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      To our family and friends, some no longer with us,

      who helped us along the way.

      May your love and laughter forever ring from the rafters.

    

  


  
    
      In Loving Memory of our Sister…

      Betsy Lyons

      November 9, 1946 - October 25, 2023
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      “If one advances confidently in the direction of his dreams, and endeavors to live the life he has imagined, he will meet with success unexpected in common hours.”  - from “Walden” by Henry David Thoreau 1854

      

      “When we build, let us think that we build forever. Let it not be for present delight nor for present use alone. Let it be such work as our descendants will thank us for; and let us think, as we lay stone on stone, that a time is to come when those stones will be held sacred because our hands have touched them, and that men will say, as they look upon the labor and wrought substance of them, 'See! This our fathers did for us.”   -John Ruskin 1870

      

      “A dream you dream alone is only a dream. A dream you dream together is reality.” - Yoko Ono
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      The phone rang.

      “Are you crazy? 35 acres? Get your butt in the car right now and come pick me up. I have a gig in NY on Friday night. We don’t have that kind of money…. have you lost your mind?”.

      “Fine!” Andrea said. “I thought you’d want to see the land we’re going to buy, but no worries. I’ll get it figured out.”

      And that was the beginning.

      

      When I was in my late teens, I had two separate mystical experiences. One was of the full-blown-bathed-in-electric-white-light-eternal-life-altering sort. I’ll probably write about that one in my next eternal life. The other experience I can only describe as a “knowing”, not experienced in the realm of conscious thought, but one I “knew” in my bones. And it was the knowing that I would someday build my house in the woods. How, where, and when were insignificant details. Facts did not bother my lucid dream. And I didn’t go out and start learning about carpentry in preparation. Something deep in my sub-consciousness was at work and the universe would take care of the rest.

      Now, Andrea (who I would not meet for 6 years) was actually doing it. She was building a cabin with the help of a local carpenter in northern Montana. She was on her quest to be Mrs. Henry David Thoreau. Living off the grid. Finding the meaning of life in simplicity with only the distractions of nature. Noxon, MT in 1973 was so simple, it only had three businesses. A mercantile store, selling everything from basic foods, animal traps and lumber to US postage stamps. And two liquor stores, selling everything else that was needed.

      One afternoon, during the construction of her cabin, and before the doors were on, an enormous black bear came lumbering in on all fours. Surprised and trapped, Andrea hoisted herself and her berserk, barking dog, Zach, into the loft. She learned later that the bear would’ve hightailed it if she left Zach on the lower floor. “Even a barking chihuahua will scare a bear off”, the forest ranger told her. The bear’s ransacking claws were like using a garden rake to comb your hair. Neither end up pretty. The air filled with the bear’s wild, breathy snorts, smelling like grease and burnt barbecue. Andrea stifled her gasps as she looked down on the beast, hoping he wouldn’t start climbing the ladder rungs. He clambered through a burgeoning havoc of overturned chairs and rumpled rugs, somehow leaving Andrea’s acoustic guitar leaning untouched against a post. A test bite on a bar of soap, amid the mess, was the limit of his food search and he ambled away as he had come.

      An inkling of having second thoughts may have entered her mind. But she lived for nearly two years in the wonderful, nature-distracting wilderness of Montana before returning to civilization in Denver.

      Six years later in 1979, we met at Clyde’s Jazz Pub, a smoky, smokin’, popular nightclub in Vail, CO. I’m a lifelong musician, a bassist, living in KC, Missouri at the time and was on a mini-tour. The band, Dry Jack, who started in the early ‘70s, had re-formed from its eight-piece beginnings (with three brothers) to the current quartet incarnation (with two brothers). This band would release two records on a label in NYC and, at its peak, was recognized by Rolling Stone Magazine’s “History of Rock ’n Roll” in 1980 as part of the new wave of jazz-rock fusion music. Her boyfriend was a drummer in a local Denver band, loved our band’s music and tried to get Andrea to trek the two hours to Vail in winter to hear us.

      “You’ve got to hear these guys! Their music’s incredible. You won’t believe it.”

      “I’m not going over Vail pass in a blizzard to see a band from Kansas. That’s not what I’m going to risk my life for…” she responded.

      He persisted. She relented. A mistake (for him).

      Amidst the smoky haze and din of jazz, something else was kindling and Andrea soon realized why she had come (it wasn’t just the music). During a break, she approached me and asked,

      “Are you a Gemini?”

      Impressed and slightly smitten, “Yes I am… how did you know that?”

      You see, when a cute girl comes up to a music-obsessed, career-focused musician, it takes a confident, attractive, vivacious young woman to snap him out of it. And to see that there is more, oh so much, much more to life.

      It took a few years, the difficult dismantling of relationships and my change of scenery to upstate NY, but destiny delivered. Eventually we were living together in an 8 foot by 10 foot cabin in New Paltz in March 1982. The bed was in a loft above the smelly, sulphur water bathtub and you had to duck your head to crawl into either.

      My music career had descended to a low point by the time Andrea arrived. WRVR, the premier jazz station in NYC (and by whose airwaves our records were getting heard) without warning, at noon on September 8, 1980, became a country music purveyor, playing Charles Mingus’ “Goodbye Pork-Pie Hat” as their final jazz tune. It may not be fair to blame the band’s demise on this one thing, but with no airplay in the main jazz market in the world, the gigs dried up, and the record company shelved a third album. The guitarist moved back to KC.

      Chemistry is that intangible that makes a band larger than the sum of its parts. Ours went from sweet to sour, which is only good for Chinese food. So now I would play for the door at a local bar and sometimes bring home as much as $7 a night. We ate a lot of rice and green peppers. We moved three times in the area, always under Andrea’s direction and to slightly bigger places. Despite things that might have been dismaying, we were always happy and got by just fine.

      To know Andrea is to know that her gears are always grinding. There can always be more and better. Her brother Don lived in the mountains in Shawnee, CO. She would always ask him about land for sale, thinking maybe someday we could buy a five acre parcel to homestead.

      In the fall of 1988, we were on a trip to visit my mother and sister in the Black Hills of South Dakota, where my sister and her husband had lived for 20 years. After a few days, Andrea left to go visit her brother down in Colorado, about a seven-hour drive. Andrea called me a couple of days later and said that we were buying 35 acres of land. Just like that, out of the blue. Incredulous, that’s when I said “What?” and “Get your butt back up here, I have a gig back in NY to get to” and “We can’t afford 35 acres, what’re you crazy?”. And she replied, “Well, we’re buying it and if you want to see it, you should come down.” She can be pretty convincing, so the next day I drove to Colorado, perplexed by thoughts of how to talk her out of this unfathomable (to me anyway) idea. You know, talk some sense into her. Maybe to start with “Where are we going to get the money?” might be a wise approach. I was making more than $7 a gig at this point in my career, but purchasing anything in the hundreds was an enormous deal for me, much less something costing in the tens of thousands of dollars, which was beyond my ken. I drove on, determined.

      

      Autumn in the mountains of Colorado is golden and sublime. In the quiet late afternoon of September’s last few days, when the sun’s rays are visible, slanting through the aspens, illuminating the precious golden quaking leaves, you can hear God whisper. “Man, I did good”. The sun’s warmth, riding the rays, is a welcome balm as cooler nights begin to start earlier and gradually earlier.

      It was that kind of day when I, with Andrea and brother Don, first saw the property that would become home for the next thirty-four years (and counting). The property that would literally be the ground to make manifest a subconsciously simmering vision. But even with this arrival to heaven on earth, with Andrea’s utter confidence to leap into the void, I couldn’t so easily let go of my mental rigidity that lay like a brick on a vision’s wings. So when an airplane went somewhat overhead at probably 20,000 feet, I noted it wasn’t good being under a flight path. The noise would be awful. This property is mostly cliff and a thousand feet down and miles away is an open space trailhead. I pointed out a few tiny-looking, parked cars and said, “Look at the traffic”. Thankfully, I was losing the argument.

      The next day, September 28, 1988, we purchased thirty-five acres of land, and one of the most beautiful views in the world, for $40,000. The owner, a Vietnam vet friend of Don’s, held the mortgage, which was the only financial way this could happen. We borrowed the $8,000 down payment from my Mom, and I made it back to NY in time for my gig. At this early part of our relationship, I realized something I had better get used to. This is how Andrea rolls.

      

      Before our story moves on, we must introduce Andrea’s brother, Don, who helped us so much along the way to bring our dream to earth. Don and Andrea were both adopted. Don first and then two years later, Andrew and Mabel Duykers adopted Andrea, a baby sister for Don. It did not exactly thrill Don to have competition for their parent’s attention.

      Don bordered that thin zigzag line between genius and bi-polar neuroses. As a child, he would get so upset that a temper-tantrum ensued, and the only way out was an ice bath.

      As a teen, he gravitated to woodwork. Legend has it at Grant Jr. High School in Denver, Don created a moving, twirling wooden index finger that mimicked and mocked a teacher who would use that motion to tell a student to turn back around and face front. He would hold it up in class when the teacher was facing the blackboard, to the teenaged delight of his peers.

      After high school, Don furthered his schooling at Fort Lewis College in Durango, CO but made the mistake of taking off a semester to bike across the country. The draft quickly nabbed Don and sent him to Vietnam, where he fought in the infantry at the front lines in Nam and Cambodia.

      Two years later, he returned and, as many were, he was a changed man. He tried to make marriage work, but it didn’t. Went from straight-laced, clean-cut, stay-within-the-lines citizen to uncombed, wild-bearded, anti-society, paranoid recluse. Don loved dogs and had two trained-to-protect pit bulls. It took a while to feel even the slightest bit comfortable around all three. More like a sitting-on-the-edge-of-your-seat comfortable.

      Don became an apprentice woodworker and, eventually, an excellent cabinet maker. He relished his eccentricity. Always wore flip-flops, even in the bitter Colorado winters. (Maybe it’s in the Colorado water ‘cause Andrea went mostly barefoot in our early years together. In bed, her foot would rub against my lower leg and I’d say, “Honey, you forgot to take off your moccasins.”)

      His demons were ever present, and he kept moving further from Denver to be away from “them”. Over the years, he built or remodeled several houses along the way to Fairplay, where he finally ended up. Don and Andrea had an on-again, off-again, love-hate, bipolar relationship. They wouldn’t speak for years and then you couldn’t shut ‘em up. Luckily, while we were back in NY after purchasing the land, they were on wonderful terms.

      Don was crucial in hiring and overseeing an excellent excavator who created our driveway through the forest, back-hoed the push-out for our future house, and blasted rock to install the septic tank and leach field. He pulled the initial permits from the county to do all of this legally. Sent us pictures, the old kind that had to be developed and then mailed. No iPhones or internet in the ‘80s. He was a magnetic energy field that was pulling us west so much that we were on our way and we hadn’t even left yet! The more that was done on the property, the more we knew moving to Colorado was inevitable and getting close.
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        Creating a road through the woods isn’t pretty at first.
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      Now, two aging youngsters (Andrea was 39, and I was 35) who had spent their formative years flirting with the Catskill Mountains in upstate NY, plumbing for some depth of life with like-minded explorers, came to their momentous decision to move. It wasn’t easy. We left much like an impacted wisdom tooth leaves a thankfully numb jaw. There was the yank of a new beginning pulling us westward, plying and loosening a grip that years had grown. The watering eyes, a fight to hold the tears whose time had come, as we said goodbye to a place in our life for the last time. And friends wishing us well and friends who, beyond any scope of perception, were clinging to us so violently that the extraction reached beneath the novocaine. There was a crunch as we left N.Y. And some pain. But on that Sunday morning, June 17, 1989, both sides, the Clingers and the Yankers, called off the battle and our caravan, an ’83 Subaru wagon and a ’73 Dodge pickup towing an 8' x 11' homemade trailer, finally pulled away.

      The Road. Hit the Road. On the Road. Movement, motion, a changing field of view; the hum of tires that you feel long after you've stopped. At first, the vigilance, eyeing the gauges, listening to the engine, checking the load, getting used to the sway of weight offered by the trailer. After a while the vigil eases, becomes second nature and the trip seems to settle.

      We think of the place we've left. When you live in an area for a length of time, friends become the best part of why you're there. And although we may not notice, a depth and easiness of communication happens and we get comfortable. We feel we can be ourselves and be accepted. Leaving is scary. The friends we have made whose frequency in our lives created rhythms of comfort will no longer be in range of everyday experience. We will get to our new home and set up our friendship antennae and attract the frequencies in the new area that hopefully will become new friends. The friends we have made will now shine with a different light. And although we're now only a couple hours away, there is a tinge of sadness in this vision.

      It’s too soon to realize, but time and distance will bring to the surface friendships that will last for life. And the knowledge that new friends will happen isn't enough. Being on the road, we’re in between the routines that lead to that stability and it’s disconcerting. I thank the stars there is someone named Andrea following me in an '83 Subaru wagon.

      I decide to stop somewhere in PA to check the truck and trailer. Upon inspection, we find the axle of the trailer is bending six inches in from both tires. A look from behind shows that the tires are indeed splaying out like one of those monstrous construction vehicles. Except ours aren't splaying by design. We decide that a friend’s invention of a 2 x 4 under the leaf springs to balance the load is the culprit leading to the bending axle. The weight became centered on the 2 x 4 and was too much for the axle. So we pry out the 2 x 4. Pry and pray. Andrea's vigil will begin again, this time (as she follows me) being centered on a bending axle. If it gets worse, we will stop and deal with it then. My vigil will stoke its fires as I prepare for a possible blowout or snapping axle. “How does one prepare for a snapping axle?” I ask myself as we pull onto I-80. A tone has been set for at least the next few hundred miles. Pry and pray, but hopefully not for the rest of the trip.

      It appears we checked our load in time and that the axle is maintaining in its present abnormal condition. Now the miles are piling. We stop for gas, a bathroom and the stretching of our 8 legs. Did I mention that our dog, Yo-Yo, was with us? She is such a veteran car rider that she can go unnoticed. She enjoys each new stop. New smells mainly. And of those, it's the odor of previous dogs in which she revels most. And all that territory to claim. Until the next dog hits the spot, Yo-Yo is one land rich canine. But that’s it. Fuel, pee, and stretch. And then the road is once again
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