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      The low thrum of the helicopter in the distance stirs the young men scattered and stretched out beneath the thick canopy of pines. One by one, they sit up and stand, and begin wrapping the heavy flannel shirts or jackets used as pillows around their waists. They take a drink of water from a bottle if they have one and a bite of food if they have any, and stuff the rest in a pocket.

      They had a good break but thought it might be longer, knowing that the pick-up crew had encountered the same rocky ridge that had stopped them the previous day, and required professional climbers to be brought in and take the line over the peak and down the other side, where they could pick it up again. The delay had been a few hours, but this break had been nothing like that, and they figured the company had flown in spare bags of equipment to keep them moving.

      As the sound of the thrumming increases, a few guys step into the thin strip of clearing cut into the forest, surveyed straight and extending for miles. Gazing down the slash line to where it stretches to the rich green density of the valley below, they wait. The thrumming increases until the lime-green and yellow helicopter appears, glowing in the sun beneath them. The chopper continues to rise toward them until reaching eye level. The group moves to take cover. To the side is thick with tree limbs and trunks, and the debris of trees cut and dragged off to clear the slash line. It is an effort to get far enough away, but each finds a place.

      The sound of the helicopter increases to a roar. A great wind catches in the tops of the trees and slowly descends in a thrashing and whipping of branches and debris. Just down the line, in the midst of the maelstrom, appears the carousel, as big as a wagon wheel, suspended from a lanyard and dangling the five orange bags that descend and spin lazily, banging against trees on both sides as they drift forward toward the orange X taped to the ground. The bags hesitate, then lower before touching down. One of the bags is released and rolls onto its side. Amidst the maelstrom, the carousel lifts slightly, then further, until released from the ground. The bags again spin as they drift forward and up, dragging all whipping and thrashing, until they clear the trees.

      The crew hesitates until all motion has ceased, then steps back into the slash line to stare after the helicopter. The helicopter's flight can give them an indication of what is ahead—how far uphill and how steep? As the helicopter climbs, it is soon obscured by treetops.

      It is time to get to work. They step to the bag and roll it upright, then unclip the bag at the top and lay flat the four corners, revealing the contents of jumbled equipment. The two guys responsible for laying the cable move in first and drag to the side the eighty or so pounds, coiled in loops and as big as a horse collar, and begin untying the short lengths of rope used to keep the cable in a circle, while the other guys work on untangling and sorting out the sets of geophones.

      They are the layout half of a seismic crew exploring for oil in the Rocky Mountains. Their job is to lay out the cable in mostly a straight line, then diddle out and attach the strings of geophones to the cable, then stomp the head of the phones with a spike on the end into the ground or on a harder surface use the pickax one of them carries to chop a hole. When a proper length of the line has been laid, the “doghouse” with its recording equipment will be flown in, and the line dynamited, creating the vibrations to be recorded. Afterward, the equipment is picked up and bagged by the other half of the crew and leapfrogged by helicopter to the front.

      The two guys who carry the cable will be first down the line. It is the reason they volunteered for the job. Not knowing each other before but having worked seismic, they knew carrying the cable meant being first to see new country, but more importantly, carrying the cable offered them a chance to control some of their day. If they worked hard and could separate themselves from the rest of the crew, they could take longer breaks waiting for the others to catch up. It was a way to divide the day, one break at a time.

      They work together. The cable is heavy and awkward. The guy whose turn it is to carry positions the cable, then giving the word, lifts the thick coil with both hands and with the help of his partner, takes the open center over his head and onto his shoulder. His partner quickly unwraps a few loops to reduce weight. They are off. The goal is to get as much weight off as soon as possible. The guy carrying the cable walks at a quick pace. His partner stays close behind, first laying out the loops in his hands, then looping more coils off while keeping up with his partner.

      The first stretch is important. The guy carrying the cable leans forward and drives his legs. Every step is a step closer. When he can’t go any further, he stops and leans over to relieve the pressure on his shoulder, then stands straight up and breathes heavily. When his legs stop burning and his breath returns, he gathers himself before starting off again.

      Working uphill, it can take four or five stops to get through a length of cable. Toward the end, the person carrying doesn’t need his partner and can hold the cable on his shoulder with one hand and loop the coils off with the other.

      The work continues—one bag after another. The day is still and quiet except for the walkie-talkie carried on a belt crackling with chatter. They get their breaks, but only to recover. The sound of the rest of the crew coming behind is signal to get moving. Each cable is a challenge. The one guy is older but still young; the other is taller but not big. In flatter terrain, the crew can lay out ten miles of line in a day, but in the mountains, three to four miles is good.

      By afternoon, even in the shade the heat is finding them. And there are more stretches of sun. As they climb higher, the dense forest they had been working through breaks up into patches of scrub oak, squatty pines with spreading limbs, and stretches of bare rock. They can better see the rising hulk of mountain above and beyond that they could only get glimpses of before. They could never climb it, but haven’t heard anything about climbers coming in, so they assume they will miss it. Still, the direction means that at least the bulk of their day will be uphill. There can be small ridges and valleys, but the trend is definitely upward. The path of the helicopter when it passes overhead confirms their impressions.

      Sweat gets in their eyes, and they have tied handkerchiefs around their heads. The flannel shirts that had been around their waists are used as pads for their shoulders. And they could use some water; it has been a couple of hours since they reached a water station. The company should know that carrying the cable doesn’t allow for backpacks or bottles, but what does the company care? They know they’re only grunts, but the company doesn’t have to be cruel!

      The whole focus is on the end of the day. They have to get there. But how far? The shadows are getting longer, but there is still plenty of daylight. The company knows their pick-up location but isn’t going to tell them, and they’re not going to ask. This is the time of day they have to reach inside themselves. One stretch after another. Get the damn cable off!

      Their best hope is that the line levels off, but the terrain gets even steeper. Soon, they are leaning over until their faces nearly touch their boots. Their runs are reduced to twenty yards. Their breath is an almost constant gasping. They grab onto roots and trunks to pull themselves up. Ahead, they see the line open and hope it could be a flattening, but when they reach the top, the direction only leads to another uphill.

      It has to stop. This can’t go on. When they do finally hear over the walkie that directions are being given for pickup, it is a relief, but they are at the front of the line and will be last. They have to keep going. They wish they knew how many bags were left so they could at least pace themselves.

      Word from the pilot does come. Two more bags and the pickup site will be off to the right. And the terrain does level off some. They push hard to make sure they aren’t late. Reaching the end, the guy carrying the cable throws the head down and collapses to the ground as if reaching a finish line. The other comes up and collapses next to him. They both roll on their backs, bringing their hands to their faces and gasping for breath.

      They keep breathing. When their breathing settles, they sit. They can hear the helicopter in the distance and get to their feet. Walking in the direction indicated, they find an opening with a patch of flatter rock that has to be the place. They decide where best to take cover, walk to the edge of the trees, and flop back down in the shade.

      Across the open space beyond them, the world opens to an expansive view. From high up, they look out across a great valley to another rocky ridge, glistening in golden sunlight and extending above a dense carpet of rich green. Beyond is pure blue sky. The sight is impressive. But they have seen plenty of mountains. What most has their attention is the growing sound of the helicopter. When the pilot calls over the walkie, they confirm they are in position.

      The chopper moves in with a thunderous roar. The guys take cover. The chopper drifts into the opening, bringing with it the whipping of trees and flying debris. Coming to a stop over the landing sight, the chopper slowly descends, hovering a moment before completing its landing. The engine revs down, the blades reduce rotation, and the pilot gives the signal. The guys run head down to the helicopter and get in, one in back, the other in front. The pilot turns to them as they buckle up. “Guys get your ass kicked?” he yells over the sound and smiles broadly, with white teeth in the middle of a full beard with bushy dark hair beneath a ballcap and headset and sunglasses. The guys don’t yet have their headsets on and simply nod.

      With the guys secure, the chopper revs up and wobbles slightly as it lifts. The pilot continues in a slow and steady ascent. Reaching above the squatty trees, the rocky face of mountain they have been seeing for much of the day is completely exposed, glowing in the evening light. The pilot drifts the helicopter toward it. The rocky face is massive. Getting close, the chopper hovers, then slowly lifts. Rising against the granite, they inspect the deep cuts and fissures just beyond them, and take in the many colors of polished granite: copper and blue sparkling in the sun.

      It is the end of the day. They are the last flight. It is understood that the pilot is taking advantage of an opportunity to give a little tour. When they reach the top of the rocky face and rise above, the pilot drifts the chopper over to the jagged ridge and follows along the peak just feet below. The magnitude of the mountain is stupendous. It has been here for eons; the power of heaving and erosion.

      Reaching the end of the ridge, the mountain drops away as they float out into empty space. The chopper hovers suspended a moment before the pilot rolls it on its side, and they cascade down the mountain.
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      I need to be clear about this. I’m not trying to solve anything, come up with any great conclusion, reach some understanding. In writing this down, I’m not trying to record anything for reference or future prosperity. In that sense, I am only sketching, the way I might sketch if I were thinking about some painting. But even the idea of sketching seems too much, as if working in a direction, toward some possible result. My only interest here is to reach the center of something, something I've experienced, something remarkable, at the core of what I have become. So I am more like doodling—the mindless exercise of simple reaction and response. Just the word doodling causes me to smile. It is in the spirit of what I am after. Yes, I am a doodler. There must be an army of us.

      It isn’t hard to remember the start of this whole monster thing. It was James coming home laughing. I had no idea what he was laughing about. I was upstairs when he burst through the door, and by the way he was laughing, I thought someone was with him, as if a joke had been told just before entering and their laughter carried them into the room. I took a moment to check myself in a mirror before coming down the stairs. But it was only James, leaning against the wall with his head tilted back, laughing. I realized then the laughing was for me. Then I was laughing. It's so strange to think that I could laugh like that and not even know what I was laughing about. But the laughter was definitely release. There had been some tension. Leaving for the audition, James had such little hope of finding someone.

      James was anxious to talk. He said they were auditioning another guitarist when this guy came into the studio, and they directed him to set up in the back room. The player they were working with was decent enough, but after telling him they weren’t ready to make a decision, he left, and the three members huddled together, giving their assessment. It was then they heard some rifting and feedback. They didn’t pay much attention until the sound began to grow. The playing raced around. Soon the three of them got to their instruments and joined in on some wild back and forth. They could hardly believe what they were hearing. Finally, they had to go see. What they found, completely amazed them. The guy had two guitars, one on each arm, connected with straps and brackets so that he played with his hands and pressure from his arms and elbows, along with some crazy electronics. They had never seen anything like it. The sound was unworldly. What ensued was the wildest jam session James had ever been a part of.

      What so amazed me was seeing James so amazed. I thought he knew everything about guitars. Imitating the guy, his eyes darted around, his arms shook, and his hands fluttered. He had experienced a revelation. The guy had to be some kind of genius. The problem was that James was lead guitar; they didn’t need another lead guitarist, and the guy could play nothing else.

      The days following were confusing. All James would say for sure is that he hardly knew anything himself. It is understandable that the guys wanted to keep what was happening under wraps, but James and I were partners; we were together. The more he withdrew, the more vehement I became. The images that come to mind are of James on the back porch smoking in the dark, and me upstairs in my room staring at paintings that no longer had meaning.

      Yet all it took before he left for the gig was for me to truly wish him well, and all the distance between us collapsed into full embrace, and we laughed and shook our heads at our craziness. When Kristi picked me up, we were only anxious for the guys. It was the biggest gig of their life, with agents and producers showing up. Pulling up to Blues Magoo’s, the place was already packed; word had got around. We felt forced to push past people we knew who were anxious to know something. We made our way to our seats. I felt a pressure rising, the air was electric.

      Finally, the lights went down, and the opening act took the stage. They were young and earnest and reaching for something. They reminded me of what James must have been like, but also how far he had come. After the band finished, the space returned to empty, and anticipation gathered. I couldn’t help but wonder what James was feeling. His whole life spread out before him. I felt the intensity inside. I threatened to vibrate.

      Into that dark space came a lone note of guitar, simple and direct, followed by another. The notes hardly seemed capable against so much expanse, yet continued into a string of notes that gathered attention. A melody developed, rich and resonant, giving space and dimension. I knew it was James. A single light came up as he walked out on stage. He played slow and expressive. A landscape developed, the natural tension between expanse and sound, giving testimony to magnitude and emotion. James had found entry, was admitting and effusive, extended the tone, pushed in a direction.

      I was thrilled for James. Had taken the next step. In our life together as artists, we had always challenged each other and leap-frogged along in our progress. So the challenge was also for me. I would have to find my way forward. It’s all I ever wanted from us. It defined our love together.

      Soon the curtain opened, revealing the two other members on bass and drums. It was just the three of them on stage. The crowd was willing to go along. The band always had a following. Coming together, the instruments were quick to connect and extend. They were excellent players, tight and strong, combining in rousing interplay. The music created a spectrum that offered adventure, was determined to move and thrill. One piece led to another.

      At some point, a low humming appeared in the background. The band on stage gave no acknowledgment. Yet the sound continued to rise. Finally forced to admit the presence of something else, the band’s reaction was to pick up its pace in an effort to ignore and stay separate.

      The humming continued to expand, low and guttural. The sound reached the level of the music on stage and threatened to overtake it. The band's reaction was to turn their attention to the humming and combine their effort in an attempt to overwhelm.

      But the other sound remained undeterred, as some unalterable force, oblivious and constant. A sense of panic ensued as the instruments onstage increased their attack. A pressure expanded. The band escalated their effort in an all-out thrashing. It became a true test of wills.

      The sound swelled to become deafening. Something had to give. The moment reached a crescendo. Unable to hold out any longer, and in a last-ditch attempt, the instruments abandoned their effort and raced away in all directions. The other music exploded. There is no other way to describe it. Sound screamed around me. My body felt pounded. The curtain rose and there stood the monster.

      I will never forget my first sight of the monster. It was beyond anything I could have imagined. I lost all ability to comprehend. The monster was huge, at least ten feet tall, with a black spasming body, flailing and flashing guitar arms, lights shooting in all directions. What completely dominated my awareness was the head, staring fixed and impassive with red-beaming eyes, a face as much human as animal beneath flaming mohawk hair, riding above as some beacon or epicenter. My ability to process completely collapsed. I felt both captivated and condemned.

      I have no idea how long it lasted.  I felt transported and transfixed. At some point, words came marching directly from the monster. The words ignited a pathway, connected to feeling at some core in me, to a depth never conceived. The words kept coming, adding up to a swelling, until an equilibrium had been crossed, the words returning to fulfill a connection, the expression of relationship, as some activated volume of complete abandon.

      Was I howling? People around me were howling. I was fucking howling!

      I lost all sense of unity. I was unable to distinguish. I remember a feeling of both being suspended and having traveled a great distance. At some point, I returned to at least some awareness. Then I noticed a change in the space around me, in intensity and pressure. Staring at the monster for any indication, I saw the same beaming eyes, the flailing arms and spasming body, but the words had stopped. The real change, however, came when the eyes began to flicker. I felt a surge of uncertainty. The arms wavered; the body began to shrink. My reaction escalated toward panic. What I experienced most was a feeling of free fall, though not all at once, more as a slow and steady descending, as if the floor had opened, leaving a vacuous feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      The monster's collapse continued. Its eyes flashed intermittently until completely extinguished, the arms sagged and then dropped to its side. The body settled to become a kind of pedestal upon which the head came to rest, staring out empty and lifeless like some dead icon.

      The lights of the stage became dragged down as well, emanating only a low glow, illuminating a decimated landscape. I remember feeling exhausted, as if I, too, had collapsed. I felt abandoned, disconnected, stranded in some place, condemned only to witness.

      Then into the void came the lone sound of guitar, frail and distant, as if wandering out amongst the devastation. It continued slow and tenuous, admitting but not dominating, giving testimony and assurance. The music gained space, gathered strength, returned air into the room. Establishing an equilibrium, the music drifted and faded itself, then was gone.

      The expanse hovered suspended. I had no concept of where to begin; avoiding eye contact was essential. At some point, I felt forced to stand with the others, slowly make my way and shuffle out.

      Out in the lobby, I had to reach James; it became the only thing that mattered. I needed to know if anything of us had survived. Receiving word that the band had already left, I knew just where to find him. Walking across that parking lot was the longest walk of my life. Reaching the far corner under the dim lights, I could see him smiling through the windshield and couldn’t open the door fast enough, rush into his arms fully enough, feel our embrace. Then he was anxious to talk, as the combination of both our amazements. James said the show continued to develop right up until the last minute. He never even saw the head of the monster until the curtain opened. Overwhelmed, he kept his head down, playing for all he was worth. Back at our place that night, we came together as lovers suspended in a world we no longer understood. By the next morning, his phone was blowing up. It's no surprise the monster thing has become what it has.

      When James calls from some other place, our words flit and flutter, tangled in space. It is the feeling we are after. We have lived and loved and touched deeply. What else can be done? The world has opened and we have given ourselves over. I feel power and expanse but nothing can be directed.

      So where does that leave me? I feel lost to a life of sensation. Staring out the window, the world can be nothing but angles and shapes. When I eat breakfast, I am the person eating. When I talk with someone on the phone, I am the person talking. Alone in my room, I can’t get beyond color and fill canvases with brightness and gloom. When I look in the mirror, my face so quickly gathers intensity that I have to look away.

      This morning, I became intrigued by an orange, its peel with the spread of tiny pores like breathing skin. I felt mesmerized by the complex in search of the simple. The orange had grown out from itself in an ever-expanding bloom. Look what it had become! Inside, the sections seemed so brought together, and inside of each, a magnitude of minuscule sections pressed together like tiny teardrops, fleshy and swollen. Everything in this world breaks apart, but oh how it comes together!
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      A week before leaving for South Carolina, I received a travel brochure from the agency I used to book my flight. I thought the brochure a nice touch and contemplated how much the small gesture affected me to consider using the agency again when my attention was caught by the brochure’s description of a place, which I had not considered to be much more than ordinary. The brochure described South Carolina in terms that were airy and tropical, with great sweeps of white sandy beaches, spreading flowers, and flocks of brightly colored birds.

      Upon arriving, I found the brochure’s descriptions to be surprisingly accurate. Driving from the airport, I noticed palm trees and blooming Magnolia. Rolling down the vehicle window, I was treated to a potpourri of scents, distinguished hints of lavender and citrus amongst the rich fragrance of earthy pine. Rounding a bend in the road, I looked out over a lushness as flagrantly green as the sky was blue.

      Dropping my things at the hotel room, I drove the half hour to the coast. Dominated by thoughts of wandering the fine line between sea and shore, I was anxious for expanse. But what I found wasn’t at all the ocean I imagined. There was no shore, no line of demarcation. Instead, the ocean before me stopped and started in a series of inlets and small bays and was forced to fight for space against prolific vegetation; amongst the moss-covered oaks and squatty pines spread evergreen that would be impossible to penetrate. Though there were cottages interspersed amongst the foliage and along the edges of brackish lagoons, the feeling was that they were only camping out. I, too, felt dominated by the landscape and retreated to a small bridge over a thin estuary. I stood suspended between two great forces of sea and land, tangled in a forced embrace.

      That evening, it began to rain. It has rained now for four straight days. The rain is incessant, deluging, a steady release of pressure with the momentum to overwhelm and wash away. So constant is the rain that people I came to work with who impress me as sturdy and resilient types are starting to complain. Yet I have come to like the rain, if only for its extreme. At any time of day, I can hear the rain on the roof of the building where I work, installing the Voice Data System I was contracted for. It is easy to imagine in the rush of rain, conversations through the lines, and I have found myself absently listening through the persistent rhythm to what could be a myriad of voices. At night, the rain leads me through a long draining of consciousness that, in the morning, leaves me dull but strangely vigorous.

      But I am also pleased to find a core revealed. And at that core is a woman who has touched me greatly. I am surprised to find her there, as much as I would be
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