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			Prologue

			One moonless night during my tipi years, I slipped from my bedding, dressed, and stepped out into the cold. I often did this simply to stand under the stars and listen to the nocturnal sounds coming from the forest bordering the meadow. Clicks, chirrs, and wing flaps marked the pulse of nature’s business hours, and I loved nothing more than to audit the flow of nightlife, to feel connected to it if only peripherally. 

			I had practiced this same vigil when I lived in a house, but back then it wasn’t a nightly habit. When I did stand on my porch in the wee hours, I was fully aware of how much was going on out there in the shadows, but I knew it then as something separate from my life. Ultimately I would turn my back and return to oblivious sleep in a soft bed surrounded by insulated walls, drawn curtains, and evenly distributed heat. Though a tipi is wonderfully snug, private, and sheltering, a thin line divides outside from inside. Once you step out, you realize that there really has been no transition; you were already a part of the surroundings. 

			Far down the length of the field, against the lighter shade of starlit grass, eight dark shapes clustered together on a rise. They stood still as boulders. After a few minutes, two of the amorphous shapes drifted apart in slow and silent movements, giving the appearance of black buoys floating on pale, luminescent water. The movement marked them as nocturnal foragers: a herd of deer browsing the succulent new shoots of early spring. It was a scene so pastoral, serene, and otherworldly that it struck me as an invitation; I wanted to be a part of that picture.

			For more than an hour, I stalked low in the tall winter-killed grasses as I made my way toward the rise. I moved with patience and fluidity, eventually on hands and knees, and then on my belly. The previous season’s dead grasses stood two feet high, wan and brittle, providing cover. The wind was blowing gently toward me, carrying my scent away from the deer. The desiccated grass vibrated with a sustained whisper of tapping leaves and stems, like paper-thin blades trying to sharpen themselves against one another. 

			Just a few yards from the herd, I slowly raised my head, settled in, and watched them graze. Their profiles were crisply defined. Their heads bobbed down, and when they came up, I could see and hear their jaws grinding laterally as their dark eyes held a steady vigil on the borders of the field. The constant edge of alertness on which they lived was palpable.

			Then one of the animals fixed its stare on me—and stiffened. Every fiber of its being seemed focused on identifying what I was. There was no stamping of hoof, no snort, no sudden burst of alarm, or dash to escape. The other deer seemed not to notice our silent standoff. Then the vigilant deer stepped away, the others following as if the herd were interconnected by a single delicate thread. Without consciously deciding to do so, I rose to a crouch and flowed with them, deer-like, bent forward at the waist, my torso horizontal.

			Still, they didn’t bolt. They moved deliberately but without panic, and I was perfectly able to keep up. They were allowing me a moment in the brotherhood of the wilderness. Soon their gliding bodies picked up speed by increments, testing my capabilities, until I was running upright, strong and effortless, fueled by the brisk night air. I was not chasing them but running with them, inside the herd. Quickly veering to either side, I could have touched one’s flank. But I didn’t. I wanted to do exactly what they were doing. To stretch out my stride with God-given grace. To feel the freedom of flying through the night grass. I had come to be with them—now I was of them. 

			A boundless energy filled me with preternatural strength, making me feel light and fleet, gathered against gravity as my feet seemed hardly to touch the ground. The wind blew in my face, making a hollow whisper in my ears that masked all other sounds and gave the experience a surreal, dreamlike quality. 

			We ran like this for sixty yards, together, choreo-graphed by some tacit agreement granted by divine intervention, serendipity, or perhaps the generosity of deer. The night expanded—like that so-called flash of life in the compressed seconds before death. The stars fixed the moment in place with a thousand distant flashbulbs that ensured my detailed memory of the night.

			That was nearly thirty years ago. These days, I don’t sleep so close to that edge of possibility, nor am I as fleet of foot. More important, insulated walls sequester me, layers of material separate me from the earth, and the vigilance of a thermostat incubates me. As with other men’s castles, an abstraction of the moat that encircles it greatly defines mine.

			All my life I have paid attention to nature. I followed it as though it were a phantom figure slinking off into the woods, and I had to track it, to know what it was. Such was my nature, which led me through a gamut of adventures, both grand and minute: calling in more than a hundred raucous crows to wheel at treetop level above my hiding place for a half hour as they screamed a chorus of complaint over my newly perfected raven croak; discovering the wildly intoxicating flood of scent exuded from a red-spotted millipede or a crushed black snakeroot seed; walking under the dark mystery of hemlocks while the fold and foam of mountain water manufactured a liquid white light from within; stalking and observing the secret lives of bear and fox, vole and cricket.

			I had moved closer to nature with every day of my life. I was, after all, a naturalist, whose life mission was to learn as much as I could about the wild things so that I could teach others. Learning is my passion. Perhaps teaching has served as a justification for the learning. I didn’t realize just how much moving into a tipi would accelerate my learning experiences. But catapult me forward it did, like the night I ran with the deer.

			My rate of education soared, paradoxically, by slowing down my life to a wonderfully inclusive series of rhythms such as the unhurried but deliberate ascent of the moon, the quiet passing of a raccoon that came to me one night to die, the long stalk across the meadow that allowed me to rise up among deer and run wild. These events cannot be corner-cut or compressed to suit any agenda other than what is real and natural. To witness them, you must release yourself from time. That was the tipi’s gift to me, that temporal liberation. Once you’ve grasped it, there is no letting go.

			In tipi-life, there is always work to do: wood to cut, laundry to knead at the creek, drinking water to haul, pots to scour with sand and pebbles, and food to gather and prepare. You might think that I had to hurry to fit everything in during daylight hours—but that didn’t happen. A new and natural pace took hold: Everything slowed. As it did, my education exploded in a sunburst of directions simply because I was never separated from nature. If a tree fell in the forest, as the saying goes, I was there to hear it.

			Before the tipi, I might explore and stay out all day, even a week; but always I returned to where I had started: my house. Home is the magnet that draws us back. It is the place where we are deeply, subconsciously connected to our version of normalcy, dependency, and complacency. Home is always waiting with its pantry of foods, its medicine cabinet of remedies, its faucets of thirst-quenching refreshment, its nurturing nest of mattress, pillow, and cool cotton sheets.

			Even on my self-imposed survival trips—adventures that my soul craved each season—home always waited at the end to counterbalance any temporary discomfort that might have poked an elbow into the experience. Home is where I went to recover. Home is our physical safety net.

			A tipi is most certainly a home. In fact, it is a grand place to live. But leaning down to step from the oval doorway into the boundless world of nature is not like walking out the back door of your home. That single step from the tipi is no departure at all. The ground is the same. But the step is profoundly personal, exposing you to the watchful eyes of the wild. Even before you leave the tipi, you are connected to the outer world around you in ways that make the old Plains Indian lodging not an encapsulated retreat from nature but an integral part of it.

			There are physical explanations for this. For one thing, a tipi cover is intentionally raised several inches off the ground, leaving a gap for the influx of air. This same gap, of course, invites a parade of curious mice . . . and insects . . . and snakes . . . and just about anything else small enough to make the squeeze.

			The walls are thin. You can hear everything out there. But there is a mystery to it. The conical shape of the tipi swirls sound in a disorienting way, so that it’s hard to pinpoint the direction from which a sound originates.

			Rain thrums on the canvas just inches from your sleeping place. The sound is not muted and removed like the distant drumming upon a shingled roof; it is immediate, intimate, and soporific. As they are meant to, raindrops run down the long poles inside the tipi all the way to the ground. So there is an alliance with rain. It can come inside, but it must adhere to the rules.

			The backbone of any tipi is its fanned-out cone of trimmed trees leaning together into a common juncture, making a near circular floor plan at ground level. In one of the pie-sections of my floor, I stacked small, broken limbs of wood for fast-lighting fuel. Fire and smoke are living parts of tipi-life. Architecturally mandated big, heavy reflector stones ringed the fire pit. Beneath my summer bedding lay a protective barrier of pawpaw, hickory, and sassafras leaves—all to ward off siege by chiggers. Wrens and phoebes regularly flitted inside to investigate, no doubt considering a nesting site, until the evening fire and billowing smoke announced that all bets were off. 

			By sight and scent, these interior features reflect more the essence of a forest than a living room. The tipi—unlike angular homes—is less about separation than integration. It rests lightly upon the land. Whenever I packed one up and moved on, the land soon showed no sign of tenancy. But while I was there, I lived close to the earth. Scents and sounds and silences wafted through the cover as easily as smoke rose from the tipi’s smoke hole. The stars kept watch through that same opening. Perhaps it was they who whispered to me that night. Get up! The deer are waiting for you in the meadow.

			In the forest my natural inclination has always been to move slowly, quietly. But inside all my previous homes, I had been less attentive to my own movement. We accept the thump of our shoes on floorboards and rugs, and we move at a speed dictated by a given day’s agenda and the clock that rules from the bedside table, the wrist, or the pocket. The reassuring sights and sounds of “life-support” surround us in houses: the late-night light inside the humming refrigerator, the whir of a fan, the flush of a toilet.

			That night in the meadow with the dark ghosts of deer silently leaping beside me, I ran as I had never run in track or football or any childhood game. With the deer, I ran like the wind. But there is an irony. The clocks of the world broke that night, and the event transformed itself from a primal urge for speed to the slow and limitless expansion of an unforgettable moment. The entire experience was born of my tipi-life because stepping over the tipi’s threshold to enter that night required no adjustment. Sleeping inside the tipi, I was already a part of the night. 

			The deer and I ran together all the way to the edge of the meadow where, without urgency or panic, they fanned out, slipped without a sound into the great shadow of forest, and then dissolved, black into black, like magicians leaping through hidden mirrors.

			Suddenly alone, I stood beneath the night sky breathing deeply, though not winded. The air was delicious. I was forty-two years old, and I could have run all night—but not in the forest. For that I would have needed nocturnal eyes. The night air touched my moist skin with the coolness of mountain water. Behind me the meadow took on the aura of hallowed ground. I was changed, enriched. 

			Metaphorically, I had run like the wind before. I had achieved this same Aeolian experience when closing a cherished book, loosing a first arrow from a homemade bow, or conjuring a flame by spinning dead wood in my hands. And I have known this burst of freedom in the simplicity of honest words shared with a friend. I have also known it in silence. But this was the first time I had elevated the simile to its literal meaning by running with the deer.

			That unforgettable sixty-yard sprint traced back to tipi-life, just as the first flight of a fledgling hawk is made grand by virtue of its nest perched high in a lofty pine. There are no mediocre excursions. Furthermore, coming home to a tipi does not mean leaving the pulse and flow of the natural world. In a sense, no matter where you are in the forest, you are always at home. The tipi simply covers the patch of that home where you have chosen to sleep.

			 Later that night, nestled back into my bedding, I listened to a screech owl whistle its eerie, descending tremolo. I knew the deer heard it, too. We were all connected. I had always known that in my head. Now that I had run with them on a cool spring night in a mountain meadow, I carried proof of it in the warmth of my blood.
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			Trial by Fire  

			In 1989, a midnight August storm unleashed a bolt of fire, connecting heaven and earth through the mountain farmhouse in which I had been living for the past seven years. Crude columns of hand-stacked stones propped the old wood-frame building, built almost a century earlier, two feet above the ground. Its sagging interior wood flooring had at some point been covered with creaking linoleum, its roof nailed with tin. That roof, the fire investigator later told me, reflected heat downward like an oven, turning the fire into a blistering inferno. Nothing survived it, not even metal tools.

			Everything I owned was incinerated in an un-stoppable blaze that must have lit up the driving rain like falling diamonds. I don’t know because I didn’t see it. My dog, Elly, and I were fifty miles away, sleeping at the summer camp where I had just returned campers after a week-long wilderness program on this same leased mountain land. 

			The call came the next morning. I was packing gear and about to return home when one of the camp owners came out of the office and called me to the phone. She followed me back inside. A woman not given to shows of emotion, she put her arms around my chest as though to hold me in place when I picked up the phone. Then the side of her face pressed into my back.

			Through the line, I barely recognized Teresa, my closest friend in the mountains. Her voice sounded small, squeezed from an unfamiliar place. She asked about me and how I was doing, but a vacuum pulled at the core of her sentences. She was trying to prepare me.

			“Last night there was a bad storm,” she said finally. “Lots of lightning.” Then after a pause, her voice resigned to a forced, even timbre. “Your house burned down.”

			The hum on the telephone line dropped away. Her soft words had delivered a slap of finality that sucked up all the electricity in the wire. 

			“Oh,” I said. 

			My voice sounded muted and distant, as though I were hearing myself from underwater. The camp owner’s grip tightened around my chest.

			Teresa wanted to know if she could do anything, but what was there to do? I thanked her for calling, hung up the phone, and extricated myself from my unexpected support system with an attempt at a grateful smile, insisting that I was okay.

			“I need to go home,” I said. 

			She nodded, and her expression said, Of course; though, when I thought about it, I wasn’t sure why I had to go. There was no home to go to, nothing to do there. Some things, however, need to be seen before they can be real to you.

			Walking outside into the sunlight, I felt quiet—and alive. What if Elly and I had been in the house last night? 

			Elly, as usual, was waiting for me in the cool shade of the bushes just outside the office. At the bang of the screened door and the familiar rhythm of my footsteps, she sprang up at a fast walk at my side to be sure she wasn’t forgotten. Together we marched to my truck, and as soon as I opened the door, she jumped in. Before starting the engine I looked at her. What might she sense from me on this landmark of a day? 

			The previous afternoon, I had dropped off my camping gear before leaving home. All of it was gone now. Minor things came to mind—sleeping bag, tent, mess kit . . . but these were the first lost items to register.

			“Well,” I said, looking around the cab, “I’ve got the truck . . . my guitar . . .” I laid my hand on a stack of field guides. “These books . . . a raincoat . . .” I looked down at myself appraisingly, as if someone else had dressed me that morning. “These clothes . . .” I patted the leather sheath on my belt. “My knife.”

			Elly had been watching me throughout my monologue. “And you,” I whispered. Her body made a subtle tremor, as if a wag had originated in her brain but fizzled before reaching her tail.

			Elly was always with me. What if she had been a housedog, and I had left her at home yesterday when I brought my campers back? Therein lay the silver lining to this violent cloud. I reached over and stroked her head. She looked out the front windshield and shifted her weight on her front paws. Then she gave me that look that said, Let’s get this thing going. I want to get home.

			Home. 

			Even the word was forcing upon us a new definition. It had become a loose and immeasurable sphere that surrounded us, an invisible bubble of air, pliable enough to fit any space I chose. Where we went, it went.

			Driving down the highway, I began to understand that what I had inventoried inside the truck really was the sum total of what I claimed on this earth. Elly, who looked back at me as she always had, knew a lot more about all this than I did. Possessions . . . or the lack thereof. What was important? What wasn’t? She had already grasped this on the most fundamental level. The highway spooled out before us, and I realized that I was just now catching up to her way of thinking. 
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			Smoke lifted lazily into the air as we pulled up to the charred ruins of the house. It shredded through the blackened limbs of the scorched sycamore and oak that had shaded the front porch. But for the absurdity of the concrete front steps standing alone above the ash like a pulpit, there was nothing left to remind me of a house. Even the tin roof had vanished.

			Acrid air bit our noses with irreverent odors never intended for release, heat still radiating from the debris like the foul breath of a gluttonous monster that had eaten itself into a stupor. No sound but the faint tick, pop, sizzle of settling embers. 

			Elly jumped from her seat onto the scorched grass and walked over to the place in front of the steps where it was her habit to keep guard in the shade of the sycamore. Now, with the leaves burned away, the great summer shadow she had known was mottled and web-like—little more than the streaking of winter’s bare limbs. She dropped down on her belly, face toward the road, paying no attention to the pile of smoldering rubble where the house had been.

			I walked the perimeter of the blackened foundation, mesmerized by the open space that had appeared. Sunlight swept uninterrupted through new territory, a volume of air where even light had been denied for a century.

			When you lose everything at once like this, there is no way to fathom the sum of the losses. The process is an unbelievably long itemization of “stuff” that trickles back to memory in scattered bits. I imagine that this is a protective safeguard for the spirit, like shock. Something comes to mind thirteen years later, and you let out a whimsical snort at not having thought of it before. How important could that have been?

			My house had been like a small nature center, and the students who had come to this land for workshops always enjoyed browsing its walls and shelves. Sometimes, when I ran into summer campers years after their time with me, they
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