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For my father, who taught me to love the questions.
For Todd, who helps me to find the answers.
And for Liam and Rian, who teach me to love the process.
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Introduction


Every day is a journey, and the journey itself is home.

—Matsuo Basho



This is what I know: Remarkable things emerge from the smallest, most ordinary circumstances—from taking note and then taking action.

This book is in your hands because making it became unavoidable. Its inklings persisted, even when I was afraid, even when everything else in my life was riddled with uncertainty. Its truth showed up again and again with such insistence until I could no longer procrastinate, or pretend that there were other, more important things to do, or shrug it off with the promise of “someday.” And so one February, in the same week as my sons’ birthdays, I put myself 100 percent behind it and asked for support with an open heart. I launched the project on Kickstarter, and friends and family and complete strangers backed it. I cannot express how deeply grateful I am for the opportunity their support created. Their funding afforded me the possibility of taking the time to focus wholly on the work of creating, of turning the drafts and sketches scrawled in my notebook into something tangible and certain. It gave me the courage to claim this work for my life.

This book is evidence of that work. It is a glimpse into the turbulent process of becoming, and a reference manual for the observations, artifacts, and bits of wonderment that emerged from that process. It is both an invitation to you to create whatever opportunity your heart yearns for and proof that it is possible. To begin, to be in the mess, to be right here. Because it is in these ordinary moments—of writing lists, sharing things, keeping secrets, preparing food, sleeping, making love, fighting, rushing, folding laundry, and dreaming—that we become, always and again, whoever it is we are meant to become.

Each chapter has the following elements:


Essay: Containing the intimate, raw, and immediate stories that examine the fabric of the present tense. Arranged sequentially, the essays reveal a narrative thread from one entry to the next. It should be noted that this sequence is neither entirely chronological or linear, as the present tense is at once much bigger and messier and also smaller and more precise than the scope of such a timeline.

Field Notes: Alphabetically arranged for the sake of quick reference, these are the definitions, notes, and observations that I’ve found to be essential to the process of exploring the moment at hand.

Illustrations: Bookending each chapter, you’ll find the front and back of a postcard, illustrated with the intent of sparking your unconscious and awakening curiosity about the emotional terrain and texture of the present as it applies to your own life.

Invitations: On the back of each postcard, you’ll find an activity, question, or assignment that will help you to engage the varied circumstances of the moment as it applies to your life.




It is my hope that this book can be useful to you as a kind of survival guide, and also, possibly, an adventure guide for pursuing an authentic, passionate, creative life against the many odds of living with children underfoot, too little sleep, too little money, and never enough time.

The chapters are short, and there is breathing room in this book on purpose. It is meant to give you some space to pause, to wonder, to discover, and to create. You’ll see. You’ll find yourself here at the page, and then gone in an instant on your own adventure of identifying the moments that are unfolding in your life. You can read it straight through, or read starting anywhere—looking for inspiration or seeking clarification, the way you might use a field guide.


FIELD GUIDE

field guide | fēld gīd | (n.):

1. a guidebook designed to help the reader identify flora or fauna or other objects of natural occurrence; often containing illustrations and descriptions of characteristics and behaviors; 2. a manual generally designed to be brought into the field for identification purposes.
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A Note About the Illustrations:

I have always felt like words make a home for my ideas, and that images create a road map for my heart. In a field guide, both are necessary.

I used postcards inherited from my father as the backgrounds for the illustrations in this book. They were generic touristy postcards from the 1960s, collected from his travels around Europe. I have always loved the way a postcard preserves a handful of moments in time in a particular place, and I began to imagine how I might use these to convey that essence of impermanence. I also love how they represent the creative process I wanted to explore in making this book: that of transforming the ordinary into something beautiful and unique.









At the Outset: Action
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I am sitting, eyes closed, face upturned to the sun, when I feel compelled to look down at the grass beside me, and there it is: a frog, half inside a snake—its brief life already obsolete among the universe of small things that make up these woods, this sloping grassy hill, this place that I call home.

I’ve come to this spot much the way the snake must have, drawn by the sunshine falling in slanting angles onto the dying grass, and I can picture the way it might have been: uncoiled, its striped body lying like a forgotten hair ribbon on the ocher stubble of the lawn, its blood warming gradually in the weak October sun. Then the quick seconds when the frog approached and the snake pulled back its head and struck. A sudden silent struggle among the crumpled autumn leaves.

My three-year-old sees me watching and runs up the hill from where he’s been playing near my husband, who is splitting wood. He launches into my lap, his questions eddying and eager.

I point to the snake.

His first reaction is to poke it, curious and unafraid. I hold him back, acutely aware of how the snake is captive here beside us in its process of devouring.



“Why is he eating that frog, Mama?” Liam asks, watching the snake’s body expand and contract, its mouth gaping wide, wider as the frog’s glistening belly slides slowly in.

“I guess he’s hungry,” I offer hopefully.

“But now the frog’s not alive anymore, is it?” He looks up at me, his eyes reflecting the trees.

“No.” I say this softly, hoping he’ll just leave it at this, but of course he asks, “Why?”

The snake lies still now, its body as thin as the handle of a wooden spoon, save for a lump the size of my son’s small fist, and I wonder if it is capable of movement at all. I wonder if it has any capacity to comprehend how perilous this moment really is. One quick swing of the spade, a fierce peck or two from our plucky rooster, or even the indelicate fingers of my small boy, curious and clutching too tight. I wonder what portion of its life span this moment is for the snake. For Liam these minutes still make up some easily calculable fraction of his life. But for me, the seconds keep on speeding up. The years tear by now, each one faster than the last, time rushing by my cheeks like a fierce wind.

How urgently I want something to hold, to be for certain.

I look up at the pale sky and think of how the stars above us are obscured by day. A hundred million suns like ours, their light already old, maybe even expired by the time it reaches us at night, twinkling like holes poked into the overturned colander of heaven. And without meaning to, I reach out to grip the grass, gravity suddenly improbable as I try to explain this small circumstance of living and whatever lies beyond.

“Because it’s just the way things are,” I murmur finally with the smallest shrug.


And then he nods and says “Oh,” as if this is the most sensible explanation in the world, and scoots forward in my lap to get a better look.

To be alive means something different when you’re small. Small children are only aware of the moment they are in. To them, life and death are only instances when certain stories begin—and maybe they are closer to the truth. Yet I’m five months pregnant with my second son, and more than ever now, things feel unsteady, every circumstance uncertain: the economy, my relationship with my husband, my work. More than ever I want to dash off and leave everything behind. I also know that it wouldn’t change a thing. Survival and thriving are the poles between which the moments of life are strung. The balance is tenuous, and the outcome for each of us is different. Yet we mostly start with the same raw stuff: skin, a mother, shelter, breath, and each moment as it unfolds, one after the next, right now. Living with uncertainty is simply what it means to be alive, day after day.

Now when Liam looks up at my face, there is a clear trail of snot running down his upper lip.

“I’m gonna go see if I can find more snakes,” he says slyly, squirming from my lap. He doesn’t notice the way I’ve faltered, the way my answer is incomplete, or how my eyes are wet with sudden tears. Instead he leaps up and runs off down the hill away from me, his arms akimbo, his hair a mess in the wind.

I do this too much: Think of the future and miss the present. I get caught up in the uncertainty of things to come, instead of simply doing this: sit where I am, hold onto the grass, and notice what I can. As the sky fills with herringbone clouds and the snake finally slithers off in the dying autumn grass, I know what I must do: Take hold of the present, and begin to document the process of being right here, with the snake and the frog in the brittle autumn grass, and the heft and sweetness of my son in my lap.

I have no idea that what I am considering is the first inklings of what will become this book. I only know that I have a certain indescribable longing to keep some kind of record of the present as it unravels. I only know that I have the questions: What might it mean to be at the heart of the ordinary moments that make up my life? What might it look like to document the nuance and traits of this time as it unfolds, with my heart blooming in quiet wonder again and again as I arrive right here?


Field Notes:
ACTION

action |’ak shən|(n.):

a gesture or movement; the process of doing something, typically to achieve an aim; to bring into effect a plan or idea.
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I want you to know that this is the way things almost always begin: innocuous and small; a note jotted down on a napkin, a phrase that circles around in your head for days, a feeling you cannot ignore. This is when you must pay attention. This is when you must do whatever you can to begin. Let this book be an invitation.

Leap with arms flung wide toward the heart of your life.










In the Dark: Approach
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Outside in the cold a dog barks. Three sharp yips, then a pause, rain spitting against the windows before it barks again, punctuating my thoughts with irritation. In the sky the moon climbs higher up the edge of the dark, and inside on the couch I feel peripheral to my limbs and heavy belly, like a jellyfish that is present only in its own electric pulsing. I watch the slender steepled finger on the clock move into position at the twelve, the shorter one at the eight, and tiredness spreads through me like a slowly rising tide. I sink farther into the cushions, exhaustion making my legs at once jumpy and soft. The cat curls against my thigh and her purr is a metronome of comfort until I rub her fur the wrong way. Then she leaps up in a sudden aerial twist, lands softly on the floor, and struts off.

I should follow suit. Get up. Do things. I should wipe the counters, fold the basket of wrinkled sheets, and put the house back together after a day at work. But the clamoring of children still rings in my ears. “Teacher, teacher!” they chant all day. All day they want things from me: smiles, praise, attention, stories. And all day I give, until I begin to feel like a tap left to drip. Then I drive, probably faster than I should, to the day care where my son is waiting with stains on the front of his shirt, his arms held up to cling like a small marsupial tightly around my neck. I find his extra clothes and lunch box, tug on his boots, buckle him into the car seat, and navigate toward home.

When we arrive, the cupboard doors are askew. Jars sit like panhandlers on the counter, missing lids. The sink is full of dishes. My husband, with his lovely brown eyes, comes out of his office, distracted but beaming. He holds his arms open wide.

“Daddy!” Liam dashes to him.

We make dinner and then eat at the butcher-block counter. A fork falls to the floor, a glass of water spills, dinner dishes join the other dishes in the sink. Then there is tooth brushing, and stories, and the blurry eternity of lying beside Liam in the dark, singing softly until his eyelids close. Then I move like a slow robot, first one foot, then an arm, then a leg, until I am off the bed, across the room, and out the door. Tonight his eyes stay closed and I hold the banister and tiptoe down the stairs. Then I crumple here among the cushions.

My feet ache. My teeth ache. My ears ring. In my temples the vibrations of the day still hum. I feel worn thin like the fabric of a blanket too used, too loved, too folded and unfolded to meet the needs of other people’s daily lives. So when the cat stalks off I feel like crying.

I might once have argued that depression only haunts those who have it hiding in their genes like varicose veins, the blueprint for sorrow already stamped onto the double helix of their life. But now I am beginning to understand that it’s more like the mold that grows on the bread I leave in the pantry a day too long, or under the autumn pumpkins that sit, fat and secretive on the ledge while their bellies turn to rot. It’s here in my life now, blue, and hazy, and obscure. It feels like frostbite. Something numb and slow, traveling from the peripheries toward the very center of my chest. It’s the kind of ache you can’t put your finger on or say, Here, do this, take that, and it will feel better.
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Maybe it’s this: Teaching children and having them has created some kind of stalemate in my heart. My days feel endlessly trivial, yet endlessly full. I end up doing one thing, to do the next, to do the thing after that, to end with bedtime. Only then does the small reel of my own life finally begin to unwind and play. Yet all of it is important. Everything I’m doing needs to be done. Nothing can wait or be dropped just yet. Each day there are test scores and meetings, and there is packing Liam something for lunch, and kissing his face, and saying good-bye, and then saying hello again. There are dishes, and benchmarks, and
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