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				To MY PARENTS and GRANDPARENTS

				You taught me that tires on gravel roads, and locusts, and whip-poor-wills singing after a thunderstorm were really the voice of God. And you were right. It just took me a few decades to realize it.

			

			
				To GARY, Who Taught Me

				Do not go where the path may lead,
Go instead where there is no path
And leave a trail.

				—RALPH WALDO EMERSON

			

		

	
		Contents

		
			
					 
					Cover
			

			
					 
					Other Books By This Author
			

			
					 
					Title Page
			
 
					 
					Copyright
			
 
					 
					Dedication


			

			
					[Part One]
					Wade’s Walden
			

			
					[Part Two]
					Life Lessons
			

			
					LESSON ONE:
					Devote My Life to Writing Full-Time and Embrace the “Solitary Life”
			

			
					LESSON TWO:
					Eschew the Latest Entertainment and Fashion for Simpler Pursuits
			

			
					LESSON THREE:
					Learn to Love the Snow
			

			
					LESSON FOUR:
					Embrace My Rural Brethren
			

			
					LESSON FIVE:
					Participate in Country Customs
			

			
					LESSON SIX:
					Live off the Land
			

			
					LESSON SEVEN:
					Nurture Our Country Critters
			

			
					LESSON EIGHT:
					Rediscover Religion
			

			
					LESSON NINE:
					Let Go of My City Cynicism
			

			
					LESSON TEN:
					Redefine the Meaning of Life and My Relationship with Gary
			

			
					[Part Three]
					The Final Test


			

			
					 
					Acknowledgments
			

			
					 
					About the Author
			

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Readers need to know that names (besides me, Gary, and a few of our family and friends) and identifying characteristics have been changed, and, in some instances, characters were composited, locations and details recast, and time compressed. This was done to protect anonymity and streamline the narrative, and also out of a sincere desire to remain in the cottage and county I now love and call home.

		

	
		
			Green acres is the place to be.

			Farm livin’ is the life for me.

		

	
		[Part One]
Wade’s Walden

		
			As I came home through the woods with my string of fish, trailing my pole, it being now quite dark, I caught a glimpse of a woodchuck stealing across my path, and felt a strange thrill of savage delight, and was strongly tempted to seize and devour him raw; not that I was hungry then, except for that wildness which he represented. Once or twice, however, while I lived at the pond, I found myself ranging the woods, like a half-starved hound, with a strange abandonment, seeking some kind of venison which I might devour, and no morsel could have been too savage for me. The wildest scenes had become unaccountably familiar.

			—HENRY DAVID THOREAU, Walden

		

		
			Of all the wonders of nature, a tree in summer is perhaps the most remarkable; with the possible exception of a moose singing “Embraceable You” in spats.

			—WOODY ALLEN

		

	
		Coonskin Cap

		There’s a raccoon on my head.

		And I don’t particularly look good in hats.

		Especially when they’re still moving.

		I certainly wish this were one of those “Hey, look at me standing here on vacation in Wall Drug wearing a fifteen-dollar coonskin cap pretending to be Daniel Boone, so hurry up and take the goddamn picture!” moments, but it’s not.

		No, my cap is very much alive, very much pissed off, and very much sporting a bad stink, a head filled with razor fangs, and a lot of painfully sharp claws.

		But I guess I’d be pissed off, too, if someone interrupted my late-night dinner reservation.

		Who knew that in the woods you simply can’t shove a forgotten bag of trash into your garbage can?

		I didn’t.

		That’s because I’m a city boy, a self-obsessed gay man who intentionally bedazzled himself in roughly $1,000 worth of trendy clothing just to walk the trash out in the middle of fucking nowhere!

		I honestly believe, deep down, that I am like K-Fed in Vegas, or some pseudocelebrity on vacation who just might be ambushed by the paparazzi at any moment.

		But I’m really just a lost soul, in every possible way.

		Not long ago, I moved to the woods of Michigan from the city, because I wanted to be a modern-day Henry David Thoreau.

		My goal? To find myself, to find my modern-day Walden Pond, by stripping away superfluous luxuries and living a plainer, simpler life.

		Thoreau famously wrote: “I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.”

		And he is right. The woods have already taught me something of great value: I am going to die. Specifically, I am going to die after being disfigured by a raccoon.

		But at least I have had a life-changing epiphany, albeit a bit too late. The epiphany “Never go to a place that doesn’t have a Starbucks within arm’s reach or you might find a wild animal clinging to your scalp” has already edged out my all-time favorite epiphany, the one I had in eighth grade: “My God, my thingy doesn’t seem to work when I kiss girls!”

		The raccoon digs its claws into the side of my head and begins to burrow, like it’s trying to bury the apple core it still has in its mouth into the middle of my brain.

		My hair! I think. You’re jacking up my hair!

		Which is another reason why I shouldn’t be living in the woods. I care more about how my profile will look when I’m found dead than about actually trying to stay alive.

		The raccoon locates an artery, and I begin screaming, like any man who is truly scared for his life.

		And then I pee on myself.

		I admit it. There is no shame.

		I scream again, yelling, “Help! Help! There’s a raccoon on my head! Can somebody, anybody, help me?”

		But I sadly realize this is a rhetorical question, that it doesn’t matter what I yell, because no one can hear me in the woods. My closest neighbor is a “holler” away, or what ever the hell they say out here in the country.

		In fact, my yells simply echo off the surrounding pines, the voice coming back to me sounding a whole lot like Drew Barrymore right before she gets offed at the beginning of Scream.

		I do have enough wherewithal, however, to scrunch my eyes shut, in order to protect my vision, and to begin spinning like a top, twirling like a drunken, crazed ballerina, to jostle the beast free. Unfortunately, the coon is along for the ride.

		I can feel blood beginning to trickle down my face.

		I will later read on Wikipedia, the online encyclopedia: “Raccoons are unusual for their thumbs, which (though not opposable) enable them to open many closed containers (such as garbage cans) and doors. The raccoon is most distinguishable by the black ‘mask’ of fur around its eyes and the long, bushy tail. They are intelligent omnivores with a reputation for being clever, sly, and mischievous. Raccoons range from 20 to 40 inches in length (including the tail) and weigh between 10 and 35 pounds. As city dwellers in the United States and Canada increasingly move into primary or second homes in former rural areas, raccoons are often considered pests because they forage in trash receptacles.”

		I, of course, read this too late, like I do everything in my life: the nutrition chart on Little Debbie boxes, the prescription for my Xanax, the size 4 tag in the back of my “men’s” jeans.

		However, I am a child of the ’70s, which means I didn’t really have to read to learn anything; I just had to watch TV. And that I did.

		That’s when it hits me. The solution to my problems.

		What would Lucy do? I ask myself.

		Lucy would fight back, in some wacky-chocolate-factory, grape-stompin’, Vitameatavegamin way!

		So I grab the garbage can lid, and the flashlight I am holding, and begin to wield them like shields, like Brad Pitt in Troy, and whack the raccoon, taking part of my temple along with it. But the coon doesn’t budge. It screeches and digs its claws more deeply into my skull.

		It’s those damn thumbs. They may not be opposable, but I swear this thing could hitchhike.

		The coon’s tail swings over my shoulder, and, for a second, I resemble Madonna on her Blonde Ambition tour. And then I realize this is my payback. Just a couple of weeks ago in the city I was making fun of a woman with hideous hair extensions in Walgreens. I mean, I had to: The color and texture didn’t even match her real hair. And I could see where she had clipped them in.

		The raccoon scratches my temple, and I release more urine down the pant legs of the dark jeans I love so much.

		I drop the flashlight and the garbage can lid and desperately try to grab the raccoon with both hands. It latches onto my left arm, which is layered in a brand-new $500 Banana Republic leather coat.

		I pull an armful of fur out of the frightened beast, and it hisses at me.

		“Let go, you stinky little bastard!”

		These words sober me instantly as I remember the night in the city not so long ago when I yelled exactly the same phrase at a hairy, stinky man who tried to snatch the Longchamp handbag off the arm of one of my best girlfriends as we left a downtown nightclub. That night, in desperation, begging for Lucy’s guidance, I had yanked from my True Religion jeans pocket the only two items I had to thwart the would-be criminal: my tube of Burt’s Bees Lip Shimmer, to use as a mock knife, and my spearmint breath freshener, to use as my gay-boy Mace pepper spray. And, believe it or not, this ad hoc city survival plan had worked.

		I never left the house, no matter where or when, even at night in the country, without these two items: breath freshener to keep me minty and lip balm to provide a pop of color and shimmery shine. A fella never knows who he might run into …an old boyfriend, a purse snatcher, the paparazzi, a raccoon.

		Instinctively, my right hand goes deep into the pocket of my dark jeans to yank out my Sephora artillery.

		My furry nemesis suddenly grabs my upper lip—growing bored by this drama—and the pain shocks me back into reality. I manage to simultaneously poke at the animal with my lip balm and square up the breath spray as best I can in the dark, just as if I were going to snap a picture of myself with a cell phone camera, a tactic I have perfected. I take aim at the whites of the raccoon’s beady eyes, just like I had done at the purse snatcher.

		And then I spray.

		Twice.

		Because that’s what I always do to ensure freshness.

		The coon squeals, bites me on the hand, and then grabs my super-shimmery lip balm. I release the breath spray, the raccoon releases my arm, and it sprints into the deep, dark woods, the little bandit blinded temporarily, I’m sure, but now sporting surprisingly minty breath.

		Thank you, Lucy. Thank you.

		And just like her, I start to cry—weep, really, like only Lucy can weep—out of panic and terror, of course, but mostly out of an overwhelming sense of reality.

		What would Lucy do?

		Well, right now, the director would yell, “Cut!” and she would go off to her trailer and start reading tomorrow’s script. I am not so lucky.

		As I stand in the dark, in the north woods, with no cameras or TV lights, no new script waiting for me, I realize that I brought all of this on myself.

		I moved to the country intentionally, because I wanted to follow my dream of being a writer. I wanted to face down my rural childhood. I wanted to create “Wade’s Walden.”

		I wanted to live simply, like Thoreau.

		I wanted peace and serenity.

		But I think I got rabies instead.

	
		Signs, Signs, Everywhere There’s Signs

		Let’s get one very obvious thing straight from the beginning. I am not Mr. Nature.

		I am not Grizzly Adams.

		I am not Yul Gibbons.

		I am “manly” in the sort of way that Isaac Mizrahi is manly.

		I cannot live off the land like a Pilgrim, although I did rather admire their buckle shoes and penchant for wearing black.

		I am not one of those bullshit macho guys who thinks he can go on Survivor and then cracks two days in because he’s out of hair gel. I need my hair gel. Specifically, I need my Dirt from Jonathan Antin.

		I need my stuff.

		Which, typically, comes from Sephora and not Bass Pro.

		I should not be living in the woods of Michigan. I grew up in the Ozarks, in the woods, and it was not the best place for a chubby gay child to live. It was beyond surreal, like finding David Gest shopping at Big Lots.

		The closest I now come to the rural roots of my childhood is eating my beloved Kashi Go Lean cereal, which tastes akin to the sassafras bark I used to pluck and chew as a kid, and watching episodes of Reba, which has taken the place of my old Hee Haw fascination.

		I purposely transformed myself from a country rube into a sophisticated city boy, a Starbucks-swilling, pashima-wearing, catch-a-Parker-Posey-independent-movie kind of guy.

		I now wear jeans so tight that when I sit down with a cell phone in my pocket I accidentally ass-dial one of my friends.

		It takes me at least an hour in the bathroom before I go anywhere, an hour and a half if I’m shaving. I get ready to my favorite music while trying to perfect dance moves. My all-time favorites are: “Genie in a Bottle” by Christina Aguilera; “Respect Yourself” by Madonna; “Freedom” by George Michael; “Toxic” by Britney Spears; and “Fergalicious” and “Glamorous” by Fergie.

		I consider Kenneth Cole to be on par with Gandhi for his contributions to the world.

		I eat the same specialized low-fat, high-protein, low-sodium, low-sugar foods every single day. I ship extra luggage ahead for a three-day weekend somewhere. I work out two hours a day. I highlight my hair so it looks “sun kissed” but never highlighted. I tan. I whiten my teeth. I like to wear chokers and anklets and rings and watches and bracelets.

		All of which is why I am the world’s most unlikely Henry David Thoreau.

		All of which is why I’m the last person you would expect to find living in the middle of the Michigan woods, within walking distance of a country store that sells turkey hunting licenses and camouflage instead of in the city within walking distance of a good Thai restaurant or a Crate & Barrel.

		Remember that episode of Sex and the City when Carrie goes to the country and has no idea what to do with herself? That’s me. Except in slides instead of stilettos.

		I like the rush, the frenzy, the insanity of city living and getting a thousand things done in a day. I love mainlining quad-shot lattes, running twelve miles in the city park, heading to dinner with friends at a hip new restaurant, and slurping a couple of mojitos shaken by a guy who looks like a Zac Posen model.

		I like to look pretty. I like to get my hair cut at salons by beautiful, bored men who only go by an initial—“Yes, I have an appointment with Z!”

		I like to buy feta-stuffed chicken breasts and ahi tuna at Whole Foods.

		I like to buy retro Froot Loop T-shirts for $50 at Anthropologie.

		I get microdermabrasions and tint my eyelashes.

		I may be the only man in the United States to buy Mary Kay and swipe lotion and bronzer onto his bare legs in the supermarket while he thumps kiwi.

		I’m proud of that.

		But this doesn’t necessarily mean I was fulfilled. It doesn’t mean that I was happy.

		I may sound about as deep as a Slip ’n Slide, but I’m not.

		Like so many creative, driven types—gay or straight—who were raised in the country, I fled to the closest city, as quickly as I could, to escape my rural upbringing. And I just kept on running: to new jobs, to bigger promotions, to better places.

		Or so I thought.

		But then, I turned forty.

		Four. Oh!

		I am the ultimate cliché.

		But, truly, that’s when it hit me: I had always been running from my childhood, and I was tired. Mentally and physically exhausted. I hated my job. I hated that my dreams of being a writer hadn’t been fulfilled. And (insert maniacal laugh of my parents here) I was beginning to believe that there was a void in my life that the city and its incessant, nonstop activity and noise could no longer fill.

		But I kept ignoring the signs.

		In reality, I don’t know why I, or my partner, Gary, would ever have wanted to return to rural life.

		We already fled the cornfields, and endless baseball diamonds, and dirty IGAs, in our knockoff Cole Haans, because our memories of teenage rural life were mostly of getting spit on in high school for pinch-rolling our jeans, or for nabbing the lead in Pirates of Penzance, or, more honestly, for secretly hoping to make out with the captain of the football team in the bench seat of his pickup.

		We fled to the city, any city, to be enveloped in enormity and anonymity. We wanted to be both individuals and invisible, to be accepted but left alone. And we wanted, more than anything else, to reinvent ourselves. But reinvent ourselves as what?

		I grew up worshipping Erma Bombeck instead of George Brett, Joe Montana, or Buck Owens. When boys from school would come to my house they would inevitably make fun of her books—The Grass Is Always Greener over the Septic Tank and If Life Is a Bowl of Cherries, What Am I Doing in the Pits?—which I had sitting on my nightstand, and the photos of her I had pinned to my corkboard wall.

		“What’s wrong with you?” they would often ask.

		Which is why I ran and ran, and kept running, from rural America, until I found myself in the city doing everything but what I had initially set out to do.

		Write.

		I was making great money, I was traveling, I was eating at the best restaurants.

		But was I happy?

		My parents often say that many city people like me are “full of nonsense,” meaning we urbanites become so used to being surrounded by meaningless things and misguided people that we have lost sight of what’s truly valuable in life.

		I thought they were full of shit.

		And then I had one of those life-changing days, the really big, super-shocking kind, the kind, perhaps, that Mary had when she learned she was a pregnant virgin or Jennifer Grey experienced when the bandages came off her nose.

		I had been waking up at four a.m. to write my first memoir, America’s Boy. I had been consumed with writing about my childhood—the beauty, the horror, the unconditional and transformational love of family—and could not sleep any longer without getting it all out. One morning, when it came time for me to go to my job as a PR director at a prep school—a position that entailed mucho schmoozing and dwindling self-esteem—I had to force myself to stop writing by turning on the TV as loudly as possible to distract myself.

		Today was blaring as I raced around our tiny city bungalow, leapfrogging our mutt, Marge, in the hallway. Matt Lauer was interviewing a couple who had quit their jobs to run a B&B in Bali.

		“We have discovered the secret to happiness. Follow your obsession,” they told Matt.

		“You freaks!” I yelled at the TV as I dry-swallowed a vitamin, aspirated Kashi, lint-brushed my suit, reviewed my meeting notes, and tossed a Bonz down the basement stairs for Marge to follow. “I’m happy!”

		I found myself in my car, already late to work for another day of insanity and stupidity—already preoccupied about meaningless meetings, preoccupied about what I was wearing, preoccupied about the fact that I didn’t have enough time to write, preoccupied about the last thing I’d yelled.

		I was happy, damn it!

		Or was I happy in the way that sheep or lobotomy patients are happy, mindlessly bleating and going through the motions? Was I just one of the “sheeple” (part sheep, part people), a term a friend of mine used when referring to many Americans who seem to sleepwalk through their lives?

		I was so preoccupied that I didn’t realize, until it was nearly too late, that I was almost out of gas. So I beelined across two lanes of highway traffic to hit an exit and chug into a gas station.

		I started filling my tank when a man’s voice confidently boomed out through the pump to remind me that by starting a Value Rewards Program I could be earning bonus points for every gallon of gas and large Pepsi I purchased. I angrily finger-punched the Mute button, but it didn’t work. The man continued to tell me, in excruciating detail, how I was basically a fucking idiot for not taking advantage of this incredible promotion.

		I smacked Mute again.

		Nothing.

		So I grabbed the window washer sitting on the side of the pump and used the handle to “poke” the Mute button.

		The man’s voice stopped.

		But then a woman’s voice came over the intercom: “Ummm, baby, yeah …you gunna stop whackin’ our pump, or I’ll have to call the police, mmmkaay, baby?”

		I glanced over at the window.

		A woman who looked like Mo’Nique was staring at me with her hands on her hips.

		The intercom popped on one more time: “We all have bad days, baby. Hell, I’m havin’ a bad life.”

		I got in my car, gripped the wheel, and saw that my hands were shaking.

		I eased my way back into an all-out traffic jam and instantly came to a complete stop.

		“Goddamn it! No! No! No! Move, traffic! I’m late!”

		And, for one moment in my life, I couldn’t go anywhere. I couldn’t rush ahead.

		So I started thinking of my morning, of my life.

		Was I having a bad morning?

		Or a bad life?

		I asked myself again: Wade, are you happy?

		And then I became emotional. So emotional, in fact, that I lowered my head on my steering wheel and began to sob as Christina Aguilera told me I was beautiful.

		When a car honked to knock me from my stupor, to let me know I could inch ahead a few feet, I lifted my head from the wheel in time to see a man holding a sign on an overpass above the highway. The man, who looked like a greasy, heavily medicated version of Jesus, held aloft a cardboard sign that read in poorly scrawled letters: what would you do if you could not fail?

		He was backlit by the morning sun, rays splaying from behind his body, and the image looked like one of those religious paintings, in black velvet perhaps, or color-by-numbers, that you find buried under other crap in a cluttered antiques store. I was stunned to see this phrase: This was the mantra that our friend John Fletcher had been chanting at me for years as he encouraged me to pounce on my writing dreams without fear.

		As my car inched toward the overpass, the man simply reached over and, as if on cue, dropped his sign, which flitted and fluttered and floated like a butterfly caught in a crosswind before landing directly over my windshield.

		All I could see, in close-up 3-D, my eyes crossing to make sure I was still reading it correctly, was its message: WHAT WOULD YOU DO IF YOU COULD NOT FAIL?

		I braked immediately, panicked, unable to see, and fetched the sign off my window, ignoring the angry honks of the drivers. I shoved the sign, which was covered in grimy fingerprints and smelled like gas and motor oil, into my backseat. As I came out from under the overpass, I glanced in my rearview mirror, and Jesus was waving at me—alternately blowing kisses and doing the sign of the cross, like a mix of the Pope and Liza. The sun had obliterated his face into an explosion of white. As my eyes turned toward the road again, it was then I caught a glimpse of the backside of Jesus’ cardboard sign reflected in the driver’s mirror. It was the outside of a packing box, with an address that read: walden’s automotive.

		I took this, pardon the obvious pun, as a sign.

		It was, in fact, the millionth sign in my sign-filled morning, but it was the most obvious and the one to which I finally paid attention.

		I took this final sign with the same seriousness as if God Himself had vaporized into my passenger seat, turned off the Christina Aguilera CD I was listening to, and said, “Pay attention, dumb ass!”

		So, for once in my life, I did.

	
		Wade’s Walden

		Early in the spring of 1845—some 160 years before I would make my way into the middle of the Michigan woods—Henry David Thoreau, then twenty-seven years old, first began to chop down tall pines to build the foundation of his home on the shores of Walden Pond in Massachusetts.

		According to the Encyclopaedia Britannica, Thoreau was disillusioned and bored by working in his family’s business, making pencils and grinding graphite, and decided in early 1845 to take up an idea of a Harvard classmate who had once built a waterside hut in which “one could loaf or read.” In the spring Thoreau picked a spot by Walden Pond, a small glacial lake located two miles south of Concord on land that his mentor Ralph Waldo Emerson owned.

		From the very beginning, says Britannica, this move gave him profound satisfaction.

		Once settled, Thoreau restricted his diet for the most part to the fruit and vegetables he found growing wild and the beans he planted. When not busy weeding his bean rows and trying to protect them from hungry woodchucks or occupied with fishing, swimming, or rowing, he spent long hours observing and recording the local flora and fauna, reading, and making entries in his journals, which he later polished and included in Walden. Much time, too, was spent simply in meditation.

		Out of such activity and thought, continues Britannica, came Walden, a series of eighteen essays describing Thoreau’s experiment in basic living and his effort to set his time free for leisure.

		So how does this parallel my own life?

		My Ozarks grandmother was a secret Walden devotee.

		She used to tell me that she attempted to make sense of her life—a life she felt had gone too quickly, a life she felt she had too often squandered—through two books: the Bible and Henry David Thoreau’s Walden.

		In our “coffee chats”—the morning talks we had at our old Ozarks log cabin as we sat swinging away the summers of my youth and the final summers of her life on a barn-red glider that sat atop a sand-colored bluff overlooking a vast expanse of Sugar Creek—my grandma Rouse told me, quietly, confidentially, in a whisper that I could barely distinguish over the distant rushing of the creek, that the Bible gave her afterlife meaning but that Walden gave her here-life meaning.

		She passed this wisdom along only to me, knowing that in the Ozarks, such crazy talk was considered heresy. To publicly put any book on the same level as the Bible, or to mention anyone in the same breath as Jesus, meant you were next in line to get the “Cuckoo whistle” at the IGA.

		My grandma had an old hardbound edition of Walden she had “borrowed” from the library. For about seventeen years.

		The book was akin to the delicate little flower arrangements she kept too long on her bedside table: While Walden began to smell a bit moldy and look a bit past its prime, it continued to hold a mesmerizing power.

		My grandma would read to me from Walden, which she kept hidden in the center of her oversize Bible lest someone should walk up unexpectedly. She would read and then explain what each passage meant to her.

		She had so many favorite passages from Walden that I remember them vividly to this day, passages she recited at every single coffee chat, no matter where we were in the book.

		
			Live each season as it passes; breathe the air, drink the drink, taste the fruit, and resign yourself to the influence of each.

		

		This line, said my grandmother, a notorious penny-pincher who had survived the Depression, was a prime reason why—one day on a whim, after a lifetime of saving and folding used tinfoil—she bought our log cabin on Sugar Creek.

		“Live!” she would exclaim to me, giving the word more power and gusto than that with which she had probably lived much of her life. “Live!”

		And then, as a contrast, she would whisper, “Resign yourself to the influence of nature,” and gesture dramatically toward the creek, into the sky, pointing at the sandy-colored bluffs in the distance, her Avon bracelet like a hawk in flight.

		As if on cue, the wind would carry the scent of the surrounding woods, and my mind would stop wandering. I would stop thinking about running away to search for shale or go inner-tubing, and I would listen to the creek. To the wind. To my grandmother’s breath.

		I succumbed to nature.

		But then I grew up, and time flew along diligently, like the geese headed south, and I could only think of how much I hated being gay, and creative, and trapped in the country. I dreamed of running away to buildings, to masses of people, to anonymity. I begged for time to fly. I prayed for ten, twenty years to pass.

		And fate, like it always does, granted my wish.

		In her final years, my grandmother began to write me long letters, reminding me of Walden, asking if I was reading Thoreau. “Are you on the right/write path?” she would scribble, the letters smearing as she dragged her aging palm against the wet ink.

		Then my grandmother passed, and I—like we all do—begged to have that lost time back, to be next to her, to succumb to nature.

		Still, her voice resonated in me, and passages from Walden would just pop into my head at odd times, like while I was driving or sitting in a meeting at work, and I would think, Have I lived? How did I get to this point right here, right now? Is this my life’s destiny?

		This popped into my head that fateful morning, and it was then I knew: My grandmother wasn’t crazy. She was trying to tell me to chart my own course, one she hadn’t been able to chart as a woman born in the early 1900s, who had children and no schooling but a head full of dreams, including that her grandson would not simply, as Thoreau famously said, “fall into a particular route.”

		So, initially, I did what my grandmother had done: I went a little bit off my rocker.

		My partner, Gary, and I meandered, purely by chance, to Michigan for a vacation. I needed to leave my lumbar-perfect office chair, scrape the mollusks off my ass. I needed to breathe and take stock of my life. I needed quiet and time to think.

		I had never been to Saugatuck, Michigan, touted as the “Fire Island of the Midwest” and the “Art Coast of Michigan.” In fact, I had never been to Michigan. But, as soon as we arrived, I became “smitten with the Mitten.”

		Like my grandma, I believe that everyone has a place they dream of living, a nirvana, a heaven on earth, a place where—when you reach it—you feel it resonate in your soul: I have arrived. This is where I am supposed to be. For some, it might well be a lodge in the mountains, a hut snuggled next to the Caribbean, a loft in Manhattan, a country house in Tuscany, or a log cabin in the Ozarks. And yet, the majority of us maybe hit such dream spots only a few times in our lives, during a week’s vacation.

		The first time I arrived in Saugatuck, Michigan (after being directed here when on vacation the previous year in P-town), I instantly knew my question had been answered, because the answer resonated in my soul: I have arrived. This is where I am supposed to be.

		Where I found myself was a small town—with a big asterisk.

		I found myself in Gayberry.

		That’s what I instantly termed this little area, this mix of May-berry RFD, Martha’s Vineyard, and San Francisco. It wasn’t the small towns I was familiar with or similar to the ones Gary knew. In the summer, Saugatuck has a Hamptons feel, resorters flocking from nearby cities to the nostalgic little beach town to soak up its charm, shop in its outstanding art galleries, and load up with blueberries and strawberries and peaches and apples at its picturesque U-Pick farms.

		And yet, at its heart, Saugatuck is isolated rural living.

		It’s both the sound of coyotes in the winter and million-dollar yachts in the summer.

		If there’s a place with a Jekyll-and-Hyde complex, this would be it.

		Saugatuck-Douglas is an artists’ colony located among Lake Michigan’s towering sand dunes. The neighboring towns of Saugatuck and Douglas sit along the Kalamazoo River and the waters of Lake Michigan.

		The beaches are among the most stunning in the United States, the summer air humidity-free, the vistas breathtaking. The towns are a throwback, complete with quaint, window-boxed cottages and whitewashed Victorianesque storefronts that bustle with activity, art galleries on par with the big cities’ best, and top-notch restaurants. It has survived modernization and thwarted the flirtations of big chains, like McDonald’s, to remain a Midwestern Martha’s Vineyard, a resort area without strip malls and billboards and tackiness.

		Smitten with Saugatuck-Douglas, Gary and I immediately began to look at homes in the quaint townships, because that’s what gay men do between shopping and tanning: They look at real estate. But between housing costs, property taxes, and my Rouse Depression-era stinginess gene, we couldn’t afford a second home here, much less property.

		And then someone “suggested” we look outside town.

		An agent drove us roughly ten miles out of town, where we rediscovered rural America. Away from the expensive resort homes and cute shops and tanned city tourists riding bikes, carrying Louis Vuitton bags, and sipping lattes, we found farms, horses, gorgeous wine vineyards, little lakes, and our dream house, a knotty pine cottage sitting next to an overgrown lot with a single-wide trailer on it.

		The presence of the trailer and our lack of cash meant we weren’t really “looking” to buy. But then we made the mistake of innocently wandering inside this quaint cottage perched in the woods—a “classic Michigan cottage,” it was termed—a gut-rehabbed home angled just so against a backdrop of swaying pines and sugar maples so heavily draped with leaves they looked as if they were bending down to give us a hug.

		The moment I walked up the curving flagstone pathway, inhaled the smell of wood walls and then smoke from the dry-stack stone fireplace, saw the retro sink that was big enough to hold a cupboard full of dishes, looked up at the sleeping loft, I knew I had rediscovered the essence of my grandparents’ old log cabin on Sugar Creek.

		Gary and I walked out onto the screen porch and watched the sun shimmer through the swaying trees. Through our sweep of woods, we saw a burst of blue. We were a mile or so from the lake, so I knew it couldn’t be the water. When we asked the Realtor, she told us our neighbors owned a hobby farm, including a fairly large blueberry field.

		“They’d probably let you pick your hearts out, if they like you,” she said.

		I looked at Gary. He looked at me. We looked at this unblemished spot of land. It was so simple and yet so spectacular. It was roughly a million times bigger than our postage-stamp-size yard in the city.

		“It’s next to a trailer,” Gary said, preempting me.

		“It’ll change,” I coaxed. “It’s called gentrification. Look what’s happened to our neighborhood in St. Louis. Nasty houses replaced by huge homes. Things change. People change. Places change.”

		Gary didn’t look convinced. And I didn’t really sound that convincing.

		And then we heard what we thought was the sound of thunder, though the sky was cloudless, deep blue. The surrounding pines began to shake and quake, like a dog after a bath, and in them we spotted a virtual swarm of gigantic, prehistoric birds rumbling and squawking. Eventually, they began to flap very unglamorously down from the pines to the ground outside the screen porch to feed on corn that had been scattered for them.

		“Wild turkeys,” the agent said.

		They were the most hideously beautiful creatures I had ever seen: wobbly red necks, creepy eyes, thin legs.

		We watched—standing silently and rigidly on the porch—as the turkeys ate for nearly an hour, the three toms protecting their ladies by fanning their feathers like ostriches and then strutting around proudly. And then we moved and the porch creaked, and the turkeys began to run, if you can call it running—strut, strut, strut—until they were hidden in the woods.

		The next morning, we were drawn to look again at the cottage, and the turkeys were back. And, along with them, an assortment of finches and indigo buntings. I noticed the unfurling ferns and wild-flowers in the woods.

		“This land used to be a nursery,” the agent told us.

		Gary, a gifted gardener, gasped.

		I instantly thought of my grandmother, and of Thoreau, who famously wrote in Walden: “Our life is frittered away by detail …Simplify, simplify.”

		And so we did.

		By adding a big second mortgage to our lives.

		As we signed our names on the loan documents, Gary and I looked at each other, and he asked, “What should we name the place?”

		“Writer’s Block,” I said. “No, Whispering Pines.”

		“That sounds like the name of a nursing home,” Gary said.

		“Wait …How about Turkey Run?”

		“Isn’t that what Martha Stewart named her place?”

		“No. Turkey Hill. But we can copy,” I said. “If Martha likes it, what more do we need?”

		And so we had Turkey Run. And I had an even bigger dilemma, an irrational inability to get this place out of my mind when we returned to the city.

		On the evening I saw God/Liza disguised as a homeless man on the overpass, I blew off my evening workout and instead went to a local bookstore, where I grabbed a quad-shot white mocha and sat cross-legged in the middle of the aisle, skimming a paperback version of Walden.

		And then I got to the following passage:

		
			How vain it is to sit down to write when you have not stood up to live.

		

		That’s when it finally, finally hit me: Was I truly living?

		There is a difference, I then realized, between being alive and living.

		“Live!” my grandmother had told me. “Live!”

		I reread the introduction to Walden.

		Thoreau didn’t just write Walden to write a book. He set out to conduct an experiment with his own life.

		“Could he survive, possibly even thrive, by stripping away all superfluous luxuries, living a plain, simple life in radically reduced conditions?” asks Jonathan Levin in an intoduction to the book.

		Besides building his own shelter and chopping his own firewood, he would grow and catch his own food, even provide his own entertainment, writes Levin. It was, as Thoreau delighted to point out, an experiment in basic home economics; but, in truth, his aim was to investigate the larger moral and spiritual economy of such a life. If, as he notes in the book’s first chapter, the “mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation,” perhaps by leaving it all behind and starting over on the relatively isolated shores of Walden Pond, he could restore some of life’s seemingly diminished vigor.

		Could I?

		Could I uproot my life and wander into the woods to find myself, my happiness?

		Who has the balls to do that?

		My vigor was certainly diminished. I catered to wealthy women. Most mornings, I already wanted to gouge my eyes out with a plastic fork at breakfast meetings. And, let’s be honest, my spirit was being squashed every single day by a president and government who condemned my life and equated my existence with evil.

		I grabbed a stack of coffee house napkins and began to do some math, never my strong point. I figured if the average male life span was just a hair over 75 years, that gave me a total of 900 months to live. So, right this instant, I had spent 504 months from my life’s checking account, leaving me some 396 months to live.

		Three hundred and ninety-six months!

		But how could I leave my life, my job, my friends?

		Who follows their heart? It’s insane.

		And then I read the following passage, near the beginning of Walden:

		
			So thoroughly and sincerely are we compelled to live, reverencing our life, and denying the possibility of change. This is the only way, we say; but there are as many ways as there can be drawn radii from one centre. All change is a miracle to contemplate; but it is a miracle which is taking place every instant.

		

		I looked up, blinking, as if I’d just had water thrown in my face, and I knew in this nanosecond, I knew holding the book: I would return to my rural roots. I would return to the woods. More specifically, I would be a full-time writer in Michigan. I would set out to embrace the simplicity in life, to discover the essential facts of life, a complicated man striving to lead an uncomplicated life.

		I would be a modern-day Thoreau.

		Moreover, I would move back to the country with the intention of not only making myself a better person but also righting some wrongs. I wanted to be myself in a rural area, not the wannabe straight boy I had pretended to be. I wanted to be unafraid of the wild animals of the woods, not cry when I touched a frog. I wanted to stand in the rain and let it drench me, not scream out damnation at the skies above for ruining my hair. I wanted to slow down and breathe.

		Fueled by enough caffeine to power a large generator, I wrote “WADE’S WALDEN” across the top of another coffee house napkin and began to scribble down my new life goals, one per napkin, that would match the tenets and principles that Thoreau set forth in Walden.

		I wrote:

		
			LESSON ONE

			Devote my life to writing full-time and embrace the “solitary life”

			(Commune with nature; enjoy peace and quiet; savor serenity; nature walks instead of malls; write, write, write!)

		

		
			LESSON TWO

			Eschew the latest entertainment and fashion for simpler pursuits

			(No cable! No magazine subscriptions! No shopping in boutiques! No new shoes! Play games! Read! Get to know Gary again!)

		

		
			LESSON THREE

			Learn to love the snow

			(Face my fear. Embrace the powder!)

		

		
			LESSON FOUR

			Embrace my rural brethren

			(Toss out my country stereotypes and stop flinching from my youth. Love thy neighbor!)

		

		
			LESSON FIVE

			Participate in country customs

			(Just because I hated gigging frogs as a kid doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy some rural traditions! Break out of your snotty city rut!)

		

		
			LESSON SIX

			Live off the land

			(Thoreau tended to a seven-acre bean garden. We can and will nurture a vegetable garden, and live off it for the summer!)

		

		
			LESSON SEVEN

			Nurture our country critters

			(There is no need to scream when I see spiders. They are just as afraid of me. Feed the birds, romp with the deer …remember, I am encroaching on their world, not the other way around.)

		

		
			LESSON EIGHT

			Rediscover religion

			(Can I rediscover my spirituality in a part of the world where I feel I still don’t belong?)

		

		
			LESSON NINE

			Let go of my city cynicism

			(Enough said …)

		

		
			LESSON TEN

			Redefine the meaning of life and my relationship with Gary

			(Who am I? Who are we? What do we want out of life? Can our relationship chart new ground in uncharted territory?)

		

		I walked out of the bookstore, head high, heart racing. I looked back at the mall, the Crate & Barrel, the PF Chang’s, and mentally said, “Good-bye.”

		“Give me two years and two months,” I told Gary when I got home. “That’s how long it took Thoreau to write Walden in the woods. Give me two years, two months. Either we accomplish these goals, or we fail, or we go crazy, but let’s redefine our lives. We can always move back to the city. We only live once, right?”

		I handed Gary my napkins.

		“This is old school, girl!” he laughed. But then he turned serious. “Are you sure about this? It’s not just the fact you don’t like to get your hands dirty, but you don’t like to be more than walking distance away from a Starbucks. I know we’re close to a resort town, but we’ll be living miles out in the woods. This is rural America you’re talking about. This is a part of the country we left intentionally to begin with, remember? It may be fun on vacation, but we always get to come back to the city. You won’t have a job. Think about that. You cherish structure and a monthly paycheck. And I’ll have to see if I can transfer my sales job with my company. This will be like jumping off a tall building and possibly going splat !”

		I nodded.

		I didn’t know what I was doing.

		“Let’s do it, Thoreau!” Gary said, shocking me. “Let’s do it!”

		Buoyed by faith, stupidity, and a partner who was willing to jump off that very tall building with me, two neurotic urbanites and one neurotic mutt walked out of the city, thumbed their noses at their lives, and set off into the woods, just like Thoreau.

		Or, more appropriately, Little Red Riding Hood.

		Thankfully, I didn’t know at the time that this move to rural America would end up testing our spirit, our manhood, our faith, our sanity, our prejudices, and our relationship. We would weather blizzards and ice-fishing, goose festivals and raccoon attacks. We would live without magazines and malls, Trader Joe’s and HGTV.

		But would we survive our return to the country?

		All I knew on the day we moved from St. Louis and waved goodbye to the Arch and the city life I loved was that this would either be the bravest thing I had ever done in my life or the worst mistake I had made since I gave myself an Ogilvie home perm in high school.

	
		[Part Two]
Life Lessons

		
			When we are unhurried and wise, we perceive that only great and worthy things have any permanent and absolute existence, that petty fears and petty pleasures are but the shadow of the reality …By closing the eyes and slumbering, and consenting to be deceived by shows, men establish and confirm their daily life of routine and habit everywhere, which still is built on purely illusory foundations. Children, who play life, discern its true law and relations more clearly than men, who fail to live it worthily, but who think that they are wiser by experience, that is, by failure.

			—HENRY DAVID THOREAU, Walden

		

		
			We came to Redbud filled with hopes and dreams of a better life. And basically, we’ve seen those hopes and dreams crushed and battered before our very eyes.

			—ANDY FARMER (CHEVY CHASE), Funny Farm

		

	
		
			
				LESSON ONE
Devote My Life to Writing
Full-Time and Embrace the
“Solitary Life”

				I have never felt lonesome, or in the least oppressed by a sense of solitude, but once, and that was a few weeks after I came to the woods, when, for an hour, I doubted if the near neighborhood of man was not essential to a serene and healthy life. To be alone was something unpleasant. But I was at the same time conscious of a slight insanity in my mood, and seemed to foresee my recovery.

				—Henry David Thoreau, Walden
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