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Fire Dance

“When the heart grieves over what it has lost, the spirit rejoices over what it has left.” 
 —SufiEpigram

Inthemiddleof July2006,intheheatof summer,theSawtoothFiresconsumedour
family’sdeserthome.Thefiresweptthroughthepropertynotoncebuttwice.Gone.

Wipedoutwas40acresof naturalbeauty–nativeplants,birdsandanimals.Gonetoo
wasourpristinehouse--curvedroof,woodbeams,coolsiennaconcretefloor,orange
door,lavenderbathroom.

Vanishedwasmyhusband’sretreatfromhisdailygrind,mywritinghaven,my
daughter’swonderland.

“It’sjuststuff,”friendssaidtomeinthewakeof thatfire.“Andthelandwillgrow
back.”

“Yes,Iknow,”I’dsayoverandover,numbwithgrief.“It’sjuststuff.”
ButIcouldn’twrapmyself --body,mind,andsoul--aroundtheloss.Iclungto

memoriesof ourbedroomviewof thesunrise,mydaughter’scheerysleepingareatwo
stairsfromours,wallsof art,roomsfilledwithfleamarkettreasures.Igrievedforour13
yearsof hikes,feasts,Monopolygamesplayedinfrontof thelitfireplacethatgavethe
houseaglowanddelicioussmokysmell,remindingushowgoodlifecouldbe.Icouldn’t
conceivethatallof thisnolongerexisted.

Adjacenttoourhousesatarenovated1940’sEasyTraveler--mywritingrefuge.
EverytimeIenteredthattrailerandturnedonmycomputer,timedisappeared.Every
sooftenmydaughter,Lily,wouldpeekherheadintoseewhatIwasdoing,ormy
husband,Brian,wouldmakeafaceatthewindowseekingamoment’sattention.But
mostlytheybothleftmealoneinmysanctuarytowritemystories.

Insidethetrailer,onthewallinfrontof mysmalltable,hungawritingmandala
calledWriteWomanmadebymyfriendShariElf.She’dcraftedthisimageof awoman
usingfoundobjects–pencilerasers,embroiderythread,colorfulpaint,anditheldthe
intentionof mycalling–acombinationof magicandmuse.Totherightof mysmall
tableproppedagainstabrokenpropaneburner,satacollectionof miniaturepaintings
andphotographsof desertlandscapesfromlocalantiquestoresandswapmeets.One
yearforMother’sDay,Lilypaintedmeadesertlandscapeandplaceditinapopsicle
stickframe,designedspeciallyformylittlegallery.

Theinfernomeltedmytrailertotheground.OnBrian’sreturnfromthedesertafter
thefire,hehandedmetworivuletsof aluminum,mysanctuary’sonlyremains.When
toldthehouseandtrailerweregone,thefirstthingLilymentionedwasherdesert
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landscapeinthepopsiclestickframe.
“I’mreallygoingtomissthatpainting,Mommy,”shesaidburstingintotears.
HuggingherIthought,itwasn’t“juststuff ”afterall.
Evenourdog,CandyMae,willmissthepeacewefeltontheproperty.Fourteen

yearsago,thedayafterBrianrescuedheroff thegrittyNorthHollywoodstreets,we
broughtthisscarred,fearbiting,pantingpupouttothedesertwithus.Themomentwe
arrivedshegrewcalm,andsleptsoundlythroughthenightatthefootof oursleeping
bags.Sixyearslater,Lily,at4weeksold,firsttraveledwithustothedesert,andever
sinceithadbeenavitalpartof herlife.

BeforeLilywasbornandthehousebuilt,BrianandIcampedatthebaseof our
smallmountain,onaflatareawhereweplacedapicnictableandbuiltafireunitfrom
anoldoildrum.Ithadbeencutinthemiddlesothatwecouldfitasmallgrillinside.
Inwinter,we’dhuddlearoundthedrumforwarmthandBriansetupaColemanstove.
Betweenthosetwosimpleunits,wefoundcomfort,eatingwellandstayingwarm.

Wegratedaflatpadandforyearsslepttentlessunderthebrilliantnightsky,making
wishesontheshootingstarsthatdartedacrosstheheavens.AtsunriseI’dopenmyeyes
toaloneJoshuatreeontheeasternridge,backlitagainstthereddawn.Duringthedays
we’dhikeforhours.Inspringourmissionwastofindthenewbloomsinthemountains,
asthepaintbrush,sage,andlupingrewlushdownbelow.Aswetrekkedwediscovered
oldremnantsof campsites--rugsanddilapidatedteepees.WefeltliketheLewisand
Clarkeof theHighDesert,andthoughweoftentriedtohiketoPipesCanyon,we’d
oftengetlost,restagainstboulders,thencontinueonhappilywhetherwemadeitto
Pipesornot.

Afterthefire,Brianrushedouttoourproperty.Ididnot.InsteadIheadedforthe
beachandwatchedtidescarryingwavestoshoreandtossingthembackoutagain.I
neededthesoothingrhythmof theseatoremindmethatinnaturetherearemany
dancesincludingloss–allpartof thechoreographythatislife.

Ittookmealmosttwomonthstovisitourscorchedland.IwasreluctantbecauseI
couldstillclosemyeyesandvisualizeourhousefullof lightandalandscaperichwith
wildlifeandvegetation.Iknowthatvisionstandssomewhereintime.Iknewthateven
asIfinallydrovethroughourgatepastthebrokensign,GoldenPoppyRanch.

WhenIwalkedtheperimeterof thehouse-siteandlookedattheremains--uten-
sils,tiles,crumblingstonesandwalls,blackbathtub--Isuddenlyenvisionedimages
of bombed-outBeirutandwar-tornIraq,andhalf-expectedachildorastraydogto
appearfromamongsttheruins.Insteadarabbitscurriedbehindstrayboulders,theonly
hidingplaceinthisnewwasteland.
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Withaheavyheart,Ihikeduptotheoldcampsite,pastblackholesgleamingunder
ablisteringsun.Thesewerethegravesof Joshuatrees,Pinonpines,Manzanita,and
Scruboaks.Iimaginedhoweerietheywouldlookshimmeringundermoonlight.Those
Joshuatreesstillstanding,onceSeuss-like,funandfrivolous,lookedlikelost
Appaloosas--theirouterlayersburnedbacktoreveallayersof bonewhitetrunks.One
byonethetreestoldthestoryof thefire–leaningin,fallingback,bentandbrokenasif 
inachild’snightmare.

Thelandwillreinventitself asithasformillionsof years--onceanoceannowa
desert,nowalandexplodedintochards.Itwillneverbethewayitoncewas,butitwill
return.Thedancewillcontinue.

MonthslateratPappyandHarriet’s,alocalwateringholeinPioneerTown,I
walkedouttothebeergarden,toseethenewsculpturecreatedbyBobbyFurst,anart-
istlivinginJoshuatree.Bobbyhadvisitedourburntpropertytogatherleftovercharred
items,includingLily’sbicycle,anditwasthisthatbecamethecentralfigureof his
stunningpiece.

Istoodinfrontof thebikeinawe.Itwasbalancedonametalstand,itsfrontwheels
highwithcopperrosesjuttingfromthebackwheels.Bobbyhadplacedthebiketolook
asif atanymomentitwouldtakeoff,andnamedit“LilyRoseFromTheAshes,”a
monumenttoallthelossaccruedintheSawtoothFires.

IrememberedbuyingthatbikeforLily’sfifthbirthday,andwatchingherlearnto
rideitwithouttrainingwheelsdownatRimrockRanchatthebaseof BurnsCanyon.
Brianpushedhertostartoff,thenranbesidesher,makingsureshedidn’tfall.Tears
felldownmyface,butsomewherenearthecoreof mysadness,forjustamoment,the
wavesof grief partedandIfeltaninklingof hope.If thisbikecouldfindanewlife--
onefardifferentfromitslastincarnation--socouldwe.

Wemoved5milesupcanyontolanduntouchedbythefire.Fromournewdesert
home,anAirstreamtrailer,theviewsareglorious--richwithgiantJoshuatrees,Pinon
pines,hugerockformations,mountainsrisingmajesticinthedistance.

OneSaturdayafternoon,ninemonthsafterthefire,Lilyinvitedmetojoinheron
herfavoriteperch,ajet-blackbouldermarbledwithpink.Westoodhigh,shoesclinging
togranite,takinginthelongview.Thereinthenorth-weststoodaseaof greenJoshua
trees,milesof awildgroveripewithbuds,soontoburstintoclustersof whiteblooms.
Belowusafamilyof quailscamperedbychatteringamongsteachother.LilyandI
watchedthebirdsuntilthebeginningsof amagentasunsetpulledourfocusskywards.
Andsittingthere,Ibegantofeelrealjoyagainasanotherdanceof naturetookmy
breathaway.


