the fire and the Chardonnay, bursts into flames. Or at least it feels that way. My heart pounds, as I wonder what, if anything, else to say. I don’t want to spoil this rare evening with faraway friends, nor do I want to shove down my feelings again, either.

			My twelve-year-old daughter, Chloë, rushes up to me, grinning, and grabs my hands. She begs me to chase after the curious flying critters that now punctuate the twilight like camera flashes along the Red Carpet. Fireflies adorn the wallpaper of my fondest memories of summer nights as a kid; they are a complete novelty for my California-born children. Glad for the diversion, I jump up and run away with her.

			The lightning bugs flit with the nimbleness of a nymph and fly with the speed of a fleeing felon. We chase the tiny escape artists across the barnyard, wading through grass so tall I dare not imagine what lurks within it. We clamber up neatly stacked bales of prickly hay where she makes her catch and squeals in celebration. Chloë cups her prisoner in her hands, and we race back to the gathering at the bonfire to exhibit her prize. She receives accolades with a grin on her face, then sets her hostage free. The little bug speeds away into the night without so much as a fare-thee-well. Chloë races away, too, to find marshmallows to roast.

			The conversation around the fire has moved on to stories about people that my husband and his friends knew long before we met. Unacquainted with the cast of characters, their conversation fades away. The GMO Tales of Misery tape plays again in my mind.

			I wander back toward the field of magic beans, the source of all this consternation, using my phone as a flashlight. Chloë and I had been careful to avoid it when we were chasing the fireflies, not wanting to trample the tender little plants, barely three inches tall. For all that I have read and heard and considered, the whole issue of GMO plants has been but an abstract topic of intellectual debate up until now. I aim to avail myself of this opportunity to get an up close and personal experience with the “magic bean” plants.

			I tiptoe into the midst of the field, a nursery full of drowsy green heads bobbing in the breeze like babies so sleepy they can no longer hold up their noggins. These tiny tots hardly seem the source of so much acrimony. I wedge my seat between rows and recount my woes.

			“It’s not that I have anything against you personally,” I explain. “It’s just that all these things I’ve read say that your kind are bad for life as we know it. Sure, some studies say you’re as safe to eat as any other plant, but then there are others that say you’re not. Some say your antibiotic-resistant genes might transfer to our human guts or out into the environment and produce some deathly kind of antibiotic-resistant bacteria. And a whole other crowd says there’s not enough information to know because we need longer term studies to be sure. Or that there are lots of studies but we the people don’t know about them because Big Ag hides them away. Which makes me wonder what those studies say, if they don’t want us to know about them? Or is that paranoid hysteria? I don’t know.”

			My leafy companions nod, if listening thoughtfully. “And then there’s the biodiversity issue,” I continue, struggling to recall what I’ve read. “If the right wind blows and your seeds cross-breed with native plants, the gene pool of native plants could be contaminated, maybe even lost, forever. You look plenty happy growing here in Missouri, but I read that you don’t do so well in places like India, where the climate is very different. But Big Ag hypes these so-called magic beans to third-world farmers, getting them to shun the native crops which are better suited for local soils and climate. Sometimes their governments are in on the scam, requiring farmers to buy those seeds. All so Big Ag can make more hand-over-fist money. Biodiversity and sustenance farming be Hoover dammed.

			“See, there was a famous famine, where people relied heavily on just one crop, the potato, and farmers planted only one variety of it. When those potatoes were attacked by blight, a whole lot of people starved. Aren’t we risking an epic crisis of global proportion if we plant the exact same corn, same soy, same cotton all over the world? I’m no biodiversity expert—I studied rocks, you see—but it sure seems dangerous to me.

			“And then to read that Monsanto buys up regional seed companies, just to shut them down? Eliminating access to storehouses of native and heirloom crops just to force people to buy their clones? Sorry if that sounds offensive, dear plant friends. But it just sounds like covering your house in dry kindling then dousing it with gasoline, hoping nobody strikes a match, just to make a buck.

			“I guess that’s what really upsets me. These big agribusinesses use their power to force people to buy their stuff, not just seeds but the companion herbicide that you so resiliently withstand. And they lie outright, from what I can see. I was impressed that Monsanto had this great program to restore habitat for the vanishing Monarch butterflies, until I read that the Roundup herbicide kills milkweed, which is the only food source for their caterpillars.

			“Oh, I can’t remember all the details of it all, and I’m not even sure which of the wild stories about GMOs to believe, given all the rancor. Sitting here in the dark with you sweet seedlings, I wonder if it even matters. I just have this creepy suspicion that Monsanto and their kind—there’s only a handful of agribusinesses that control most of the seed supply these days!—are one big greedy mob hell-bent on global domination, destroying our precious biodiversity as they do.”

			My speech receives no ovation, no response at all, my young audience having no real interest in my eco-madness. I fall silent, let the poor kids get some rest, and an image of my younger self emerges. Dressed in a business suit and seated behind a desk in an expansive office. I’m chatting with the environmental compliance manager from a local refinery, my client. Her forehead furrows when she says, “We’re doing all that we can to comply with these regs, but they just don’t make sense. If only we could do something that would really reduce emissions instead of trying to cram a hippo into a shoebox.” Or something like that. I’m sure she used a more colorful metaphor than the hapless hippo.

			Now, the faces of all my clients at the oil company where I worked as an environmental compliance attorney flash before my eyes. Each one doing their best to honor confusing (and often conflicting) environmental laws, corporate mandates, strained budgets, and personal integrity. Not that I was ever invited to closed-door meetings of top executives where darker plots may have been fomented. Those were for people far above my pay grade. But I know plenty about fine people with sound integrity working for companies that may have less-than-holy agendas.

			Maybe that’s how it is at Monsanto, too, home to thousands of rank-and-file employees devoted to creating more fruitful crops. Who wouldn’t want to ease the burdens of hardworking farmers? Farmers stare down the vagaries of nature, pests, disease, commerce, demand, price controls, regulations, and—let us not forget— the latest “let’s-all-eat-kale!” fads to grow our food, all the while knowing that months of labor and all their capital, hopes, and dreams can be wiped out by a pest invasion. Why not celebrate the scientists that create crops with a built-in resistance to persistent pests?

			And, who with the skills wouldn’t want to help feed the burgeoning population of the world? Already past the seven billion mark, the explosion of humans is on a trajectory to hit ten billion in my grandchildren’s lifetime. Millions of rice-dependent people around the world are malnourished because of a vitamin A deficiency. Why not applaud the gene-altering scientists who developed Golden Rice, genetically engineered to produce beta-carotene in its leaves? The patent holders made it available for humanitarian purposes free of charge; they will never receive a penny from the sale of Golden Rice. My heart swells with love for the human spirit in action, rising to the call to learn, to achieve, to help.

			But then I remember the outrage over Golden Rice. Those miracle seeds discourage people from growing native crops better suited for their environment. The gene pool of those native crops might be forever contaminated by the intermingling. Golden Rice is a Band-Aid that doesn’t address the underlying problems that caused such widespread malnutrition. It’s just more Western meddling, forcing a quick techno-fix on a broader cultural problem.

			So many sides to every story, my head aches from trying to pound them all into my skull all at once. Or maybe it’s the sunburn and Chardonnay, I can’t say for sure. I do know that people have been giving Nature a hand by favoring plants with certain qualities, by cross pollinating for more hardy hybrids, or by grafting roses on roses, ever since George Mendel cultivated hybrid pea plants. Who am I to know whether Golden Rice is an abomination or a gift? I spent years studying soils and rocks, and I am out of my depth here. I will remove myself from the ivory tower and put an end to the uninformed judgments, even if that seems to be the all the rage these days.

			I begin to pry my clenched fingers from the grudges I have held dear. My castigation of genetically-engineered plants lies not with the scientists, the technology, or even the foods themselves. It’s the tactics, the bullying, the naked grab for control, the shrouding in secrecy that makes me suspicious. Why, if GMOs are so great, doesn’t Big Agribusiness tout their virtues? Why do they spend so much money fighting laws proposing to require GMO foods to be labeled? It’s my profound distrust of the Big Six,55 not any individual scientist, that causes me to shake my fist when I read “GMO” in the subject line of any email blast.

			With all the dire challenges we face, from global hunger to contaminated drinking water, I list cooperation, collaboration, and transparency as necessary tenets of any emergency response plan. How can we ever work together to make the kind of wide-scale changes required to ensure sustainable food supplies for our grandchildren when dark decisions are made behind closed corporate boardroom doors and rubber-stamp approved by the government agencies meant to police them?

			This sleepy nursery now appears to me as a battlefield of desire—one where my friend who wants to pay his mortgage, the farmer who makes his living off the land, the agribusinesses duty bound to deliver profits to shareholders, the gene splicers determined to feed hungry people, the independent growers dedicated to preserving heirloom crops, the governments and nonprofits anxious to feed burgeoning populations, and the bees, butterflies, and all wildlife which require safe food and clean water confront each other with weapons drawn.

			These tender greens are undisturbed by the drama of it all. They are simply doing and being as Nature intended: establishing roots in the soil, drawing in moisture and nutrients, receiving sunshine to create the food they need to grow by day, and resting by the light of the moon at night.

			They are not cursing their lot because of their clinical conception in a laboratory. They are not ruing the lack of diversity in their field. They hold no grudges against people who rail against their kind. They greet all as they do the sun, the moon, and the stars, causing me to ponder: if I profess to hold all life as sacred in my heart, how can I judge these plants to be wanting in any way? They are no less alive than I am, no less a miracle than the regal hybrid tea rose we call “Queen Elizabeth.”

			Whether we come to this life by hatching from an egg, sprouting from a seed, pushing through a vagina, or cultivating in a Petri dish, all life is born of and imprinted with the DNA of the Divine, a pedigree that cannot be maligned by human judgment, fear, or resentment. Creator, God, Great Spirit, Allah, Elohim, Atman, Yahweh, Goddess, Buddha live in this garden. Who am I to condemn these leafy visages of life sacred? They hold no judgment of me, and, like so much heavy baggage after a long expedition, I drop mine of them. I sway in the breeze with my companions, enjoying peaceful contemplation, after all.

			Laughter from the group back at the bonfire reminds me of the party I’m missing. I blow kisses to my leafy companions, then tiptoe back through the field to rejoin my family and our friends. They eye me as I approach, wondering whether my mood will foul their revelry. I hope my smile reassures them.

			Reclaiming my lawn chair, I draw my daughter into my lap, and the floodgates of my heart open. I whisper a prayer of blessing, honoring the contributions of each of us, from the biologists at work in their laboratories to the GMO protestors on the march, from the hardworking farmers to the parents feeding supper to their children. I trust that we are all here on purpose, that each of us brings our own message into the world from the Divine. I bless my own resolve to drop the unconsidered judgments fueled by the latest “Act NOW” email blast. I vow to speak from a voice of curiosity first and a place of outrage when warranted by verifiable information. I pledge to sit in peaceful stillness when I lack the knowledge to make an informed judgment. That’s the best I can do here on this night.

			My daughter squirms in my embrace and I let her loose, along with all my hopes for the world, to light up the dark sky like the flitting fireflies.

			Love Earth Invitation

			Consider your own feelings and opinions about genetically-modified organisms. Do you believe that GMOs are safe? A miracle of science? Labor-saving gifts for hardworking farmers? Necessary to help feed a hungry world? Threatening the gene pool of heirloom plants and animals? Insufficiently tested to trust? Too confusing to know?

			Whatever your opinions about GMOs may be, consider whether you are willing to adopt another vantage point for a moment. Pick any alternate story about GMOs that comes to mind. Immerse yourself in the shoes—and the heart—of someone whose opinions you might otherwise reject. How does it feel to think about GMOs from the perspective of a geneticist, a farmer, a seed saver, an investor, a hungry child, a CEO, or the leader of a starving land?

			What can you imagine about the experiences this person may have had that shaped how they feel and what they want to accomplish? How might this person respond to your objections to their work or their needs? Breathe deeply as you simmer here.

			Now return to your own perspective and review anew your deeply-held beliefs. Notice if there is any change in them, any change in tone or intensity, flavor or fervor. How will you respond to the next news report about the vices or virtues of genetically-modified organisms?

			Offer words of gratitude for anyone whose heart you’ve held in this experience, if you feel so moved.

			



		

NINE
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			Masters of Decomposition: Pinching My Nose for the Planet

			Thumb plunges into juicy flesh, slashing the thick casing designed to protect the precious pith from the very harm I mean it. Severing one smidgen of skin at a time makes for excruciating progress, testing the scintilla of patience I have. Holding firm to my resolve to master basic composting, I commit to the orange in my hand, dropping one minuscule morsel of dimpled peel after another into the brown paper bag.

			Maybe if I do some deep breathing while I work, the whole endeavor can count as my daily meditation, too. Ever the multitasking mama.

			“This time, I’m going to get it,” I vow through gritted teeth. I remember the visceral shock when I read how much food we Americans throw away each year. Five hundred pounds per person, collectively filling a football field five miles high, or something like that. And hardly any of it decomposes in the modern landfill. There’s just not enough air in those tightly sealed tombs for the decomposers to do their work. Condemning food scraps from my kitchen to sit in a big pit for an eternity, then buying bags of compost for the garden, strikes me as crazy as buying new underwear because I don’t want to do laundry. Not that I’ve ever done that.

			Decomposition happens—every day, everywhere—and may we celebrate that it does. But for decomposition, we would all be drowning in one giant trash pile, one monumentally taller than the Fresh Kills landfill on Staten Island, rising some eighty feet above the Statue of Liberty.56 A small mountain of pruned brush and weeds, the overgrowth from a single winter of rain, stands in my yard blocking the view from three windows. How mammoth a pile would the remains of every animal and plant that ever lived over the nearly four billion years of life on Earth make? It’s an impossible question, of course, because our world would not exist without the essential end process that completes the cycle of life. Yesterday’s discarded carcass provides the building blocks for tomorrow’s newborn. Nature is Earth’s first and most devoted recycler.

			Looking out my kitchen window, I can see both the empty compost bin and my veggie garden. To walk from one to the other is a matter of a few steps; no emission-spewing trucks, no clawing up precious earth, no destruction of habitat, and no landfill leaks despoiling the air or groundwater involved. If only I could master composting.

			My first attempt produced a revolting mess akin to raw sewage. I would no more place that sludge on the garden that grows food for my family than I would serve it on our dinner plates. What went wrong? I had taken the free class offered by the city. I had read the how-to booklet cover to cover. I had tried to emulate the proper mix of “greens” (for nitrogen) and “browns” (for carbon). All for naught. “I’m just not a composting person,” I reasoned, chalking the epic fail up to the lack of a “brown thumb,” the way some people (also me) lack a green one.

			Then the gray skies parted, the angels sang, and a shining beam of light landed on our trash can. I found a service to haul our compostables out to the commercial composting facility, some forty miles away, for a nominal fee. We received earthen gold in return.

			Those were the glory days when I could feel eco-righteous for diverting Earth’s precious gifts from the landfill, without the dread of creating another disease-germinating mess. Then came the day when the service was discontinued. My self-righteousness fell into the garbage can, along with the coffee grounds and apple cores, bound for a landfill where none of it will ever turn to compost. Not in my lifetime, anyway.

			I hung a black sheet over that kitchen window in mourning. Quite conveniently, it also blocked out the sight of that short journey from the abandoned compost bin to the garden planter, now topped with compost purchased from the store.

			Then, thumbing through a book that I didn’t even remember owning, I happened upon these words: “My whole life has been spent waiting for an epiphany, a manifestation of God’s presence, the kind of transcendent, magical experience that lets you see your place in the big picture. And that is what I had with my first [compost] heap.” Said by whom? Bette Midler.57

			Suddenly my failed composting endeavor didn’t seem like just a simple dalliance, the way you might try a new flavor of ice cream and decide it’s not for you. Nope, not only did I fail to create a hospitable environment for the critters that decompose our waste, I’ve bungled my own salvation. Well, Hoover dam it.

			Bette Midler’s words haunt me like the stove I might have left on when I left the house this morning. I vow to change my whole outlook about this matter of rotting remains. Replace the word “composting” with “epiphany,” and my resolve to master composting resurges. From henceforth, our green discards shall be sent to compost in the Epiphany Pile. Then I set about learning the cause of my prior failure.

			I ring up my pal Googlia and lambaste her for letting me down last time. She declines to accept any responsibility (she’s so annoyingly well-adjusted), but I magnanimously decide to give her one more chance. When I type in “compost fail,” she directs me to a few web pages. 1,130,000 to be precise. I feel a modicum of relief to know that there are a lot of us brown-thumb-challenged people.

			The top few sites all advise chopping the fruit peels, eggshells, vegetable stalks, and bread crusts before sending them to the Epiphany Pile. A couple recommend using the Cuisinart for this purpose. I see merit in creating smaller pieces for the little buggers, the masters of decomposition, to attack. But the thought of cleaning out the food processor, scrubbing all of its parts and crevices every single time I peel an orange or scramble some eggs sends me over the Nature-loving edge. Bought long ago in the Cuisinart craze, the gadget now collects dust in the back of the hardest-to-reach cabinet. It might be permanently fixed in place by the years of accumulated grime, for all I know.

			I love Earth with all my heart and soul, I really do; and there must be a way to demonstrate it without employing gadgetry or creating more dirty dishes to wash. People—and Earth—were successfully composting long before the Cuisinart arrived on the scene. “I’ll use my own two hands, instead,” I decide. Hence, the tiny peelings.

			“But how are you going to do this with slippery banana peels or tough avocado skin?” inner cynic scorns. “Cross that bridge when I come to it!” I hiss, causing the husband to consult his list of local sanitariums with 24-hour intake. Again. I smile at him as reassuringly as I can, considering I’m hissing over an orange, peeling it as if I have toddler hands.

			* * *

			I have no idea how I happened to pick up a book called Rubbish! Divine Providence brought it to me, or perhaps I bought it, thinking it was a book of tawdry British satire. Whatever the reason, I have not thought of trash the same way since I read it some years ago. Or perhaps I should say I haven’t been able to stop thinking about trash, adding yet another entry on my long list of eco-angsts.

			The Rubbish! book chronicles the work of “garbologists,” those brave souls who sampled the reeking remains from several landfills across North America. And what did they find? Decades-old newspapers came up as readable as the day they were printed, grass clippings appeared as fresh as when first cut, and uneaten hot dogs came up whole.58 All my naïve notions about materials that would compost in the landfill shattered like the wine glasses I have been known to smash after reading certain Tweetstorms. Good thing I buy them at garage sales. Too bad that broken glass isn’t compostable.

			Since reading Rubbish!, images of those stinking pits of unholy disposal assail me whenever I open the fridge door and smell the moldy cheese. Modern landfills, as it turns out, are more like time capsules of our trash rather than processing plants for returning what came from Earth back to earth. Sanitary landfills do spare us from the scourge of the open trash dump, which leach nasty toxins into ground and surface waters, emit noxious gases into nearby neighborhoods and greenhouse gases into Earth’s atmosphere.

			Oh, and if that’s not bad enough, those open dumps also catch fire. Some are always smoldering, and some erupt into infernos. A massive blaze broke out at the Mbeubeuss dump (outside the capital city of Dakar, Senegal) in 2016, so suddenly that it surprised even the pickers who live and work there.59 The fire consumed an entire village, claiming the lives of several people for whom the dump represents both home and livelihood.

			A disposal site sits some six miles from my home, serving not my community, but the adjacent suburbs. I have railed against its despoiling a local canyon. I have written letters and protested in opposition to its expansion. And I am infinitely grateful that it is a sanitary landfill, not an open dump.

			* * *

			For most of our two hundred thousand years of human history, dumping our cast-offs wherever we are has been our modus operandi. Lest I judge us too harshly, I see Nature taking the same approach. Sexy Sadie Sycamore in my front yard dumps her discarded leaves on the ground whenever the mood strikes her. Bird droppings fall where they may. Our forebears were simply following Nature’s lead. Which wasn’t so problematic when we early humans were on the move, following the herds and foraging the fruits of the seasons. Trash can’t accumulate into such massive, steaming piles of scourge when you’re constantly on the go.

			Settling down provided new challenges in dealing with the discards. Piling up broken pottery and gnawed animal bones around the floor of your home, as was common practice for much of our prehistory, means you eventually must raise the roof. An excavation of Bronze Age Troy exposed mud-brick walls and doorways adjusted upward, to accommodate the growing piles of detritus.60 Eventually, entire buildings full of cast-offs must be knocked down to make way for new, trash-free abodes, often built right on top of the caved-in ruins. Ancient cities of the Middle East, resting on centuries’ worth of cast-offs, rose high above the surrounding plains.61 The garbage dumps of the Altun Ha, a Classic Maya site in Belize, revealed such an extravagance that archeologist David Pendergast said, “These people would have traded in a Cadillac when the ashtray was full.”62 I take little comfort in knowing that conspicuous consumption is not unique consumption is not unique to our time.

			The practice of dumping where we live didn’t end with the ancient peoples. City dwellers in the United States still tossed garbage out the windows to be consumed by pigs and dogs or carted away by human scavengers in the early twentieth century. They burned the dry trash in their backyards, as I remember my grandfather doing in the early 1960s. Such a thing was still allowed in his small town—and verboten in the suburb where I lived.

			I loved playing the outlaw and the firebug, feeding paper into the homemade brick stove, transforming something unwanted into a whiff of smoke and ash. I still enjoy burning the occasional notice indicating that I may have overlooked a credit card payment. It’s therapeutic, even if it does make for more eco-guilt, sending smoke into our smoggy skies. Oh, well. Some things, like the Thanksgiving sweet potatoes Aunt Kathy launched to the dining room ceiling, you just have to let go.

			The modern sanitary landfill didn’t really catch on until the Second World War, and then it was thanks, in large part, to the US Army Corps of Engineers. The Corps made the sanitary landfill the disposal means of choice for its military facilities, training thousands of soldiers in the methodology.63 The soldiers returned home after the war armed with knowledge to revamp the local dumps, which must have been welcome news to dwellers of cities with skies darkened by smoke and ash.

			While modern sanitary landfills spare us the scourge of the open dump, they do so by erecting barriers between our discards and the bacteria, the fungi, the earthworms, and all the masters of decomposition. An impermeable liner (and a collection system of piping) keep liquids from leaching into groundwater. Another system collects landfill gases to prevent the escape of hazardous pollutants into the air. Soil or greens layered over the daily “tippings” minimize odors and discourage rodents. All in theory, anyway. Stories of leaking landfills abound.

			Even when functioning as designed, landfills produce prodigious volumes of greenhouse gases. About half is carbon dioxide and half is methane, a gas which traps twenty times more heat in the atmosphere than CO2.64 Landfills despoil natural habitats and lay waste to pristine prairies, canyons, and coastlines. The landfill-bound trucks that parade past the Eagle Rock for which our community is named spew exhaust fumes and unsecured garbage onto a site sacred to Native Americans.

			Three trash collection trucks stop at my house each week, assuming we remember to get the bins out to the curb: one for the recyclables, one for the yard trimmings, and another for all the other discards. Each truck burns fossil fuels to drive from its station, around the 450 square miles of our city to collect, to some destination to drop off the goods, and then back to the yard. Los Angeles collects, on average, more than six tons per day of refuse, recyclables, yard trimmings, and horse manure from our homes.65 The number of trash truck trips necessary to serve the nearly four million citizens of my city must be astronomical.

			Most of L.A.’s five hundred trash trucks run on cleaner-burning natural gas,66 which eases my angst only a little. Our current “diversion rate,” meaning refuse diverted from the landfill for recycling or other use, stands at seventy-six percent. The City’s set goal of achieving ninety percent by 2025 gives me even more hope.67

			But to appease my own conscience, I must institute my own diversion target. Composting must be mastered. Keep peeling tiny pieces and chopping the tougher remains with the Hoover dam Cuisinart, if that’s what it takes.

			What do these aerobic decomposers68 need to convert the organic remains from our kitchen into black gold for the garden, anyway? Our tiniest neighbors, the microbes and bacteria, fungi, and worms who feed on our leftover dinners and yesterday’s news, are the consummate employees. Their bazillions—a single gram of fertile soil may contain fifty million bacteria69—are ever on the job, taking no coffee breaks nor personal time off. They ask for no pay, no holiday bonuses, no merit increases. All they require is what is essential for life itself: air and water. What a bargain.

			Surely, I can manage to create a healthy workplace for these selfless servants who stand ready and willing to process my discards for free. I march outside, scoop up more than a gram of their earthen habitat, raise my fist à la Scarlett O’Hara, and proclaim, “With Earth as my witness, I’ll never send another orange peel to the landfill!” I can see my husband through the kitchen window, phone in hand, deciding whether now is the time to make the call.

			* * *

			I can’t help but wonder how does Earth feel about all this garbage piling up anyway? Does she despise us for despoiling her beautiful places? Is she furious for our failure to appreciate her gifts? Because even if I create the perfect Epiphany Pile, even if I’m doing all that I can to divert our discards from the landfill—turning in inkjet cartridges for refilling, taking used cans of paint and dead batteries for proper disposal, delivering broken electronics to the e-waste recycler, donating still-useful-but-unneeded goods to the local thrift shop—this household of four urban dwellers (and two cats) will still produce detritus that is bound for the landfill.

			I blame the cats.

			I walk to the closet and consider the contents of the unholy grail before me—our kitchen trash can. I slump to the floor, head in hands, resting my back against it. “I’m sorry for all the trash we’re dumping on you, Earth. I feel terrible about it.” I whisper. “I wish I never had to send a non-composting, unrecyclable thing to a big pit in a once-beautiful landscape where it will never compost. I wish I could be happier with fewer things without feeling deprived. I wish that all the electronic gadgets that I love weren’t such environmental nightmares to make and discard. Am I supposed to walk around feeling badly about every Hoover dam thing I consume? Is that how I’m supposed to live?”

			I suck in air for a quick breath, not allowing time for a response, in case it’s bad.

			“Because a big part of me just doesn’t believe that’s what you want from us. I think you’d like for us to become more aware about all that we consume, and that you’d like for us to be more grateful, not taking so much for granted, either on the providing or the disposing end of things. Or maybe that’s just me making up excuses so I don’t feel so guilty anymore.

			“Please tell me, dear Mother Earth. How do you feel about all this trash we create in the modern world? Am I doing enough? Are we humans just a hopeless case?”

			The only response I hear is the thudding of my own grieving heart. I sit with my feelings until it’s time to go pick the kids up from school. Time to make dinner from ingredients packaged in non-compostable materials. Time to watch a TV made of petroleum-based and hazardous materials, preferably with a glass of cold Chardonnay. Time to sleep and forget.

			The next morning in a dance class, with steps coming at me so fast that my mind is free of the usual parade of thoughts, I hear the reply. Either that, or the senility is kicking up again. I never can chicken plucking tell.

			“It’s all mine,” a voice whispers. “Excuse me?” I blurt, tripping over my own two feet, narrowly avoiding another collision with the floor. “It’s all mine. It comes from me, and I give freely, without strings attached. Whether it looks or smells or resembles in any way that which I have given, I gladly receive back my own. The judgment about it is all yours.” The choreography gives me no time to analyze, so I file away the incomprehensible words.

			* * *

			Not until after the work of the day is done, the dinner cooked, and the pile of dirty dishes ignored, do I allow myself to consider what I’d heard. I sit outside, under the care of Atlas Cedar, safely out of earshot of my family, in case of any more maniacal outbursts. Peering up the trunk of this tall sage, my elder by several decades, offers me a new lens through which to contemplate the world. As I imagine all that Atlas Cedar experienced before my family landed here nearly twenty years ago, the spotting scope through which I view time suddenly extends. I realize I have been seeing Earth through a pinhole: the span of my own lifetime—or those of my children, at most.

			Earth lives and breathes in eons and eras, not days or years. What seems like “never” to me, translates to “not in my lifetime” because that’s the bandwidth in which I live. As much as I have studied the progress of evolution over the ages—plants arrived some four hundred million years ago and mammals some two hundred million years ago—the length of my own life gives me no perspective to appreciate the magnitude of Earth Time.

			Only my lifespan-viewfinder has me thinking of the drive from Los Angeles to San Francisco as being six to eight hours, or possibly a week, depending on traffic. From a different point in Earth’s perspective, the trip could require no time at all. The plates which make up Earth’s crust are all on the move, as if riding on flatbed trucks propelled by convection currents of heat in the mantle. My feet rest on the Pacific Plate which grinds past the North American Plate a few miles east of here. The Pacific Plate moves northwesterly a couple of inches a year, on average—sometimes not at all and sometimes in lurches up to twenty feet, as in the 1906 San Francisco earthquake. At this rate, this land beneath my feet could be up near what is now San Francisco in a few, say ten to twenty, million years, if I’m reading the zeroes on my calculator correctly. That’s unthinkably slow progress by my “need-to-get-it-done-yesterday” expectations. It’s a blink in the eye of Mother Earth whose clock began ticking some 4.6 billion years ago.

			This visualization spawns a ridiculous seed of hope for the future of my garbage. I close my eyes and fantasize about the travels of this terrain, as if sped up like time-lapse video on steroids. From today, in sunny Southern California, to a millions-of-years-from-now “tomorrow” at a point somewhere up near Alaska, where the Pacific Plate currently dives under the North American. I envision this piece of the crust diving deep, plunging all the buried waste of our time into the 1,500 degrees Fahrenheit heat of the mantle, where it melts to feed some volcano that will spew out lava, making fresh new crust.

			This scenario of my buried trash being recycled in some tectonic reprocessing machine is so much wishful thinking—I have no scientific basis for it. Nor does it absolve me from responsibility for the trash I generate. But realizing how powerful and diverse are the many implements in Earth’s toolbox emboldens me to hope that we’re not wrecking the planet for all time. Maybe SpeciesNext, or whoever dominates the food chain once humans have gone the way of the dinosaurs, will do better by our generous benefactress.

			Then I hear the voice again. “It’s all mine. I receive it all back gratefully,” and a new portal opens. An image of the prodigal son flashes into mind, a modern-day version. A sulky young man stumbles up my driveway, returning to his childhood home, disheveled, needle-marked, pierced, tattooed, emaciated, and bruised from a variety of abuses. Would I welcome home a beloved son, even if estranged for years, even if he squandered the family fortune?

			In a heartbeat.

			I get it. Now…I get it.

			I still don’t feel great about throwing cast-offs into the black bin of shame, but my orange peelings from this morning’s smoothie shall not be among them. I march to the kitchen, gather those tiny orange peelings and deposit them in compost bin, making a down payment on the earthen gold that I will someday reap. Grabbing the garden hose, I anoint the holy ground with gusto. As I replace the lid, I speak a word of gratitude for all the recyclers of the world, from the masters of decomposition, to the ingenious humans who make useful things from our discards. I honor the City planners and engineers working to find ways to divert our trash from the landfills. I give thanks to Earth for receiving back all that I return to her, in whatever shape it arrives. And I bless every one of us endeavoring to find more joy in less stuff.

			Love Earth Invitation

			What’s your relationship with the cast-offs in your life? How do you feel when you toss something into the trash can? Can you picture what sits in your kitchen or office trash can right now? Do you know where it will go when it leaves your custody?

			As you consider any of these questions, breathe deeply. Take a look around your physical body and emotional state. Notice any feelings, physical discomforts, images, or memories that arise. Give full attention to whatever you notice. Be curious.

			Now receive another deep breath and focus your attention in any area of your body where you sense any of these cues. If you feel none, direct your attention to a place in your body where you suspect you may hold strong feelings about the waste we create. You may wish to place your hand there, as you continue to breathe deeply.

			Allow yourself to feel, listen, and sense. Resist, if you will, trying to put a label on it or explain it. Let go of any sense of urgency to fix or resolve any painful feelings in this moment. Even the most prolific bacteria may require weeks to compost a banana peel. Earth’s crust recycles across the Deep Time scale of millions of years.

			The Invitation is to begin exposing any long-buried detritus to the light and space where the masters of decomposition do their work. Even if you have only a few moments for this experience today, opening yourself to it begins the process of turning buried waste into fertile compost.

			You may also wish to ask your own questions of Earth.

			Release any expectation of immediate response. Every question that we ask has already been answered. Allow the Wisdom of the Ages all the light, space, and time it needs to reveal itself.

			Earth works in the scale of Deep Time. As children of Earth, we are all on Earth’s Time.

			



		

TEN
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			Gravity: Earth’s Embrace

			The cat sleeps on my foot at night. Not stretched across the foot of the bed, like every other cat I’ve known. She curls neatly atop just one foot, as if she is the anchor to my tether, keeping me firmly rooted while I fly around in the ether of my dreams. I wonder if she senses a flightiness in me, a longing to be free of the weight of this world. Gravity can be such a drag—I see it every time I look in the mirror these days.

			I slide my foot in millimeter increments to dislodge it, careful not to trigger the cat’s instinct to slice anyone who dares to wake her. It’s easier said than done, despite her small size. The whole process reminds me of a conversation with my friend, Maureen, about the movie Gravity. Maureen is adventuresome, so I was floored to hear her confess just how much that movie freaked her out. I found the movie profoundly unsettling myself, but that caught exactly no one by surprise. Crossing a tall bridge gives me the heebie-jeebies. Just say “Grand Canyon Skywalk,” and I drop to my knees and wheeze. I’d still be frozen to the handrail of that glass-bottomed walkway if the guides didn’t insist that I move along.

			The idea of floating around in space is so far beyond what I find terrifying that I go blank at the thought of it, like imagining myself strapped to the side of a high-rise building washing windows. The best I can muster is a cartoon image of me as a stick figure with a caption that reads, “Me here, yeah, right, me, ha ha ha!” Emoji: the scream.

			When my thoughts return to the movie, the hilarity evaporates. A downright chill descends over me like fog in a cemetery at midnight. I wonder if this reaction to the Gravity movie is common. Or is it just me and Maureen?

			Googlia shares many posts its white-knuckled effect on people. There’s even one by a clinical psychologist, Dr. Jeremy Clyman.70 He surmises that the movie is so chilling because it plays on three of our most common fears: fear of extreme heights, fear of being in impossible situations, and fear of a horrifying death experience. Spiraling out into the black chill of space, a terrifying distance above all the comforts of Earth, utterly alone, qualifies as an unspeakably terrifying way to go—by every criterion in my book.

			Still, something is missing from this analysis. Lots of movies depict people in terrifying situations, and they lack the bone-chilling dread factor of Gravity. I can’t muddle it out sitting here in my kitchen with mounds of dirty dishes staring at me, reproaching me for time spent navel-gazing when there’s real work to be done.

			To escape their meddling, I wrap the whole matter up in my bandanna and put on my hiking boots. Hoist the bindle to my shoulder and carry my burden out to the sages. I climb the highest hill I can muster without donning a safety harness, and plop my pack down under the shade of the council grove, allowing every ounce of terror to spill out onto the ground.

			“I have no intention of traveling into space, nor are any of my loved ones planning any such a trip,” I announce to the silent savants, hands thrust upward toward their leafy canopy. “Why do I find the images of a human floating high above Earth in that movie so disturbing? It would be a monstrous experience, of course, but it’s so remote from my own life. Why does it upset me so?”

			I jump up and down, to get a good refresher of this gravity thing. When I espy a young couple walking up the hill, arm in arm, I fling myself flat on my blanket, to assure them that this gray-haired lady is just here to nap. I can’t risk another report to the sanity police.

			Surrendering to gravity, a force just strong enough to reassure this heights-fraidy cat, perched here atop this high ridge, is comforting. One strong wind, though, and I’ll be rolling down the slope like a kid inside a pickle barrel. I dig my fingers into Earth for insurance.

			“What if gravity is Earth’s loving embrace, her way of holding us close?” I muse. Not like the suffocating clutch of a boozy-breathed uncle. More like a “you-can-do-it” hug from an encouraging teacher; snug enough to let you know that she cares, but loose enough that you can get away. Or like the arms-length hold I have on my teens these days, as they venture further away from me, testing the boundaries of their youth as they go.

			So do we Earthlings test the bounds of gravity as we have evolved to know it. We climb into roller coaster cars and board jet airplanes, experimenting with putting some distance between us and our earthly habitat. As much as we rejoice in the exhilaration of each newfound freedom, we breathe sighs of relief when our feet touch the ground again. At least I do.

			Scenes of the movie Wall-E, another movie that haunts me, pop into mind. Future humans, who evacuated a devastated Earth, travel around in spaceships while droids clean things up back home. How would it feel to be away from Earth for decades or even for an entire lifetime? What would it mean to be a human and never know Earth’s gravity embrace?

			Seen from space, Earth appears as distant and untouchable as a movie star you only encounter on the big screen. The Earth I know is up close and personal: fuzzy caterpillars crawling up my arm, rain drops caressing my upturned cheek, and tender greens tickling my bare feet. How would I ever know such pleasures without Earth holding us close?

			I hope to heaven I never have to find out. We evolved here on Earth, after all, sprung up from her soil and waters. I’ll accept the bags and sags if it means I am always held by Mother Earth’s embrace, that reassuring force that allows me to rest in bed at night with the purring cat atop of just one foot.

			Love Earth Invitation

			How do you feel about gravity (if you think about it at all)? What would you miss if Earth’s gravity suddenly decreased, and we floated above the ground? What would you like about it?

			How might you feel if the gravity suddenly increased, and every step required concentrated effort?

			Play with these scenarios, being as playful as you like, breathing deeply as you do.

			



		

ELEVEN
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			Friendly Fermentation: Sharing the Planet

			Mom, do we still have that thing in the fridge?”

			“Thing? Could you be a little more specific?” Feigning nonchalance, I make a virtual scan of the revolting rot that could be lurking in our refrigerator.

			“The one that makes that stuff you drink?”

			“Oh, you mean Scott?”

			“Yeah, is that thing still in there?”

			“Why, yes!” After all her expressions of disgust, I’m pleased that she is showing an interest.

			“Can I take a picture of it? My friend doesn’t believe we have something that gross in our refrigerator.”

			Elation fades as I remove Scott and the gang from the fridge. “Don’t mind her,” I whisper. “I think you’re magnificent.” Then the filmstrip memory of our first meeting plays, and I confess, “Now I do, anyway.”

			* * *

			Tangled limbs, shrieking in fuchsia, hang heavy over the porch, wresting a respite from the blazing noon day sun. I approach the stoop with anticipation and apprehension. Is there a front door hidden in this dark cavity? Shuffling my foot to find the steps, my pupils scramble to adjust to the sudden nightfall. My finger fumbles to find the doorbell, then my ears strain to detect any sound of life inside. Hearing none, I pace the short span of the porch. Until the door creaks open.

			A hand extends a plastic baggie through the crack in the door. My own hand responds with an offer of fifteen dollars, cash. I examine the contents of the bag, as if to ensure the quality of its contents, but snort at the futility. I have no frame of reference by which to judge. The slimy, creamy white round, folded in quarters, floats in a murky liquid. It’s like nothing I’ve ever laid my eyes upon. And it’s alive.

			I’ve been considering this decision for months. I bought the how-to book. I studied the care and feeding protocols. I’ve purchased the equipment and the life-sustaining elements. While still harboring doubts about my fitness for the task, I had settled on this day for taking the plunge. This strange creature is the catalyst I need to make it happen.

			I’ve been drinking the fermented tea known as kombucha for months, and have become quite enamored of its tart-bordering-on-vinegary, bubbly kick. And by “enamored” I might mean the way that a you feel about sleep after pulling an all-nighter. Suffice to say, I’ve been drinking a lot of the stuff.

			Our local organic food store bears the blame for my addiction. Or so I like to think. I was perfectly content to buy the occasional bottle of fermented bubbly—the kind I can drink to my heart’s content and still drive. Then came the day when I discovered the market had installed a beermeister-like dispenser full of it. Once I got my first taste of kombucha fresh from a keg, that free-flowing fizz catapulted me over the fine line between fan and fanatic. Not that my addictive nature requires much of a push.

			That kegger kombucha was pricey, though, and the eco-guilt of all those plastic cups from each serving mounted. I found myself making excuses to stop at the market (“we’re totally out of organic rhubarb!”), minutes after swearing that today would be the day I would drive on by. Such is the story of navigating the minefield of my inane addictions and eco-ideals.

			The tap dance came to an unscheduled curtain call on the day I discovered a gaping hole where the cask-of-euphoria once sat.

			”I-i-is the kombucha keg out for refilling?” I stuttered, leaning against the rack of gluten-free bread for support.

			“No, we aren’t going to carry that anymore. Sorry.”

			I nodded, as if this news was mildly disappointing, like a salad topped with Ranch dressing instead of blue cheese, and not the kind of bombshell that would propel this gray-haired lady straight into junkie withdrawal. Tottering back out to my car, I slumped into the seat, grieving the good times that would be no more. Which somehow made me mourn my mom all over again. Because she would have understood.

			With a whoosh you see in the cartoons, I found myself back in the passenger’s seat of her car, hitting a drive-through on the way to wherever, for a fresh Pepsi to wet her whistle. No burger, no fries-with-that, and (heaven-forbid) no Coke. Only Pepsi straight from a fountain would do. The sound of her satisfied, “aaaah” after the first sip still reverberates in the echo chamber of my heart.

			More than a couple of years passed, after her untimely demise, before I realized I could kick the Diet Coke (and the drive-through) habit without betraying our connection. Countless trips to the fast-food lanes failed to revive her spirit. The mounting eco-guilt for all those tailpipe emissions and non-recyclable drink cups finally forced me to end the fruitless drive to find her.

			Even so, the passion for fresh fizz lived on in my DNA. Sparkling water satisfied the urge in a grim sort of way, like appeasing a craving for carrot cake with carrot sticks. An ice-cold IPA straight from the tapper provided a far more satisfying quench, but the waistline (and the DMV) protested.

			While on a cleanse, an acupuncturist friend sang the praises of fermented foods, including kombucha, touting their many health benefits. The process of fermenting tea to make kombucha produces cancer-fighting antioxidants, B vitamins, probiotics to support immune health, glucosamines to support joint health, enzymes for digestion, glucaric acid for cancer prevention, and polyphenols to support weight loss.71 Blah, blah, blah. I nodded along while suppressing an eye roll of teenage caliber. Nothing that healthy could possibly taste good, right?

			Then came the day, driven by deprivation of the cleanse more than noble health aspirations, when I summoned the will to try kombucha. Pinched my nose for the first sip, expecting to gag. When the unexpected effervescence hit my tongue, all my qualms about the vinegar bite vanished. I swear I could drink straight urine if it was fizzy enough.

			I found myself hitting that organic market for kombucha with the devotion of a “through rain and heat and gloom of night” postal courier. That keg of kombucha drove my expectations of effervescence exponential. And then, like a long-awaited vacation, the glory days of keg kombucha came to a climactic conclusion. Back to the bottle, I went.

			I began to plot my path back to ecstasy. Could I possibly reproduce that ecstasy of fresh fermented fizz at home? Countless websites assured me that kombucha is easy to brew—and just as many, my husband included, cautioned me against it. Horror stories of exploding bottles of home brew and harmful mold infiltration abound.

			The mountain of empty kombucha bottles in the recycling bin, looking more like the discards of a frat party than a testament to a healthy habit, gave me resolve. Sure, those glass bottles are recyclable, and my eco-guilt is appeased to know they won’t end up in a landfill. But a lot of resources go into recycling glass, considering all the transporting, sorting, washing, crushing, melting, and reformulating. All those resources could be saved if I brew my own kombucha and put some of those empties to good reuse. And who knows how much money I could save, the cost of a bottle of kombucha being more than a serving of that fine pale ale my waistline urges me to resist.

			What “brewing my own” entailed, I had not a clue. My pal Googlia Child offered me a recipe which I scanned before dashing out to the grocery store one day. Black or green tea. Check. Sugar. Check. Filtered water. Check. SCOBY?? What the Liberty Bell is that?

			Googlia told me it’s a “Symbiotic Colony of Bacteria and Yeast.” Scanning my memory of every aisle at my oh-so-familiar Von’s store, I could not fathom where something like that might be found. In the baking aisle with the packets of yeast for baking bread? Nope, not there. Resigned, I bought more bottles of kombucha. And I just might have snuck into the drive-through on the way home, to console myself.

			* * *

			After the dinner was done and the dishes splayed across the counter in the usual disorder, I asked Googlia Child to show me a picture of a SCOBY. Perhaps seeing an image would help me figure out where to find such a thing. Images of slimy alien invaders from a B-grade sci-fi thriller popped up, and I swore Googlia had been drinking something fermented, too. The kombucha bottle in my hand dropped to the table, landing with a clatter. How could something so revolting in appearance create the taste I’d grown to crave?

			Sure, I’d seen those little brown floaters in the kombucha bottle, and I’d had the good sense not to examine them. After some months of swilling, I could even guzzle them down without gagging.

			What did I think a colony of bacteria and yeast would look like, anyway? A luxury condo complex with a swimming pool? Who am I to judge how anybody else lives, anyway? Especially not life-forms upon which my body depends for survival. As many bacterial cells live in our bodies as human cells,72 performing such vital functions as breaking down food for digestion and providing nutrients like biotin and vitamin K. The “forest of bacteria”73 on our skin helps to maintain the proper pH, keep out the pathogens, aid in wound healing, and reduce exposure to UV rays. Bacteria particularly like to hole up in the space under fingernails, I read somewhere. I haven’t cleaned mine out since gardening this morning. I eye them curiously, wondering just how many microorganisms are packed under there now.

			But bacteria aren’t just hanging out with humans; they live in every habitat on Earth: rock, soil, streams, oceans, hot springs, radioactive waste, Arctic snow, deep in the crust, and in the air we breathe.74 Life as we know it evolved in a world with bacteria already filling their ecological niches, their ancestors, possibly the earliest life-forms on Earth, having arrived on the scene some 3.5 billion years ago.75 No wonder we have evolved to depend upon their contributions.

			Earth’s ecosystem relies on them too. The carbon cycle depends on bacteria helping to break down dead organisms into reusable chemicals. Plants rely on bacteria to fix atmospheric nitrogen into a form they can use to make protein. The plants, in turn, feed the herbivores and omnivores and, ultimately, the carnivores who eat the omnivores. Bacteria even play a role in helping rain clouds to form, an essential phase in Earth’s water cycle.76

			But if bacteria are all that and a bag of chips, how come they get such a bad rap nowadays? Aren’t they life-threatening menaces? What about all those deaths from the E. coli bacteria? Tragic stories of infants, new mothers, and beloved grandparents who succumbed to E. coli infections abound. Our family knows well the treachery of a bacterial invasion. When my husband suffered a compound leg fracture, some bacterial opportunists moved into his exposed bone. Their eviction required months of antibiotics and several surgeries. Left untreated, he would have lost his leg to the single-cell invaders. Never underestimate the power of the tiniest among us.

			That experience made me want to slather us all in antibacterial washes, never mind my Earth-loving intentions. But guess what? They don’t even work. The FDA has banned triclosan and eighteen more “active ingredients” commonly found in those soaps because they proved to be less effective against bacteria than regular old soap and water.77 Those “antibacterials” actually invigorate the uni-cell troopers, making them more resistant to our efforts to contain them. Surviving 3.5 billion years on this earth has taught bacteria a thing or two about surviving—and even thriving in—whatever catastrophe comes along, I suppose. So, I’ll stick to hand washing with soap and house cleaning with vinegar.

			And vinegar reminds me of kombucha, and my resolve to acquire a SCOBY. This adoption now feels more like a feat of eco-activism, an investment in an underappreciated community of our Earth biota. Bacteria are behaving as any successful species must, responding to threats to their survival with expeditious adaptation. Not that I want to meet up with any unfriendly bacteria in my spinach salad. And if the well-being of any of my beloveds is at stake, I will seek out the strongest antibiotics human medicine offers. But, much as with stinging honey bees, I respect the contributions of bacteria no less for the misery they can cause. Where would we be without them?

			* * *

			Back at home now, SCOBY in hand, I feel more curiosity and compassion than revulsion. Whatever their odd appearance, the future of this colony of life lies with me. I vow to care for them with TLC.

			I adopted SCOBY from the Urban Homestead in Pasadena,78 a one-fifth-acre urban farm producing thousands of pounds of fruits and veggies every year. The Urban Homestead also offers classes designed to enlighten us clueless city dwellers in the seemingly lost arts of sustainability, from canning to spinning (as in making yarn, not the fitness craze). I had just missed the kombucha making class, sadly enough, when I went to get SCOBY. So, I’m on my own.

			I pull out my kombucha bible and proceed. Clean a large glass jar with distilled water. Brew tea. Stir in sugar (aka SCOBY food) and some bottled kombucha (“starter tea”). Cool to 74 degrees Fahrenheit. Add SCOBY.

			Breathing deeply, I endeavor to visualize this final step going well—even as the inner cynic streams a host of gross blunders, like dropping SCOBY to splat across my sandals. “This is no different than the touch pool at the aquarium,” I steel myself, summoning the stamina required to demonstrate how to “feel the slimy stingray!” when the teens were tots.

			With that resolve, I cup baby SCOBY in my hands, and auto-shift into Mom Mode. How best to make this moist foster child comfortable in its new home? Half of it folds over on itself as I slip it into the jar. Is that bad? There’s no sign of any reaction as SCOBY floats on the liquid in the jar like some doubled-over sunbather on a raft. Forcing my hands back into the jar, I do my best to straighten the kids out.

			Reviewing the steps in my kombucha brewing bible, I realize that I failed to “sing a soothing tune” as I placed it in the jar, as was recommended. “You’re Just Too Good to Be True” pops into mind, conditioning from long nights of tending my own babies. I hum it over the rim of the jar, just in case it’s not too late. Which feels absurd, even for me. But if plants appreciate music, why not bacteria and yeast? Who am I to judge the abilities of any species?

			SCOBY, whom I’ve just nicknamed Scott, shows no signs of music appreciation, though my singing abilities (or lack thereof) leave the question open to interpretation. I move the colony of Scott and the gang to a dark corner of a little-used kitchen cabinet, to ferment in peace.

			* * *

			The guidebook recommends tasting the tea after a week, to assess its tartness. If still sugary, leave it another day or two. When just right, remove SCOBY, put the tea into bottles and allow them to sit in a dark place for the secondary fermentation. This is when the bubble formation begins. I bottled my first batch of kombucha-in-the-works a couple of days ago, after thanking Scott and the gang for their efforts.

			This morning, I put a tester bottle into the fridge, thereby ending fermentation and cooling the contents. Opening a warm bottle could result in the kind of spewage of a beer can taken from a paint can shaker at the hardware store (à la Bart Simpson). Or so the alarmists say. So, I have forced myself to wait until the tester is completely chill.

			No amount of alternate-nostril breathing can dampen my effervescence anxiety.

			Twisting open the cap, a slight hiss escapes. Though faint, it’s a good sign.

			And the verdict? The flavor of the brew is just right. Not too sweet, not too vinegary. And the level of bubbliness? Utterly underwhelming.

			As in…none.

			At.

			All.

			Day after day, I repeat the process, chilling another bottle, testing the effect of additional time in secondary fermentation, hoping for an effervescent ecstasy. Until there are no more bottles to sample. The much-anticipated sparkle failed to manifest.

			Back to Googlia Child for more recipes, more bottling hints. I experiment with so many more batches that I swear I espy sweat on the brow of Scott and the gang. But none of the brews come close to producing the prodigious fizz in that kombucha keg. When I bemoan the failures to my helpful husband, he says something to the effect of, “well, duh.” The kegerator, he reminds me, adds CO2 when it dispenses. That’s how it works. And that injection of CO2 is what sets tap beer apart from the lowly can.

			How did this not occur to me? We have a keg-dispensing system in our home, for chicken plucking sake. It was my husband’s own eco-project, designed to reduce the outflow of empty bottles to the recycling bin. I know it requires CO2 to operate; I’ve been on many a run for refills. That I overlooked this essential link mystifies me. I blame menopause.

			But it also gets me thinking.

			Our system has two taps, and one of them sits unused. Could I order a keg directly from the company that supplied those sumptuous kegs to the organic food market? I’d still save money and send fewer bottles to the recycle bin. Neurons firing, the new plot to satisfy my enslavement to effervescence unfolds.

			All the while, I feel I’m betraying Scott and the colony. They did all that I asked, working exactly as Nature designed, and I have deemed their efforts deficient. I decide to take a break from fermenting while I sort this all out. Googlia Child tells me that a SCOBY can be stored for a few months in the fridge, the chill temps slowing down its metabolism, lulling it into a deep rest of sorts. I think Scott might appreciate a rest, after the recent metabolizing frenzy, much like a nap after a Thanksgiving dinner. Or maybe it’s just a salve for my anthropomorphic guilt.

			I coo to Scott and the gang as I place them, along with tea and plenty of sugar for hibernation snacking, in a clean glass dish and tightly cover it. Placing the container well in the back of the fridge, away from the bright lights, I wish them (and my misplaced guilt) a good rest. Freed of the regular checks on Scott’s well-being, as well as the critically-timed duties of sampling, bottling, and refrigerating, I can now enjoy a long vacation with my human family. I’m just hoping there’s plenty of bottled kombucha out there along the way.

			* * *

			Coming home to a clean house after a long vacation is a singular pleasure that I have rarely known. Our house usually looks more like we’ve evacuated because of an infestation than like we’ve departed on a pleasure cruise. Walking into our house today, after three full weeks away, I feel disoriented to the point of checking the house number on the curb.

			We decided to hire a full-time house sitter, a first for us, mainly because we have young grasses in the yard that could readily perish in the forecasted heat wave. I left comprehensive instructions for tending them and our feuding cats, a treatise that any listoholic could admire.

			What I did not request was any sort of housecleaning. The level of effort required, given the bedlam that our family produces while packing for a simple vacation, would fall far outside the “house sitter” job description.

			Hence, my disorientation upon our return, discovering table tops, counters, floors, and even sinks cleared of clutter and free of filth. I’d rather forgotten the refrigerator shelves are made of clear glass. The only hint of the prior disarray is a stack of dishes of unknown habitation, washed, and stacked at the end of the counter. No wonder these were left here, I can’t recall where some of them go, myself. Especially this round glass container with the blue lid, which seems oh-so-familiar though I have no memory of recent use.

			And then it dawns on me. This was Scott’s holiday home! I placed Scott and the colony in this container before putting them in the fridge for their rest. Now, it’s sparkling clean, no more sweet tea, no SCOBY sleeping off the feast. Nothing but a crystal-clear void.

			My heart sinks, and then tumbles out onto the kitchen floor to be trampled as I pace, while cradling the empty container and moaning for the untimely demise of the colony of Scott. I drop to my knees, wailing, “No, Scott, nooooo!”

			I feel my daughter’s stare from her chair on the deck, just outside the open kitchen door. She wears her own troubled look, no doubt inspired by this odd-even-for-me behavior. “This was SCOBY’s home,” I explain. “Thrown out like useless garbage, I didn’t even get a chance to compost them.” Her expression softens.

			“I was writing about Scott,” I lament, “and I haven’t even finished his chapter yet!”

			 “Well, now you have an ending,” she replies.

			Indeed. Every story has an ending. Time to accept that Scott and the colony have met theirs. I don’t like the unexpected ending of my mom’s life story any more than I do Scott’s, but the empty space they left behind makes me appreciate them all the more. Better to have loved and lost.

			A bottle of Scott’s final “product” sits in the fridge. A little too long gone, it smells of pure vinegar. I haven’t thrown it out because my pal Googlia Child constantly regales me with countless uses for kombucha vinegar, whenever she gets a whiff of it. Or maybe it’s because I am constantly asking her about it. Whatever. From facial toner to meat marinade, she is a fount of possibilities that I will never get around to making with kombucha vinegar.

			Cradling the bottle, the perfect ending for Scott’s story bubbles up: I’ll devote the product of Scott’s final feasting to a ceremony, a memorial of sorts, to atone my eco-grief for my fallen microbiotic friends. I’ll anoint the compost bin, home to many of Scott’s kind, giving the fruits of fermentation back to Earth. I’ll offer solemn words of gratitude for Scott’s contributions and make a vinegar toast to all the bacteria which make life possible. I’ll give a special thanks to any bacteria who help rain to fall in the drought-afflicted area where I live.

			Then I’ll order a keg of kombucha to fill the empty void in our home kegerator fridge. With the first draft of fresh froth, I’ll offer a toast to my mom for her zeal for effervescence that inspired this journey. And extend a word of gratitude for all the busy SCOBYs out there, whose appetite for sweetness just happens to feed my fervor for fermented fuel.

			Love Earth Invitation

			Allow breath to fill your lungs and exhale slowly. Close your eyes, as you continue breathing slowly, and say aloud the word, “bacteria.” What reaction or response do you sense? Fear, disgust, benevolence, anger, acceptance, or something else? Look beyond your mental thoughts or judgments. What do you feel in your body? Where is it? What do you notice about this feeling? Steep here, releasing, if you will, any judgments about what you “should” be thinking about bacteria.

			Are any specific memories triggered? Recall them in detail. What emotions arise? Notice, without labeling them “good” or “bad.” Sit with them for as long as you will.

			Now, imagine, if you will, bacteria in the rain clouds triggering rain to fall after a long drought. Or envision, as if you could see them, the microbiota busily converting waste to nutrients to grow your favorite fruit or vegetable. Or consider the bacteria in your own gut, breaking down your food and providing vitamins like biotin and vitamin K. Give this imaging your full awareness.

			Now, speak the word, “bacteria” again. Notice how, if at all, your feelings have altered.

			You may also wish to ask aloud any question you have about how we can co-exist with species that both ensure and threaten our survival? Recognizing that there are no easy answers, consider whether you are willing to be open to a new understanding of the place of humans in the ecosystem. Inform your soul or spirit or whatever you may call your higher power if you are willing to receive further guidance on this topic.

			Muse. Sit. Listen.

			Bring your awareness back to your feet on the floor, the sounds in the room, when you feel complete with this experience. Offer a word of gratitude for any guides if you feel so called.

			



		

TWELVE
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			Crimson Seed: Surprising Sisterhood

			I stumble through the dark house, eyes half open, not quite sure why I’m up. Perhaps the cats have knocked something over or the old window has blown open in a draft again. I find myself in the kitchen. I fumble for the light switch and cover my eyes until they adjust. Scan the room for signs of disturbance. While the kitchen is in complete disarray, it’s of the usual sort. Dirty dishes stream out of the sink. Abandoned shoes lurk under the table. My favorite pen flung to the floor by my least favorite cat. Nothing out of the ordinary, and yet nothing is the same.

			And then I see it. Where yesterday there was a plain brown seed pod, now flaming red seeds protrude from every orifice. I picked up the pod on my walk a few days ago, completely unaware of the budding fertility lying within. Now scarlet ovules erupt out of their tiny wombs like impertinent tongues impatiently seeking their first tastes of ecstasy. They pulsate with the hormones of a budding teenager, eager to be on their way, and to be on their own, in the great big world. Their naked display of desire is at once vulgar and titillating.

			What combination of light, temperature, and moisture has coincided here in my kitchen to awaken these sleeping buds of sexuality? Or was it the full moon of this night that awakened both my sleeping self and these tender seeds? Ah, yes, the full moon. I remember it and sigh. Who can sleep on the night of this super moon?

			I make myself some tea and settle in to contemplate. These seeds are from a Magnolia grandiflora tree, a species neither native nor sustainable to grow here in drought-stricken Southern California. Magnolias require water—and lots of it—to get established. An abundance of water is something we have none of right now. I’m barely keeping a couple of tomato plants alive with the rinse water from the GR pitcher.

			Why there are so many magnolia trees in our neighborhood is a puzzle, one whose roots extend far longer than my tenure here.

			One thing I know is that I’m unwilling to irrigate the progeny of a water-hungry tree with the precious water supplies we have. It’s unlikely these seeds will get the rain they need any other way, with the rainy season still months away—if it materializes at all. It seems heartless to fling these eager and hungry seeds out into the heat and onto the bone-dry soil where they will surely wither and rot.

			I consider the options. I could eat them, though I have no idea if they are digestible. I could compost them. I could leave them out for the squirrels to eat. I could send them to my family in Louisiana where magnolias flourish. I can just picture the comments around the dinner table when they receive yet another package from crazy Aunt Cheryl in California. I could get out the Mod Podge and decoupage them into a shrine to “Lives Not Lived.”

			This full moon is really a doozy. Sanity urges me to throw them in the trash and get some sleep.

			But I keep coming back to this thought: if these seeds are eager to be out in the world, how can I not oblige? I am the unconscious city dweller who interrupted the natural flow by transporting them to the sterile environment of my kitchen. It seems cruel to deny them their one chance at fulfilling their yearning for tree-dom. Who am I to deny the chance to experience the utter joy of being alive?

			It’s the question I ask myself whenever I pull weeds. Who am I to decide that any particular expression of leafy life that exhales the very oxygen I need to breathe, shall live no more? Who am I to say where any living thing belongs and where it does not? Has humanity not seen, time and again, the disastrous effects of adamantly imposing our will on Nature?

			With weeds, this is primarily a mental analysis. With these throbbing crimson seeds, pulsating with an impulse for Life so strong that it stirs me from my sleep, it is emotional. It is physical. I sense their wanting as a boiling red-hot pot of desire deep in my viscera.

			I whisper my dilemma to the seed pod. Maybe it’s the lunacy of this night or my own vivid imagination, but I swear that it responds. It tells me that it has burst forth in this way, in my kitchen, in response to the unabashed want and need that it senses in me. As two women in the same home cycle together, this seed pod is bursting forth in sisterly solidarity of my own naked desire to bear fruit. The yearning for new life, new creativity, and new self-expression that we both feel has woken us both up.

			I collapse back in my chair at this revelation. Up until now, my belief in Oneness—that we are each an essential element of All That Is—has been but an abstract construct. That a seed pod and I could be responding to each other so intimately and collaboratively had not entered my imagination. Until now.

			Everything we do matters. Everything we say, think, and feel reverberates across creation, and life responds, whether we realize it or not.

			I need to sit here a while longer and allow my mind to catch up to what my heart and soul have already integrated. One thing is for sure. These seeds aren’t going in the trash can. Their chances for expressing their fertility may be slim, but I’ll not be the one to slam the door on anyone’s dreams. The pulsating intersection of our collective desires on this moonlit night just might be the impulse that slingshots both of our destinies, from stardust to starlight.

			(“Crimson Seed,” revised here, was first published in the Catamaran Literary Journal, Summer 2016, on pages 30–31.)

			Love Earth Invitation

			Step outside, if that’s available, and pick up the first gift of Nature you see, be it a seed pod, a stone, or a weed you feel compelled to pluck out of the ground. If going outdoors is not an option, close your eyes and imagine what you’d pick up if you could.

			Hold the gift in your hand (or your mind’s eye), and look it over with great curiosity, as if it is the first time you’ve ever seen such a thing. Examine all sides of it, as if you’ll be tested on its features. Bring it in close and send it out to arm’s length. Hold it to your nose and sniff it. Hold it to your ear and listen. Close your eyes and rub your fingers over it.

			Release, if you will, any expectations of a grand revelation. If the inner cynic sneers at the stupidity of this exercise, say, “thank you for sharing” or any other response you may have.

			You may wish to ask questions of your gift, if you feel so called. Or just sit in stillness for as long as you are willing and able.

			When you feel complete with this exercise, replace the gift or take it with you, as you feel guided. You may also wish to speak a word of acknowledgment or gratitude for this time together.

			



		

THIRTEEN
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			Fast Food Fallout: The Costs of Consistency

			The minute it flashes onto the television screen, my mind slams into reverse, stopping at a cell storing a memory from decades ago. Sitting in a bright orange, molded-plastic booth with my parents, my younger sister and I reach for a steaming hot, wrapped sandwich from a tray. Peeling back the paper, I feast my eyes on that golden fried square and a corner of orange cheese peeking out between the slices of a soft bun. I can’t recall the last time I ate a Filet-O-Fish sandwich, but the sights and smells and taste are etched in my fondest memories of family.

			Invented the year after I was born, the sandwich appears the same as it did when I first laid eyes upon it. Too bad the same can’t be said for me. That Filet-O-Fish consistency is oddly comforting. So many other favorite foods, places, and even people that figure in my earliest years have vanished entirely. I still miss the old roller skating rink. But the Filet-O-Fish sandwich lives on, feeding something like three hundred million a year.79

			Lou Groen, a McDonald’s franchise owner, created the sandwich to draw in his predominantly Catholic customers who avoided meat on Fridays. His business was floundering, and his family struggling to make ends meet. Groen would later credit the success of the Filet-O-Fish sandwich for saving his restaurant and franchise.

			The Atlantic cod, the fish that adorned the buns of the Filet-O-Fish sandwiches back then, did not fare so well. A fish once so plentiful in New England waters that locals said you could walk across their backs,”80 Atlantic cod are now so scarce that some question whether they will survive. Seems a dismal end for the whiskered critter that could be considered an unsung hero of our national history.

			As much as religious freedom lured the Mayflower Pilgrims to the New World, the bounty of cod lured them to settle where they did. Cod was highly prized in the world before refrigeration. Its high protein and low-fat content made it ideal for curing and storage for long periods without spoilage. When Captain John Smith returned to England from exploring “New England,” he brought thousands of pounds of Atlantic cod—and even bigger tales of its ease of capture. The prized Atlantic cod was said to be so easily caught as to give no sport to the fisherman. The only real challenge was to haul up such a large fish, most weighing well over a hundred pounds.81

			The Mayflower Pilgrims applied for a land grant to include the source of such bounty, marked on the map Smith made of his explorations as “Cape Cod.”82 It seems, however, that the Pilgrims knew as much about fishing as I do. In 1621, just a year after landing, the Mayflower Pilgrims were starving—while ten British trawlers were offshore hauling in thousands of pounds of Atlantic cod.83 They did manage to pick it up, however, learning from “merchant adventurers” passing through. So well, in fact, that the Massachusetts Bay Colony grew to become an international shipping center for Atlantic cod. Twenty years after landing in the New World, the Massachusetts Bay Colony sent some three hundred thousand cod into the world market.84 Atlantic cod became such a symbol of wealth that people whose family fortunes were tied to it were dubbed the “codfish aristocracy.”85

			As with so many boons that the Europeans found in the New World, the lure of such abundance proved deadly for critters unaccustomed to such aggressive predation. Some sixty million American bison hunted to near extinction in a hundred years (or so) of European occupation.86 Three to five billion passenger pigeons, once so numerous the skies darkened when a flock flew over, hunted to extinction by the early 1900s.87 Googlia just told me about the sea mink, a larger, semiaquatic version of American mink, hunted to extinction for their fur by 1870.88 My heart cannot imagine the mindset that inspires such slaughter. That’s the danger of judging the behaviors of the past with the attitudes of today, I suppose. I can bear to consider no other explanation.

			And so went the abundant Atlantic cod. Simple fishing boats gave way to trawlers, dragging long lines of baited hooks, which gave way to net trawlers, dragging vast nets, scooping up everything, leaving the ocean floor a desert. Factory ships grew to 450 feet long with trawls big enough to snare jumbo jets. Paired up, one ship catching and the other processing, fishing continued twenty-four hours a day.89 Not even the vast population of the Atlantic cod could withstand such pressures.

			The dwindling supply and rising costs of Atlantic cod eventually made the fish too expensive for fast-food fare. I don’t know how many Filet-O-Fish sandwiches of cod McDonald’s had sold when the decision was made to source all those meatless Friday sandwiches from a different stock. Nor do I have any idea how much of an impact the sale of all those Filet-O-Fish sandwiches had on the population of Northeast Atlantic cod, but I suspect it was not insignificant. That bright orange booth memory of our family dinner now feels tarnished—rather like my memories of those fireflies I used to collect in jars…and found dead in the morning.

			The Filet-O-Fish sandwiches sold in the U.S. today feature an Alaskan Pollock fillet, sourced from suppliers employing sustainable fishing practices, certified by the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC). The MSC was born out of the collapse of Nova Scotia’s Atlantic cod fishing industry in 1992. Once worth seven hundred million dollars per year, the value plunged to nothing when the government banned cod fishing to protect the last few cod from extinction. Michael Sutton, then vice-president of the World Wildlife Fund, along with other environmental advocates and scientists, founded the council to help consumers know what’s ecologically responsible to buy.90 Because it’s not just the Atlantic cod that are suffering; those massive trawlers and 24/7 operations are still out there.

			Only wild seafood caught using methods that protect the natural supply without inflicting serious harm to other sea life earns the MSC label. I raise a fish stick in honor of the MSC founders who saw a void, and, instead of just kicking and screaming (as I am wont to do), responded with a practical solution. Perhaps the mighty cod have not perished in vain, after all.

			Or perhaps I am celebrating too soon, because…deep sigh…there’s more to the story. Couldn’t, for just for one freaking time, an environmental tragedy have a simple, fairy-tale happy ending? But I digress.

			Critics say labels like MSC certification are just “greenwashing,” duping consumers into believing that they can buy their way into protecting the planet.91 They say that the MSC’s “sustainable” designation isn’t what we think it means. That the standards have been compromised to keep up with the demand created by Wal-Mart and other big retailers selling MSC-certified fish.

			Just what does “sustainable” mean, anyway? MSC-certified Canadian long-line swordfish boats let out thirty or forty miles (yes, miles) of fishing line, dangling a thousand hooks or more. All those hooks come up with about five sharks for every swordfish caught as “bycatch.” The sharks, some endangered or threatened species, are generally released back into the water, but a third of them die within days. Is that “sustainable”? Is doing-the-thing-that-sounds-right “sustainable,” even if it doesn’t work out the way you hope? I don’t know what the word means, anymore, if I ever did. The whole concept slips through my fingers like so much sand on the beach.

			Whatever it means, I do wonder how long any catch can be “sustainable,” when McDonald’s buys tens of millions of pounds of fish per year just for the Filet-O-Fish sandwiches sold in the US alone.92 Tallying up all that it takes to supply consistent ingredients for all thirty-six thousand McDonald’s restaurants around the world lies beyond my comprehension. I do well just to remember everything on my grocery list.

			How much land, fertilizer, water, fossil fuels, time, and energy go into making the cheese, the wheat bun, the tartar sauce? I can’t even think about the something that rhymes with bactory barms of beef cattle and chickens in cages required to make the other sandwiches. No. Not without a shot of something to steel my nerves.

			And that’s just one of many fast-food restaurant chains.

			None of these considerations mattered to me as a kid. When I went to McDonald’s for a Filet-O-Fish sandwich, my entire experience depended on that predictable presentation of a square of fried fish, orange cheese, and white sauce on a golden bun. My own kids were equally invested in consistency when they were younger. If the mac & cheese didn’t look exactly same as usual—if I tried to sneak in something green or use non-dairy cheese—it was immediately rejected by the Kid Quality Control Committee. I suppose it is an evolutionary instinct. Knowing exactly which mushrooms to eat easily means the difference between life and death when you’re foraging for food that doesn’t come in a package stamped with a “best before” date.

			On one dark day in September 1996, McDonald’s eliminated the Filet-O-Fish sandwich from its restaurant menus. A new sandwich, the Fish Filet Deluxe, took its place. This was one of three new “deluxe” sandwiches that the press release said, that “just may have adults across America singing and dancing.”93 McDonald’s celebrated the presumed success of the new line by launching the Deluxe Line Dance, “the hot, new dance craze soon to hit the streets, clubs, and parties of America.”94 I can think of many innovations that would get me singing and dancing, not the least of which would be a program to get cats cleaning their own litter boxes. But a bigger, tastier version of a fast-food sandwich? Emoji: face palm.

			Guess what? Adults across America did not embrace the “hot, new dance craze,” but sent an avalanche of letters protesting the change to the dear old Filet-O-Fish sandwich. What is it about a sandwich—one fish sandwich versus another, even—that evokes such passion and such furor? It is simple nostalgia? A longing for the comfort food of days gone by? Is it our collective rage that something we love could be eliminated by the red pen of a CEO? Is it a longing for some consistency in an ever-changing world? The truth swirls in a soup pot of all of these, I suppose.

			McDonald’s returned the original Filet-O-Fish sandwich to the menu some eighteen months later. The star of our show has remained there since, even gracing the screen of my television today. The thought of which brings me back to the memory of my family seated around the orange plastic booth. My sister and I were just happy to get kid-friendly food. Mom was thrilled to be relieved of kitchen duty. Dad was glad to take his family out for a dinner he could afford. I put my happy memory back into its protective cellophane.

			We were perfectly ignorant of the far-reaching consequences of our food choices back then. At least I was. I can’t say the same today. I can’t make it out of the drive-through without bemoaning the bactory barms. Can’t spit out “conventionally-grown” except through gritted teeth. What’s so “conventional” about poisoning the land and with toxic chemicals? Don’t get me started.

			So, I make the most Earth-loving food choices whenever I can find and afford them, even if it means eating apples with wormholes. Not ready to promise I’ll never buy fast-food again, though. I don’t want to don a ski mask next time my son and I grab a quick, post-workout meal on our way home from the Y. It’s just too hot where I live, most of the time, to pull that off. Poster child for all my high-and-mighty eco-ideals, I’ll never be.

			But I do aim to bring my A-game whenever I do transgress. Be kind to the minimum wage employee at the counter, working hard to make my life easier. Smile at the families eating up their steaming hot sandwiches, making their own family memories. Speak a silent word of gratitude for the farmers, field hands, the truck drivers, the fish, cows and chickens, and Earth herself for making this sustenance possible.

			Disparaging my Kodak-moment memories because the oceans have been overfished serves no one. Happy memories, be they triggered by images of fast-food sandwiches or my grandfather’s homegrown tomatoes, give me the fortitude to face another day. And they inspire me to do what I can to make this day a fond memory for the people I meet, be they working at the local burger joint or ignoring me in my own home. Maybe that’s the greatest gift I can offer in any moment: a kind word or an encouraging smile. Maybe that’s just what someone else will need to make it through another day. We need all hands on deck to face the myriad of eco-challenges before us. May we support each other, best we can, with the tools we’ve been given, and all the emu-inspired enthusiasm that we’ve got. Rock on, Earth lovers, let’s roll.

			Love Earth Invitation

			Do your childhood memories showcase any particular foods? Meatless Mondays, Taco Tuesdays, special birthday cakes, or…? Breathe deeply and remember how it felt to cook or be served, to savor, to commemorate any special moments with food or beverage. Let go of any judgments your adult self may have about those treats, if any. Breathe here and enjoy.

			Now, consider…do your adult values alter your impressions of those memories in any way? Would you serve those same indulgences to your beloveds? Why or why not? Explore this question with curiosity, rather than judgment. “I wonder why…” and “Isn’t it curious that we always ate. . . .”

			If you experience any negative feelings around these experiences with food, you may choose to ask, “Where is this coming from?” Or, “What experience is evoking this memory?” Or any other words that come to your mind.

			Relinquish, if you will, any insistence to place blame or acquire some understanding. This memory of this experience “Simply Is,” and it will be here for you to recall whenever you feel ready.

			Offer a word of gratitude, if you feel so moved, for all who make your life sustenance possible. And delicious.

			



		

FOURTEEN
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			Just Another Ignorant Hipster

			“Lay Off the Almond Milk, You Ignorant Hipsters,”95 screams the headline, blasting me across the room like Wile E. Coyote holding a stick of dynamite. My charred carcass topples to the ground where I curl into the fetal position, moaning. “No, no, no! Do not tell me that after all I have been through with the dairy cows, trying to strike a balance, do not tell me that I have to give up my almond milk! It’s not fair, not fair, not fair!” Without even knowing what the article says.

			Rolling on my side into a fetal position, I count on my fingers all the sacrifices I make out of my love for Earth. One, I’m a zealous recycler. I separate the cardboard of the frozen orange juice container from the metal ends, for crying out loud. Two, I have been known to put on a sweater instead of turning up the heat. Three, I cancelled the pesticides spraying around our house, relying on essential oils to deter the critters, even though it rarely works. Four, I buy a lot of fruits and veggies from local farmers. Five, I force scratchy tissues and toilet paper on my family because they’re made of recycled paper. Six, I am a water-saving fanatic, as my devotion to GR, my guilt-reducing pitcher, attests. Seven, I donate cash to eco-causes when I can. Eight, I carry my own water with me wherever I go, rarely ever buying a disposable bottle (and being appropriately penitent when I do). Nine, I’ve curbed impulse buying to the point where my inventory of shoes is a fraction of what I once considered acceptable. Ten, I use only vinegar and baking soda for household cleaning, unless that doesn’t work.

			Ten! I spring to my feet, celebrating my perfect “10” score, proving beyond the shadow of a doubt that I am a worthy earth lover. Even if I did make up the test myself, I have earned the right to enjoy a simple beverage without feeling guilty for it. Clenching my raised fists like Muhammad Ali after delivering the knockout punch, I vow to live in blissful ignorance about the negative impacts of almond milk—whatever they are, because I refuse to read that article.

			I pull up a funny cat video on my mobile phone, and then two more, each demonstrating my commitment to denial. The last one being so silly (have you seen the fat cat squeezing into tinier and tinier boxes?), I laugh until tears come into my eyes. And then I sob for real. Whatever the latest eco-tragedy, it will not be solved by watching cat videos. I am heartbroken that yet something else I love is bad for the planet I love even more.

			Sighing, I acknowledge what my heart is pounding to tell me: ignorance is not bliss. I recall a story about a slaughterhouse that was shut down (and the operator jailed) after a leaked surveillance video revealed the cruel and illegal treatment of animals it processed for human consumption. I’ll spare you the gruesome details of the video because, frankly, I have blocked out all memory of them. Thank heaven for tequila.

			But I do wonder, if not for the video, would that facility continue to operate, getting away with such atrocities, simply because nobody outside the facility knew about it? Pondering this leads me to wonder what different choices I might make if I lived next door to a slaughterhouse, a paper mill, a coal mine, a pesticide manufacturing plant, or a plastic recycling facility. How much of the ecocide is happening because it’s out of sight, out of mind? Is what I don’t know doing the planet more harm than anything else?

			I pry my fingernails out of the blood-red dents in my palms. Slowing my breath, I re-open the lid to my laptop. And with just one eye cracked open, as if to abate the onslaught, I begin to read.

			I skim at first, just to get the gist. Tom Philpott, author of the “Ignorant Hipsters” article, acknowledges that there are valid reasons to drink non-dairy milk and asserts that industrially-produced milk can be a “nasty business.”96 We’re on the same page so far. I’m even enjoying the notion of being considered a “hipster” at my age.

			Then Philpott hits me where it really hurts: water consumption. He says all those trees growing the nuts for my almond milk guzzle up a whole lot of water. Can it even be freaking possible that it takes 1.1 gallons of precious water to grow a single almond? Well, Hoover dam, no amount of shuffling rinse water between the GR and the garden can make up for that kind of extravagance.

			Resisting the urge to return to cat videos (or worse yet, the tequila), I squeeze my eyes shut, raise my arms, and flap my fingers violently until I’m sure they will fly off. This is a kundalini yoga exercise, believe it or not. Or it started out that way. The “violent” part might be an embellishment on my part. Either way, it’s a great stress reliever, and immensely embarrassing to the children if they ever catch me doing it, which makes it a double score. Tingling fingers back on the keyboard, I force myself to read on.

			Demand for almonds around the world has exploded over the past several years, thanks to the growing number of health nuts around the world, especially in China. Ads touting almonds as the “heart-healthy snack” that makes people “perpetually feel good” blanket the subway stations there.97 Hmmm. I wonder if there’s something in their almonds that ours lack.

			But, no, most likely the almonds promoted in those Chinese subway stations came from California. This state produces something like eighty percent of the world’s almonds, and the output is a lot more than it used to be.98 Some eight hundred thousand acres of agricultural land now sport almond tree orchards—nearly double what it was twenty years ago.99 That’s almost equal in size to the entire land mass of Rhode Island, if the entire state were plowed and planted.

			In this fifth straight year of drought, some seventy-seven thousand farms across twenty-five million acres of agricultural lands in this state vie for water supplies growing ever more scarce.100 There’s been a lot of finger pointing about who is taking more than their fair share, and California almonds are the poster child for many. But do almond trees require more water than any of the other four hundred agricultural commodities grown in this state? Does it necessarily follow that almond trees are guzzlers, just because there are a lot of them? I don’t know, and I’m not sure I want to find out.

			Only a faint hope that Philpott is a crackpot, that almond milk is not a water-guzzling eco-nightmare after all, urges me back to the keyboard. I beg Googlia to search for some kind of evidence, anything at all, cartoon stick figures will suffice at this point, that my almond milk consumption is eco-okay.

			Philpott’s “1.1 gallon of water per almond” estimate comes from another article which lists water requirements for several crops.101 Broccoli tops the list as the thirstiest, requiring 5.4 gallons per head. I do like broccoli, but if sacrifices must be made, this is one I could make. One walnut requires 4.9 gallons, a head of lettuce wants 3.5 gallons, and a single tomato guzzles 3.3 gallons. Grapes are at the very bottom of the list, a single grape soaking up only 0.3 gallons. I dare not question how many of those goes into making a glass of Chardonnay. That’s a road I’m not willing to go down right now. I close and secure that gate with three padlocks.

			So, almonds fall somewhere in the middle of the water-requirements list, not as needy as walnuts but a little thirstier than pistachios. That’s not so bad, is it? Silly me, I’m just a nuts-from-the-grocery-store girl who knows nothing about the amount of water required to grow anything. The deformed tomatoes in my planter box testify to my ignorance; they always need a little more water than the GR pitcher has to give.

			But wait an almond-picking minute. The fine print, so tiny that I must double up on my reading glasses, says that these water-need estimates are based on a study that estimates the “…water footprint of global crop production…for the period 1996–2005.”102 How do I know if these “global crop production footprint” estimates are even relevant for California a decade later? California almond growers claim a thirty-three percent decrease in water usage per pound of almonds over the last couple of decades, thanks to micro-irrigation and demand-based irrigation systems.103

			I ask Googlia to find something more recent and (please, oh, please) easy to understand. As if. One article of confusion follows another, and the conflicting data plays ping-pong in my brain. One essay says that growing almonds in California’s Mediterranean climate makes a lot more sense than dairy and beef farming, which can be done almost anywhere.104

			Then the ping-pong ball flies back across the net and hits me squarely between the eyes. Orchards require year-round moisture, unlike that thirsty broccoli and other row crops which only live for a few months. With trees, there is no option to allow a field to go fallow in a time of severe drought, not without harming the trees. Young trees don’t produce fruits or nuts in the first year (or more), so orchards require a few years of irrigation before bearing saleable commodities.

			All of which helps me to understand how upset other farmers would be to see new orchards of almond trees—or any kind of trees—planted in a time of exceptional drought. There will be nothing to show for the devotion of all that water for at least a couple of years.

			I’m drowning in data, and I’m not even sure why, anymore. Something to do with lattes? I just might need some caffeine fortification to carry on.

			Let’s cut to the chase, Googlia. How much water goes into a cup of almond milk versus the cow milk alternative? The maker of the almond milk brand I buy won’t say, but estimates, based on the stated nutritional content, suggest that nine almonds go into each cup of milk.105 Multiplying each nut by 1.1 gallon means about ten gallons go into producing the nuts for each cup. Add a few more gallons for the nut processing plus more cups to fill the quart container.

			How does that compare to cow milk? National Geographic says that every cup of cow milk requires about fifty-five gallons of water to produce. That number does account for the whole shebang—cow raising and grazing, milk bottling, and processing.106 So it’s unfair to compare fifty-five gallons to the ten (plus), but the few ounces that I put in my small latte are not the water-wasting nightmare I once imagined. I raise my clenched fists back to the sky, scaring the wits out of the cat that had perched on my shoulders during the long hours of study. The blood she drew in the process is worth it.

			Please don’t spoil my moment by suggesting that I just drink the dang coffee black.

			I do still question—not quite out of the rabbit hole yet—the wisdom of planting thousands of acres of almond trees only to export seventy percent of the nuts. That sounds like packing up and exporting precious rainfall and groundwater from our drought-thirsty state. Whenever any measurable moisture falls on my thirsty yard, I am out there dancing in it. I cannot imagine bottling up even an ounce of it to send to China. That said, the decisions about what to grow where and when lie far beyond my ken. I can’t even figure out what to put in my coffee.

			Is the full blessing of acres and acres of almond tree orchards fairly reflected by a single metric, a ratio of their water usage per nut? My heart swells to recall the sea of blooming almond trees on a recent drive through the Central Valley. Tiny white petals adorned limbs stretched up to the sky, like arms raised in praise, as far as my eye could see. Mounds of their fallen petals made snowy banks flanking the highway. To say the sight was breathtaking would be a sorry understatement.

			Poets and sages have heralded the beauty and tenacity of the almond tree blossom, even inspiring the shape of the oil cups of the menorah.107 Almond trees are the first to blossom, daring to expose their delicate flowers, not to mention all their hopes for posterity, to the unpredictable cold of late winter.

			“See it come forth in blossom
From the snow-remembering heart
In long-nighted January,
In the long dark nights of the evening star, and Sirius,
and the Etna snow-wind through the long night.

			Sweating his drops of blood through the long-nighted Gethsemane
Into blossom, into pride, into honey-triumph, into most exquisite splendour.

			Oh, give me the tree of life in blossom
And the Cross sprouting its superb and fearless flowers!”

			—Excerpt from “Almond Blossom” by D.H. Lawrence108

			But almond trees aren’t just standing around looking pretty all day. Their blooms give way to nuts which offer dense nutrition, low in saturated fats and rich in monounsaturated fats, relatively low in calories and rich in vitamins, minerals, and dietary fiber. The touted health benefits of almonds are myriad, all claims of “perpetual good feeling” notwithstanding: cholesterol reduction, heart disease prevention, support of healthy brain function, decrease in inflammation, diabetes prevention, curbing overeating, improved digestive health, decreased risks of cancer, and maintaining dental and bone health. No wonder the world is gobbling them up.

			Even the “co-products” of almonds—their hulls, shells, and shorn branches—have value as feedstocks for manufactured fire logs and fiberboard, fuel for biomass power production plants, bedding, and food for livestock. So that 1.1 gallons creates more than a single nut meat.

			Trees also bear gifts even more precious than their commodities. They exhale oxygen, a most welcome benefaction in these days of waning oxygen concentrations in the atmosphere. Trees absorb carbon dioxide, that pesky greenhouse gas which is a major driver of climate change, no matter how much the deniers claim it isn’t so. Trees also absorb pollutants, and there are plenty of those where the almond trees grow in the Central Valley in California, home of some of the worst air quality in the country.

			I give daily thanks to trees for supplying us with fresh air. Even if the impetus to plant almond trees is economic, I bless the farmers and field hands for investing in the air we breathe.

			Our bovine friends, on the other hand, are flatulent folk. They emit out of their tailpipes prodigious amounts of methane, a greenhouse gas that is twenty times more effective at trapping heat in the atmosphere than carbon dioxide.109 Thinking of the amount of gas coming out of all those 1,750,000 dairy cows gives me yet another reason to give up dairy altogether. I groan to think of eating rubbery, fake cheese again (with all due respect to vegans: I admire your devotion).

			Not to pick on cows, because I’ve come to feel a kinship, but I must note that each of those 1.7 million California dairy cows eats something like forty pounds of “dry matter” a day. Most of that is California-grown alfalfa which just happens to be…drum roll, please…the biggest consumer of agricultural water in this state. Alfalfa fields guzzle up more than twice as much as water as all those almond trees.110 Adding the almond hull by-products to the “dry matter” reduces the amount of alfalfa the cows require—and the amount of water to grow alfalfa, I dare hope.

			* * *

			Alfalfa? Bovine flatulence? I’m so far down the rabbit hole of endless research that I’m not sure I will find my way out again. Tell my family I love them. Just in case.

			Ugh, must I research the production, handling, manufacturing, and transportation impacts of every single thing I enjoy, use, and consume? At the thought of all that effort—and heartache—I envision myself spending the rest of my days in bed for lack of energy because I’m afraid to eat or drink, in a home without electricity or air conditioning because I can’t calculate the costs of drilling, fracking, pipelines, and power plants. And it’s probably full of cats.

			With all due respect to the felines…that’s no way to live. It’s no way to appreciate and honor all the magnificence that this life has to offer. Slumping back into my cat hair-covered chair, I realize I’ve been spending far too much time in the most dangerous place in the world: my own mind. I will myself out of the chair and out of the house.

			* * *

			Walking out to the car, I hear a limb creaking overhead. “Some squirrel has been hitting the nuts a little too hard,” I chuckle, presuming that some tree branch groans under its weight. I look up to espy the porker and discover gleaming blue-black wings instead. A crow tugs at a dusty brown sprig of branch still attached to Sycamore, probably collecting fodder for the nest she is building. While many of Sycamore’s branches wave chartreuse leaflets on this spring day, others remain bare, victims of all the years of drought. Many dead twigs have already fallen to the ground. Crow chose none of those.

			No, she is stealing straight off the tree! Crow adds insult to Sycamore’s drought-inflicted injuries by snapping a still-attached twig, her thievery in plain view. What gall. She turns to eye me with a ferocity that causes the heat of my outrage to drain, along with the color from my face. Will she fly at me? Chase me away as she would any predator threatening the safety of her nest? Must my neighbors witness me running down the street screaming again? My heart pounds.

			As she turns her head away, the twig breaks free with a snap, sending a crack up my spine like an unexpected chiropractic adjustment. Now, Crow is aloft. With another flap, she is out of sight.

			Staring at the empty blue piece of sky Crow once filled, car keys in hand, unable for the life of me to think where I was going, I muse. Crow didn’t stop to wonder if the twig had been organically grown, if Sycamore spawned from GMO seeds, or if this tree drank more water than is reasonable in a drought. Crow set her sights on the goods that fit the bill, took what she needed and no more, without apologies, and went on her way.

			Show-off. She makes it look so Hoover dam easy.

			Crow’s audacity reminds me that trees bear gifts at every stage of their lives. Even a lifeless branch has utility for one building a nest, providing a vital support for new life. I suppose I could have learned this from the six million times I read The Giving Tree to my young son. I read it at least fifty times before I could get through the end part, “I have nothing left, I am just an old stump,”111 without sobbing. I’m tearing up now just thinking about it.

			But I remind myself that the book doesn’t end there. The old stump realizes she is good for something, a place for the tired boy to sit and rest.

			Stuffing my car keys back into my purse, I plop under the sycamore that I’ve nicknamed Sexy Sadie. She’s our only deciduous tree, and I tease her about her habit of getting bare-limbed naked right out in the front yard. Today she’s half-dressed, and I’m half-witted, so we’re a perfect pair. Under the protective canopy of her broad limbs, I admire her tenacity through the tough times, her wisdom in knowing when to leaf and when to drop her robes. I tell her how much I appreciate her shade, her exhales of oxygen and her beauty. I give thanks for all the trees of the world, cultivated and wild, dressed and undressed, blessing all their gifts, economic and ecstatic alike.

			Love Earth Invitation

			What’s your experience with trees? Have you ever had a relationship with a special tree? Did you as a child? Did you climb trees as a kid, swing from branches, or take a nasty fall from a tree? Or were you an indoors kid who never gave trees a thought?

			Are there certain trees that you admire? Dislike? Does the neighbor’s tree make a mess in your yard?

			Have you ever planted a tree? Do you tend trees?

			Close your eyes and envision a tree, the first that comes to mind. Alternatively, you may wish to walk outside and study a tree in person. Stand back consider your tree, either real or imagined, from top to bottom. Notice how tall or short it is, how broad or narrow the canopy, the shape and color of the leaves or needles, if there are any. Are the branches long, short, thick, thin, raised upward, or bowed to the ground? Are there nuts, blossoms, pinecones, seed pods, fruits, or acorns?

			Now approach the tree and see what you notice up close. Brush your fingers across the bark. Smell it, breathing in deeply. Taste, if you dare. Listen for sounds of life, be they from the breeze moving the branches or the squirrels frolicking. Wrap your arms around the trunk. Do your hands meet? What do you notice as you hold the trunk in your arms?

			Now turn around and lean against the trunk. How does it feel to be so supported?

			What else do you notice here? Look up into the canopy and imagine yourself sitting on a branch overhead. What might you see if you could fly up there?

			Now imagine the root system that supports this tree. Can you imagine how far it extends? How complicated or simple it might be? What else do you imagine about it?

			Consider if there are any words you would like to share with this tree, be it real or imagined. Speak them now or perhaps journal about this experience. Close this experience with a word of gratitude for the tree—or in any way that feels right for you.

			



		

FIFTEEN
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			Plastic Un-Proliferation: One Drink at a Time

			Two margaritas, on the rocks, no salt, no straws, please.”

			Am I surprised when our drinks arrive with two little red straws swishing in each of them? Not at all. I’m functioning on auto-pilot half the time myself.

			“Those little red things look like straws,” I kid, hoping to ease into a friendly conversation about the perils of plastic.

			“Sorry,” comes her curt reply as she flings them in the trash can, then speeds away.

			Never mind.

			I would have done the same, back in my waitressing days. Escape the bellyachers as quickly as possible.

			* * *

			“Americans throw away more than 500 million straws per year” announced the sign on the café wall one fateful day, thus ending my search for a straw with a heart-sinking thud. Gripped by eco-shame, I stood frozen before the sign, as my brain struggled to shoehorn this new information into my Earth-loving consciousness. How could I have been so environmentally smug, toting my reusable shopping bags and water bottles, and completely overlook the myriad of plastic straws passing through my fingers?

			Images of those dead albatrosses on Midway Island, with their decaying bellies full of plastic non-food, came back to bushwhack me for my oblivion. That video of albatross mamas feeding plastic bits to their starving-to-death chicks had steeled my eco-resolve to reduce my plastic dependence. Single-use plastic water bottles were banned from our house. Smaller, mesh sacks for bulk nuts, seeds, and produce joined the burgeoning repository of reusable bags in my car. The notebook of take-out menus sported “request no plastic utensils” reminders.

			Every plastic item that made its way into our house was scrutinized for reuse possibilities. Empty yogurt quarts went home with dinner guests, filled with potluck leftovers. Empty spray bottles put in a second shift as dispensers for homemade bug sprays. Curious oddments landed in the bin for the “someday art projects” that I like to think I’m going to make. Every other plastic item, from the empty laundry detergent jugs to broken toys, landed in the recycling bin, along with a word of gratitude for those who toil at the sorting center to sort it all out. Whether they ever made it to a recycling facility, I couldn’t say, but at least I gave them an Earth-loving chance.

			I sought further inspiration from the plastic-free pioneers, though they often put my paltry efforts to shame. The Herculean efforts that the Johnson family, chronicled in Zero Waste Home,112 devote to their plastic-free existence stirs—and strains—my Earth-loving imagination. I do well to remember the reusable bags when going to the grocery store. The thought of toting empty canning jars (for meat and cheese from the deli counter, peanut butter and honey from the bulk dispensers), more fabric bags (for bakery and dry bulk food selections), and gallon jugs for bulk shampoo, soy sauce, syrup, and other liquids (if I even knew a store that offered such things in bulk) puts me over the Earth-loving edge.

			I admire and applaud the ingenuity and devotion of the Johnson family, and thank them for inspiring me to do better—so long as the exertion lies within the abilities of my already-fragile sanity. Baby eco-steps for me, and the Zero Waste Home book is my primer.

			And yet, inexplicably, I kept on swilling through straws until that day in the café. Slinging ammunition at the hapless albatrosses with every happy hour for the pathetic excuse that my front teeth are super sensitive to cold. Some Earth lover I am. Searching for a plastic straw that day in the café now seems as dim-witted as a bank robber asking for a deposit envelope.

			How on earth could I have been so oblivious to overlook all those plastic straws in my beverage glasses? Only one possible answer: eco-denial. When I get a night off from the cooking and kitchen cleaning, I want a night off from it all, overthinking included, shades drawn and lights out. Maybe that’s a selfish splurge, or maybe it’s essential therapy. I never can chicken plucking tell.

			My feet eventually shuffled me back out to the café terrace that day, where I sat to write while soothed by the gliding of geese across the lily pad-laden pond—and drank my tea without a straw, sensitive teeth be Hoover dammed. The geese peered into the water, as if contemplating their own reflections in a shimmering mirror. Were they mocking my own proclivities for navel-gazing, I wondered? Or drawing my attention to the beauty of sweet water free of plastic straw waste? Or maybe, probably, definitely, I’m reading too much into everything. Again.

			* * *

			Back at home, Googlia told me that plastic straws are number four on the recent “Better Alternatives Now (BAN) List,” the top fifteen plastic products deemed most harmful to environmental and human well-being.113 Food wrappers/containers, bottle caps, bags, straws/stirrers, beverage bottles, take-out containers, and lids collectively make up some 85 percent of the pieces of plastic trash swirling in the ocean.114 Not only did straws rank near the top of the list for quantity, but they earned a “HIGH” rating for “Environmental Persistence” and “Potential to Accumulate Toxic Chemicals in the Environment.” If my castoff straws make it to the ocean, they will be out there putting me to eco-shame for a long time.

			It’s not just those of us clinging to the coastlines who contribute to the demise of ocean life, though picnic relics left on the beach do earn a dishonorable mention. Plastic trash from every part of the world blows out of garbage trucks, landfills, and public trash cans. Rainfall washes it all into gutters, then lakes, streams, and rivers, all of which drain, ultimately, into the ocean. Something like a third of our plastic packaging “escapes collection systems,” clogging a lot of city storm drains and pipes, too.115 The costs of dealing with these errant plastics, plus the costs of greenhouse-gas emissions generated in their production, could be forty billion dollars or more.

			Every. Year.116

			That’s more than the entire plastics industry earns in profits a year. I wonder how much those “free” plastic take-out containers would cost us if we paid for those cleanup expenses up front? Not that I’m judging. The family has been living on take-out food while I write this book.

			The oceans already hold over one hundred and fifty million metric tons of plastic, and we’re adding another eight million metric tons every year.117 That’s equivalent to dumping the contents of a garbage truck every minute. At the pace we’re on, that rate could double by 2030, quadruple by 2050, at which point there will be more plastic, by weight, in our oceans than fish.118

			In 2050, my children will be a bit younger than I am now. Will their children think swimming among plastic shards is a normal part of a day at the beach?

			Carried by the currents that circulate ocean waters, floating plastic bits can travel for thousands of miles. If my castoff straws flew out of the dumpster, they could be on an all-expenses paid trip to the Philippines.

			Not all plastic floats, though; the sea floor is littered with it, too. Plastic was spotted even in deep canyons like the 15,000-foot-deep Charlie-Gibbs Fracture Zone, a large geological fault in the northern Mid-Atlantic Ridge.119 Is there any corner of “Blue Planet” where our plastic litter is not?

			Sea turtles, fish, whales, dolphins, porpoises, seals, sea lions, and, yes, seabirds are dying from dining on, getting entangled in, or poisoned by the plastic du jour. Autopsies of a California gray whale stranded on a West Seattle beach revealed a stomach full of more than twenty plastic bags, surgical gloves, a pair of pants, a golf ball, and duct tape. Sheesh. If I’d consumed any of that, I’d beach myself, too.

			Just a few hours of reading about the ruination of our oceans, and I’m tempted to take Tina Fey’s lead. Head to the local bakery for an extended episode of “sheet caking.” Support a local business, she suggests, request frosting in the colors of an American flag for patriotism, and shove in fistfuls for therapy. How do the scientists who study all the death and destruction wrought by our plastic waste show up for work every day? Sheet cakes must be selling like hotcakes these days.

			Even if we stem the tide of the plastic flowing to the oceans, the “wealth” of it already in the oceans will hang around tormenting sea life for generations. Plastic doesn’t biodegrade as organic materials do, which means every bit of plastic that has ever been produced still exists. The “but-wait-there’s-worse” news is that plastic does break down into smaller and smaller pieces, so even the tiniest critters at the bottom of the food chain can partake. Zooplankton slurp them up, then become food for small fish who become food for bigger fish—which end up on our dinner plates. Eco-justice is served. Bon appétit.

			Oh, Googlia, why, oh, why can’t plastic biodegrade? Plastic is a product of petroleum, which is formed out of decaying plants and animals—all carbon-rich materials. Why don’t the carbon-loving microbes eat it up?

			So much of the appeal of any meal is in the presentation, something I have learned in the painful, “Mom, that dinner looks disgusting” way. The masters of decomposition don’t recognize plastic as food because of its super strong, not-found-anywhere-else-in-Nature, carbon–carbon bonds.120 In all their millions or billions of years of existence, Nature has presented them with nothing comparable. Which makes for great shelf life for a plastic jar of mayonnaise. Not so great for the marine creatures who must deal with its indigestible remains.

			But that doesn’t keep me from hoping that, someday, preferably soon, like yesterday, some creature will get hungry enough to give it a try. The solution seems so simple, if only Nature would subscribe to my Twitter feed. Until then, I’ll tuck a fervent plea in my morning prayer that the masters of decomposition evolve to digest this wealth of all this floating “nutrition.”

			But wait a minute, Googlia just alerted me that wax worms might be doing just that.121 Scientist Federica Bertocchini plucked some out of her beehives, and stowed them in a plastic bag. Soon after, she found wax worms everywhere—except in the bag, now full of holes. These worms live by eating wax, which is itself a long chain of carbon bonds. Have the wax worms evolved a molecule that can break down plastic? Or maybe it’s the bacteria living on (or in) the wax worm who’ve done it? Still not clear, but whatever the cause, I’m waving pom-poms, cheering for the wax worms—and for Bertocchini’s curiosity.

			Before I can celebrate them with an expensive beverage that might ferment in France, a counterview pops up.

			Oh, why does there always have to be a counterview ruining my moments of premature celebration? I like to blame the cats for most everything, but I can’t see how to pin this one on them. So, I stick out my tongue, toddler-style, then roll it up like a taco and breathe. Another gem from kundalini yoga, it cools down both body and mind. I also relish the smug satisfaction that I’m genetically able to taco my tongue (not everyone can). I get my ego strokes where I can.

			When I’m cooler, I read the counterview, which says that plastic would be better devoted to upcycling, rather just wishing it would all go away.122 Which causes me to lower my pom-poms. Fair enough, why let the other species eat up the goods that could satiate our plastic fix for decades to come? Why frack the earth for more oil to feed our plastic fixation when there’s a treasure trove in the ocean? Could the bounty of plastics in the ocean supply the raw material for the toys, computers, cars, phones, and microfiber clothing of our future?

			* * *

			Dutch inventor and entrepreneur Bayan Slat thinks we can. On a dive trip to Greece, when he was just sixteen, he found more plastic bags in the Aegean Sea than fish. This experience inspired him to create a system to start cleaning up the oceans.123 He designed massive booms that capture and concentrate floating plastic, to be loaded on ships and brought in for recycling. First introduced to the world through a TEDx talk, Slat and his Ocean Cleanup nonprofit went viral. They’ve received more than thirty million dollars in financial support from around the world.124 The prototype is set to launch in 2018, and the full-scale, sixty-two-mile barrier around an area known as the Pacific Garbage Patch in 2020. Ocean Cleanup estimates that fifty percent of the garbage could be removed in as little as five years.125 Time to pick those pom-poms back up and cheer.

			Slat also says this, “There is this notion…in the environmental scene that every little bit helps, or ‘Think global, act local.’ I disagree with that. I think you have to start with how big the solution needs to be to solve the problem and then reason backward from there.”126

			Which gives me pause, pom-poms down. His big-picture thinking shames the pitiful limits of what I’m willing to do for this earth I profess to love so much. I understand that the enormity of the ongoing plastic proliferation problem begs for solutions bigger than my switch from disposable to reusable shopping bags. But that doesn’t mean that I should give up doing what I can. I may not have the ability to engineer a global solution to the plastic proliferation, but my own heart breaking open by the sight of dead seabirds is a call for me to heed the commands of my heart and soul. We each have our gifts and abilities. Mine are no less important to Earth than the big thinkers, even if they don’t extend beyond “doing a little bit better than I did yesterday.”

			* * *

			Drowning in my own melancholy, I check myself in to the lovely La Casa de Maria, offering a free day retreat for writers. Wandering the grounds alone, charged with communing in Nature, I welcome the assignment this time around. Yes, this is the same locale as that first Modern Day Priestess training. Who says the Universe is random?

			I open the floodgates and allow images of the seabird mothers grieving their dead babies and starving sea turtles ensnared in plastic. Hot tears trickle, and I whimper to think how my plastic-encased lifestyle contributes to their demise. Glad this place is big enough that I can be alone with my misery.

			When eco-grief forces me to my knees, I aim my falling tears onto the bone-dry apron of a magnificent oak. It’s not enough moisture to make up for years of drought, but I need to give something of myself; I need to believe that I have something meaningful to share. May my contrition bear some succulent fruit.

			An immense boulder with rounded shoulders, cleaved by a deep fissure, offers to lend me her strength. As I crawl to her on hands and knees, her worn and creviced shape tells her story. Severed from her mountain home, she was abducted, tumbled, hurtled, and delivered here by a torrent, like a subject commanded to an audience with the Queen. I collapse across her broad shoulders, bridging the gap between her halves, as if this hug could make us both feel whole again.

			I share with Boulder my own distress of being cleaved from the solid ground on which I once stood—before I knew about dead albatrosses and the death knell of every plastic thing I’ve ever chucked. Treading water, exhausted from the exertion of keeping my head above water, daring not to dream, all the while knowing that hope is my salvation.

			Boulder whispers of her surrender unto the forces that uproot and cleave, urging me to give up gnashing my teeth, and to relinquish my battle with What Simply Is. All my angsting changes nothing, except to bind up the very energy I need to reflect, with a clear mind and open heart, and decide what choices to make. Entrust the vast ocean of all that I cannot change to those who can.

			Could I ever surrender unto the world as it is? The possibility feels potent. What might surrender free me up to do? To be?

			Despair decants from my bowed chest, siphoned through Boulder’s great crevasse, like some septic system for psychological sewage, leaving me hollow and relieved, as after purging the excesses of Halloween candy. Boulder’s cool skin is a damp cloth a mother presses to a feverish forehead. My balled-up fists fall open. I breathe. Just breathe.

			* * *

			Back at home, freed of the weight of so much eco-angst, I am ready to confront the straw issue head on, no more languishing or anguishing. Drinking straws have been around a long time, at least 4,900 years before plastic was invented, Googlia tells me. The oldest known straw was found in a Sumerian tomb dated 3000 BCE, a gold tube inlaid with lapis lazuli.127 I just want to protect my cold-sensitive teeth; nothing fancy required.

			I remember sipping root beer through paper straws at the soda fountain in my mom’s hometown when I was a kid. Googlia tells me that I have Marvin Chester Stone to thank for my fond paper straw reminiscences. Marvin was fed up with the natural rye straws popular back in the 1880s. They disintegrated, lending a decidedly grassy flavor to his whiskey. While sipping a mint julep one evening, he wrapped a paper strip around pencil, making a thin tube, slid the pencil out and glued the thing together.128 Voilà. The paper straw was born. In 1888, he patented a “spiral winding machine” that coated his new straws in paraffin wax so they wouldn’t fall apart.129 Marvin is a devoted-to-his-beverage enthusiast after my own heart.

			He’d probably be delighted to know that paper straws are still being made some 130 years later. His head might spin to know how many alternatives exist, though: stainless steel, glass, bamboo, silicone, bioplastic (made from cornstarch), and, of course, the ubiquitous plastic straw. Not to mention bendy straws, crazy straws, juice box straws, spoon straws, candy straws, cereal straws, and onion straws.

			Surely, I can find an Earth-loving alternative among so many options. Or I could toughen up and give up on straws altogether. Live more simply, less cause for anguish.

			Meh, when do I ever make anything easy?

			The glass straws sounded like a hazard for someone who is prone to outbreaks of hysteria in response to a certain Twitter feed. The paper straws tempted me out of sheer nostalgia, but they are single-use. I’d have to keep buying them, each purchase requiring the devotion of more and more resources. Bamboo straws offered an earthy appeal and can be used multiple times, though they eventually degrade (but are compostable!).

			In the end, the stainless-steel straws won, being the most durable and rest-of-my-lifetime reusable. Cost of the straws was reasonable, though I forced myself to acknowledge that the eco-impacts of mining, manufacturing, and shipping were not reflected in the price. Then again, I like to support companies creating products that could possibly, hopefully, eventually help us wake up from the oblivion of plenteous plastic. I placed the order.

			The stainless-steel straws live up to my expectations. Sturdy enough to survive rough passage in my purse, and easily cleaned, using the provided brush (with plastic bristles; emoji: guilty face). Beverages stay colder in the steel straw, too, a bonus in these extended summers of scorching heat.

			All the while…inner cynic has a field day with this seemingly paltry effort. Is keeping a fistful (or even an armload) of straws out of the ocean going to make any dent in the dense soup of ocean plastics? I have no answer but to tuck the reusable straws into my purse.

			* * *

			“You brought your own straw?” asks a hushed voice. I look up from the café table where I sit writing this chapter and sipping an iced tea. “Saving the planet one straw at a time!” I bluster with a wink to the young woman hovering above me. She nods. “I have a straw, too,” she whispers. She digs it from her purse, displaying it furtively, as if revealing a controlled substance. “I thought I was the only one,” she confesses. “Oh, so did I,” I assure her, and we both laugh.

			Perhaps there’s more to this reusable straw than I realized. Public sipping through stainless steel makes a subtle, but discernible statement. Maybe this kind of demonstration doesn’t make the headlines, but it’s also easier to mount than a march on the White House (as impossible as that space is to corner in these days of nonstop protest). My reusable straws offer a functional invitation to deeper conversation, one that I can incorporate into every single day of my public life.

			* * *

			“You’re the no-straw couple, right?” asks our regular server at the local diner, as she fills water glasses for my husband and me. I press my hands to my heart to express how pleased I am that she remembered. Maybe we won’t singlehandedly clean up the ocean garbage patches, but the expanding impact of our reusable straws is dawning on me. Perhaps our server will begin asking other customers if they want straws before automatically plopping them in. Perhaps another server will notice it, and do the same.

			That’s what Milo Cress wants. Milo began the “Be Straw Free” campaign at the tender age of nine.130 The National Restaurant Association recognized Milo for his “Offer First” campaign, urging restaurants to ask rather than providing straws automatically.

			Young people like Milo Cress and Boylan Slat give me hope. While old fogies like me strain with Sisyphean effort to lighten our impact, they are free of the “this is how it’s always been done” yoke. Uplifted by their examples, I vow to keep prodding myself along, feet following the steps that my soul urges me to dance.

			In this state of gratitude, Boulder pops into mind. I wander outside, and kneel before her remembered image. Eyes closed, hands folded, head bowed. Memories of an Earth Day altar, created by priestess-shaman friend Cyndi a few years ago, parade along the filmstrip of my mind. Her hands commanded stones, leaves, petals, acorns, and other gifts of Nature to congregate in a heart-shaped offering on the land, an anthology of prayers for the well-being of Earth and all her creatures.

			My own hands begin to move, as if puppeteered by the shaman, gathering acorns, stones, and leaves. They assemble themselves, as if working in concert to give form to my own prayers. Long grasses encircle the creation, making a nest of sorts, cradling these precious gifts of life on Earth.

			And then I pray.

			I honor the scientists who show up for work every day, even when their studies evidence catastrophes that elected leaders refuse to acknowledge. I bless the journalists who document each environmental tragedy, even as their own hearts break to witness it. I cheer for all creatures learning to adapt and thrive, even as others do not. I salute every marine animal who has surrendered its life to plastic waste, each a signal to us humans to wake up. I give thanks for all who are engineering solutions for healing the environment that sustains life as we know it. And I honor each of us who are making our pint-sized contributions—and ginormous-sized, too, wherever and however we can.

			Then, with a deep sigh, I let it all go.

			Love Earth Invitation

			Have you ever come upon an animal (or its carcass) caught in plastic or other trash, struggling to get free? Or have you seen images or videos of seabirds or fish or turtles or marine mammals impacted by the plastic in the oceans?

			What is your reaction to such experiences? Where in your body do you feel it? Do you feel sick to your stomach? Does your heart ache? Does your jaw clench? Do your eyes well up with tears? Give full attention the places in your body where you feel a response. What do you notice here? Sights, sounds, aromas, colors, shapes, words? Notice, if you will, while releasing any expectation to make sense of it all. Consider speaking aloud what you notice.

			Now, experiment with alternate-nostril breathing as you hold any image in your mind that you find upsetting. Using the thumb of your right hand, close your right nostril and breathe in through the left. Pause. Close your left nostril with your ring and pinky fingers, and exhale through the right nostril. Pause. Breathe in through your right nostril. Now close the right nostril with your thumb and exhale through your left nostril. Repeat this process for as long as you like.

			Notice whether this change of breath has altered how you see or respond to the upsetting image in any way.

			Consider, if you're willing, whether any creature impacted by plastic waste, might have a message for you. Ask for information, if you are willing to receive it. Speak aloud your willingness to accept any guidance that an ocean critter, Mother Earth, your higher self, or even the spirit of the Oceans may offer. Sit quietly, as long as you will, and steep in your willingness to be so guided.

			Speak a word of gratitude, if you feel inclined, to any presence that has communed with you. Give yourself some kudos for Consider, if you're willing, whether any creature impacted by plastic waste, might have a message for you.

			



		

SIXTEEN
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			Learning from Creature Teachers

			Hey!” shouts a livid voice from the hillside above me, startling me so much I bonk my head on the tree behind me.

			“Yes?” responds another disembodied voice, from the opposite direction.

			I scan 360 degrees and see no one. Cross-legged on a blanket, writing away, I had thought myself to be all alone in this neighborhood park, until these discarnate voices began echoing around me. Have those Voices in My Head finally escaped?

			“You’ve got to leave the sprinklers on all day!” hollers the voice from the hillside.

			“Excuse me?” queries the khaki-clad park ranger, now visible as he walks across the path before me. I follow his gaze up the hillside to espy a wizened, white-haired man and a flame-red Irish Setter standing on the other side of the park boundary fence.

			“You gotta let those sprinklers run all day or they don’t do any good! As hot as it is today, that water will just evaporate if you run them for just thirty minutes like you do,” says Jack, the name I’ve now given the neighbor. “That’s why everything looks so bad. It’s not getting watered long enough.”

			In the midst of a drought-stricken city, every major intersection festooned with banners urging residents to save every drop, his words urge a heresy.

			“I’ll get in trouble if I do that…” sputters José, the ranger (that’s the name on his badge; I didn’t have to make that one up).

			“If you just leave ’em on, I’ll turn ’em off for you later today,” pleads Jack, as he and Red, the setter, creep down the crude steps of railroad ties gouged into the hillside. “I have a key, and I can come in and turn off the water, if you won’t be here that long today,” offers Jack, standing now just a few feet from me. The furrows in his forehead testify to his concern for all the green things in this urban refuge.

			José shakes his head and his chest swells, as if physically choking back what he really wants to say. His twisted expression speaks of inner conflicts, wrangling his own concerns for his leafy charges, the vagaries of Mother Nature and limited resources, meddlesome neighbors, and rules made by officials sitting office towers.

			Red, tail wagging like a metronome gone mad, smiles my way. Wag, wag, pant, wag, wag, he feels none of my distress at being insinuated into this eco-drama. Nope, Red is 100 percent happy to be going for a walk.

			“Here’s a teacher,” I reflect. I live and breathe overthinking environmental challenges, ever feeling like I should be doing something far bigger, far more meaningful than what I’m doing. Maybe Red can show me how to keep smiling, keep wagging my tail when there’s nothing else I can do.

			I wink at Red and whisper, “I’m with you today.” I’m 100 percent happy to be working in this garden sanctuary today. Not one thing I can do right now about the difficulties of allocating water in these long days of drought, so why let anybody else’s eco-angsting ruin this moment? Both of us smiling ear to ear now, I sink back into the sturdy tree behind me and pick up my tablet to write.

			José raises his hand and nods to Jack. “I’ll do what I can,” he says, before retreating into the obscurity of the tool shed. Jack embarks on a meticulous survey of every inch of the park grounds. Tongue-wagging Red follows, standing patiently as Jack examines each oak, walnut, sycamore, agave, and all manner of species whose names I do not know. Jack mumbles his assessments of each one to Red who occasionally barks in affirmation.

			Minutes after they move out of sight, a chunk of green flesh lands on my tablet with a moist thunk. First incorporeal bodies, now a communique from an invisible sender? How oblivious of me to think I was alone in the park today.

			I flick the missive off my screen and return to writing. Then another hits my bare leg. And another lands on my hand. Now moist chunklets rain down every few seconds, like the proverbial manna from heaven, except that these morsels aren’t appetizing, not even for a plant-strong foodie like me. Scanning the limbs above me, I espy the benefactor of these gifts. She flicks her bushy tail, as if challenging me to acknowledge her generosity. Squirrel chews off another bit of outer rind of a tasty acorn and spits it down, hitting my upturned cheek.

			Which is both hilarious and disgusting at the same time. While considering whether to consult the CDC for squirrel saliva hazards, I find myself giggling. I mean, of all the millions of people toiling away in the sprawling metropolis of Los Angeles today, how many are under squirrel siege? Even as I wipe the spit-laden morsel from my cheek, I confess that I feel…chosen.

			Can’t wait for the husband to ask, “What did you do today?” He’s accustomed to hearing, “I had a great conversation with a bush which may or may not be dead.” He may or may not even raise an eyebrow to that kind of oddity anymore. I’m willing to wager that “endured a squirrel spit siege” will at least raise an eyebrow.

			Even as “Mom mode” urges hand-sanitizer caution, I can’t resist examining the projectiles. All are about the same squirrel-bite size: fuzzy green on one side, moist and yellow on the other. I wonder how much of the “moisture” is from the rind and how much from the squirrel’s salivary glands? Where is my hand sanitizer, anyway?

			Then I sense dark eyes boring into me.

			The pelting has ceased.

			Squirrel clutches the tree trunk ahead, staring at me, gauging, perhaps, whether I mean to retaliate for the bombardment. She launches into a long lecture which sounds like a throaty quack-quack-quack played double time. The message is clear: I’m in her house, and if I don’t like the accommodations, I should leave now. With an emphatic, crack-the-whip of her tail, she scurries away and disappears in the canopy.

			I come to this park to write often enough that I feel at home here. Abundant mature trees offer plenty of shade here on even the hottest day. While the array of picnic tables suggests that this park is popular on weekends, weekday mornings offer solitude. The lack of play structures at this historical site means no shrieking toddlers disrupt the natural muse. And, at the risk of TMI, the always-clean, flush-toilet bathrooms complete my criteria for the perfect outdoor office.

			But suddenly, I feel like an intruder.

			Given the few weekday visitors (and gates closing promptly at dusk), this park belongs, most of the time, to the squirrels, the flies, the oaks, the boulders, the hummingbirds, the butterflies, and all manner of creepy crawlies. Maybe Squirrel’s message is that the park residents don’t appreciate my imposition into their people-free time. They are already dealing with enough pesky humans, bothering about with their boisterous birthday parties, obnoxious hand drying machines, and brash voices, blah, blah, blah.

			A nut still encased in its green skin, one that has escaped Squirrel’s grasp, catches my eye. I crawl over to pick it up. The flesh is firm, but yields to my thumbnail. The rigid nut shell inside is bleached white and too hard for me to crack. I toss it out onto the lawn, as reparation for intruding on Squirrel’s space. I sit cross-legged, eyes closed, palms upturned on my knees, to murmur a prayer of penance.

			Despite my largess, another fleshy chunk lands square in my open palm, totally wrecking my moment of Zen. I mumble something not entirely complimentary, but truth is, I’m having a blast. My heart pounds like I’m riding a roller coaster blindfolded, no idea when and how big the next drop will be. But I know there will be one.

			So many fleshy bits rain down on me now that I surrender, stretching out under gnarled limbs, the very source of the munitions of this skirmish. I’m being adorned, I think, or buried. Shudder.

			Squirrel’s lecture and renewed pelting says my presence has been duly noted, chastised, and now disregarded. Tiny ants soldier across the expanse of my body, as naturally as crossing a fallen tree limb. If I lie here long enough, leaves will rain down, covering me like the forest floor. Rain will soak my clothes, my body and the leaves, which will begin to rot. Earthworms may come nibble on the decaying matter. Moss may grow. Burrowing critters may move in.

			Without further inputs of food or water, my life force will diminish, then depart. If left undisturbed by the ranger and the weekend picnickers, my flesh will give the masters of decomposition a feast. They will convert the bones and flesh of my body into nutrition for the tree which now shades me. In time, no sign of intrusion by this particular human in this particular park on this particular day will remain. No further evidence of this fossil-fuel-consuming, plastic-addicted, phone book-stomping human on this earth at all.

			Only the nutrition from my physical being and the love in my heart which drains into the roots of this tree would remain. Perhaps that is the best I can ever hope, as far as Earth is concerned, for the sum of my existence to leave no trace, except that which feeds the life that outlives me. Deep sigh. Back to Zen.

			A new projectile, a sharp shard of the hard shell this time, lands on my closed eyelid. So much for reparations.

			“Hey!” I shout as I jump to my feet and shake my fist at the squirrel. “I am here!”

			This is not news to Squirrel, of course, who eyes me with a fierceness I’ve seen only in middle-school gym teachers. She is not letting me off so easy, as to drift slowly away. With every pelt, she is admonishing to wake up. And get lost.

			Back at home, I turn to my trusty copy of Animal Speaks. While Squirrels are industrious, author Ted Andrews tells me, busy burying all those nuts and all, they are also social and playful.131

			“Squirrels are the masters at preparing, but they also are reminders that in our quest for our goals, we should always make time to socialize and play. Work and play go hand-in-hand, or the work will create problems and become more difficult and less fruitful.”132

			Well. I feel as called out as a twelve-year-old caught smoking lemon cigarettes in the basement when she thought her parents were asleep. Not that I have any personal experience with that. But I do have plenty of experience with feeling guilty for basking on the beach when people on island nations are losing their lands to rising ocean waters. For going out to eat with my family when albatross moms are mourning their young killed by the plastic they fed them. For going to happy hour because I don’t know how to fix any of it, how to make the world safe and sane for my children, for all the children who deserve better than the wreckage we’re handing over to them.

			A novel thought, one so unexpected that it takes a good minute to come into focus, creeps over me. Could Squirrel’s pelting have been a rebuke, not of the “get busy” kind, or even the “get lost” variety, but to “wake up and…play?” What a head spinner to think that a squirrel might see me, not as an annoyance, but as a potential playmate. Or maybe I’ve been hitting the fermented foods a little too hard. Nope, I’m not going to overthink this one.

			I snap closed the book, and head for the door. There’s a tree swing in our front yard, one that hasn’t been swung since the tots became teens. Well, it’s getting swung this afternoon, and I’m just the squirrel-schooled swinger to do it. I’m done eco-angsting for today. Maybe longer, depending on how long Red’s goofy grin stays with me. And if I get pelted by the local squirrels, well, then it is Game on.

			Love Earth Invitation

			Have you ever had an encounter with an animal that suggested it wanted to engage with you? Teach or show you something? What, if anything, did you learn from the experience?

			Or does it sound ridiculous to think that a less intelligent animal ever could?

			Consider whether you’re willing to suspend any disbelief for a day or two, and invite a critter encounter. If you're up for it, consider whether it would make a difference if the critter was a mammal or insect? Do some animals seem worthier of engagement than others?

			Close your eyes and breathe as you express your intention or inclination to learn from another species, as your level of willingness allows. Release, if you will, any prejudgments of what such an encounter might look like. Breathe.

			Open your eyes when ready.

			Notice any critters (or even a member of the plant families) along your path over the next few days. Where is it and what behavior is it demonstrating? What were your own thoughts and behaviors before the encounter? Did the critter change its stance or behavior in response to your acknowledgment of it? Did yours? Take note, be it mental or written, of everything you perceive.

			Steep in the details of any critter experiences over a few days. Ask any questions you may have about it. Trust the power upon which you call for guidance to provide the answers, when and how they come.

			Share gratitude for any critter that engages with you, in whatever way feels appropriate.

			



		

SEVENTEEN
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			Forest Refueling: Coming Back to My Senses

			Stretched out on the bank of a gurgling mountain stream, my senses fill up like an inflatable holiday decoration, moments ago flattened and now full of air and rollicking in the breeze. When I’m in the City, the piercing periwinkle of spring’s first iris goes unnoticed. Beauty gets lost in the frantic allocation of resources needed to navigate the bombardment of noise and neon, texts and traffic, deadlines and headlines.

			Only in that rare moment, when I allow myself to laze in bed, floating in the penumbral soup of pre-dawn, does the song of the sparrows awaken my senses to the Present. Their trill teases my skin into goosebumps and tickles the ossicles in my ears. The melody feels familiar, evoking ancient memories of the communal fire, the communal heartbeat, Earth’s own pulse. And mine.

			Rising to don the urban dweller’s mask, the urgencies of the day cloak my awareness like drawing damask draperies around the Present. Here in the woods, my senses spring to life, jubilant as a pardoned prisoner. What a gift to steep in this sacred sanctuary on this anniversary of my birth.

			My nose full of pine and musk, I exhale gratitude for the visionaries who preserved this land from urban sprawl, deflecting the City’s insatiable appetite for chewing up verdure. The devotion of all who toil to conserve the wild places of the world casts a long shadow over my own baby steps for Earth. What am I doing today that will be a blessing for Earth-loving peoples whose faces I cannot peer into the future to see? I have not chained myself to trees marked for felling, nor have I refused food in protest of a new pipeline. What have I done to earn this moment of delight?

			Setting off on this well-trod road to self-castigation never fails to deflate any experience of ecstasy, even in this most exquisite Eden. My gaze falls to the crumple of trash in my balled-up fist. I picked up litter along the trail to the stream today, and I’ll carry it back to the dumpster in the parking lot when I leave. This simple act of service seemed so significant a moment ago, and now looks Lilliputian.

			I flop onto my belly to contemplate the stream burbling before me. Languid liquid swirls behind a jumble of moss-covered granite boulders conspiring to block its passage. Water idles here, content to soak up dappled sunshine and twirl in the eddy. No urgency, no appointments, and nowhere to go…until it leaps over the ledge, without hesitation or navel-gazing, spraying with glee as it goes. Water celebrates the splash down into the pool below with a swift swirl before racing off, heeding the call of the Great Journey. Whether lazing or launching, Water is right with itself.

			Spray from the splashdown tickles my nose, delivering my awareness back into the present moment. I am here. Not ruing past failures nor fearing future defeats. Taking a cue from Water, I am right with myself.

			But, but, the inner cynic scoffs, how can I get anything done, just lying about like this? How will I know when it is time to launch?

			How does water know when to make the great leap and when to float in slow circles in the pond behind the dam? Is it simply a matter of gravity and physics? Does Water march to the drumbeat of a Divinely-orchestrated movement which dictates when any one of these serenely floating water molecules will hurl itself over the edge?

			Might there be a Divinely-orchestrated score which, if I listened to hear it, would let me know when to laze and when to launch? One that guides me to know when to study a stream and when to embark upon a great undertaking?

			A kerplunk from a toppled stone sends a spray over me like rice thrown at the bride and groom. Dare I imagine that big splash is water’s way of replying with a resounding yes? I hold this possibility like a Valentine from a third-grade crush, hoping against hope that his vow of undying love holds true—even as inner cynic says I’m reading way too much into it.

			The rust-fringed trees across the stream, all in various stages of decay, wave in a breeze, as if sending out an SOS. Victims of bark beetles, no doubt, those tiny critters no bigger than a grain of rice that cannibalize their hosts, chewing through bark to lay their eggs. The burgeoning populations of bark beetles are felling entire forests across the American West. Tens of millions of acres of pine and spruce trees from New Mexico through northern British Columbia (and even up the Yukon now) have been brought down by bugs too small for me to see without my +2.50 reading glasses. In ten years, they have killed enough trees to cover the entire state of Colorful Colorado; eighty percent of the trees of “Beautiful British Columbia” have succumbed.133 Grizzly bears in Yellowstone can’t find enough of the high-fat whitebark pinecones they need to eat to survive hibernation, in part because of bark beetle infestations. Maps of the blood-red trail of tree deaths due to bark beetles etched in my memory torment me when I tell myself, in the deep of the night, that everything will be all right.

			Yet I hold no grudge for the bark beetles who are simply occupying their evolutionary niche, doing what any species must to survive: Find shelter. Eat food. Reproduce. They aren’t some recent interloper, a new troublemaker in town. Forests have been doing quite fine, coexisting with the bark beetles for millions of years. Bark beetles play an essential role, taking out weaker trees, leaving stronger trees to thrive. The “snags,” or standing dead trees, they leave behind are gifts to the forest. Snags provide habitat for birds and mammals, and food for the wood-boring insects, the foundation of forest life, much as plankton are for the oceans. Modern forestry practices favor removal of dead trees, making for habitat scarcity for the black-backed woodpecker.134 Seeing the rust-fringed trees in new light, I wave back, then press hands to my heart to honor their gifts. Though their cambia live no more, they still serve the forest community.

			What I do despair is how we humans are tipping the scales in favor of the beetles, at a time when we need oxygen-giving trees more than ever. Our fossil-fuel addiction makes for a warmer, dryer climate in the West, which means longer droughts which stress the trees, rendering them less able to fend off invading pests. Warmer forests also increase bark beetle reproduction and shorten the winter freezes which would otherwise check their proliferation.

			When wildfires of unprecedented ferocity are incinerating our drought-stricken forests, when expanding palm oil plantations and cattle ranches are clear cutting wide swaths of rainforests, when mountaintop removal mining uproots entire wooded communities, I mourn that we are arming the natural predators of our oxygen-producing allies with such an advantage. Will my grandchildren know the pungent scent of pine, the silvery scent of spruce, or the senses-reawakening walk in the woods?

			Sitting up with a sigh, I notice again the crumple of trash in my white-knuckled fist. My lungs fill and empty, then my fingers unclench and relax. A creeping relief washes over me to realize one simple truth: there’s nothing I can do about fossil-fuel emissions or palm oil plantations in this moment. Denying myself the utter joy of being in this beautiful place simply because hungry bark beetles are feeding on drought-stressed trees or because coal is burning at a power plant somewhere, serves no one: not the beauty of this place, not my own spirit, not Earth.

			As breath continues to expand and empty my lungs, my awareness of Time expands beyond the narrow lens of this moment, reaching like long fingers out into the lifespan of this forest. Though I cannot see the ones that have come and gone before, I sense their murmuring. Life came into being, lived, fed, birthed, and died here long before I was even born, long before this stream began to course its bed. Even back when the rocks on which I sit were but unconsolidated sediments under the sea, life persisted here. The growth and death of a single tree—or even an entire forest—is but a few flickers of film in the great picture show of Life, one giving way as another appears on an ever-continuing reel.

			These snags, if spared the chain saw, will feed the slime mold, the millipedes, the earthworms, and all the busy decomposers who will break down the leaves, the bark, the cambia, and the heartwood into fertile soil, nutrition for new life, for decades to come. Seeds of tree species that flourish in a warmer, dryer climate may settle here, nourished by the cells brought to decay by the very bark beetles whose endeavors I once thought to disparage.

			Bark beetles make way for life more suited to the world as it is becoming. Who am I to sully their contribution? Exhausted by my stint as judge and jury, I surrender my judgment of who’s doing what to whom. Freed of the weight of these self-appointed burdens, I am ready to write.

			The portable wicker writing desk at my side, a gift from a thoughtful friend who knows my fondness for Found Things, calls to me. Brushing my hand across its pale wood surface, the sanded-smooth grain awakens every tactile receptor.

			As the desk shuffles on my lap, unidentified objects roll around inside. Flipping open the shiny brass clasp to lift the lid, I behold more treasures. Rough-hewn pencils made of twigs with bright-colored leads. A teensy, flowered notebook tied up in a string. And one gray pebble. After marveling over each vibrant pencil tip, I choose the violet point to inscribe my name in the fairy-sized diary. Only after penning a few thoughts, and re-fastening the string around the diary, do I bother to consider the stone.

			Solid gray. Rounded. Smooth. No bigger than a cherry tomato. As a former geologist and lifelong rock hound, I have devoted many an hour to admiring Earth’s lithology. I’ve freed 250-million-year-old fossils from their limestone beds with a rock hammer and chisel. I’ve pored over gleaming crystals with a hand lens in a new roadcut as traffic whizzed by. I’ve sliced up olive green clay soils mottled with black eyes in the laboratory.

			This common gray pebble would never have caught my attention but for its singular presence here. Why did my friend include it? I roll it in my palm, detecting nothing of interest. 

			“Ah, but what stories I have to tell,” whispers something in my ear.

			Uh-oh. Here we go again, inner cynic sneers.

			“I have seen the world from high atop the mountain peak. I’ve lain cold and frozen under a mass of ice and snow. I have ridden the greatest water slide in the world—no seat belt and no life vest—just free falling, bumping, crashing, losing hard edges along the way, a rounded shape making for a smoother ride. Not fearing what might come next, nor angry at those who stand in my way, each obstacle but a momentary encounter along the journey of becoming. When the fury of the spring storm ebbed, I came to land on a stream bank where I basked in tendrils of sunshine, forever changed by the great expedition, grateful to rest, recalibrate, and reintegrate. Until I was chosen to be gifted to you.”

			I mumble a clumsy apology. “I’m sorry I dismissed you. Of all people, I should know that every stone has a story. My geology teacher back at Stephens College, dear Mr. Ryan, taught me that so many years ago. His way of making ordinary sedimentary rock layers come alive is what drew me into rock study, in the first place.”

			“No apology is ever needed,” comes the reply. “The only “mis-take” anyone can make is to hold back, to allow fear to stop you from sharing of yourself for fear of collision, for it is in the bumping and colliding along the path that we learn from each other. But for the crash into the oak tree, how else might one appreciate its steadfastness and strength? But for the jellyfish sting, how does one come to respect such a diaphanous creature?”

			“Ugggh,” I moan, “I’m doing nothing but bumping into more and more problems and colliding with reasons why we can’t—won’t—make essential, life-preserving, Earth-loving changes. I feel like a pinball, slamming into people who think we don’t have a problem only to collide into the people who think we need to attack the problem and then crashing into the people who just want to blame other people for the problem. All the while, my heart whispers, “Love Earth,” and my soul entices me here, and the forest calls me to sit. And listen. But how does this help anything?”

			Then rumbling begins overhead. So faint, at first, that I can barely discern it, now growing and droning like an approaching stealth bomber, impossible to see but unmistakable in its might. My attention plummets from my frontal lobe into the pit of my stomach as the wind blows me to my back. The leaf canopy, exhilarated to embrace the gale, clasps it like a long-lost lover and groans with unspeakable relief.

			Hours spent in the basement as a child in the Midwest, clutching a transistor radio while sirens blared and tornado-force winds howled, gave me a healthy respect for the power of the wind. Though I live far from Tornado Alley now, any gust that barrels down the local canyon sends me scurrying, battening down the hatches, securing loose rakes, anything that could become the wayward weapon of a wanton wind.

			Willing myself to sit still and experience the vigor of today’s wind flutters my heart in delight and terror. Capricious by nature, wind tickles and teases, appearing without warning and disappearing without a farewell, like a sailor gone to sea, never saying when—or if—it will return.

			When the gale is gone, the vastness of the void of silence causes me to distrust my memory of wind’s previous potency. Until it begins again. A gradual roar builds, like that of a crowd cheering in a distant stadium, drawing me into the game, wondering who has scored—or who has dropped the ball. A whirlwind picks up my hair, teasing it like a stylist gone mad.

			What feels like a tempest to me here on the forest floor is but a brush of the toreador’s cape; the upper canopy gets the brunt of the charging bull. Inner child wants to be up there, atop the tallest tree, riding the blasts like a barrel rider at the rodeo, whipped this way and that, shrieking as I go. The entire rest of me is content to be but a spectator at this daredevil show, close enough to taste the exhilaration but with both feet pressed to solid ground.

			This whipping wind forces me to question whether I have been crouching in the basement with my transistor radio too long, making up excuses to huddle out of the storm. It urges me to get in that roller coaster car, never mind my dread of the steep climb, because the freefall from that height delivers the momentum for the rest of the ride. Secure the coaster car door and tighten the safety harnesses, do whatever I need to do to feel safe. Then hang tough for the steep climbs, trusting that this, too, shall pass. That the summit is in sight. That the thrill of the freefall is worth it. That this is all on purpose.

			But for daring to listen to wind, water, and all the most unlikely teachers, I will never hear the wisdom that whispers in the willows. But for daring to confess my embarrassing eco-foibles, I will never know the peace of obeying my own heart. But for opening my heart to feel the despair of forests lost, I will never know the guiding light of true love, the love that hatches nestlings, cradles dead trees, and rebirths itself anew with each sunrise. Love, not duty, not guilt, not fear, but true love calls forth a new way of being in the world that honors all the Web of Life—including me, myself, and I.

			What can I do, then, in this moment, steeped in the joy of all this beauty, that will make a difference? How may I hold onto the hope that thriving, healthy forests will someday refresh my great-great-grandchildren?

			Allow the gurgling water to tickle my toes, the breeze to dry my tears, and the granite boulder at my back to hold me. Take these caresses and lessons back with me in my heart. Call upon their wisdom as my roller coaster car climbs each hurdle. Delight in the freefalls when they come. Hold love in my heart as I make my way in the evolving landscape on Earth.

			And begin to recognize the many ways I already honor the commands of love. Picking up trash along the trail. Ferrying veggie wash water out to the garden. Carrying reusable bags, cups, straws, utensils, and napkins. Returning unsolicited “gifts” with a message: “Please honor Earth’s limited resources when creating incentives for donors.” Supporting conscientious producers of food, clothing, goods. Consuming less. Walking in the woods. Listening.

			I bless this sacred land and all who tend it, from the tiniest microbes to the park rangers. I bless the decaying trees sheltering woodpeckers, the stream that lazes and leaps, the tiny gray pebbles that whisper, and the wind that whips for reminding me what it truly means to be a Child of Earth. And I bless the bark beetle for disturbing me so profoundly that I fall to my knees to pray.

			Love Earth Invitation

			How do you demonstrate your affection for Earth, Nature, the places, the plants, the critters, whomever and wherever you love? How do you feel about your own contributions? Do you feel you’re doing so much that it’s exhausting you? Do you despair over not doing enough, lacking the time, energy, or know-how? Or are you somewhere in the middle?

			Walk outside or close your eyes and imagine being somewhere in Nature. Breathe deeply and allow the images to develop. Sniff the scents, consider the colors, receive the sounds, touch the textures. Devote the full faculties of your senses.

			When you feel immersed, ask any question that occurs to you in this moment—even if it sounds foolish. Resist any temptation to think of what you should be asking. You may wish to direct this question to anything or anyone with you in this experience, be it to a plant or critter in your mind, to the name by which you call the Divine, or to any guide you sense at your side. Or to your own heart. Continue breathing, listening, sensing, feeling.

			Release any expectation, if you will, that responses to your question must take the form of words. Trust, if you are willing, that your question has already been answered, that it is for you to discover with curiosity and awareness.

			When you are ready to conclude this experience, set an intention to remain open to answers when and as they come.

			



		

EIGHTEEN

			[image: ]

			Just Can’t Do It Anymore: Let Love

			Jellyfish have been all over my newsfeed lately. That kind of coverage surely spells more eco-doom, but I can’t say for sure. Ever since I read about the bark beetles decimating the forests, I’ve sworn off the bad news. Lover of trees that I am, that shocker eviscerated my fragile bank of hope. I self-prescribed a long break from the steady stream of grief while I refilled the tank. Until today, anyway. The memory of those ethereal moon jellies that so captivated me at the aquarium bamboozled me into breaking my vow. Those ghostly sacs, floating wherever water took them, posed all the menace of wet tissue paper. Their seductive simplicity made me their latest victim.

			“Jellyfish are taking over the seas and it may be too late to stop them!” blasts the headline.135 Deep inhale, even deeper exhale, then click the link. The gelatinous goo that is the jellyfish has forced the shutdown of a nuclear power plant in Sweden, and it’s not the first time, nor the first power plant to succumb. Jellyfish populations are exploding, causing billions of dollars in damage to fisheries, aquaculture farms, fishing nets, and trawl lines. They even sank a ten-ton trawler when the crew tried to haul in a net full of a jellyfish the size of a refrigerator. Didn’t see any of those in the aquarium.

			This all sounds vexing and wildly expensive, but the reports of people getting stung by jellyfish inflicts a more personal paroxysm. I recoil to recall a jellyfish sting from more than thirty years ago, the memory of writhing while a million hot needles stuck me still fresh. But I consider myself (and my daughter, who’s also been stung) Hoover dam lucky that our assailants were not the box jelly, Chironex fleckeri, found along the shores of Southeast Asia and Australia.136 The venom from any of its fifteen ten-foot long tentacles “turns the tissue into soup,” causes the heart to seize, and can bring death within just four minutes. I’ll shut up about my few hours of distress.

			Aquaculture salmon, trapped in giant cages, are not only sitting ducks but also are unwitting lures for jellyfish invasion. They all swim in the same direction, creating a vortex that draws the free-floating jellies to them. Tens of thousands of salmon can be laid waste in short order by toxicity from jellyfish stings, illness from the bacteria jellies carry, or suffocation by jellyfish mucus which clogs their gills. Multiple devastations of such magnitude have been documented off the coasts of New Zealand, Chile, Norway, Ireland, Scotland, and Canada.137 A million salmon in two Scottish farms perished in the month of August 2002. I’m no fan of farmed fish for a variety of reasons, but such an enormous loss of life—and livelihood—precipitates hot tears of mourning. A moment of silence.

			The jellies (they aren’t really fish) are one of the few marine critters who are doing quite well, thank you very much, in the changing ocean environment. They do fine in warmer, more acidic, and more polluted waters, readily occupying niches vacated by species which do not so readily adapt. Jellyfish even thrive in “dead zones” where an abundance of nutrients from agricultural runoff and sewage create an environment so low in oxygen that few other organisms survive.

			Jolly well for the jellyfish then, right? At least someone is enjoying the fruits of all our Industrial Revolution labor. Not so jolly for marine ecosystems—or for the three billion people in developing countries who depend on the ocean for protein.138

			These increasing blooms spell doom for many marine ecosystems. The feeding habits of jellyfish deliver a one-two punch to already-stressed fish communities. The jellies eat both the offspring of smaller fish, their eggs and larvae, but also the plankton on which the larvae would otherwise feed. Already stressed by overfishing, eutrophication (the fancy word for the cause of the dead zones), the proliferation of plastic waste, and the warmer and more acid waters, many species are already fighting for their own survival.

			My mind struggles to process all that I am reading. The horror of yet another eco-disaster weighs on me like one of those refrigerator-sized jellies, stinging just as much. Frantically searching for some good news here, I discover that not everyone agrees that the jellyfish spell doom for the oceans. But the incidents of disruptions and deaths keep mounting up—and the odds seem stacked in the jellies’ favor. Their predators are few, thanks to all those stinging tentacles, and many of those that do dare to dine are declining in number. Jellyfish transported to new ecosystems, usually by hitching a ride in a ship’s ballast water, may face no natural predators at all.

			Now, factor in the prolific reproduction of the jellies, many able to produce thousands of eggs every single day—the biggest may carry a billion eggs. They reproduce both sexually and by cloning themselves—in at least thirteen different ways.139

			And jellyfish are big eaters, putting further pressure of food supplies for everybody else. Using their tentacles as drift nets, the indiscriminate jellies take in any digestible thing that floats their way. They keep feeding as long as there is food, even though they need only a fraction to support their existence; the rest goes to growth. The comb jellyfish, blamed for decimating the $350 million Black Sea fishery, consume more than ten times their body weight in a day.140

			What can be done about the jellies? Shockingly little. Jellies have no brain, no spine, no eyes, no apparent means of communicating among themselves, and most are unable to swim against a current.141 How can it be so difficult to thwart a creature with no brain?

			What they lack is what exactly makes them so resilient. They can’t steer away from chemical repellants or electrical shocks. Having no brain, loud noises don’t bother them so acoustic shocks don’t work. Bubble curtains may kill the jellyfish, but their gelatinous goo still gums up the works in power plants and foul fishing nets.142 Their shredded remains and expelled mucus may continue to sting.

			* * *

			Stories of the devastation wreaked by the jellyfish go on and on, and my heart can take no more. My despair for the fate of our oceans, those great bodies which drive climate and water cycles, produce half the oxygen in the atmosphere, and provide food for billions, now multiplies exponentially. So much for being sucked in (bad pun intended) by those captivating creatures at the aquarium. I would never have dreamed those diaphanous critters could be so destructive.

			Not that I blame jellyfish. They evolved more than five hundred million years ago, and life in the oceans has co-existed with them for eons. We humans are the ones creating the overfished, polluted, and altered environment that stack the odds in their favor. Jellies are just surviving in changing conditions as they always have.

			Thinking of how we humans have aided their out-of-control population explosion hits me harder than any other eco-travesty to date. Because it came out of left field. Just when I was learning to make some peace with the world, looking for the hidden gifts where they lie, the beguiling jellyfish blindsided me. I can see no silver lining in this one at all. If there’s anything I can do about the proliferation of jellyfish, I’ll be Hoover dammed if my despairing heart is in any mood to hear to it.

			“Get thee to thy yoga class,” heart whispers, taking an oddly Shakespearean parlance. Thankful it didn’t say, “get thee to a nunnery,” à la Hamlet to Ophelia, I seize my yoga mat and flee.

			The measured flow of class forces me to slow, giving thoughtful attention to every movement, every breath…down dog, plank, cobra, triangle, warrior…. All the world feels copacetic. Until I hit an unexpected brick wall, like Wile E. Coyote running full-bore into the side of the mountain, chasing after Road Runner. My teacher demonstrates a pose that my limbs refuse to emulate. My cheeks fire with a blush of frustration, too blistering to be explained by the inability to assume an asana. Because that happens a lot.

			To my relief, we move to the floor, and I clutch the edges of my mat, squeezing my eyes shut to suppress tears.

			“I can’t do it.” I fume to myself. “This is not just about the yoga or even the jellyfish. I just can’t keep on pretending that it’s all gonna be okay, that small things do matter, that if I just recycle, that if I bring my reusable straws to restaurants, that if I just keep writing, that somehow it will all add up to something meaningful.” With that convulsive exhale, I feel emptied.

			A loving presence, the kind with a capital P, wafts over me. A mother’s hands seem to brush my cheek, then tuck a blanket around me. Is it my own wishful thinking that she whispers “let love be your guide”? Whatever the source, I feel calmed, peaced, even, if that could be a word.

			Walking home, I ponder this curious experience. “Let love?” Not scientists, not educators, not inventors, but…Love? My heart, hearing its name called, swings open, and reminds me of a certain conversation.

			“We keep rushing around to address the day-to-day calamities, because they are so immediate, and yet that’s our biggest downfall,” my new writing companion, Carol, observed. A veteran advocate for women’s health, I was all ears, eager to learn from her expertise. “We never have time or energy to address the underlying causes. It’s frustrating, and makes the bigger issues seem even more hopeless,” Carol lamented.

			I nodded, knowing full well that frustration of putting Band-Aids on gushing head wounds. Then an insistent voice bubbled up from my heart, one that I could no more suppress than that involuntary kick after a reflex test on my knee.

			“I bring it all into my meditation time, in that still space where I and the Divine sit in sacred communion. In this sanctuary, I dare to hope for a beautiful world for my grandchildren, and when I do, my heart opens. Then I can infuse all that I do with my love for my family, for ancient groves, for heirloom tomatoes, for albatrosses and orangutans. Then it’s not about what small thing I am doing. It’s about what great thing Love is doing.”

			Where did that come from?

			“You should write about that,” Carol said.

			* * *

			Back at home after class, I open my play book to a fresh page, penning “What’s Love Got to Say?” at the top. On auto-pilot, I turn to my computer and pull up the Meetup.com website. A long-held vision of collaborating with Nature-inspired writers takes the helm, moving my fingers across the keyboard. An invitation takes shape, for myself and other city-dwelling writers, to leave the comfort of our homes, unplug from the Wi-Fi at the coffeehouse, and sit on hard benches or rocky ground to write. Before I hit “send,” this favorite quote by Alice Walker appends: “Earth was meant for joy. As an artist, connect with that joy. And you will forever be fed by it.” The Natural Muse meetup is born.

			Like a seed waiting for the right combination of sun, water, and nutrients, the idea of this meetup had been gestating in me for months. It couldn’t germinate until I opened my heart and dared to let love guide my way—rather than dismissing it as a stupid idea, as inner cynic is ever wont to do. Will anybody else in this “nobody-walks-in-LA” city heed the call? Let love lead the charge.

			* * *

			It’s a chilly winter day six months later, and four of us are writing away in a wilderness park in the geographic center of the city of Los Angeles. Two sit at a picnic table, alternately tapping away at keyboards and swatting the flies that anticipate the loot that picnickers usually bring. Another writer crouches over a rock wall to confer with a scarred tree because she is writing about wounds. I perch on a blanket by the duck pond, my back against a great boulder, writing and giggling every time the coots exclaim, “Tork!” Because it rhymes with dork. Hey, there’s still a middle schooler in me somewhere.

			Two Mallards lock beaks, wrestling over a fish so small I cannot imagine the prize of it. All the waterfowl glide along the pond at a lazy speed, occasionally turning bottoms up to feed. No looming deadlines dictate a faster pace. No concern about what tomorrow might bring or what somebody might say about the way they live.

			Even with flies swirling around my face and shoulders aching from hunching, witnessing their elegance returns me to that sense of being “peaced.” Taking a cue from my feathered friends, I allow my writing to glide along, in whichever way it wants to go—not unlike the jellyfish, I realize with a start—without even considering whether it will be sufficiently profound.

			On the way home, I remember the cracked-open halves of that tiny bird’s eggshell that I found when this whole adventure began to unwind. “Nature hasn’t given up,” I muse. “Nature did not question what difference one bitty bird can make in a world gone mad. She still sends hatchlings, tadpoles, and saplings as abundantly as she can. Who am I to withhold my own gifts, despairing how jellyfish and bark beetles are threatening life as I know it?”

			Recalling the tenacity of that hatchling to leave the safety of all it had known gives me a newfound courage to listen to love. Even when, especially when, the latest headline flattens me. If there’s anything motherhood has taught me, it’s that love persists in the face of tragedy, tumult, and trauma. Why would I hesitate to employ such a tenacious partner?

			When I free myself to hope that my children will always be fed by the beauty of this world, that my grandchildren will know frogs and Monarch butterflies, that forests and oceans can heal, Love rushes in to take care of the “how-to.”

			Heed the inspiration to invite other writers out to the woods. Honor the urge to organize a spiritual practices group for all EarthKind. Obey the call to facilitate “Love Earth” circles, “Earth Family” retreats, and “Earth Canvas” art experiences. Know that answering these whispers of my heart matter as much to Earth as any monumental achievements.

			 I don’t have to figure out the mechanics of it all any more than I can explain why some people fall in love and some don’t. Love knows the way. Love is the way.

			The soundtrack of the bee swarm plays in my mind, accompanying a movie reel of images of Earth healing. I entrust each frame unto the crucible of my heart. Love flaps the wings of each fledgling out into the world.

			I ﬁnd it necessary to remind myself
that if I want to change things,
I had best start with changing
my own heart,
to allow it to break, yes,
but not to break down—
instead to break open.

			—The Holy Universe: A New Story of Creation for the Heart, Soul, and Spirit 
by David Christopher (New Story Press, 2014)

			Love Earth Invitation

			Where do you turn when the steady stream of bad news seems too much to bear? What’s on your list of go-to therapies?

			Turn it off for a while? Rage, seethe, run, journal, rant on social media, pray, cry, eat, drink, shop, play video games, get outside, chew your fingernails, spin a fidget spinner, listen to music, meditate, hit the road, send a thank-you note? 

			Volunteer at the preschool, teach a class, smoke, paint, bake cookies, knit baby booties, pray the rosary, retreat to the man cave, sing, stretch, sleep, light a candle, throw darts, binge watch Netflix, go to church/temple/mosque, cuddle the cat, hike, hit the driving range?

			Gossip over the fence with the neighbors, consult a psychic, repeat a mantra, jump on your bed, play with the kids, peruse Pinterest for project ideas, throw a dinner party, organize a protest, do yoga, sketch, pen an Op Ed piece?

			Hula hoop, pore over old photo albums, donate to charity, plant seeds, hide in the closet, read a romance novel, dance, walk the dog, do Sudoku, clean the house, go to a museum, navel gaze, walk the beach, post selfies, do needlepoint?

			Wear a funny hat to the grocery store, drink tea, make a prayer bundle, call your representatives, pop a pill, draw a Tarot card, make an appointment with your therapist?

			Give a secret gift, clean out the junk drawer, burn sage, paint your toenails, get frisky, chew gum, kick something, talk to a tree, blow up a balloon and pop it, hit the hot tub, do a crossword, call Mom, write a song or poem, work on an adult coloring book, play an instrument?

			Go to the gym, climb a tree, read a spiritual text, listen to a calming podcast, soak in the tub, volunteer at a shelter, do tai chi, smash the TV, watch funny videos, make a gratitude list, call a friend, pull weeds, write it out and burn it?

			How are your therapies serving you? Are you feeling the call to embrace a new practice? Amp up the practice you already have? Dive into one more deeply?

			Consider making a Top 3 (or 10) list. Make it attention-getting, fun to read. Set an intention to refer to it daily.

			And breathe.

			



		

NINETEEN
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			Letter to the Universe

			Thanks to you, I avoided a catastrophe of unspeakable proportion today. There’d been an explosion right here in my neighborhood, and I would have missed it, but for that speed bump you so thoughtfully provided. As I slowed to cross it, a lilac flash pierced my peripheral vision. I may have suffered a mild whiplash, snapping my head to discover the source of the intrusion.

			Agape, I think I abandoned my car right there, straddled atop the hump. The next thing I remember with any clarity is falling to my knees to behold the purple profusion of the jacaranda tree, that one tucked behind the church on the corner. While I’ve seen plenty of jacarandas in my time, I’d never truly seen one before today.

			I cringe to realize how close I came to missing it again, lulled by the complacency of driving my usual route. I’m no better than the rabid commuters who race down this one-block street, oblivious to the wheelchairs streaming out of the nursing home. That’s why the speed bumps went in. At least, that’s what I had always assumed before today.

			I’m not sure how long I was there, prostrate on the sidewalk, with my heart flung open like the car door I had left ajar. I recall only a sense of being breathed as I drank in her magnificence. At some point, I did reach for the phone tucked in my back pocket and snapped a few photos. The clicks of the camera app must have jolted me back to reality because my compromising position suddenly came into focus. Red-faced, I jumped to my feet and scanned the street. Seeing no one who recognized me, I breathed a sigh of relief. Before sauntering back to my car, I paused to whisper a heartfelt “thank you.” I hope you heard me.

			It’s not that I don’t ever pause to appreciate your work. I’m a big fan, I hope you know that. Just yesterday, I stopped to admire that tree over on Avenue 42, the one with the two long branches that curve out and back in at the top to make a heart. Nice work.

			The jacaranda by the church, though, lives by the road I’ve traveled every school day, in a before-coffee state, I might add, for several years. My habituation makes poor excuse for failing to appreciate the plenitude of blooms that make up the experience of beauty that jacaranda truly is. Just as no single note makes the music, no single blossom becomes the bouquet. Blooming jacaranda is a triumph of your divine orchestration.

			This must be what you wanted me to realize today. Beauty is not a snapshot of a concocted and coifed model on a magazine cover. Beauty is the witnessing, the gasping, and the sighing; the living, breathing experience of being. Like arms beckoning for a reunion hug, Beauty waves her fan and invites each of us, where and as we are, to dance in holy, sacred communion. No airbrushing required.

			Your masterpiece taught me that I am my own concert of a million notes, some forte, some piano, a few in perfect pitch, many off-key. When I focus on my wrinkled cheeks or a withered jacaranda bloom, the dread of decline deflates my spirit—and I miss the magnificence of the entirety. To appreciate the totality of your work, I must take a step back to breathe in the fullness of the exquisite expression of divinity that jacaranda and I truly are.

			I bow in humility, even as I stand in ovation of your creation. From the speed bump that slowed my speed to the falling petals that decorated my upstretched palm, I say:

			Well played, Universe.

			Well played.

			



		

TWENTY
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			The Final Chapter

			I smelled something in my cranium burning, not unlike the stench of riding the brakes down a steep grade, when I caught myself picking cat fur out of the dustpan this morning—because it’s compostable! “When it hits the floor, it’s trash!” hissed a voice of reason from some mothballed part of my brain. I marched to the trashcan, dropped in the fur, along with the other dustpan detritus. Steam flared from the relief valve of the neurons overtaxed by all my overthinking.

			Reason marched me over to the art supply cabinet, selected a red Sharpie and a sheet of goldenrod paper. Reason then composed this notice and directed me to tape it to the bed of the dustpan:

			The Insanity Stops Here.

			Such a simple act, such a huge relief to draw this line in the sand. I spend far too much time sorting the debris of our lives, assessing fitness for Reuse, Re-gift, Recycle, Return to Sender, Rot, or the Last Resort: a trip to that big-pit-where-nothing-will-compost-in-my-lifetime. Everything else, from kindergarten-made dream catchers to useless knick-knacks, goes into my box of Saved-from-the-Landfill Treasures. Because who knows? Maybe someday a random toddler will wander in here, and I’ll be all set to entertain.

			All this nit-picking makes me feel like a baboon grooming her mate.

			I need help. I’ve been in therapy enough times in my life to recognize the signs. Despair, obsession, refusal to empty the cat box.

			If only I had a roadmap, a secret recipe, a personal program to navigate me through the minefields of eco-travesties. My fantasy is to open the front door to find an eco-guru who sweeps in like some Earth-loving Mary Poppins. She takes me by the hand and whisks my messes into order, and we’re singing as she goes. She’s there to tell me, in her no-nonsense way, what to buy (and what to shun) to minimize my impacts, what to let go (and where to send it), and how to atone for the impacts I cannot avoid. And I go eco-smugly about my life.

			Or would I? I seethe when my husband tells me how to drive the well-worn path to our favorite liquid therapy locale. Some eco-busybody trying to boss me around 24/7 would make me more livid than another phone book on my porch. “You sure are hardheaded,” was the only sharp thing my gentle grandfather ever told me.

			Truth is, I’d prefer to keep this an in-house job. May Divine Guidance be my eco-guru. Always available, always affordable and, best of all, ever infallible. Since my first experience with the bee, I’ve learned to accept the voices that whisper into my ear. If only Divine Intelligence came with some kind of signpost, like one of those turkeys with the pop-up timer, to aid in distinguishing it from the other loudmouths in my monkey mind. “Look here,” the red flag would indicate, “this insight is fully cooked”!

			Which reminds me of a certain conversation.

			* * *

			Running late, as always, I rush into the café and flop into the chair opposite my new acquaintance Joanna. She smiles with her whole being, even as her fingers continue tapping off a text message. I apologize for my tardiness, knowing that she has torn herself away from her dance studio, gym, and video production businesses to meet with me. “No problem,” she says, as she sets down her phone. “Oh, I get so frustrated with people who smile and tell me yes, and then don’t do what I asked,” she shares. She continues to relate the challenges of running the businesses she created from the ground up, struggling to balance devotion to her clients with her own yearning for personal space.

			“Enough about me,” she says. “Tell me about you.” I relate my heartache over giant garbage patches in the oceans that decimate sea life, as well as the guilt I feel for the part I play in all the eco-catastrophes. I, too, struggle to find balance, desperate to find a way to honor Earth’s resources without driving myself even more insane.” I pause for breath, as I consider whether to share the crazy rest of it. Joanna’s outspoken nature dares me to take the plunge.

			“I’m on a journey that I never intended to take,” I venture, “and, though it sounds psychotic, I think I’m supposed to listen to Nature, to bees and scrub brushes, to guide me along the way.” My voice trails off, as a faraway look comes into Joanna’s eyes, convincing me that she does think I’ve gone around the bend.

			“A few years ago, I went to a week-long leadership training in Toronto,” Joanna muses. “On one of the days, we were taken to a place in the woods and instructed to spend the day in silence, observing Nature.” She pauses.

			“For. A. Whole. Day.”

			Her pained expression reveals just how impossible the thought of spending an entire day outdoors, in silence, seemed to her then.

			She had dressed for Southern California weather that day, wearing thin microfiber workout pants just to her knees, ill-suited for the frosty Canadian clime. She trudged into the woods through a dusting of snow, grumbling inwardly. Desperately wanted to tell someone about her discomfort, but she honored the vow of silence.

			Then Joanna remembered an additional instruction: “If you feel challenged, ask Earth to help.” It had sounded so crazy at the time, she dismissed it. The bitter cold framed the suggestion in new light, a haloed aura.

			“I stopped right there on the path, held my arms wide, and said, ‘Earth, I’m cold. Please help me.’” Beatific radiance spread across her face as she relived the moment. “It was unbelievable,” she breathed. “As soon as I asked, I felt a warmth come over me, radiating out from my core and moving into my arms and legs. From that moment on, I never felt cold, not the entire rest of the day.”

			* * *

			Beatific radiance sounds good to me. I’ll have what she’s having.

			“Ask Earth to help you,” Joanna had said. Is this validation that I’m on the right path, conversing with bees and scrub brushes? Could the way forward be this simple? It satisfies none of my penchants for complicating matters beyond all reason, which means it’s a step in the right direction.

			Standing right here at the kitchen trash can, the source of so much of my eco-angst, broom in one hand, dustpan in the other, I stretch my own arms wide. “Earth, please help me. I’m trying to become less of a burden to you, but I still feel it’s all too small, too late, too hopeless. Please help me let go of the anguish I feel about the devastating impacts that my way of life has on the air, the water, the other animals and plants, and all the beauty of the world. Please help me know what to do with the fury I feel about the “other people” who I judge to be at fault. Please help me believe that there’s anything I can do that will make any real difference, no matter how much money the Koch brothers invest in destruction and denial.”

			A single tear streams down my wrinkled cheek. Which is always a signal to grab my notebook and write. Either that or to run down the street screaming again. I choose to write.

			Earth loves us. She loves us with the devotion of a mother bear and the toughness of a single mother working two jobs to feed five children. She asks not for perfection but demands respect. She longs for daily communion. Our love and attention are as much a gift to Earth as all the eco-sacrifices.

			This download reminds me of the writing workshop that inspired this book. No thoughts of authorship back then. No, that workshop was a dalliance, a day off from the myriad of messes that only a home with two toddlers can manifest. The first exercise suggested this would be a more holy endeavor.

			“Draw a heart in the middle of a blank page,” our coach, Davina, had directed. “Inside it, write what means most to you.” Without thinking (such a rarity), I drew two eyes with flirty eyelashes in the center of the heart and wrote, “Wake Up” and “Love Earth.”

			“Now draw strings radiating from the heart and jot down, at the end of each, the themes that come to mind,” Davina instructed.

			Earth loves us. It’s not too late. Climate change is our wake-up call.

			The foundations of this book poured out.

			At the end of the day, Davina suggested that we reconsider our heart drawings. “See if you are inspired to make any adjustments.” My hand flew to add one single comma. That simple and oh-so-potent mark of punctuation, the kind that differentiates “eats, shoots and leaves” from “eats shoots and leaves.”

			“It’s not ‘Love Earth’” I gasped, seeing what my hand had penned. “It’s ‘Love, Earth’ as in a closing to a letter.”

			“Earth is speaking,” I penned at the top of the page. “Are you ready to listen?”

			* * *

			That memory prompts me to review all my experiences in Nature since that fateful day—especially since the birth of the Natural Muse, the meetup that got me out into the parks and wild places where I met so many of the critters featured in this book. Songbirds demonstrating adaptation. Scrub brushes teaching me about hope. Canadian geese reminding me to laugh. This all hits me like Tweety Bird’s frying pan smacking Sylvester the Cat over the head.

			“You know what I’m realizing, Earth? I have been listening to you speak to me through all your creatures, from microbes to Irish Setters,” I marvel. “If only I could put this information all together in some meaningful way. Bake a waistline-friendly cake out of all these ingredients you’ve given me.”

			Guided back to my computer, I start typing away. Number 1. Number 2. And so on. An outline takes shape, making my list-loving heart go pitter patter. Who needs eco-Mary Poppins when I’ve got Earth on my side?

			
					Feel the Feelings. Give space to gut-wrenching feelings that seem too painful to bear. Speak aloud the sadness for albatross mothers and the infuriation of repealing laws that protect natural habitats. Use “I” language, focus on how this trigger makes me feel. “When I read about…I feel…” Practice being with these emotions and avoid temptations to check out.Give free rein to the feelings that anguish me? Much as I would prefer to watch funny cat videos, I sense the wisdom in it. The old coping-by-avoidance M.O. just made me the walking wounded, easy pickings for every eco-assailant. News of the latest eco-travesty hit me, not as a single jab, but like the knockout punch that fells a seasoned boxer.
So, here goes. I write:
When I read about critically-endangered wolves being shot, after being baited into attacking livestock so they could be exterminated “legally,” I feel heartbroken. I despair for the survival of our wildlife cohabitants. I feel as devastated as if the child of a friend has been killed.
The anguish this confession evokes leaves me shaking, like the time I unwittingly ingested a potent herbal edible. What I had thought was just a healthy dose of nutritional dark chocolate sent me writhing in the emergency room for six hours. I’m ready to burn the writing implement that penned such a candid admission when along comes number two.


					Reconnect with the Present. Engage with something in the immediate surroundings, anything that commands attention right now, be it a hot pink paper clip the cat flung to the floor or the coffee stain on my shirt. Consider the shape, color, texture, scent, sound, movement, and any other salient aspects. Employ the curiosity of a toddler. Fully engage, not as an escape mechanism, but as a reminder that “I AM HERE.”This is a most welcome suggestion. Few things I like more than examining random objects when I’m supposed to be working. The hot pink paper clip feels smooth, except where the vinyl coating is indented with impression of what I surmise to be cat teeth. It smells as dusty as the corner I retrieved it from.
Much as I’d like to tarry here, along comes number three.


					Ask for Guidance. In this experience of Presence, release the object of attention and ask: “Earth, God, Universe, Divine Intelligence, Yahweh, Allah, Goddess (insert appellation of choice), what, if anything, am I to do about this news? Why is this showing up for me right now?” 
Resist the temptation to “think” of the right answers. Release expectations of immediate response. Set an intention to remain open to answers, whenever, wherever, however they may come. Notice any “aha” that comes when drifting off to sleep, tripping over the cat, or standing agape in the kitchen wondering why I’m there.This instruction floods me with relief, like being passed over for a volunteer assignment at the PTA meeting. I have no problem asking for help—unlike the male coworkers who insisted I go in the 7-11 to ask for directions, rather than compromise their masculinity. My overthink-everything brain is not going to like the instruction to take a back seat, so I move on before it can protest.


					Entrust and Thank. Entrust any problem that is outside my immediate control to those whose soul work it is to address. Seven billion humans share this planet now, with a couple hundred thousand more arriving every day. We are each instilled with our own soul work to accomplish. Flood with gratitude all who honor the calling of their soul, especially those who never make the headlines. For advanced work, extend a word of gratitude for those whom I deem responsible for the perceived travesty. They play an essential role in rousing us to the urgings of our souls.Relieved beyond all measure for this reminder that I’m not personally responsible for the entire planet. Thank Earth, thank heavens, thank first responders, thank scientists, thank activists, thank legislators and governors, thank teachers, thank doctors and nurses, thank entrepreneurs, thank park rangers, thank students, thank programmers, thank fire fighters, thank artists and comedians, thank journalists and poets, thank gardeners and farm workers, thank therapists and counselors, thank every loving heart.
But the notion of extending gratitude to the miscreants whom I hold responsible for the tragedy I’m bemoaning raises the hairs on the back of my neck. Which means that there may be some merit in it. But for that story about orangutans orphaned by rain forest clear cutting, I might never get off Facebook. I might never do the research to learn whether my snack du jour contains rain forest-destroying palm oil. I might never write that email to the manufacturer urging a change. I might never stop to speak a prayer of gratitude for those on the frontlines, working to protect some of our closest relations.
I still find this task as unpleasant as cleaning hair out of the shower drain, but then, as my hypnotherapist friend Loren says, “this work is not for sissies.”


					Breathe and Let It Go. Give it some air. Focus on breathing. Give the emotion the energy it needs to clear out.Letting go is not my specialty. I still regret missing that field trip to the farm in kindergarten. There was one field trip in my whole first year of school, Mom. Could that tonsillectomy not have been rescheduled?! But I digress. And I can breathe. Breathing costs nothing, requires no special equipment, and is easy on the waistline.
It also comes in a panoply of shapes and sizes, too. Rapid breath of fire to burn up the anguish. Alternate-nostril breathing for balance. Taco breath through an extended and (if you’re genetically able) curled tongue to cool down. And my personal favorite: screaming. Crank up the tunes or grab a pillow to drown out the noise, if feeling self-conscious, but make some noise. Hypnotherapist Loren says screaming offers an additional benefit because the focus is on the exhale. This cues the nervous system to relax, and exit the “fight-or-flight” state which impairs our cognitive abilities. Professional endorsement of my penchant for scream therapy pleases me to no end.


					Lean into LOVE. Bring to mind a favorite someone, place, experience that I LOVE. Allow all my love of this person, place, or thing to fill my awareness. If a prompt is needed, hold a photograph, read an inspiring quote, listen to an uplifting song (or hum it to myself). Allow love to be the filter through which I engage with the world going forward.Deciding what I can or want or will do from a place of love, rather than guilt or rage, expands the realm of possibilities exponentially.


					Exit the Cave. As tempting as it is to navel gaze the day away, my work is out in the world. The messy, maddening, exasperating, laughable, inspiring, beautiful world awaits my contribution.

			

			Though I value time in my “cave” as much as any introvert, that’s not where romantic dinners or mother-daughter trips to bookstores or group camping trips at the beach happen. I mean to be in the world, listening to music my son creates, playing with mischievous squirrels, and meeting up with other Earth-loving writers. Even if it means suffering the slings and arrows of Tweetstorms and eco-travesties. Because this precious moment in time is where my soul has called for me to be.

		
			That’s it. The typing-on-autopilot ends.

			
			Reviewing what I’ve written, I pause to wonder if any of this makes sense. Or if I’m willing to commit to it. Seven steps, that sounds like a lot to accomplish when I’m deep in the throes of an all-out hissy fit. Like Joanna, I’d dismiss this download if not for the dire circumstances in which I find myself. In this space of desperately craving peace, this recipe is my lifeline.

			I can do this. No single step is that tough, and they are few enough that I can list the lot of them on the front side of an index card. That’s my rule for cooking recipes, too. At least it was before Googlia Child became my cookbook.

			I must do this. On a neon yellow index card, I inscribe:

			How To Cope!

			
					Feel the Feelings

					Reconnect with the Present

					Ask for Guidance

					Entrust and Thank

					Breathe and Let It Go

					Lean into Love

					Exit the Cave

			

			Repeat as necessary.

			 

			Clutching the recipe card like my sanity depends on it, because it surely does, I give it a test drive. Feels as awkward as driving a stick shift for the first time, but I eventually got the hang of it. Surely, this will come to me, too.

			As I round the corner to step number six, an inky lake trimmed by midnight-blue mountains, the peaks lost in a thick blanket of pea soup fog, drifts into focus. A raft of café au lait-hued Mallards paddle toward the spot on the bank where I picnic with my family. They reach the shore, then slosh through the reeds to ask for handouts. Their congenial quack, quack, quacking pierces the veil of silence. All four of us transfixed by their antics, we forget our travel-weariness. We forget that we once thought ourselves apart from the world.

			The beauty of that moment settles me like my mother tucking my childhood self into bed at night. I don’t have any answers for albatrosses or wolves, but I trust that I’ll have the faculties to take on whatever my soul presents for me to undertake.

			Picking up the index card, I scratch out “How to Cope” and inscribe instead: “Recipe for Thriving: Love, Earth.”

			* * *

			Now an itty-bitty worm, barely a half-inch long, plops onto my keyboard like some paratrooper dropping in for a strategic mission. I raise my hands in surrender. Because this is not my first encounter with larvae of late. First came the maggot infestation, which tested my respect for all species to its limits. Wriggling white grubs clinging to the baseboards of the kitchen cabinets prompted a day of scrubbing with all-natural cleaners—and a cursing streak of which I am not proud. Then came the cabbage loopers on the basil plant in the kitchen window. Much cuter, the tiny lime-green worms sporting white pinstripes inched around the pot until I relocated them outside. And now comes this little guy. Some things you just can’t make up.

			Some things you just can’t ignore.

			These larvae are here to signal that I’m onto something, that I’m on the path to transforming the way I feel about my presence on planet Earth. May this new recipe be the secure cocoon in which I feel safe to undergo my own metamorphosis. Either that or my housecleaning leaves a lot to be desired.

			If these experiences with ants, squirrels, pigeons, microbes, trees, cows, seed pods, songbirds, SCOBYs, Irish Setters, larvae, and, yes, humans have taught me anything, it’s that there’s more wisdom in the natural world than in all the virtual realm of the Internet. Better yet, this intelligence arrives tailored for my personal revelation. The guideposts that led me along what I thought to be a lost and lonely odyssey now seem obvious. If only I’d been paying more attention to the wisdom of the sages along the way instead of wishing for a fairy-tale rescuer.

			And what is true for me, is true for every being born on this planet. Though it be trite to say, there are no accidents. I am convinced that we are guided to know what to do, if we’re willing to ask, to look, listen, and learn. And willing to learn from the most unlikely teachers.

			Everything we do matters. All that is born of our love, hope, caring, intuition, faith, imagination, and plain old wishing for something better matters to Earth, to our beloveds, to our communities, to Nature, to our own hearts like glazed donuts matter to Homer Simpson. Even if like Trevor, the young humanitarian in the movie Pay It Forward, we have no clue how or when or to how many, our contributions matter. That’s what I got out of all of this, anyway.

			Surely your recipe, how-to manual, or divine intuition to navigate the pitfalls of this Earth-loving differs from mine. Surely we have different roadblocks to hurdle. However we navigate the minefields, I honor the place where each of us stands, for it is holy ground. I commend us for caring, for crying, for exploring, for showing up right where we are, brave Earth-loving souls that we are. We came here to play, full out, with everything on the line.

			Hidden within catastrophes
are gifts and opportunities;
perhaps we have the chance here
to awaken potentialities within us,
perhaps to live
the most meaningful lives
that we could ever hope to live.

			—The Holy Universe: A New Story of Creation for the Heart, Soul, and Spirit
 by David Christopher (New Story Press, 2014)

			Love Earth Invitation

			What does Earth ask of you? If you’re wondering, consider first whether you are willing to inquire.

			In a quiet moment, pose whatever question presses upon you to be answered. Be still and breathe. And then let the question go like a red balloon that escapes the toddler’s hand.

			Allow the response to come when and how it will. A song lyric that you can’t get out of your head. A chance meeting that takes your breath away. Goosebumps on your arms when you read a certain post. A surprising experience with an animal or plant or sunset.

			Like a seed waiting for the right combination of sun, water, temperature, and nutrients, your awareness of this mission may have been lying dormant until now. Or perhaps it’s something you have always known you must do. Or maybe the response will simply cast new light on a current endeavor.

			Trust, if you will, that all of Providence will move to help you honor this mission, for it is to this that your soul said YES.

			



		

EPILOGUE

			True Confessions

			If you’ve read this far, I hope my words have disabused you of any notion that I’ve written this book to document my rise to eco-nirvana with a golden tablet of instructions to impart. Because, no matter how many reusable utensils I carry in my purse, no matter how many phone books I kick, I am never going to be a poster child for the environmental movement.

			I confess that I live in a home without solar panels, a fact that humbles my Earth-loving ego daily. Not that we haven’t explored the option, but our roof is too shaded (an eco-gift for which I do give thanks). Then I remind myself that loving Earth doesn’t require expenditures of cash—and that solar panels require a lot of resources, including precious rare earth minerals and caustic chemicals to manufacture. Our lower-tech fixes require fewer resources: thick insulation over the attic, heavy shades on the sunniest windows and, of course, my guilt-reducing sink water reuse system. All employed with great love.

			I confess that I have an Amazon.com habit. All those delivery truck emissions and single-use cardboard boxes weigh upon me like our twenty-pound cat, Lovey, once did (rest his soul). I creep to my porch in shame to haul in the latest box emblazoned with that telltale arrow, a snarky smile mocking my Earth-loving intentions.

			My justifications abound. I shop locally first, and order only if I can’t find what I need within a couple-mile radius—driving all over town to find a certain something creates emissions, too. I walk to local shops if I can possibly carry home the goods I want. Perhaps ill-advised for an author to confess, but I get books from the library first. If it turns out to be something I want to reread, I’ll check my local used bookstore first. If they don't have it, I'll download the digital version—even though I dearly love the feel of a book in my hands. Only if it's unavailable, used or digitally, do I buy a new book. And then I relish that first crack of the spine the way some savor that new-car smell.

			And shopping online means I avoid a lot of impulse buying. Nothing strikes more terror to the family finance manager (me) than a shopping trip up and down the aisles of a giant box store. The less I buy, the less eco-angsting over what to do with the packaging, the mounting pile of silica gel packets and the thing itself when its useful life is done. Eliminating unnecessary purchases eliminates a lot of emissions and resources, too.

			I confess that I buy single-serving spice packets. I’m just not an intuitive cook, and I’ve never mastered the fine art of seasoning. The certainty of having every single ingredient to season the cooking recipe du jour, all in the proper proportion, makes me feel a lot more confident when I pull out the skillet. Sure, I’ve tried the DIY recipes for taco seasoning and kung pao chicken sauce. My family will attest: mine just isn’t the same. Or even…good.

			Plus, all those multi-serving condiment bottles that litter the fridge and pantry, the ones that never got used up, taunt me. Remember when you bought fish sauce for that recipe that no one could choke down? Well, why not give me another go? The half-full bottles smirk. Hoisin sauce, curry paste, they are all in on it. The packets never stick around long enough to harass me.

			I confess that I love my label maker, and the hypocrisy flattens me every time I order more plastic tape. I beg Earth to forgive this indulgence because anything that helps me to achieve any level of organization pays off big time in terms of my sanity—which, in turn, increases what I can contribute in the world. I make my amends by sending in every used ink cartridge to the company for recycling. Inspired by my inventive friend Joie (whose kitchen ceiling bears a label that reads: “Why are you looking up here?”), I even made a label for my meditation cave: Eco-Angst-Free Zone. I find the paradox enlightening. But that’s just me.

			I confess that I sometimes forget to take my reusable cup when I’m out and craving coffee. Do I forego the buzz that my addled brain so craves, in proud testament of my commitment to Love Earth? Sometimes. Not always. I decline the coffee cup sleeve, if proffered, meaning that I have suffered some mild burns in the name of reducing my impact. This feels like making some kind of reparation, in the eco-madness of my world. I make sure to send the lid to the recycle bin when I get back home. And, whether I have a reusable cup or not, I always say a quick prayer of penance for the fossil fuels burned to get the blessed elixir to me in the first place. Unless I forget to do that, too.

			That’s just a sampling of my eco-shames—all that my deflated ego will allow me to divulge.

			It also insists that I share that am making progress.

			The Epiphany Pile, for example, is coming along nicely. I went back to the City’s composting class, took better notes, and replaced my fancy tumbler with a basic container. Just a simple black plastic shell with slots for air circulation. Blessed be the low-low-tech solutions…even if made of plastic. Just a couple of months later, and I’m already basking in the earthy aroma of a thick layer of black gold at the bottom of it.

			So, no more tiny orange peelings, though I chop bigger stems down to hors d’oeuvre size. I like to imagine the decomposition critters are having a good time in there; they are doing such great work for us.

			I take some undeserved modicum of pride to note that a lizard has moved into the Epiphany Pile. Surely that is a sign of a healthy compost heap, though his presence does complicate things. I’m now terrified to stab the critter when I pitch my fork in to turn over the heap. So, I announce my intentions in advance: “I’m about to stick a sharp thing in here! Right here where I’m tapping! Move away for your own safety!” Which gives the local dog walkers another reason to move to the other side of the street.

			Thanks to the composting success, the trash going into the black-bin-of-hopelessness is much reduced. Which also pleases my son who takes out the garbage a lot less often.

			In other good news, I’m out of my car and walking to a lot more places. Thanks, quite frankly, to the Fitbit which I acquired to induce me to drop a few pounds. Note to self: vanity may be a more effective motivator than guilt.

			I’ve made some handy-dandy stickers to affix to those requests for donations that come with unsolicited “free gifts” like calendars and return address labels:

			[image: ]

			Doubtless these notices are tossed as soon as the donation-less envelope is opened, but the smug satisfaction I get from sending them is priceless. I’m edging myself toward sending emails instead, which are more effective. They arouse responses, anyway. Usually, it’s “okay, you’re off the list, nutcase,” but at least I know my message has been received, on some level.

			In other news, three more effing phone books have arrived since I wrote the “Splayed Out” chapter. Ooops, I meant to say funny phone books. Still working on that one. I flung the FUNNY phone books into the recycle bin as fast as a teen chucks beer when the cops pull up. No sense in hanging on to hot potatoes. Finding no phone number, no email address, no “contact us” button on the yellowpagesoptout.com website, I opt-in for another therapy: Tweet-shaming. “#yellowpagesoptout doesn’t work!”

			Which is not on my recipe card, but I pretend it falls under the “feel my feelings” category. Because I was feeling them all the way to the Tweet button.

			And then I course correct with:

			
					Feel the Feelings

					Reconnect with the Present

					Ask for Guidance

					Entrust and Thank

					Breathe and Let It Go

					Lean into Love

					Exit the Cave

			

			Repeat as necessary.

			
			I have it memorized now. Probably even recite it in my sleep, much to my husband’s chagrin. I don’t always make it through the whole list, though. Sometimes, the whole process is condensed to a breathy “ow, ow, ow, please, oh, please, help me, thank you, love Earth!” But it remains the boat, oars, and life jacket on which I rely to navigate the ever-murkier waters of city-dwelling Earth lover.

			If you see someone wandering around, mumbling over a tattered, yellow card, while also toting a reusable cup, water bottle, shopping bag, straw, spoon, fork, napkin, pocket knife, take-out container, refillable pen, moisturizer tube, hand sanitizer, and, possibly, a solar panel and twelve-pound Goal Zero battery, it’s just me loving Earth as best I can—for as long as my back holds out I'm already on a first-name basis with my chiropractor. Feel free to give me the same wide berth as my neighbors.

			Dusk creeps in now like the fog on little cat feet. The laptop glow entices a single moth with wings embroidered in a taupe and chocolate paisley to land on the center of the screen. As the wings flex open and closed at the speed of adagio, I think, “the moth larva has hatched.” The moth flies out the open window, and I put the laptop to bed.
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