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			Ben Moon is an adventure and lifestyle photographer turned director and filmmaker who uses his intuitive sensibilities to bring individuals and their stories to life: from climbing and surfing images, to music videos, to behind-the-scenes narratives. For more than seventeen years his work has been featured in the pages of Patagonia catalogs, where he seeks to capture the beauty and authenticity of people challenging themselves everywhere, from the sheer rock walls of Yosemite to fifty-foot waves in the Pacific Northwest.

			Because Ben is also a rock climber, surfer, and adventurer, his insights into the subjects he photographs are tangible. He takes this ability to connect with others a step further in his ongoing black-and-white portrait project called Faces, in which each individual’s inner beauty is revealed in a disarming and intimate manner.

			Founded in 2014, his production company, Moonhouse, is a platform for collaborating with like-minded friends and creatives who share his commitment to bringing thoughtful stories to life on-screen. The 2015 short film Denali told Ben’s own deeply personal story about his battle with colorectal cancer and his relationship with his beloved dog Denali, who passed away from cancer a decade after Ben recovered from the disease. The film continues to touch new audiences online and at film festivals worldwide. Ben’s most recent short films include Offseason, which features his close friend Daniel Norris, a pitcher for the Detroit Tigers, who lived in his van during past off-seasons, and Grizzly Country, which features ecowarrior and grizzly bear activist Doug Peacock.

			Ben now lives in Pacific City, Oregon, where he explores the nearby dunes of Cape Kiwanda and shores of the Pacific Ocean with his pup, Nori, who has strikingly similar facial markings to Denali and shares many of his finer personality traits.
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			A Second Opinion

			
				And when someone you love walks in through the door, even if it happens five times a day, go totally insane with joy.

				—DAVID DUDLEY

			

			If you decide against this procedure, Ben, the recurrence rate for your tumor will be 50 percent or greater.”

			Dr. Ahmad’s words echoed uncomfortably in my mind as I pointed my van westward through Portland’s rush-hour traffic toward the coast. I’d come to him for a second opinion but received precisely the worst-case news I’d feared. And now, I needed to get to the ocean—up and over the coast range and away from the summer heat and the claustrophobia I always feel in cities—to wash off the surreal grime of it all. Only a body of water as immense as the Pacific Ocean would be powerful enough for the job.

			Riding beside me was my beloved Denali, a handsome husky and pit bull mix who had been my constant companion for the past four and a half years. He had entered my life as an eight-week-old pup, finding me at a time when I felt ill-equipped to raise a puppy, yet fate saw that I needed his support and companionship more than anything. I had no idea how much I would lean on him through the trials that followed.

			Almost exactly a year after bringing him home, my wife, Melanie, left me for another man and shattered my notions of the future. I was twenty-five years old and had little idea of what I was supposed to do with my life. Denali became the only friend with whom I could fully express my grief. He put up with my many tears and countless hugs, and as I struggled to make sense of this new reality, we became as inseparable as two souls can be.

			When it became obvious that Melanie wasn’t coming back, I packed up my belongings and, with Denali riding shotgun, set off to begin a job working for a climbing gear manufacturer located in the high-desert recreational town of Bend, Oregon. I sewed a bed for the back of my Subaru wagon utilizing fabric and foam for manufacturing bouldering crash pads (fold-up pads that can be carried to shorter climbs that do not require ropes and placed at the base to cushion falls), and Denali and I lived in the vehicle full time for nearly a year as I began a new career as an outdoor adventure photographer. Denali was the perfect roommate, burrowing underneath the covers when ice formed inside the windows. He would tuck in beside me, sharing warmth and love that slowly began to heal my crushed heart. Denali was never upset as I mused endlessly over the mysteries of women and heartache. Science now tells us that connecting with a dog lowers our cortisol while releasing oxytocin. Denali’s nurturing devotion and its effects on me were a powerful testament to that.

			I had been diagnosed with stage III colorectal cancer, a disease seldom associated with a twenty-nine-year-old. My visit to the gastrointestinal surgeon was for a second opinion about which procedure was appropriate to remove the cancerous mass. He was certain that removing my rectum and anus was necessary to ensure the proper healthy tissue margins and reduce the tumor’s chances of recurring. Which meant, he said, that I would need a permanent colostomy. The idea of shitting into a plastic bag for the rest of my life was hard to fathom, especially considering my lifestyle revolved around rock climbing, surfing, and photographing high-level athletes in their element. I tensely awaited his recommendation, barely able to breathe as I prayed that he would tell me the colostomy was unnecessary.

			The gravity of coming face-to-face with my mortality had knocked me way off center, and I suddenly found myself far from the rhythms of traveling between the climbing crags and surf breaks of the American west, photographing a tribe of like-minded people who valued a life of adventure over the creature comforts of a steady salary and a mortgage. In many ways, living on the road was easy, due to its lack of complexity. But the creative path has its own set of challenges, and I struggled mightily to make ends meet when first committing to go all-in on photography as my sole income. Even though a novice’s freelance income was barely enough to fill the food bin in my van, the benefits of waking up far from the din of civilization in a place of my choosing and allowing the cycles of the sun and weather to dictate the activities of each day had its rewards. Chasing the magic hours of light and finding the perfect frame often brought me to places of breathtaking beauty and introduced lifelong friendships. This, and my life with Denali, became everything to me until cancer leaped out of the dark and grabbed me by the throat.

			Colorectal cancer.

			The word cancer alone was terrifying enough. I was unaware that the barrage of physical, emotional, and bureaucratic indignities endemic to the medical and insurance industries here in America would nearly drown me. In the prime of my twenties, I felt invincible. No one at that age anticipates a cancer diagnosis, much less a form of the disease usually associated with people far into their retirement years. Even more devastating to my young ego, colon cancer in particular carries both a stigma and symptoms that most people prefer not to discuss in public.

			

			–

			As the traffic grew sparse and suburbia gave way to coastal forests, my mood lifted, and I began to anticipate a glimpse of the Pacific sparkling through the trees. During my childhood in western Michigan, Lake Michigan was my ocean. Near the south end of the lakeshore town of Grand Haven, there is a corner where the road crests above the dunes and where the view always hit me like a four-shot espresso as the expanse of the lake offered new breath to overcome whatever challenges I faced.

			With the reality of the battle ahead beginning to sink in, reaching the Pacific was a welcome reminder that in spite of all that stood in front of me, there were much greater powers at play. My worries—an early death from cancer versus a long life burdened with wearing a shit bag—were somehow insignificant once I began to feel the pull of the currents and the tidal rhythms dictated by a moon that circled hundreds of thousands of miles above. We pulled up to a stretch of beach just north of the postcard-famous Haystack Rock at Cannon Beach, and as I stripped down to board shorts, Denali looked on with concern. He had always been tuned into my worries, often well before I was even aware of them, and he hadn’t taken his eyes off me since I’d been diagnosed just days earlier. As I began to sprint across the sand and into the sea, every step jostled the shock deeper. My body, I knew, would never be the same with a poop bag hanging from my abdomen. Denali matched me stride for stride.

			My pace slowed as the currents tugged at my waist, and I dove into the icy fifty-degree water. Coming up refreshed, I realized Denali was still beside me, swimming determinedly since, by now, it was much too deep for him to stand. Skin tingling from the cold baptism, I stood still, staring at the glowing horizon, my despair slowly shifting to a sense of determination.

			A set of swollen waves appeared before us, and I saw Denali’s eyes widen with the realization that he was outside his comfort zone. As the first wave neared, he spun and began swimming frantically toward the shore. He was driven by fear and yet in perfect sync with the wave, and as it caught him, he somehow slid down its face with the grace of a porpoise, the glassy surface continuing onward, pushing him along before releasing him in the shallows. I laughed out loud at the joy of seeing my pup catch his first wave and realized that there was a lesson in this: we’re powerless to fight the unexpected swells in life, and there are times when the only choice is to let go of the perception that we’re in control and simply allow the wave to carry us through.

			I played the scenarios over and over in my mind. Would I be able to climb with a colostomy? Surf the waves I had yet to explore? Love a woman? Or have a woman be attracted to me? I hugged Denali, and he looked up at me with a confidence that gave me hope I would somehow make it through all this.

			We’ll ride out this wave, together, I thought. Thank you, Denali.

			

		

	
		
			1

			First Sight

			
				A dog is foremost an instrument of personal growth: It exists to ease your existential anxieties, impart lessons about love and friendship, and teach you how to be a better person.

				—DAVID DUDLEY

			

			After completing a sports medicine program at Grand Valley State University, I moved from the Great Lakes to Oregon with Melanie, the woman I had just married at the wise, young age of twenty-three. She was twenty. Neither of us had ever visited the West Coast before, but the allure of the mountains and remote coastline of the Pacific Northwest seemed an apt reason to break free from the upper Midwest.

			After the wedding ceremony, we settled in Grand Haven, long my favorite beach town, and it was there on Lake Michigan that I surfed my first waves, in the saltless, inland sea. In spite of that, I soon became restless living so close to where I had grown up, and craved those climbing crags that I saw in magazines. Poring over guides to the Pacific Northwest, I marveled at the impressive mountain peaks, plentiful climbing areas, and diverse recreational activities. I dreamed of moving west toward those mountains, the Pacific Ocean, and the adventures that I had only read about in guidebooks.

			A few months after the wedding, an old friend moved to Aloha, Oregon. Wedged between Beaverton and Hillsboro and lined with chain stores and car dealerships, Aloha was an ill-fitting name for the industrial Portland suburb. During a phone call, I shared my desire to move west, and he offered to rent out a room in the apartment where he was staying. This seemed the perfect opportunity to make the move west I had been imagining.

			Melanie and I packed up our possessions and crammed them all into our old Isuzu Rodeo, heading south on US 31. We navigated Chicago’s urban sprawl and drove northwest until the long, westward straightaways of Interstate 94 drew us through the frozen plains of North Dakota before we stopped in Bozeman, Montana, for a night.

			I felt a sense of relief as the west seemed to welcome us with its kind residents and stunning vistas. I stared in awe at the landscape of Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, before the power steering froze and the lights dimmed in the depressed village of Ritzville, Washington, as the alternator seized. It was the weekend, so we called every parts store until we found a mechanic who would bring a replacement down and install it the next morning.

			As we ate at a divey but homey diner, our server asked where we were headed. “Portland!” I said, excited to be free of the flat and stifling Midwest. “Man, I wish I could leave this town,” he said, dropping his head, “but I can’t.” I was baffled by that sense of resignation as memories played of my classmates finding factory jobs and moving in next door to their parents.

			It was nightfall before Melanie and I drove our sputtering SUV over the Willamette River, crossing the Marquam Bridge in northwest Portland. A damp fog hung low and oppressive, obscuring most of the city. The record for the longest stretch of days without sunshine was broken over the three weeks that followed. “Welcome to Oregon,” the road sign had read. In spite of the drear, I was psyched to be in a place that offered so much outdoor potential.

			For our first three weeks in our new home in Aloha, a southwest suburb of Portland, the sun had yet to show itself. Who named this place Aloha if there is no sunshine?! I often thought. Our apartment was just off Canyon Road, and one morning, as I pulled out onto Canyon Road heading east toward downtown Portland, the sunshine finally pierced the gloom to reveal the stunning snow-covered outline of Mount Hood standing like a monument ahead. Despite nearly a month of living in Oregon, I had no idea there was a mountain so near. My heart soared at the thought of snowboarding those dazzling white slopes and climbing to its summit someday.

			The following week, I stopped at a gear shop and noticed a Smith Rock climbing guidebook on the counter. After flipping through it, I asked the shop owner about it. “Looks like an amazing place to climb, is that near here? When’s the best time to climb there?”

			“Smith is about three hours southeast of here. It’s an incredible area. You can climb there year-round as long as it’s not snowing,” he answered. My curiosity was piqued, and I bought the book on the spot. I did not know how much that special climbing area would mean to me in the years to come.

			After I showed the book to Melanie, we agreed that a visit was in order, and drove the three hours over the Cascade Range, arriving at Smith Rock late one evening. It was completely black from the dense cloud cover. As we pitched the tent, I could feel a vast presence nearby, but had no visuals to fill in for my imagination. I slept restlessly, too excited by the prospect of a day exploring a true climbing area, a novelty in the Great Lakes where I had grown up. The high-desert air was filled with the unfamiliar smell of sage and another that was disconcertingly familiar. The air reeked with an odor that I later learned was juniper berries, but at the time only reminded me of the times when my mom’s rescue kitty emptied his bladder on my bed and in the deepest corners of my closet.

			At dawn, I unzipped the tent to relieve myself, and the view out the door was so shocking that I no longer felt the urge to piss. Instead, I tried to absorb the magnificence of the craggy amphitheater of reddish rock that surrounded the campsite. I stared down at the river that curved through the canyon, and in the early morning light, my eyes strained to find the climbable lines on the sheer faces. I was both euphoric and slightly nauseated with intimidation. These volcanic walls of welded tuff were so much more majestic than anything I’d ever seen or considered climbing.

			“Traditional” crack climbing utilizes camming devices, or “cams,” placed in parallel sided cracks, and “nuts,” or small aluminum chocks, that are wedged into constrictions within the cracks. All of this gear is removed after the climb, whereas “sport climbing” depends on anchors permanently bolted to a rock wall, clipping ropes into quickdraws—two carabiners with a sling in between—that are clipped to the bolts on the rock face, spaced anywhere from three to twenty feet apart depending on the terrain. If you are five feet above your last clipped-in bolt, you’ll fall a minimum of ten feet, plus the extra amount your weight stretches the rope before your fall is halted. Sport climbing tends to be on face climbs, where the hand- and footholds are small edges or pockets and where no cracks are safe enough to use removable cams or nuts.

			To get a feel for the style of climbing on the sheer vertical cliffs, I tried a few easier routes to warm up and realized that the difficulty of the climbs at each grade was stout, and the spacing between the bolts to which I clipped my quickdraw were farther apart than I had ever experienced. Each time I found a stance to clip the next bolt, I realized that my feet were well over a full body length or more past my last point of protection, meaning that I would drop up to twenty feet if I fell. I gripped the small crimps tighter and tiptoed upward, hoping the sticky rubber on my climbing shoes would stay adhered to the tiny nubbins of rock that seemed likely to break at any moment from my body weight. I was so focused on getting to the anchors at the top of the climb that I missed one of the bolts. I was shaking from fear at the long loop of rope that seemed to hang loosely between the knot on my harness and the last point of protection far below. I took a deep breath and with numb fingers clipped into the anchors, breathed a sigh of relief. Wow, I thought, this is what I moved out west for.

			As Melanie and I settled into our new marriage and new home in Oregon, I found myself yearning for a dog. I spent hours poring over dog books, researching breeds that would be best suited to the outdoor life I craved. A few breeds were more appealing than others, but I thought it would be unfair to adopt any dog until I fully realized my dream of spending my days rock climbing and exploring the beaches and deserts of the west.

			The city’s no place for a dog. I thought. I need to wait until we move somewhere my dog and I can feel free. No traffic, no leash laws . . . just clean air, space to roam, and a life that allows us to be together all day.

			One Sunday in November, Melanie convinced me to stop by the local animal shelter with her, assuring me that it would be a flyby, just to see what kinds of dogs might be available when I was ready to adopt. Against my better instincts, I agreed, and soon we were walking the barren concrete halls of the Bonnie L. Hays Animal Shelter, overwhelmed by the cacophony of whining and crying dogs. A pile of sightless puppies crawled over one another to my right, and the sad, listless eyes of an abandoned senior stared opposite. I soon felt overcome by hopelessness and the pungent odor of antiseptic cleaners. All I could think about was getting out of that forlorn place. Looking for the exit, I rushed down a cage-lined aisle, already emotionally far away.

			Suddenly, a puppy’s calm stare stopped me in my tracks. He was sitting alone in a pen at eye level, watching me in silence. His inquisitive and calm presence caused my heart to spark and sputter to life. Surprised by the feeling in my chest, I stepped forward and continued past him. As I walked by, I heard a resolute “yip!” emerge from his cage. I knew he was speaking to me directly and was not going to let me pass without acknowledging the moment of connection we already had shared.

			I sighed and whispered, “Okay, buddy, talk to me,” as I stole a glance back at the pup. He was brown and black with symmetrical markings on his forehead, and had eyes that appeared rimmed with eyeliner. Lifting a paw, he offered it to me through the bars of his cage, drawing me nearer to him. Now that he had my full attention, he cocked his head, soft ears flopping to one side as he locked his big brown eyes with mine. His gaze was steady, already hinting at the personality of the old soul I would soon come to know.

			
				Hey there. You look nice. Um, why can’t you look at me? I just got dumped in this place! I need someone to set me free. It stinks in here and I’m sick of all the whining and barking. Sheesh.

				Oh good, you’re finally noticing me! Hi again. Whoa, you look like you could use a friend. Let me out of here and I’ll love you forever.

			

			Catching my breath, I glanced down at the name tag on his pen. It read:

			
				BROOKLYN

				LAB/PIT BULL MIX

				MALE—8 WEEKS

			

			Oh good, I thought. This one might not be right for me. I was momentarily relieved, as I had planned to adopt a female puppy, and a pit bull terrier was not a breed I had even considered. But as I stood there, I felt the stirrings of an undeniable bond already forming. I found a shelter attendant, who quickly summarized what he knew about Brooklyn’s background. “There’s been a lot of interest in this little guy. I doubt he’ll be in here much longer,” he said. “A lady adopted him from a neighbor’s litter at six weeks, then brought him here two weeks later after they realized they couldn’t handle a puppy.”

			“What about the pit bull part of him? And aren’t male dogs more aggressive?” I asked lamely, searching for excuses to pass on him.

			“Pit mixes can be amazing pets,” the attendant said, “and if they’re neutered and properly trained, males shouldn’t have issues with aggression. His mother was a pit bull, but we don’t know about the dad—a Labrador retriever is our best guess, but honestly, we have no idea. Want to take him out to the play area and see if you get along?”

			I agreed, and we brought the pup to the other room to meet Melanie. After we closed the door, I removed the leash, and little Brooklyn ran around the perimeter of the concrete room, tearing past Melanie and the attendant before settling at my feet. He rolled onto his back, his legs splayed wide, and stared up at me with a confidence that hinted at the loyal friend he would become. As he chewed on my shoelace, I knew in my very soul that he and I were meant to be together—there was no doubt about it. All my previous hesitations melted away, and I knew in my heart that this furry being was going to be in my life for years to come.

			

			–

			The formative years of my childhood were spent off the grid, living off the land deep within the forests of Michigan. Our family dogs became both my go-to adventure buddies and trusted confidants, and those years spent in the quiet of the forest with a dog at my side instilled in me a love for solitude and time outside in nature.

			Growing up, I never went to a traditional church with a preacher. Instead, my family met in various homes each Sunday morning and Wednesday night, studying the teachings of Christ that served as the foundation of our faith. Before they adopted these beliefs, my parents had been a part of something far different.

			My mom and dad first met in Colorado in their early twenties, at a meeting for a communal sect called the Children of God. They were married three weeks later. Once they joined, they were required to turn all their earthly possessions over to the cult leader. With only the clothes on their backs, my parents handed out pamphlets and asked for money on the streets as they roamed throughout the southern states of Alabama, Arizona, Texas, and Louisiana.

			After a year, they became skeptical of the group’s doctrines, and they broke free of the cult’s brainwashing and moved back to my dad’s home state of Michigan. They floated for a bit, eventually buying twenty forested acres in the rural western portion of the state using a loan from my grandparents. I was still an infant when they left the cult, so I have few memories until we settled on the property there, but my birth certificate still holds a mark from that time. Just above my current middle name of Robert, my given middle name from the sect is scratched out: Seeds. My parents had sworn off organized religion until a chance meeting with a couple of traveling ministers from a nondenominational faith helped them regain their spirituality.

			Melanie’s family was part of the same faith, and they quickly accepted me as one of their own soon after we met.

			

			–

			During my childhood, I was sensitive. As in over-the-top sensitive. And as a highly sensitive kid, I absorbed my mother’s anxiety. This may have started in the womb while she and my dad plotted their exit from the cult that they had given all of their possessions to, and through her traumatic experience of my birth. I entered the world a healthy ten pounds seven and a half ounces, breathing in the warm humid air of the southern bayous of New Orleans. Founded in the 1700s and later rebuilt in 1939 a few blocks from where the Superdome now stands, Charity Hospital was a teaching facility that was condemned and decommissioned after Hurricane Katrina. During my birth, nurses refused to allow my father in the room and restrained my mother while a row of obstetrical residents stood bedside and watched as the attending physician explained each step of the process.

			By the time I had reached the third grade, I was racked with anxiety from talk of war. In the late 1970s, the dinner conversations frequently revolved around the Cold War or my dad’s reminiscences about his time in Vietnam. Dad had been drafted into the war, but fate allowed him an office job working as a draftsman for the officers. Still, war terrified me. War and death were topics I could not grasp, yet they frightened me. I was afraid of losing my parents or my sister, Miranda, and of dying myself. I was sensing and absorbing information that was far beyond my comprehension, but I understood the gravity of it.

			We lived in the path between the now decommissioned K. I. Sawyer Air Force Base in Marquette and an Air National Guard base in Battle Creek. As fighter jets roared overhead, I would press my scrawny back against the house to hide beneath the eaves, hoping the pilots could not see me on their training missions. There were several times when I was upstairs that the F-15s flew so low I could make out the pilots’ masks. I would quickly duck to the floor, convinced they would crash through my bedroom window.

			Between navigating my fear of death and conflict and the endless farm chores, I took refuge in reading every book about nature I could find. I drew elaborate underwater seascapes, dreaming of one day exploring the deep like my hero, Jacques Cousteau. The remote location of our little subsistence farm meant that playing with friends was seldom an option. Instead, I relied on my imagination to keep me occupied.

			As much as my imagination was a source of entertainment and adventure on our remote homestead, my overactive mind could turn the unknown into a source of crippling fear. I was also extremely shy, which continued into my teenage years, often leading me to avoid answering the phone, afraid to engage with another human being. This was upsetting to my mom, especially when I hesitated to answer calls that were important, like when my dad hurt himself at work and needed to go to urgent care. This was one of the few times I heard my mom curse, and I was directly in the path of her angry outburst.

			My mom was the youngest of three girls, with many years separating her from her older sisters. Her parents were extraordinarily strict Germans who never tolerated any disagreement from their children. They were quick to remind her that she was an accident and that they had wanted a boy instead. I ponder at times whether my mom feels that she is deserving of love. “Do as I say and don’t question me” was their method of communication, and my mom carried this with her as she raised my sister and me. As I grew older I began to question and disagree with her, and she often would become silent and get teary, a defense mechanism she had used to avoid confrontation since I was a small child.

			From my own experiences in hospitals, I can only imagine how cold and lonely my birth must have been for my mother, strapped to the bed and racked with contractions while pushing me into the world. With such an unceremonious entrance into life, it’s no surprise that I seemed to feel the heaviness of the world too early. I suffered from scoliosis and poor posture and often wonder if that was a result of trying to hide, a result of my shyness and my fear of being seen. My slight frame buckled under the weight of it all.

			By age eight, I had severe chest pains, a tightness between my intercostal muscles that was so intense that I found myself in the doctor’s office several times. At each visit, the doctor shrugged off my symptoms, and the anxiety that gripped me even at that young age was never diagnosed.

			I was afraid I would disappoint my parents; terrified my peers would reject me for wearing secondhand clothes, being too skinny, or being a nerd or a band geek; and worried my classmates would tease me for not knowing enough about pop culture or TV shows. I was also afraid of crying in front of the other kids and having them see how sensitive I was.

			“Boys don’t cry” is all I remember my fifth-grade teacher saying after I broke down in class for the third time that day.

			To me, depression is a series of seemingly continuous obstacles inhibiting the ease I strive for. I am not sure when exactly depression first draped its heavy veil over my young mind, but it stole away those precious moments of childish wonderment. There is a moment late in childhood when our innocence is lost forever; mine came far too early. I only realized this years later when thumbing through photographs of my childhood. There was toddler Ben, blue eyes wide with curiosity and bright with innocent joy. Then, around age five, those eyes began to hold a heaviness and an awareness of death, of anger and pain, a knowledge that we are all going to die or, worse yet, go to hell.

			Some say childlike wonder, that full immersion in the present moment, is similar to what adults who are under the influence of psychedelics experience. All of our left-brained anxiety and worry, the fear of not belonging or not measuring up, the concern that others may not like us, the disconnect we feel as adults are replaced in those moments with a sense of self-acceptance and connection to other beings. This is a feeling dogs have mastered, somehow staying in each moment while leaning in to offer support without a trace of judgment. That is, unless they have not had their daily adventure outside.

			I am still unsure whether my childhood depression was due to the serotonin imbalance that seems to run in my immediate family, or the overwhelming flood of emotional stimuli that comes with a highly perceptive mind.

			As I grew older, I dealt with the usual teenage angst and hormones and also grappled with obsessive-compulsive habits, going through odd routines of counting steps, turning lights on and off, and repeating phrases or little actions until I felt I had some control of my situation.

			We lived in a remote area, so there were never really opportunities for me to get away with much outside of my mother’s scrutiny. There was no texting or social media. I would have to agonize over a handwritten note, or use my family’s rotary telephone to call a girl I had a crush on.

			Sneaking out to faraway parties was nearly impossible, and since all of my friends at school had long-distance phone numbers, my mom would comb through the phone bills for any unfamiliar numbers and long-distance charges and ask me if they were calls to girls. Even though I would use a very long cord and drag the phone into my bedroom, I had to whisper into the phone so she could not hear me talking.

			These aspects of my childhood left me ill prepared to navigate a society where most young people were able to date in junior high and high school. My mother was afraid I might meet a girl who would be a bad influence and sway me from our beliefs. She would question me constantly, as if my talking on the phone to a girl might get her pregnant.

			While my peers seemed resigned to the limitations of small-town living, I always felt restless, knowing there was more to life than I had experienced in my sheltered upbringing. Early on, the woods felt so immense to me, but I always knew there was far more to explore beyond my backyard.

			My mind is wired in such a way that I constantly analyze my environment, observing others’ emotions while contemplating my own feelings and getting stuck in my head until I know enough to act. Sometimes the difficulty of expressing my feelings to other humans in the moment leaves me anxious and paralyzed. Those swirling feelings are calmed by simply stroking my pup’s ears. I love the way dogs offer love and support without needing to question me before I have an answer, and their soothing sighs of contentment. Pressing my head against my dog’s head and sharing a quiet moment of just breathing is one of the most grounding and centering acts for me. Stopping for this quiet moment to simply breathe and connect with a being that loves you equally always shifts the course of a day that previously felt overwhelming and haphazard.

			This deep connection with my animal companions began in childhood. There was Justus, the gentle border collie mix who was my family’s first dog; Jasper, a svelte mackerel tabby cat who survived years in the forest, multiple moves, and urban battles with alley cats twice his size; and Chassie, a fun- and food-loving black Labrador retriever. Despite being a shy and sensitive child who was terrified of answering the phone into my late teens, I felt at ease romping through the forest behind our house with Justus or Chassie. Dogs are masters of empathy and nonverbal communication, and I was able to let go of my anxiety and shyness with my canine (and feline) companions, exploring the forest and pretending I was Luke Skywalker or a great woodsman.

			Justus was more of an outdoor dog, and his presence made me feel safe on our remote wooded property. Our home was far from our neighbors, and without consistent options for playmates, I quickly learned to value the companionship of dogs. I appreciated Justus’s company, and with him at my side, my mother would allow me to play outdoors unsupervised, in search of treasure in the rows of pine trees and creeks that wound through the forest.

			We lived a quarter mile off a rural dirt road, and during the harsh Michigan winters the driveway was impassable, especially for our rusty two-wheel-drive Chevy Blazer. My dad would use an old Ski-Doo snowmobile to pull me and my younger sister, Miranda, to the house in a modified toboggan, the sides built up to accommodate groceries and laundry and any other supplies for our off-grid abode.

			Along the drive was an area where old appliances and building materials had been dumped, a common sight in the rural area around where I grew up. I was walking home on a warm and dry September day after the school bus dropped me off, and was halted by a wall of smoke billowing from the dump, the blackness covering the driveway. I tried to crawl under the smoke so I could get home to tell my mom that the dump was on fire. The smoke was so dense that it was impossible to get through, and, in a panic, I realized I would need to find a new route home. Sprinting through the woods, I searched for a trail or a familiar landmark. Overhead, I noticed a small plane circling, and felt my chest tense up. I wished Justus were there to lead me back and protect me from this new threat above. In tears, I tried to stay out of sight under the canopy of the trees, not realizing it was a forest service plane sent to keep an eye on the fire. Finally, I found myself in our backyard, and, hugging Justus, I told my mom in between sobs, “The dump is on fire! A plane is following me! They followed me all the way home!”

			When Justus was in his later years, a friend of the family was raising a litter of puppies. Feeling the pull of the strong kinship I had always known with dogs, I wanted desperately to bring a puppy home. I begged my parents to keep one, but they told me that we could not adopt a second dog while Justus was still alive.

			After Justus passed, a woman who worked with my dad on a log home–building crew offered us a black Lab puppy, and I was beside myself with joy. Chassie, with her fun-loving personality and soft floppy ears, gave me someone to hang out with during my awkward early teen years as I built forts deep within the forest behind our house, searching for the perfect white oak or pine trees for climbing. She was considered a part of the family and was allowed indoors. I felt safer in the presence of dogs, and, thankfully, she was always by my side.

			Around that time, when I was twelve years old, my family took a vacation to Washington, DC, to visit my aunt. It was the first time I had experienced a big city, and as we toured the historic sites and museums, I wanted to document the awe I felt. Borrowing my mom’s point-and-shoot camera, I captured my first-ever photographs on tiny 110 film, each frame measuring only sixteen millimeters across. I was so fascinated by the prints from that trip that I submitted my first photo to a Parade magazine photo contest. Later, I was hesitant to enroll in photography classes at my high school, fearing it would be too expensive and a stress on the tight budget my family lived on. My exposure to photography was limited to National Geographic and Life magazines, as well as the nature books I obsessed over.

			Unfortunately, there were no photographers in my family to mentor me, but Mom documented our family well with her solid grasp of composition. My dad had an innate editorial eye, and the snapshots of his time in Vietnam always drew me into what he had experienced there.

			A family friend named Ernie noticed my interest in photography and gave me a 100 series medium-format Polaroid. Although I never got it to work, I often got it out and imagined I was a photographer. I still have that camera today.

			Although my animal friends were wonderful companions, what I craved deeply was human camaraderie. While in school, I longed for the acceptance that comes with being part of a team. My mom also forbade me from playing team sports in junior high, so instead I focused on reading books and practicing the trumpet for the school band, which I participated in from fifth to tenth grade. I was unaware of my athletic abilities prior to the eleventh grade, when I finally convinced my mom to let me run cross-country. Through distance running I learned how to push my body and mind through pain and discomfort. This newfound inner strength gave me more confidence within my own skin after years of being the scrawny Napoleon Dynamite nerd
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