The Present

Catch it if you can.

It is carly March. I am dazed from a long day of interstate driv-
ing homeward; I pull in at a gas station in Nowhere, Virginia,
north of Lexington. The young boy in charge (“Chick "at oll?”)
is offering a free cup of coffee with everv gas purchase. We talk in
the glass-walled office while my coffee cools enough to drink. He
tells me, among other things, that the rival gas station down the
road, whose FREE COFFEE sign is visible from the interstate,
charges you fifteen cents it you want vour coffee in a Styrofoam
cup, as opposed, I guess, to vour bare hands.

All the time we talk, the boy’s new beagle puppy is skidding
around the office, sniffing impartially at my shoes and at the wire
rack of folded maps. The cheertul human conversation wakes me,
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recalls me, not to a normal consciousness, but to a kind of ener-
getic readiness. I step outside, followed by the puppy.

I am absolutely alone. There are no other customers. The
road is vacant, the interstate is out of sight and earshot. I have
hazarded into a new corner of the world, an unknown spot, a
Brigadoon. Before me extends a low hill trembling in yellow
brome, and behind the hill, filling the sky, rises an enormous
mountain ridge, forested, alive and awesome with brilliant blown
lights. I have never seen anything so tremulous and live. Over-
head, great strips and chunks of cloud dash to the northwest in a
gold rush. At my back the sun is setting—how can T not have
noticed before that the sun is setting? My mind has been a blank
slab of black asphalt for hours, but that doesn’t stop the sun’s
wild wheel. I set my coffee beside me on the curb; I smell loam
on the wind; I pat the puppy; I watch the mountain.

My hand works automatically over the puppy’s fur, follow-
ing the line of hair under his ears, down his neck, inside his
torelegs, along his hot-skinned belly.

Shadows lope along the mountain’s rumpled flanks; they
elongate like root tips, like lobes of spilling water, faster and
taster. A warm purple pigment pools in each ruck and tuck of the
rock; it deepens and spreads, boring crevasses, canyons. As the
purple vaults and slides, it tricks out the unleafed forest and rum-
pled rock in gilt, in shape-shifting patches of glow. These gold
lights veer and retract, shatter and glide in a series of dazzling
splashes, shrinking, leaking, exploding. The ridge’s bosses and
hummocks sprout bulging from its side; the whole mountain
looms miles closer; the light warms and reddens; the bare forest
folds and pleats itself like living protoplasm before my eyes, like a
running chart, a wildly scrawling oscillograph on the present
moment. The air cools; the puppy’s skin is hot. I am more alive
than all the world.



80 Annie Dillard

This is it, I think, this is it, right now, the present, this empty
gas station, here, this western wind, this tang of coftee on the
tongue, and I am patting the puppy, I am watching the mountain.
And the second 1 verbalize this awareness in my brain, I cease to
see the mountain or teel the puppy. I am opaque, so much black
asphalt. But at the same second, the second 1 know I've lost it, I
also realize that the puppy is still squirming on his back under my
hand. Nothing has changed for him. He draws his legs down to
stretch the skin taut so he feels every fingertip’s stroke along his
furred and arching side, his flank, his flung-back throat.

1 sip my coftee. I look at the mountain, which is still doing its
tricks, as you look at a still-beautiful face belonging to a person
who was once your lover in another countryv vears ago: with fond
nostalgia, and recognition, but no real feeling save a secret aston-
ishment that you are now strangers. Thanks. For the memories.
It is ironic that the one thing that all religions recognize as sepa-
rating us from our creator—our very self-consciousness—is also
the one thing that divides us from our fellow creatures. It was a
bitter birthday present from evolution, cutting us oft at both
ends. I get in the car and drive home.

Catch it if you can. The present is an invisible electron; its
lightning path traced faintly on a blackened screen is fleet, and
fleeing, and gone.

That T ended this experience prematurely tor myself—that
I drew scales over my eves between me and the mountain and
gloved my hand between me and the puppy—is not the only
point. After all, it would have ended anyway. I’ve never seen a
sunset or felt a wind that didn’t. The levitating saints came
down at last, and their two feet bore real weight. No, the point
is that not only does time fly and do we die, but that in these
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reckless conditions we live at all, and are vouchsafed, for the
duration of certain inexplicable moments, to know it.

Stephen Graham startled me by describing this same gift in
his antique and elegant book, The Gentle Art of Tramping. He
wrote, “And as you sit on the hillside, or lie prone under the
trees of the forest, or sprawl wet-legged on the shingly beach
of a mountain stream, the great door, that does not look like a
door, opens.” That great door opens on the present, illumi-
nates it as with a multitude of flashing torches.

I had thought, because I had seen the tree with the lights in
it, that the great door, by definition, opens on eternity. Now that
I have “patted the puppy”’—now that I have experienced the
present purely through my senses—I discover that, although the
door to the tree with the lights in it was opened fiom eternity, as
it were, and shone on that tree eternal lights, it nevertheless
opened on the real and present cedar. It opened on time: Where
else? That Christ’s incarnation occurred improbably, ridiculously,
at such-and-such a time, into such-and-such a place, is referred
to—with great sincerity even among believers—as “the scandal of
particularity.” Well, the “scandal of particularity” is the only
world that I, in particular, know. What use has eternity for light?
We’re all up to our necks in this particular scandal. Why, we
might as well ask, not a plane tree, instead of a bo? I never saw a
tree that was no tree in particular; I never met a man, not the
greatest theologian, who filled infinity, or even whose hand, say,
was undifferentiated, fingerless, like a griddle cake, and not lobed
and split just so with the incursions of time.

I don’t want to stress this too much. Seeing the tree with
the lights in it was an experience vastly different in quality as
well as in import from patting the puppy. On that cedar tree
shone, however briefly, the steady, inward tlames of eternity;
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across the mountain by the gas station raced the tamiliar flames
of the falling sun. But on both occasions I thought, with rising
exultation, this is it, this is it; praise the lord; praise the land.
Experiencing the present purely is being emptied and hollow;
you catch grace as a man fills his cup under a waterfall.

Consciousness itself does not hinder living in the present.
In fact, it is only to a heightened awareness that the great door
to the present opens at all. Even a certain amount of interior
verbalization is helpful to enforce the memory of whatever it is
that is taking place. The gas station beagle puppy, after all, may
have experienced those same moments more purely than I did,
but he brought fewer instruments to bear on the same mater-
ial, he had no dara for comparison, and he protited only in the
grossest of ways, by having an assortment of itches scratched.

Self-consciousness, however, does hinder the experience of
the present. It is the one instrument that unplugs all the rest.
So long as I lose myself'in a tree, say, I can scent its leaty breath
or estimate its board feet of lumber, I can draw its fruits or boil
tea on its branches, and the tree stays tree. But the second I
become aware of myself at any of these activities—looking over
my own shoulder, as it were—the tree vanishes, uprooted from
the spot and flung out of sight as if it had never grown. And
time, which had flowed down into the tree bearing new revela-
tions like floating leaves at every moment, ceases. It dams,
stills, stagnates.

Self-consciousness is the curse of the city and all that sophis-
tication implies. It is the glimpse of oneself in a storefront win-
dow, the unbidden awareness of reactions on the faces of other
people—the novelist’s world, not the poet’s. I’ve lived there. 1
remember what the city has to offer: human companionship,
major-league baseball, and a clatter of quickening stimulus like a
rush from strong drugs that leaves vou drained. 1 remember how
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you bide your time in the city, and think, if you stop to think,
“next year ... I'll start living; next year . .. Ill start my life.”
Innocence is a better world.

Innocence sees that this is it, and finds it world enough,
and time. Innocence is not the prerogative of infants and pup-
pies, and far less of mountains and fixed stars, which have no
prerogatives at all. It is not lost to us; the world is a better
place than that. Like any other of the spirit’s good gifts, it is
there if you want it, free for the asking, as has been stressed by
stronger words than mine. It is possible to pursue innocence a;
hounds pursue hares: singlemindedly, driven by a kind of love,
crashing over creeks, keening and lost in fields and forests, cir-
cling, vaulting over hedges and hills wide-eyed, giving loud
tongue all unawares to the deepest, most incomprehensible
longing, a root-flame in the heart, and that warbling chorus
resounding back from the mountains, hurling itself from ridge
to ridge over the valley, now faint, now clear, ringing the air
through which the hounds tear, open-mouthed, the echoes of
their own wails dimly knocking in their lungs.

What I call innocence is the spirit’s unself-conscious state at
any moment of pure devotion to any object. It is at once a recep-
tiveness and total concentration. One needn’t be, shouldn’t be,
reduced to a puppy. If you wish to tell me thar the city offers gal-
leries, I'll pour you a drink and enjoy your company while it lasts;
but I'll bear with me to my grave those pure moments at the Tate
(was it the Tate?) where I stood planted, open-mouthed, born,
before that one particular canvas, that river, up to my neck, gasp-
ing, lost, receding into watercolor depth and depth to the van-
ishing point, buovant, awed, and had to be literally hauled away.
These are our few live seasons. Let us live them as purely as we
can, in the present.
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The color-patches of vision part, shift, and reform as I move
through space in time. The present is the object of vision, and
what 1 see before me at any given second is a full field of color
patches scattered just so. The configuration will never be
repeated. Living is moving; time is a live creck bearing changing
lights. As I move, or as the world moves around me, the fullness
of what I see shatters. This second of shattering is an augenblick,
a particular configuration, a slant of light shot in the open eye.
Goethe’s Faust risks all if he should cry to the moment, the
augenblick, “Verweile doch!” “Last forever!” Who hasn’t prayed
that prayer? But the angenblick isn’t going to verweile. You were
lucky to get it in the first place. The present is a freely given can-
vas. That it is constantly being ripped apart and washed down-
stream goes without saying; it is a canvas, nevertheless.

I like the slants of light; I’'m a collector. That’s a good one,
I say, that bit of bank there, the snakeskin and the aquarium,
that patch of light from the creek on bark. Sometimes I spread
my fingers into a viewfinder; more often I peek through a tiny
square or rectangle—a frame of shadow—formed by the tips of
index fingers and thumbs held directly before my eye. Speak-
ing of the development of papier coll¢ in late Cubism, Picasso
said, “We tried to get rid of trompe-Loeil to find a trompe-
Pesprit.” Trompe-Pesprit! 1 don’t know why the world didn’t
latch on to the phrase. Our whole life is a stroll—or a forced
march—through a gallery hung in trompes-esprit.

Once I visited a great university and wandered, a stranger,
into the subterranean halls of its famous biology department. I
saw a sign on a door: ichthyology department. The door was
open a crack, and as I walked past I glanced in. I saw just a flash.
There were two white-coated men seated opposite each other on
high lab stools at a hard-surfaced table. They bent over identical
white enamel trays. On one side, one man, with a lancet, was just
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cutting into an enormous preserved fish he’d taken from a jar.
On the other side, the other man, with a silver spoon, was eating
a grapefruit. I laughed all the way back to Virginia.

Michael Goldman wrote in a poem, “When the Muse
comes She doesn’t tell you to write; / She says get up for a
minute, I’ve something to show you, stand here.” What made
me look up at that roadside tree?

The road to Grundy, Virginia, is, as you might expect, a nar-
row scrawl scribbled all over the most improbably peaked and
hunched mountains you ever saw. The few people who live along
the road also seem peaked and hunched. But what on earth—? It
was hot, sunny summer. The road was just bending off sharply to
the right. I hadn’t seen a house in miles, and none was in sight.
At the apogee of the road’s curve grew an enormous oak, a mas-
sive bur oak two hundred years old, one hundred and fifty feet
high, an oak whose lowest limb was beyond the span of the high-
est ladder. I looked up: there were clothes spread all over the tree.
Red shirts, blue trousers, black pants, little baby smocks—they
weren’t hung from branches. They were outside, carefully
spread, splayed as if to dry, on the outer leaves of the great oak’s
crown. Were there pillowcases, blankets? I can’t remember.
There was a gay assortment of cotton underwear, yellow dresses,
children’s green sweaters, plaid skirts. . .. You know roads. A
bend comes and you take it, thoughtlessly, moving on. I looked
behind me for another split second, astonished; both sides of the
tree’s canopy, clear to the top, bore clothes. Trompe!

But there is more to the present than a series of snapshots.
We are not merely sensitized film; we have feelings, a memory
for information and an eidetic memory for the imagery of our
own pasts.

Our layered consciousness is a tiered track for an unmatched
assortment of concentrically wound reels. Each one plays out for
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all of life its dazzle and blur of translucent shadow-pictures; each
one hums at every moment its own secret melody in its own
unique key. We tune in and out. But moments are not lost. Time
out of mind is time nevertheless, cumulative, informing the
present. From even the deepest slumber you wake with a jolt—.
older, closer to death, and wiser, grateful for breath. You quit
your seat in a darkened movie theater, walk past the empty lobby,
;)ut the double glass doors, and step like Orpheus into the street.
And the cumulative force of the present you've forgotten sets you
reeling, staggering, as if you’d been struck broadside by a plank.
It all floods back to you. Yes, you say, as if you’d been asleep a
hundred years, this is it, this is the real weather, the lavender light
fading, the full moisture in your lungs, the heat from the pave-
ment on your lips and palms—not the dry orange dust from
horses’ hooves, the salt sea, the sour Coke—but this solid air, the
blood pumping up your thighs again, vour fingers alive. And on
the way home you drive exhilarated, energized, under scented,
silhouetted trees.

11

I am sitting under a sycamore by Tinker Creek. It is early spring,
the day after I patted the puppy. I have come to the creek—the
backyard stretch of the creek—in the middle of the day, to feel
the delicate gathering of heat, real sun’s heat, in the air, and to
watch new water come down the creek. Don’t expect more than
this, and a mental ramble. I’'m in the market for some present
tense; I’m on the lookout, shopping around, more so every
year. It’s a seller’s market—do you think I won’t sell all.that I
have to buy it> Thomas Merton wrote, in a light passage in one
of his Gethsemane journals: “Suggested emendation in the
Lord’s Prayer: Take out ‘Thy Kingdom come’ and substitute
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‘Give us time!”” But time is the one thing we have been given,
and we have been given to time. Time gives us a whirl. We keep
waking from a dream we can’t recall, looking around in sur-
prise, and lapsing back, for years on end. All I want to do is stay
awake, keep my head up, prop my cves open, with toothpicks,
with trees.

Before me the creek is seventeen feet wide, splashing over
random sandstone outcroppings and scattered rocks. I’m lucky;
the creek is loud here, because of the rocks, and wild. In the low
water of summer and fall I can cross to the opposite bank by leap-
ing from stone to stone. Upstream is a wall of light split into
planks by smooth sandstone ledges that cross the creek evenly,
like steps. Downstream the live water before me stills, dies sud-
denly as if extinguished, and vanishes around a bend shaded sum-
mer and winter by overarching tulips, locusts, and Osage orange.
Everywhere T look are creekside trees whose ascending boles
against water and grass accent the vertical thrust of the land in
this spot. The creck rests the eye, a haven, a breast; the two steep
banks vault from the creek like wings. Not even the sycamore’s
crown can peek over the land in any direction.

My friend Rosanne Coggeshall, the poet, says that
“sycamore” is the most intrisically beautiful word in English. This
sycamore is old; its lower bark is always dusty from vears of flood
waters lapping up its trunk. Like many sycamores, too, it is
quirky, given to flights and excursions. Its trunk lists over the
creck at a dizzying angle, and from that trunk extends a long,
skinny limb that spurts high over the opposite bank without
branching. The creek reflects the speckled surface of this limb,
pale even against the highest clouds, and that image pales whiter
and thins as it crosses the creek, shatters in the riffles and melds
together, quivering and mottled, like some enormous primeval

reptile under the water.
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I want to think about trees. Trees have a curious relatlf)n-

ship to the subject of the present mgment. There arl.e ,m:;:z ;Zlel
ated things in the universe that outlive us, tl'lat outlive ,
but I can’t think about them. I live with trees. There are
under our feet, creatures that live over our hczfds., but
trees live quite convincingly in the sam'e ﬁlamc?nt1 of. au‘b (:\t;
inhabit, and, in addition, they extend 1mp‘res51‘ve y ‘md o
directions, up and down, shearing rock and'tanmng :11er 0 gt
their real business just out of reach. A blind .man sdl ezdc;l
hugeness is a tree. They have their sjturdy b.OdIYCS an es:bovc
skills; they garner fresh water; the?r abide. Th1s s.yc?urlllorsi oo
me, below me, by Tinker Creek, is a case 1‘n POlllF’ t eh g -
it crowds my brain with an assortment of dl\’ert{ng t ou;gS Or;
all as present to me as these slivers of press.ure fr;)n;l grlsem
my elbow’s skin. I want to come at the subject of the p P
by showing how consciousness dashes an.d amblfis aro(t;nal o
labyrinthine tracks of the mind, returning again an ;ganci
however briefly, to the senses: “If there were but one erec !
solid standing tree in the woods, all c.reat:lres would go t(; zzl '
against it and make sure of their footing.” But so 10n1gdas : \
in my thoughts, my foot slides under trees; I fall, or I dance.

even,
creatures

. - i
Sycamores are among the last trees to go into leaf; in the fall,

they are the first to shed. They make sweet food in grcer}. lir(:zj
leaves for a while—leaves wide as plates—and then go wi L
wave their long white arms. In ancient Rome rr.len honlore tb67
sycamore—in the form of its cousin, the Orlcntal“ ;) elm(; hi}g
watering its roots with wine. Xerxes, I read, “ha hté o
unwieldly army for days that he might contemplate to his sa
faction” the beauty of a single sycamore. i
You are Xerxes in Persia. Your army spreads on a vast and arl

peneplain . . . you call to you all your sad captains, and give the
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order to halt. You have seen the tree with the lights in it, haven’t
you? You must have. Xerxes buffeted on a plain, ambition
drained in a puft. That fusillade halts any army in its tracks. Your
men are bewildered; they lean on their spears, sucking the rinds
of gourds. There is nothing to catch the eye in this flatness, noth-
ing but a hollow, hammering sky, a waste of sedge in the lee of
windblown rocks, a meager ribbon of scrub willow tracing a
slumbering watercourse . . . and that sycamore. You saw it; you
still stand rapt and mute, exalted, remembering or not remem-
bering over a period of days to shade your head with your robe.
“He had its form wrought upon a medal of gold to help
him remember it the rest of his life.” Your teeth are chattering;
it is just before dawn and you have started briefly from your
daze. “Goldsmith!” The goldsmith is sodden with sleep, surly.
He lights his forge, he unrolls the dusty cotton wrapping from
his half-forgotten stylus and tongs, he waits for the sun. We all
ought to have a goldsmith following us around. But it goes
without saying, doesn’t it, Xerxes, that no gold medal worn
around your neck will bring back the glad hour, keep those
lights kindled so long as you live, forever present? Pascal saw it.
He grabbed pen and paper; he managed to scrawl the one
word, FEU; he wore that scrap of paper sewn in his shirt the rest
of his life. I don’t know what Pascal saw. I saw a cedar. Xerxes
saw a sycamore.

These trees stir me. The past inserts a finger into a slit in the
skin of the present, and pulls. I remember how sycamores grew—
and presumably still grow—in the city, in Pittsburgh, even along
the busiest streets. I used to spend hours in the backyard, thinking
God knows what, and peeling the mottled bark of a sycamore, idly,
littering the grass with dried lappets and strips, leaving the tree’s
trunk at eye level moist, thin-skinned and yellow—until someone
would catch me at it from the kitchen window, and I would awake,
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and look at my work in astonishment, and think oh no, this time
I’ve killed the sycamore for sure.

Here in Virginia the trees reach enormous proportions, espe-
cially in the lowlands on banksides. It is hard to understand how
the same tree could thrive both choking along Pittsburgh’s Penn
Avenue and slogging knee-deep in Tinker Creek. Of course,
come to think of it, I’ve done the same thing myself. Because a
sycamore’s primitive bark is not elastic but frangible, it sheds con-
tinuously as it grows; seen from a distance, a sycamore seems to
grow in pallor and vulnerability as it grows in height; the bare

uppermost branches are white against the skv.

The sky is deep and distant, laced with sycamore limbs like a
hatching of crossed swords. I can scarcely see it; I’'m not looking.
I don’t come to the creek for sky unmediated, but for shelter. My
back rests on a steep bank under the sycamore; before me shines
the creck—the creek which is about all the light I can stand—and
beyond it rises the other bank, also steep, and planted in trees.

I have never understood why so many mystics of all creeds
experience the presence of God on mountaintops. Aren’t they
afraid of being blown away? God said to Moses on Sinai that even
the priests, who have access to the Lord, must hallow themselves,
for fear that the Lord may break out against them. This is #e fear.
It often feels best to lay low, inconspicuous, instead of waving your
spirit around from high places like a lightning rod. For it God is in
one sense the igniter, a fireball that spins over the ground of con-
tinents, God is also in another sense the destroyer, lightning, blind
power, impartial as the atmosphere. Or God is one “G.” You get
a comforting sense, in a curved, hollow place, of being vulnerable
to only a relatively narrow column of God as air.

In the open, anything might happen. Dorothy Dunnett,
the great medievalist, states categorically: “There is no reply, in
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clear terrain, to an archer in cover.” Any copperhead anywhere
is an archer in cover; how much more so is God! Invisibility is
the all-time great “cover”; and that the one infinite power
deals so extravagantly and unfathomably in death—death
morning, noon, and night, all manner of death—makes that
power an archer, there is no getting around it. And we the
people are so vulnerable. Our bodies are shot with mortality.
Our legs are fear and our arms are time. These chill humors
seep through our capillaries, weighting each cell with an icy
dab of nonbeing, and that dab grows and swells and sucks the
cell dry. That is why physical courage is so important—it fills
as it were, the holes—and why it is so invigorating. The leas;
brave act, chance taken and passage won, makes you feel loud
as a child. M
But it gets harder. The courage of children and beasts is a
function of innocence. We let our bodies go the way of our
tears. A teen-aged boy, king of the world, will spend ;zveeks in
front of a mirror perfecting some difficult trick with a lighter, a
muscle, a tennis ball, a coin. Why do we lose interest in phv;i-
cal mastery? If I feel like turning cartwheels—and I do—v;/hy
don’t I learn to turn cartwheels, instead of regretting that T
n.ever learned as a child? We could all be aerialists like squirrels
divers like seals; we could be purely patient, perfectly ﬂect,
walking on our hands even, if our living or stature required it’
We can’t even sit straight, or support our weary heads. |
When we lose our innocence

| when we start feeling the
weight of the atmosphere and learn that there’s death in the
p(?t—we take leave of our senses. Only children can hear the song
of the male house mouse. Only children keep their eyes open.
The only thing they have got is sense; they have highly developed
“Input systems,” admitting all data indiscriminately. Matt Spireng
has collected thousands of arrowheads and spearheads; he says
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that if you really want to find arrowheads, you must walk with a
child—a child will pick up evervthing. All my adule life T have
wished to see the cemented case of a caddistly larva. It took Sally
Moore, the young daughter of friends, to find one on the peb-
bled bottom' of a shallow stream on whose bank we sat side by
side. “What’s this?” she asked. That, I wanted to say as I recog-
nized the prize she held, is 2 memento mori for people who read

too much.

We found other caddisfly cases that day, Sally and I, after T had
learned to focus so fine, and I saved one. It is a hollow cylinder
three quarters of an inch long, a little masterpiece of masonry
consisting entirely of cemented grains of coarse sand only one
layer thick. Some of the sand grains are red, and it was by
searching for this red that I learned to spot the cases. The cad-
disfly larva will use any bits it can find to fashion its house; in
fact,/entomologists have amused themselves by placing a naked
larva in an aquarium furnished only with, say, red sand. When
the larva has laid around its body several rows of red sand, the
entomologist transfers it to another aquarium in which only
white bits are available. The larva busily adds rows of white to
the red wall, and then here comes the entomologist again, with
a third and final aquarium full of blue sand. At any rate, the
point I want to make is that this tiny immature creature
responds to an instinct to put something between its ﬂ‘esh a1‘1d
a jagged world. If you give a “masonry mosaic” kind of caddis-
fly larva only large decayed leaves, that larva, confronted by
S(;mething utterly novel, will nevertheless bite the leaves into
shreds and rig those shreds into a case.

The general rule in nature is that live things are soft within
and rigid without. We vertebrates are living dangerously, and
we vertebrates are positively piteous, like so many peeled trees.
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This oft was thought, but ne’er so well expressed as by Pliny,
who writes of nature, “To all the rest, given she hath sufficient
to clad them everyone according to their kind: as namely,
shells, cods, hard hides, pricks, shags, bristles, hair, down feath-
ers, quills, scales, and fleeces of wool. The very trunks and
stems of trees and plants, she hath defended with bark and
rind, vea and the same sometimes double, against the injuries
both of heat and cold: man alone, poor wretch, she hath laid
all naked upon the bare earth, even on his birthday, to cry and
wraule presently from the very tirst hour that he is born into
the world.”

[am sitting under a sycamore tree: [ am soft-shell and peeled
to the least puft of wind or smack of grit. The present of our life
looks difterent under trees. Trees have dominion. I never killed
that backyard sycamore; even its frailest inner bark was a shield.
Trees do not accumulate life, but deadwood, like a thickening
coat of mail. Their odds actually improve as they age. Some trees,
like giant sequoias, are, practically speaking, immortal, vulnerable
only to another ice age. They are not even susceptible to fire.
Sequoia wood barely burns, and the bark is “nearly as fireproof as
asbestos. The top of one sequoia, struck by lightning a few years
ago during a July thunderstorm, smoldered quietly, without
apparently damaging the tree, until it was put out by a snow-
storm in October.” Some trees sink taproots to rock; some spread
wide mats of roots clutching at acres. They will not be blown. We
run around under these obelisk-creatures, teetering on our soft,
small feet. We are out on a jaunt, picnicking, fattening like pup-
pies for our deaths. Shall I carve a name on this trunk? What if 7
fell in a forest: Would a tree hears

I am sitting under a bankside sycamore; my mind is a slope.
Arthur Koestler wrote, “In his review of the literature on the
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psychological present, Woodrow found that its maximum span

is estimated to lie between 2.3 and 12 seconds.”™ How did any-

one measure that slide? As soon as vou are conscious of it, it is

gone. [ repeat a phrase: the thin tops of mountains. Soon the

thin tops of mountains erupt, as if volcanically, from my brain’s

core. I can see them; they are, surprisingly, serrate—scalloped

like the blade of a kitchen knife—and brown as leaves. The ser-

rated edges are so thin they are translucent; through the top of
one side of the brown ridge I can see, in silhouette, a circling
sharp-shinned hawk; through another, deep tenuous veins of
metallic ore. This isn’t Tinker Creek. Where do [ live, anyway?

I lose myself, I float.... I am in Persia, trying to order a
watermelon in German. It’s insane. The engineer has aban-
doned the control room, and an idiot is splicing the reels.
What could 1 contribute to the “literature on the psychological
present”? If I could remember to press the knob on the stop-
watch, I wouldn’t be in Persia. Before they invented the unit of
the second, people used to time the lapse of short events on
their pulses. Oh, but what about that heave in the wrist when I
saw the tree with the lights in it, and my heart ceased, but I am
still there?

Scenes drift across the screen from nowhere. I can never
discover the connection between any one scene and what I am
more consciously thinking, nor can I ever conjure the scene
back in full vividness. It is like a ghost, in full-dress regalia, that
wafts across the stage set unnoticed by the principle characters.
It appears complete, in full color, wordless, though already
receding: the tennis courts on Fifth Avenue in Pittsburgh, an
equestrian statue in a Washington park, a basement dress shop
in New York City—scenes that I thought meant nothing to
me. These aren’t still shots; the camera is always moving. And
the scene is always just slipping out of sight, as if in spite of
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myself I were always just descending a hill, rounding a corner,
stepping into the street with a companion who urges me on,
while I look back over my shoulder at the sight which recedes,
vanishes. The present of my consciousness is itself a mystery
which is also always just rounding a bend like a floating b.ranch
borne by a flood. Where am I? But I’'m not. “I will overturn,
overturn, overturn, it: and it shall be no more. . . .»

All right then. Pull yourself together. Is this where I'm spend-
ing my life, in the “reptile brain,” this lamp at the top of the
spine like a lighthouse flipping mad beams indiscriminately
into the darkness, into the furred thoraxes of moths, onto the

backs of leaping fishes and the wrecks of schooners? Come up a
level; surface.

I tam sitting under a sycamore by Tinker Creek. I am really here,
alive on the intricate earth under trees. But under me, directly
under the weight of my body on the grass, are other creatures,
just as real, for whom also this moment, this tree, is “it.” Take
just the top inch of soil, the world squirming right under my
palms. In the top inch of forest soil, biologists found “an averag'e
of 1,356 living creatures present in each square foot, including
865 mites, 265 spring tails, 22 millipedes, 19 adult beetles and
various numbers of 12 other forms. . .. Had an estimate also
been made of the microscopic population, it might have ranged
up to two billion bacteria and many millions of fungi, protozoa
and algae—in a mere feaspoosnful of soil.” The chrysalids of but-
terflies linger here too, folded, rigid, and dreamless. I might as
well include these creatures in this moment, as best I can. My
ignoring them won’t strip them of their reality, and admitting
them, one by one, into my consciousness might heighten mine,
might add their dim awareness to my human consciousness, such
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as it is, and set up a buzz, a vibration like the beating ripples a
submerged muskrat makes on the water, from this particular
moment, this treec. Hasidism has a tradition that one of man’s
purposes is to assist God in the work of redemption by “hallow-
ing” the things of creation. By a tremendous heave of his spirit,
the devout man frees the divine sparks trapped in the mute things
of time; he uplifts the forms and moments of creation, bearing
them aloft into that rare air and hallowing fir¢ in which all clays
must shatter and burst. Keeping the subsoil world under trees in
mind, in intelligence, is the least I can do.

Earthworms in staggering processions lurch through the
grit underfoot, gobbling downed leaves and spewing forth
castings by the ton. Moles mine intricate tunnels in networks;
there are often so many of these mole tunnels here by the creek
that when I walk, every step is a letdown. A mole is almost
entirely loose inside its skin, and enormously mighty. If vou
can catch a mole, it will, in addition to biting vou memorably,
leap from your hand in a single convulsive contraction and be
gone as soon as you have it. You are never really able to sce it;
you only feel its surge and thrust against your palm, as if you
held a beating heart in a paper bag. What could I not do if 1
had the power and will of a mole! But the mole churns earth.

Last summer some muskrats had a den under this tree’s
roots on the bank; I think they are still there now. Muskrats’
wet fur rounds the domed clav walls of the den and slicks them
smooth as any igloo. They strew the floor with plant husks and
seeds, rut in repeated bursts, and sleep humped and soaking,
huddled in balls. These, too, are part of what Buber calls “the
infinite ethos of the moment.”

[ am not here yet; I can’t shake that day on the interstate.
My mind branches and shoots like a tree.

Under my spine, the svcamore roots suck watery salts.
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Root tips thrust and squirm between particles of soil, probing
minutely; from their roving, burgeoning tissues spring infini-
tesimal root hairs, transparent and hollow, which affix them-
selves to specks of grit and sip. These runnels run silent and
deep; the whole earth trembles, rent and fissured, hurled and
drained. I wonder what happens to root systems when trees
die. Do those spread blind networks starve, starve in the midst
of plenty, and dessicate, clawing at specks?

Under the world’s conifers—under the creek side cedar
behind where I sit—a mantle of fungus wraps the soil in a weft,
shooting out blind thread after frail thread of palest dissolved
white. From root tip to root tip, root hair to root hair, these
filaments loop and wind; the thought of them always reminds
me of Rimbaud’s “I have stretched cords from steeple to
steeple, garlands from window to window, chains of gold from
star to star, and I dance.” King David leaped and danced naked
before the ark of the Lord in a barren desert. Here the very
looped soil is an intricate throng of praise. Make connections;
let rip; and dance where you can.

The insects and earthworms, moles, muskrats, roots and fun-
gal strands are not all. An even frailer, dimmer movement, a
pavane, is being performed deep under me now. The nymphs of
cicadas are alive. You see their split skins, an inch long, brown,
and translucent, curved and segmented like shrimp, stuck arching
on the trunks of trees. And you see the adults occasionally, large
and sturdy, with glittering black and green bodies, veincd trans-
parent wings folded over their backs, and artificial-looking,
bright red eyes. But you never sce the living nymphs. They are
underground, clasping roots and sucking the sweet sap of trees.

In the South, the periodical cicada has a breeding cycle of
thirteen years, instead of seventeen years as in the NortH. That
a live creature spends thirteen consecutive years scrabbling
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around in the root systems of trees in the dark and damp—
thirteen years!—is amply boggling for me. Four more years—
or four less—wouldn’t alter the picture a jot. In the dark of an
April night the nymphs emerge, all at once, as many as eighty-
four of them digging into the air from every square foot of
ground. They inch up trees and bushes, shed their skins, and
begin that hollow, shrill grind that lasts all summer. 1 guess as
nymphs they never see the sun. Adults lay eggs in slits along
twig bark; the hatched nymphs drop to the ground and bur-
row, vanish from the face of the earth, biding their time, for
thirteen years. How many are under me now, wishing what?
What would I think about for thirteen years? They curl, crawl,
clutch at roots and suck, suck blinded, suck trees, rain or shine,
heat or frost, year after groping year.

And under the cicadas, deeper down than the longest tap-
root, between and beneath the rounded black rocks and slant-
ing slabs of sandstone in the earth, ground water is creeping.
Ground water seeps and slides, across and down, across and
down, leaking from here to there minutely, at the rate of a mile
a year. What a tug of waters goes on! There are flings and pulls
in every direction at every moment. The world is a wild wrestle

under the grass: earth shall be moved.

What else is going on right this minute while ground water
creeps under my feet? The galaxy is careening in a slow, muf-
fled widening. If a million solar systems are born every hour,
then surely hundreds burst into being as I shift my weight to
the other elbow. The sun’s surface is now exploding; other
stars implode and vanish, heavy and black, out of sight. Mete-
orites are arcing to earth invisibly all day long. On the planet
the winds are blowing: the polar easterlies, the westerlies, the
northeast and southeast trades. Somewhere, someone under
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full sail is becalmed, in the horse latitudes, in the doldrums; in
the northland, a trapper is maddened, crazed, by the ecerie
scent of the chinook, the sweater, a wind that can melt two feet
of snow in a day. The pampero blows, and the tramontane, and
the Boro, sirocco, levanter, mistral. Lick a finger: feel the now.

Spring is seeping north, towards me and away from me, at
sixteen miles a day. Caribou straggle across the tundra from the
spruce-fir forests of the south, first the pregnant does, hurried,
then the old and unmated does, then suddenly a massing of
bucks, and finally the diseased and injured, one by one. Some-
where, people in airplanes are watching the sun set and peering
down at clustered house lights, stricken. In the montana in
Peru, on the rain-forested slopes of the Andes, a woman kneels
in a dust clearing before a dark shelter of overlapping broad
leaves; between her breasts hangs a cross of smooth sticks she
peeled with her teeth and lashed with twistings of vine. Along
estuary banks of tidal rivers all over the world, snails in black
clusters like currants are gliding up and down the stems of reed
and sedge, migrating every moment with the dip and swing of
tides. Behind me, Tinker Mountain, and to my left, Dead Man
Mountain, are eroding one thousandth of an inch a year.

The tomcat that used to wake me is dead; he was long since
grist for an earthworm’s casting, and is now the clear sap of a
Pittsburgh sycamore, or the honeydew of aphids sucked from
that sycamore’s high twigs and spraved in sticky drops on a
stranger’s car. A steer across the road stumbles into the creek to
drink; he blinks; he laps; a floating leaf in the current catches
against his hock and wrenches away. The giant water bug 1 saw is
dead, long dead, and its moist gut and rigid casing are both, like
the empty skin of the frog it sucked, dissolved, spread, still
spreading right now, in the steer’s capillaries, in the windblown
smatter of clouds overhead, in the Sargasso Sea. The mocking-
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bird that dropped furled from a roof . . . but this is no time to
count my dead. That is night work. The dead are staring, under-
ground, their sleeping heels in the air.

The sharks I saw are roving up and down the coast. If the
sharks cease roving, it they still their twist and rest for a moment,
they die. They need new water pushed into their gills; they need
dance. Somewhere east of me, on another continent, it is sunset,
and starlings in breathtaking bands are winding high in the sky to
their evening roost. Under the water just around the bend down-
stream, the coot feels with its foot in the creek, rolling its round
red eyes. In the house a spider slumbers at her wheel like a spinster
curled in a corner all dav long. The mantis egg cases are tied to the
mock-orange hedge; within each case, within each egg, cells elon-
gate, narrow, and split; cells bubble and curve inward, align,
harden or hollow or stretch. The Polyphemus moth, its wings
crushed to its back, crawls down the driveway, crawls down the
driveway, crawls. . . . The snake whose skin I tossed away, whose
homemade, personal skin is now tangled at the county dump—
that snake in the woods by the quarry stirs now, quickens now,
prodded under the leaf mold by sunlight, by the probing roor of
May apple, the bud of bloodroot. And where are you now?

I'stand. All the blood in my body crashes to my feet and instantly
heaves to my head, so I blind and blush, as a tree blasts into leaf
spouting water hurled up from roots. What happens to me? I
stand before the sycamore dazed; I gaze at its giant trunk.

Big trees stir memories. You stand in their dimness, where the
very light is blue, staring unfocused at the thickest part of the
trunk as though it were a long, dim tunnel—: the Squirrel Hill
tunnel. You're gone. The egg-shaped patch of light at the end
of the blackened tunnel swells and looms; the sing of tire tread
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over brick reaches an ear-splitting crescendo; the light breaks
over the hood, smack, and full on your face. You have achieved
the past.

Eskimo shamans bound with sealskin thongs on the igloo
floor used to leave their bodies, their skins, and swim “muscle-
naked” like a flensed seal through the rock of continents, in
order to placate an old woman who lived on the sea floor and
sent or withheld game. When he fulfilled this excruciating mis-
ston, the Eskimo shaman would awake, returned to his skin
exhausted from the dark ardors ot flailing peeled through rock,
and find himself in a lighted igloo, at a sort of party, among,
dear faces.

In the same way, having bored through a sycamore trunk and
tunneled beneath a Pennsylvania mountain, I blink, awed by the
yellow light, and find myselfin a shady side of town, in a stripped
dining room, dancing, years ago. There is a din of trumpets,
upbeat and indistinct, like some movie score for a love scene
plaved on a city balcony; there is an immeasurably distant light
glowing from half-remembered faces. . . . I stir, The heave of my
shoulders returns me to the present, to the tree, the sycamore,
and I yank myself away, shove off and moving, seeking live water.

II1

Live water heals memories. T look up the creck and here it
comes, the future, being borne aloft as on a winding succession
of laden trays. You may wake and look from the window and
breathe the real air, and say, with satisfaction or with longing,
“This is it.” But if you look up the creek, if you look up the
creek in any weather, vour spirit fills, and you are saying, with
an exulting rise of the lungs, “Here it comes!”

Here it comes. In the far distance T can see the concrete
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bridge where the road crosses the creek. Under that bridge and
beyond it the water is flat and silent, blued by distance and
stilled by depth. It is so much sky, a fallen shred caught in the
cleft of banks. But it pours. The channel here is straight as an
arrow; grace itself is an archer. Between the dangling wands of
bankside willows, beneath the overarching limbs of tulip, wal-
nut, and Osage orange, I see the creek pour down. It spills
toward me streaming over a series of sandstone tiers, down,
and down, and down. [ feel as though I stand at the foot of an
infinitely high staircase, down which some exuberant spirit is
flinging tennis ball after tennis ball, eternally, and the one thing
I want in the world is a tennis ball.

There must be something wrong with a creekside person
who, all things being equal, chooses to face downstream. It’s like
fouling your own nest. For this and a leather couch they pay fifty
dollars an hour? Tinker Creek doesn’t back up, pushed up its
own craw, from the Roanoke River; it flows down, easing, from
the northern, unseen side of Tinker Mountain. “Gravity, to
Copernicus, is the nostalgia of things to become spheres.” This is
a curious, tugged version of the great chain of being. Ease is the
way of perfection, letting fall. But, as in the classic version of the
great chain, the pure trickle that leaks from the unfathomable
heart of Tinker Mountain, this Tinker Creek, widens, taking
shape and cleaving banks, weighted with the live and intricate
impurities of time, as it descends to me, to where I happen to find
myself, in this intermediate spot, halfway between here and there.
Look upstream. Just simply turn around; have you no will? The
future is a spirit, or a distillation of #he spirit, heading my way. It
is north. The future is the light on the water; it comes, mediated,
only on the skin of the real and present creck. My eves can stand
no brighter light than this; nor can they see without it, if only the
undersides of leaves.
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Trees are tough. They last, taproot and bark, and we soften
at their feet. “For we are strangers before thee, and sojourners,
as were all our fathers: our days on the earth are as a shadow,
and there is none abiding.” We can’t take the lightning, the
scourge of high places and rare airs. But we can take the light,
the reflected light that shines up the valleys on creeks. Trees
stir memories; live waters heal them. The creek is the mediator,
benevolent, impartial, subsuming my shabbiest evils and dis-
solving them, transforming them into live moles, and shiners,
and sycamore leaves. It is a place even my faithlessness hasn’t
offended; it still flashes for me, now and tomorrow, that intri-
cate, innocent face. It waters an undeserving world, saturating
cells with lodes of light. I stand by the creek over rock under
trees.

It is sheer coincidence that my hunk of the creek is strewn
with boulders. I never merited this grace, that when I face
upstream I scent the virgin breath of mountains, I feel a spray of
mist on my cheeks and lips, [ hear a ceaseless splash and susurrus,
a sound of water not merely poured smoothly down air to fill a
steadv pool, but tumbling live about, over, under, around,
berween, through an intricate speckling of rock. It is sheer coin-
cidence that upstream from me the creek’s bed is ridged in hori-
zontal croppings of sandstone. I never merited this grace, that
when I face upstream I see the light on the water carcening
towards me, inevitably, freely, down a graded series of terraces
like the balanced winged platforms on an infinite, inexhaustible
font. “Ho, if you are thirsty, come down to the water; ho, if you
are hungry, come and sit and eat.” This is the present, at last. 1
can pat the puppy any tme [ want. This is the now, this flicker-
ing, broken light, this air that the wind of the future presses down
my throat, pumping me buoyant and giddy with praise.

My God, I look at the creek. It is the answer to Merton’s
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prayer, “Give us time!” It never stops. If I seek the senses and
skill of children, the information of a thousand books, the
innocence of puppies, even the insights of my own city past, I
do so only, solely, and entirely that I might look well at the
creek. You don’t run down the present, pursue it with baited
hooks and nets. You wait for it, empty-handed, and you are
filled. You’ll have fish left over. The creek is the one great giver.
It is, by definition, Christmas, the incarnation. This old rock
planet gets the present for a present on its birthday every day.

Here is the word from a subatomic physicist: “Everything
that has already happened is particles, everything in the future
is waves.” Let me twist his meaning. Here it comes. The parti-
cles are broken; the waves are translucent, laving, roiling with
beauty like sharks. The present is the wave that explodes over
my head, flinging the air with particles at the height of its
breathless unroll; it is the live water and light that bears from
undisclosed sources the freshest news, renewed and renewing,
world without end.





