Heaven and Earth in Jest

I used to have a cat, an old fighting tom, who would Jump
through the open window by my bed in the middle of the
night and land on my chest. I’d half-awaken. He’d stick his
skull under my nose and purr, stinking of urine and blood.
Some nights he kneaded my bare chest with his front paws,
powerfully, arching his back, as if sharpening his claws, or
pummeling a mother for milk. And some mornings I’d wake in
daylight to find my body covered with paw prints in blood; 1
looked as though I’d been painted with roses.

[t was hot, so hot the mirror felt warm. I washed before the
mirror in a daze, my twisted summer sleep still hung about me
like sea kelp. What blood was this, and what roses? It could have
been the rose of union, the blood of murder, or the rose of
beauty bare and the blood of some unspeakable sacrifice or birth.
The sign on my body could have been an emblem or a stain, the
keys to the kingdom or the mark of Cain. I never knew. I never
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knew as I washed, and the blood streaked, faded, and finally dis-
appeared, whether I'd purified myself or ruined the blood sign of
the passover. We wake, if we ever wake at all, to mystery, rumors
of death, beauty, violence. . .. “Seem like we’re just set down
here,” a woman said to me recently, “and don’t nobody know
why.”

These are morning matters, pictures you dream as the final wave
heaves you up on the sand to the bright light and drying air. You
remember pressure, and a curved sleep you rested against, soft, like
a scallop in its shell. But the air hardens your skin; you stand; you
leave the lighted shore to explore some dim headland, and soon
you’re lost in the leafy interior, intent, remembering nothing.

I still think of that old tomcat, mornings, when I wake. Things
are tamer now; I sleep with the window shut. The cat and our
rites are gone and my life is changed, but the memory remains of
something powerful playing over me. I wake expectant, hoping
to see a new thing. If ’'m lucky T might be jogged awake by a
strange bird call. I dress in a hurry, imagining the yard flapping
with auks, or flamingos. This morning it was a wood duck, down
at the creek. It flew away.

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

The wood duck flew away. I caught only a glimpse of some-
thing like a bright torpedo that blasted the leaves where it flew.
Back at the house I ate a bowl of oatmeal; much later in the
day came the long slant of light that means good walking.

If the day is fine, any walk will dos; it all looks good. Water in
particular looks its best, reflecting blue sky in the flat, and chop-
ping it into graveled shallows and white chute and foam in the rif-
fles. On a dark day, or a hazy one, everything’s washed-out and
lackluster but the water. It carries its own lights. I set out for the
railroad tracks, for the hill the flocks fly over, for the woods where
the white mare lives. But I go to the water.

Today is one of those excellent January partly cloudies in
which light chooses an unexpected part of the landscape to trick
out in gilt, and then shadow sweeps it away. You know you’re
alive. You take huge steps, trying to feel the planet’s roundness
arc between your feet. Kazantzakis says that when he was young
he had a canary and a globe. When he freed the canary, it would
perch on the globe and sing. All his life, wandering the earth, he
felt as though he had a canary on top of his mind, singing.

West of the house, Tinker Creek makes a sharp loop, so
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that the creek is both in back of the house, south of me, and
also on the other side of the road, north of me. I like to go
north. There the afternoon sun hits the creek just right, deep-
ening the reflected blue and lighting the sides of trees on the
banks. Steers from the pasture across the creek come down to
drink; T always flush a rabbit or two there; I sit on a fallen
trunk in the shade and watch the squirrels in the sun. There are
two separated wooden fences suspended from cables that cross
the creek just upstream from my tree-trunk bench. They keep
the steers from escaping up or down the creek when they come
to drink. Squirrels, the neighborhood children, and I use the
downstream fence as a swaying bridge across the creek. But the
steers are there today.

I'sit on the downed tree and watch the black steers slip on the
creek bottom. They are all bred beef: beef heart, beef hide, beef
hocks. They’re a human product like rayon. They’re like a field of
shoes. They have cast-iron shanks and rongues like foam insoles.
You can’t see through to their brains as you can with other ani-
mals; they have beef fat behind their eyes, beef stew.

I cross the fence six feet above the water, walking my hands
down the rusty cable and tightroping my feet along the narrow
edge of the planks. When I hit the other bank and terra firma,
some steers are bunched in a knot between me and the barbed-
wire fence I want to cross. So I suddenly rush at them in an
enthusiastic sprint, flailing my arms and hollering, “Lightning!
Copperhead! Swedish meatballs!” They flee, still in a knot, stum-
bling across the flat pasture. I stand with the wind on my face.

When I slide under a barbed-wire fence, cross a field, and run
over a sycamore trunk felled across the water, I'm on a little island
shaped like a tear in the middle of Tinker Creek. On one side of
the creek is a steep forested bank; the water is swift and deep on
that side of the island. On the other side is the level field I walked
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through next to the steers’ pasture; the water between the field
and the island is shallow and sluggish. In summer’s low water,
flags and bulrushes grow along a series of shallow pools cooled by
the lazy current. Water striders patrol the surface film, crayfish
hump along the silt bottom eating filth, frogs shout and glare,
and shiners and small bream hide among roots from the sulky
green heron’s eye. I come to this island every month of the vear.
I walk around it, stopping and staring, or I straddle the sycamore
log over the creek, curling my legs out of the water in winter, try-
ing to read. Today I sit on dry grass at the end of the island by the
slower side of the creek. I’'m drawn to this spot. I come to it as to
an oracle; I return to it as a man vears later will seek out the bat-
tlefield where he lost a leg or an arm.

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

He didn’t jump; I crept closer. At last 1 knelt on the island’s
winter killed grass, lost, dumbstruck, staring at the frog in the
creek just four feet away. He was a very small frog with wide, dull
eyes. And just as I looked at him, he slowly crumpled and began
to sag. The spirit vanished from his eyes as if snuffed. His skin
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emptied and drooped; his very skull seemed to collapse and set-
tle like a kicked tent. He was shrinking before my eyes like a
deflating football. I watched the taut, glistening skin on his
shoulders ruck, and rumple, and fall. Soon, part of his skin, form-
less as a pricked balloon, lay in floating folds like bright scum on
top of the water: it was a monstrous and terrifying thing. I gaped
bewildered, appalled. An oval shadow hung in the water behind
the drained frog; then the shadow glided away. The frog skin bag
started to sink.

I had read about the giant water bug, but never seen one.
“Giant water bug” is really the name of the creature, which is
an enormous, heavy-bodied brown bug. It cats insects, tad-
poles, fish, and frogs. Its grasping forelegs are mighty and
hooked inward. It seizes a victim with these legs, hugs it tight,
and paralyzes it with enzymes injected during a vicious bite.
That one bite is the only bite it ever takes. Through the punc-
ture shoot the poisons that dissolve the victim’s muscles and
bones and organs—all but the skin—and through it the giant
water bug sucks out the victim’s body, reduced to a juice. This
event is quite common in warm fresh water. The frog I saw was
being sucked by a giant water bug. I had been kneeling on the
island grass; when the unrecognizable flap of frog skin settled
on the creek bottom, swaying, I stood up and brushed the
knees of my pants. I couldn’t catch my breath.

Of course, many carnivorous animals devour their prey alive.
The usual method seems to be to subdue the victim by downing
or grasping it so it can’t flee, then eating it whole or in a series of
bloody bites. Frogs eat everything whole, stuffing prey into their
mouths with their thumbs. People have seen frogs with their wide
jaws so full of live dragontflies they couldn’t close them. Ants don’t
even have to catch their prey: in the spring they swarm over newly
hatched, featherless birds in the nest and eat them tiny bite by bite.
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That it’s rough out there and chancy is no surprise. Every live
thing is a survivor on a kind of extended emergency bivouac. But
at the same time we are also created. In the Koran, Allah asks,
“The heaven and the earth and ali in between, thinkest thou I
made them i jest? It’s a good question. What do we think of
the created universe, spanning an unthinkable void with an
unthinkable profusion of forms? Or what do we think of noth-
ingness, those sickening reaches of time in either direction? If the
giant water bug was not made in jest, was it then made in earnest?
Pascal uses a nice term to describe the notion of the creator’s,
once having called forth the universe, turning his back to it; Dens
Absconditus. Is this what we think happened? Was the sense of it
there, and God absconded with it, ate it, like a wolf who disap-
pears round the edge of the house with the Thanksgiving turkey?
“God is subtle,” Einstein said, “but not malicious.” Again, Ein-
stein said that “nature conceals her mystery by means of her
essential grandeur, not by her cunning.” It could be that God has
not absconded but spread, as our vision and understanding of the
universe have spread, to a fabric of spirit and sense so grand and
subtle, so powerful in a new way, that we can only feel blindly of
its hem. In making the thick darkness a swaddling band for the
sea, God “set bars and doors” and said, “Hitherto shalt thou
come, but no further.” But have we come even that far? Have we
rowed out to the thick darkness, or are we all playing pinochle in
the bottom of the boat?

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

The mockingbird took a single step into the air and dropped.
His wings were still folded against his sides as though he were
singing from a limb and not falling, accelerating thirty-two feet
per second per second, through empty air. Just a breath before he
would have been dashed to the ground, he unfurled his wings
with exact, deliberate care, revealing the broad bars of white,
spread his elegant, white-banded tail, and so floated onto the
grass. I had just rounded a corner when his insouciant step
caught my eye; there was no one else in sight. The fact of his free
fall was like the old philosophical conundrum about the tree that
falls in the forest. The answer must be, I think, that beauty and
grace are performed whether or not we will or sense them. The
least we can do is try to be there.

Another time I saw another wonder: sharks off the Atlantic
coast of Florida. There is a way a wave rises above the ocean
horizon, a triangular wedge against the sky. If you stand where
the ocean breaks on a shallow beach, you see the raised water
in a wave is translucent, shot with lights. One late afternoon at
low tide a hundred big sharks passed the beach near the mouth
of a tidal river in a feeding frenzy. As each green wave rose
from the churning water, it illuminated within itself the six- or
eight-foot-long bodies of twisting sharks. The sharks disap-
peared as each wave rolled toward me; then a new wave would
swell above the horizon, containing in it, like scorpions in
amber, sharks that roiled and heaved. The sight held awesome
wonders: power and beauty, grace tangled in a rapture with
violence.

We don’t know what’s going on here. If these tremendous
events are random combinations of matter run amok, the vield of
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millions of monkeys at millions of typewriters, then what is it in
us, hammered out of those same typewriters, that they ignite? We
don’t know. Our life is a faint tracing on the surface of mystery,
like the idle, curved tunnels of leaf miners on the face of a leaf. We
must somehow take a wider view, look at the whole landscape,
really see it, and describe what’s going on here. Then we can at
least wail the right question into the swaddling band of darkness,
or, if it comes to that, choir the proper praise.

At the time of Lewis and Clark, setting the prairies on fire
was a well-known signal that meant, “Come down to the
water.” It was an extravagant gesture, but we can’t do less. If
the landscape reveals one certainty, it is that the extravagant
gesture is the very stuff of creation. After the one extravagant
gesture of creation in the first place, the universe has continued
to deal exclusively in extravagances, flinging intricacies and
colossi down aeons of emptiness, heaping profusions on profli-
gacies with ever-fresh vigor. The whole show has been on fire
from the word go. I come down to the water to cool my eyes.
But everywhere I look I see fire; that which isn’t flint is tinder,
and the whole world sparks and flames.

I have come to the grassy island late in the day. The creek is up;
icy water sweeps under the sycamore log bridge. The frog skin,
of course, is utrerly gone. I have stared at that one spot on the
creek bottom for so long, tocusing past the rush of water, that
when [ stand, the opposite bank seems to stretch before my
eyes and flow grassily upstream. When the bank settles down I
cross the sycamore log and enter again the big plowed field
next to the steers’ pasture.

The wind is terrific out of the west; the sun comes and
goes. I can see the shadow on the field before me deepen uni-
formly and spread like a plague. Everything seems so dull I am
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amazed T can even distinguish objects. And suddenly the light
runs across the land like a comber, and up the trees, and goes
again in a wink: I think P’ve gone blind or died. When it comes
again, the light, you hold your breath, and if it stays you forget
about it until it goes again.

It’s the most beautiful day of the year. At four o’clock the
castern sky is a dead stratus black flecked with low white clouds.
The sun in the west illuminates the ground, the mountains, and
especially the bare branches of trees, so that everywhere silver
trees cut into the black sky like a photographer’s negative of a
landscape. The air and the ground are dry; the mountains are
going on and off like neon signs. Clouds slide east as if pulled
from the horizon, like a tablecloth whipped oft a table. The hem-
locks by the barbed-wire fence are flinging themselves east as
though their backs would break. Purple shadows are racing east;
the wind makes me face east, and again I feel the dizzying, drawn
sensation I felt when the creek bank reeled.

At four-thirty the sky in the east is clear; how could that big
blackness be blown? Fifteen minutes later another darkness is
coming overhead from the northwest; and it’s here. Everything
is drained of its light as if sucked. Only at the horizon do inky
black mountains give way to distant, lighted mountains—lighted
not by direct illumination but rather paled by glowing sheets of
mist hung before them. Now the blackness is in the east; every-
thing is half in shadow, half in sun, every clod, tree, mountain,
and hedge. I can’t see Tinker Mountain through the line of hem-
lock, till it comes on like a streetlight, ping, ex nibilo. Its sand-
stone cliffs pink and swell. Suddenly the light goes; the dliffs
recede as if pushed. The sun hits a clump of sycamores between
me and the mountains; the sycamore arms light up, and I can’t
see the cliffs. They’re gone. The pale network of sycamore arms,
which a second ago was transparent as a screen, is suddenly
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opaque, glowing with light. Now the sycamore arms snuff out,
the mountains come on, and there are the cliffs again.

[ walk home. By five-thirty the show has pulled out. Nothing
is left but an unreal blue and a few banked clouds low in the
north. Some sort of carnival magician has been here, some fast-
talking worker of wonders who has the act backwards. “Some-
thing in this hand,” he says, “something in this hand, something
up my sleeve, something behind my back . . . ” and abracadabra,
he snaps his fingers, and it’s all gone. Only the bland, blank-faced
magician remains, in his unruffled coat, bare handed, acknowl-
edging a smattering of baftled applause. When you look again the
whole show has pulled up stakes and moved on down the road.
It never stops. New shows roll in from over the mountains and
the magician reappears unannounced from a fold in the curtain
you never dreamed was an opening. Scarves of clouds, rabbits in
plain view, disappear into the black hat forever. Presto chango.
The audience, if there is an audience at all, is dizzy from head-
turning, dazed.

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

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

So I think about the valley. It is my leisure as well as my
work, a game. It is a fierce game I have joined because it is
being played anyway, a game of both skill and chance, played
against an unseen adversary—the conditions of time—in which
the payofts, which may suddenly arrive in a blast of light at any
moment, might as well come to me as anyone else. I stake the
time I’m grateful to have, the energies I'm glad to direct. I risk
getting stuck on the board, so to speak, unable to move in any
direction, which happens enough, God knows; and I risk the
searing, exhausting nightmares that plunder rest and force me
face down all night long in some muddy ditch seething with
hatching insects and crustaceans.

But it I can bear the nights, the days are a pleasure. I walk
out; I see something, some event that would otherwise have been
utterly missed and lost; or something sees me, some enormous
power brushes me with its clean wing, and I resound like a beaten
bell.

I am an explorer, then, and I am also a stalker, or the instru-
ment of the hunt itselt. Certain Indians used to carve long
grooves along the wooden shatts of their arrows. They called the
grooves “lightning marks,” because they resembled the curved
fissure lightning slices down the trunks of trees. The function of
lightning marks is this: it the arrow fails to kill the game, blood
from a deep wound will channel along the lightning mark, streak
down the arrow shaft, and spatter to the ground, laying a trail
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dripped on broad-leaves, on stones, that the barefoot and trem-
bling archer can follow into whatever deep or rare wilderness it
leads. I am the arrow shaft, carved along my length by unex-
pected lights and gashes from the very sky, and this book is the
straying trail of blood.

Something pummels us, something barely sheathed. Power
broods and lights. We’re played on like a pipe; our breath is not
our own. James Houston describes two voung Eskimo girls sitting
cross-legged on the ground, mouth on mouth, blowing by turns
each other’s throat cords, making a low, unearthly music. When I
cross again the bridge that is really the steers fence, the wind has
thinned to the delicate air of twilight; it crumples the water’s skin.
I watch the running sheets of light raised on the creek’s surface.
The sight has the appeal of the purely passive, like the racing of
light under clouds on a field, the beautiful dream at the moment
of being dreamed. The breeze is the merest puff, but you yourself
sail headlong and breathless under the gale force of the spirit.





