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D a n i e l  T y x

a s  t h e  C r o w  F l i e s

My son is in to  birds.  Really, really in to  birds.  He is r id ing  in the 
back in his carseat ,  c lu tch in g  a v o lu m in o u s  ha rdbac k  copy  of The 
Sibley G uide to Birds in his two year-o ld  hands .  He flips t h ro u g h  
the pages, reci t ing the names  o f  each f inely-deta i led  p a in t in g  as 
the sco rched  Rio G ra n d e  Valley landscape scrolls by ou ts ide  the 
car windows.  Great egret. Snow y egret. Great blue heron. Yellow- 
crow ned n igh t heron. We are trave ling in ou r  black s ta t ion  wagon 
with  t in ted  w in dow s  tha t  my fr iend M a r th a  has n ic k n a m e d  la car- 
rosa, the Hearse.  O u r  two dogs,  the elder  recently  d iagnosed  with 
cl inical depress ion ,  are in the back back.  lo the luggage rack, 
my fa the r - in - law  has a t tached  a beige Sears car  topper,  acqu i red  
at a W i n te r  Texan RV Park auc t ion .  We are the A ddam s  family 
meets  N a t iona l  L a m p o o n ’s Family Vacat ion  meets  a b u d d y  movie 
in w hich  one o f  the leads harbors  a pa thologica l  fear of  t ru ck - s to p  

res trooms.
“You’re go ing  on a t rip,  my son proc la im s  from the b a c k ­

seat. For w hatever  reason,  he tends  to mix up p ro n o u n s .  You is /  
and  /  is you. “You’re go ing  to Amari l lo.  You’re go ing  to see b irds .”

I am dr iv ing  on the tw o- lane  Expressway 83, w hich  one 
cou ld  theore t ica l ly  take all the way across the coun t ry ,  from 
Brownsvil le  to Saskatchewan.  I avoid the in te rs ta tes,  in par t  be ­
cause I have a bo rde r l ine  parano iac  fear o f  b reak ing  dow n and 
be ing  s t randed  in traffic with  my son and  two dogs. And in part  
because I am h o p in g  to see a n o th e r  piece of Amer ica,  the less- 
t raveled open  spaces tha t  the in te rs ta tes  rush on by.

I have lived in the Valley, on -and -o f f ,  for n ine  years, bu t  
1 have never before found  reason to ven ture  this far west.  C e n t u -  
ry-old hac iendas  c ru m b le  dow n sc ru b -b ru sh  hills in to  fo rgo t ten  
s tr eambeds .  In the lane of o n c o m in g  traffic,  I spot  a cres ted cara 
cara lu n c h in g  on the b lu d g e o n ed  carcass of  a mid-sized  m am m al .
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Two m o n t h s  ago,  its exi s t ence w o u l d n ’t have even regi s tered in 
my consciousness .  T h a t  was before  my son's mos t  recent  f asc ina­
t ion.  It is a car r ion  bi rd,  bu t  inf ini t e ly  mor e  beaut i fu l  t han  a b u z ­
zard.  Its d o w n w a r d - p o i n t i n g  bill is fiery r ed- or ange  at the  base,  
powde r  blue  at t he  t ip,  its chest  e mb l a z o n e d  wi t h  a var i egated 
pa t t e rn  o f  b r own  a nd  whi t e ,  l ike a h a n d - w o v e n  Mexican  bl anke t .  
And  the name.  Jus t  the  m e n t i o n  o f  i t— the al l i t erat ive "c,’ the 
r epe t i t i on  of the  s ame  w o r d — is e n o u g h  to el ici t  a s i de l ong  smi le  
f rom my son each t i me  we t u rn  to its page.

T h i s  is t he  first t ime  e i t her  o f  us has ever  seen the  bi rd in 
the  flesh.  Ea t i ng  flesh.  I gl ance back,  a n t i c i pa t i ng  the glee r ad i a t ­
ing f rom his face. But  he is asleep.  T he u p t u r n e d  Sibley G u i d e  
rises and  falls on  his chest .  I t ry to t ake a ment a l  p h o t o g r a p h  o f  
the caracara  as we whoos h  by, s t a r t l i ng  the magn i f i cen t  bi rd over  
to the  oppos i t e  shoulder .

If  on l y  Laura were here  to apprec i a t e  the  s i gh t i ng  wi th 
me.  1 wa s n ’t s uppos ed  to be m a k i n g  this leg o f  the  t r ip alone.  At 
t he  last m i n u t e ,  t he  high school  asked her  to a t t e nd  a t wo- day  
t r a in ing.  We re expec t ed  at a w e d d i n g  in De nve r  on Fr iday ni ght ,  
and  t oday  is Monday .  In a f o r me r  life, we cou ld  have ma de  the 
t r ip in t wo - an d - a - h a l f  days,  no p r ob l e m.  I hat  was t hen ,  this is 
now.  We b o u g h t  her  and  my t wo m o n t h - o l d  d a u g h t e r  a plane 
t icket  to Amar i l lo .  My son a nd  I set o f f  on the first leg, solo.  
Af ter  Denver ,  ou r  final  des t i na t i on  is my mother ' s  house  in Iowa 
Ci ty,  t he  place new ac qua i n t a nc e s  are refer r ing to whe n  they ask,  
i nnoc e n t l y  e n o u g h ,  t he  i nevi table  fol low up ques t i on :  But  where  
is home home?

I glance d o wn  at the  t r ip o dome t e r ,  whi ch  I set at  zero 
as we pul l ed ou t  o f  the  dr iveway o f  t he  house  we b o u g h t  just  
this vear.  T hi r ty- f ive miles d o w n ,  a t h o u s a n d  more  to go.  I pop  
a Lifesaver  m i n t  i n to  my  m o u t h  f rom the j umbo- s i ze  bag on the
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passenger  seat anti s tare  at the road ahead.  1 w o-and -a -ha l f  days in 
a car wi th  a two year-old gives you  a lot oi  t ime  to th ink .

West  o f  Roma,  my son in fo rms  me tha t  he needs to go pot ty . We 
pull  o f f  the h ighway and  look for signs o f  life. N ine  o’clock in 
the m o rn i n g  and  no one  is a ro u n d .  Passing th ro u g h  a d o w n t o w n  
straight  ou t  o f  my f a th e r ’s spaghet t i  Weste rn  im ag ina t ion ,  a gold- 
leafed p laque  info rms  us tha t  this  was the locat ion  for the f i lm ­
ing o f  Z a p a ta , s ta r r ing  M a r lon  Brando.  I can' t escape the feel ing 
tha t  I ’m ac tual ly  on a H o l lyw ood  s o u n d  stage,  a p re s e n t im en t  
exace rbated by the m any  bu i ld ings  that  are only  facades, the in ­
sides gu t te d  in p repa ra t ion  for some l o n g -h o p e d - fo r  renovat ion .  
Finally, I spo t  a sign for a W or ld  Bi rd ing  C e n t e r  visi tor  center,  
which sounds  p romis ing .  Turns  ou t  i t ’s closed,  bu t  we park  a n y ­
way. I un load  my son and  the dogs and  head in the d i rec t ion  o f  a 
fo r lo rn obse rva t io n  deck ove r look ing  the River. Iwenty-f ive feet 
d ow ns t re a m ,  a Border  Patrol  SU V is idling.  I s take ou t  a pos i t ion 
on the o th e r  side o f  the only tree in s ight ,  a sp ind ly  ebony,  and 
hope  the officer  do e s n ’t no t ice  my three t rave l ing c o m p a n i o n s  
s im u l taneous ly  do in g  thei r  business.

W h e n  they ’re done ,  I ho ld  the leashes in my left hand  
and my son’s h a nd  in my r ight .  We scam per  back to the deck.  I 
scan the b ranches  o f  the craggy mesqu i te s  c l ing ing  to the c rus ted  
e m b a n k m e n t ,  look ing  for one  o f  the special ty  birds  featured on 
the faded s ignage. A lta m ira  oriole. Green jay. ( Jay-colored robin. 
A c r u m p l e d - u p  W h a ta b u r g e r  bag has been s tuffed be tween  the 
guardrai ls  t h ro u g h  which  my son gazes ou t  at the expanse  be ­
low. U ps t ream , the river cleaves in two to c i r cum nav iga te  a large 
island. T h e  trees there  are more  expansive,  leaves th icker  and  
darker  green,  pe rhaps  the r em n a n t s  o f  the s lende r  swath of r ipa r ­
ian forest that  used to press against  the River’s fert ile curves,  in 
a n o th e r  century.
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HI otro lado  is a s andy b a n k  wi t h  a few benches ,  the  peel ing 
pa in t  visible even f rom ou r  far -of f  van tage  po i n t .  A t r io of bony  
dogs  r u m m a g e s  t h r o u g h  pieces o f  l i t ter  next  to a h a l f - u p t u r n e d  
metal  t r a shcan .  Beyond,  a few semis  t raverse the i n t e r na t i ona l  
br idge ,  s p o u t i n g  p l ume s  o f  th ick  black s moke  in to  t he  cerul ean 
sky. Just  a few weeks  ago,  1 read in ou r  local  paper ,  n i ne  me n  were 
f ound  dead in this city, thei r  bodies  d i s m e mb e r e d  and  left  on 
display.  H o w  far was t ha t  f rom the  spot  wher e  we are s t andi ng?

“ Lo o k , ” my son says,  p o i n t i n g  above it all. I t ry to fol low 
the  invisible l ine e x t e n d i n g  o u t wa r d  f rom his f inger  i n to  t he  i nf i ­
ni te  blue  space.  “ I t ’s a crow.  He  reaches ou t  as t h o u g h  to t ouch  

it. “ i t ’s f lying to Me x i c o . ’’
Sure e n o u g h ,  a s ingle crow swoops  high above us, its black 

feathers  i ncandes cen t  in the  m i d - m o r n i n g  sunl i ght .  By now my 
son is j u m p i n g  u p  and  d o w n  wi t h  exc i t emen t .  “ I t ’s f lying to Mex-  
i -co,” he repeats ,  p u n c t u a t i n g  each syl lable for e mphas i s ,  r a u ­
cous ly  i nd i f fe r en t  to my  indi f ference .  He  is two years old,  I re­
m i n d  myself .  He  does n  t care if the  bi rd is a special ty or  not .  He  
loves bi rds ,  a nd  the  c row is a b i r d — even if it is, l ike the  caracara ,  
a h a r b i nge r  o f  dea th .  And  i t ’s f lying to a n o t h e r  count ry .  True, he 
chases t he  same bi rd a r o u n d  ou r  backyard  on a regular  basis,  bu t  
maybe  the  fact  t ha t  t he  c row is so q u o t i d i a n  makes  it even more  
i mpac t f u l .  So fami l iar ,  and  it is f lying to another  country.

S o m e t h i n g  else I read recent ly:  Ame r i c an  Cr ows  are c o o p ­
erat ive breeders .  M e a n i n g  t ha t  t hei r  o f f spr ing  d o n ’t l eave— they 
stay wi t h  the f ami ly for  four  or  five years,  s o me t i me s  even longer.  
Sibl ings  raise s ibl ings.  C h i l d r e n  care for parent s .  Ne s t i ng  t e r r i ­
t o ry  is i nhe r i t e d  f rom parent s  only  whe n  they die.  C row famil ies  

st ick together .
Ever s ince t he  b i r t h  o f  my son,  my m o t h e r  has been m a k ­

ing not - so-vei l ed  hint s .  T h e r e ’s an o p e n i n g  at t he  U of I, c o l ­
leagues will soon ret i re at  her  un iver s i t y  in Ce d a r  Rapids .  C o m -



m u n i t y  college teach ing  is such a heavy load. Laura’s pa rent s ,  up 
the road in Wiscons in ,  are even more  explicit .  “Your m o th e r  and 
I just wan t  you to know,” my fa ther- in - law  says, as we got  ready 
to pull ou t  o f  their  dr iveway after  last year's now -annua l  Midwest  
S u m m e r  Baby Tour,  “tha t  the t h ing  that  would  make  us h a p p i ­
est in our  later  years is hav ing  you closer to h o m e .” His s incer ity  
was colossal.  N ow  that  my d a u g h te r  has arr ived,  o f  course,  things 
have only go t ten  worse.  “ I t ’s hard to feel e m o t iona l ly  c lose,” my 
m o the r - in - l a w  tells Laura,  “when you' re  so geographical ly  di s­
t a n t . ” O n l y  my father,  his skeleton pock -m arked  by metasta t ic  
cancer,  seems at peace with ou r  decis ion.

I h e  crow makes a wide tu rn ,  traces the River’s gent ly  
w ind ing  path ups tr eam. My son has moved on to inves t igat ing 
a bo t t l e  cap nest ing  between  two f loorboards .  According  to the 
Sibley G uide , crows are only par t ia l ly  migratory.  Some ind ividuals  
spend their  ent i re  lives in one place. O th e r s  travel thousands  o f  
miles. Is this home? I wonde r ,  as I ga ther  the crew and p repare  to 
hit  the road. Or do you  have a long jo u rn ey  ahead o f  you, too?

W h e n  I see the caracara pa ir  perched on an oil pipel ine  ove r look­
ing Laredo,  I know i t ’s t ime to s top.  By all i nd ica t ions ,  no one 
has used the gravel road leading up to the picnic  area in a very 
long t ime.  But  every th ing  seems to have been bui l t  in a n t i c ip a ­
t ion of a future  date  like today, when  no one would  s top,  or  make  
any effort  at repair. T h e  picnic  table to which  1 lug ou r  coo le r—  
filled by Laura with enough  t u n a  fish and PB & J sandwiches  to 
last us a m o n th  in the wi lderness— is a solid h u n k  o f  concrete ,  
as is the shade s t ruc tu re  overhead,  s t rong  enough  to survive the 
apocalypse. 1 hen again,  isn’t there  s o m e th in g  already apocalypt ic  
a bou t  the landscape: the tho rns  and burrs  o f  the w in d - s tu n t e d  
vegeta t ion,  the listless g ray-brown o f  the land u n d e rn e a th ,  the 
indust r ia l  wasteland  o f  the city splayed ou t  like a corpse in the
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des iccated  basin at the r c s t - s top ’s feet?
T h e  Rio G r a n d e  Valley is no t  a beau t i fu l  place,  at least 

no t  in anv  c o n v e n t i o n a l  sense.  I he ravaged c o m p le x io n  of the 
l andscape  makes  no  e ffor t  to h ide  ha rd sh ip ,  lonel iness ,  pa in.  “ I 
never  kn e w  tha t  I grew up  in a fo res t , ” Laura  is fond  o f  saying,  
“unt i l  1 moved  to the Valley. W h e n  peop le  ask w here  she is from, 
she does no t  hesi t a te  in her  response.  W isc ons in .  I, on the o th e r  
h a n d ,  have taken  to ca l l ing this  place h o m e ,  even if the  answer 
feels t e n ta t ive  on m y  to n g u e ,  and  no one  believes  my answer  a n y ­
way.

T h e  caracaras  wa tch  us with  in terest ,  p e rhaps  in hopes  o f  
the i r  next  meal .  M e an w h i l e  my son is in ecstasy. 1 set d ow n  the 
coo le r  and  s p r in t  af t er  h im ,  b e n d in g  d ow n  to pick up  a lost shoe 
a lo ng  the way. “A cres ted  caracara!"  he exclaims,  his expression 
convey ing  u n m i t i g a t e d  glee. “T h e  crested caracaras  are s i t t ing  on 

the  p ipe!”
I ca tch  m yse l f  in the th roes  of pa ren ta l  pr ide .  I t ’s one  

t h in g  to m e m o r iz e  the pages o f  a book ,  1 t h in k ,  in thei r  p r e ­
sc r ip ted  order .  I t ’s a n o t h e r  t h in g  a l toge the r  to be able to ident i fy  
t h e m  in the wild.  T h e  jacket  o f  the  Sibley G uide  i n fo rm s  readers 
t h a t  its au tho r ,  the wor ld 's  fo rem ost  a u th o r i t y  on all t h ings  birds ,  
began ser ious  s tudy  “at the  t e n d e r  age o f  seven.” D u r i n g  my son's 
last ped ia t r i c ian  visit ,  we were asked if his voc a bu la ry  exceeds 
t w o - h u n d r e d  words.  Two h u n d r e d  words? H o w  a b o u t  two h u n ­
dred  birds?

Laura w or r ie s— at m o m e n t s ,  for ins tance,  w hen  my son 
feels c o m pe l le d  to w h ip  ou t  the  bird b o o k  to d e m o n s t r a t e  his 
abi l i ty  to d i s t ingu ish  Ba l t imore ,  O r c h a r d ,  H o o d e d ,  Bu l locks ,  
A u d u b o n ,  and  A l tam ira  or ioles  to a bewi ld e red  fel low t o d d l e r —  
tha t  the i n te ns i ty  of his passions  will prove,  in the long  haul ,  
social ly  p ro b le m a t ic .  1 m less c o n c e r n e d  th a n  fasc inated by the 
or ig ins  of his s ingu la r  c o n c e n t r a t i o n .  W h y  birds?



Like m any  o f  the mysteries o f  p a r e n t h o o d — why does he 
th row a h is t r ion ic  t a n t r u m  in the backseat  any t im e I a t t e m p t  a 
song tha t  is no t  Raffi ’s “'Lake Me O u t  to the Ball G a m e ? ” on the 
car s tereo— I d o n ’t total ly  u n d e r s t a n d  it. I do suspect  tha t  it is his 
p a re n t s ’ fault .  His m idd le  name is Byrd; he was nam ed  for a f am ­
ily f r iend who  was f o und ,  m any  hours  after  his dea th  at age fifty, 
on an ice-crusted O h i o  ski trail.  Like my son,  the fr iend had been 
n i ckna m ed  Birdy, and  names are destiny. My fa the r ’s f r iend also 
was in to  birds , fascinat ing  me as a chi ld  with his encyc lopedic  
abi l i ty to m im ic  the s t range c l i ck-and-whis t le  language o f  their  
calls.

C otorrito , M a r th a  calls my son,  on a f t e rnoons  when  she 
comes  over to feed us bo th  hoja de p la tano  tamales  while  Laura is 
at work.  L ittle  parrot.

It may also have to do with l iving in the Valley, appa ren t ly  
the Mecca o f  N o r t h  A m erican  bi rding.  A sign at the Santa  Ana 
Wildl i fe  Refuge— a t h i r t y - m i n u t e  dr ive from our  new house—  
claims tha t  more  bird species have been spo t t ed  w i th in  the ref­
uge’s borders  than  in every s ta te besides Texas, c o m b in e d .  Every 
winter ,  t housa nds  of b in ocu la r -eyed  M idw es te rn  sep tu agenar ians  
flock sou th  in hopes of c a tch ing  a g l impse  of a yellow -^reen vireo 
or  a ferrug inous pygm y-ow l.

But does all this explain why Birdy grav i ta ted,  u n p r o m p t ­
ed, toward  the dus ty  b i rd w a tc h in g  book  on ou r  she lf— a n o th e r  
i tem in a growing  catalog  o f  unreal ized projects? O r  the fact that ,  
unable  to read or cons is ten t ly  co n s t ru c t  a c om p le te  sentence,  he 
has been able to m em or ize  all f o u r - h u n d re d  pages o f  the novice 
Birds of Texas, to the po in t  where  has now g radua ted  to the a d ­
vanced Sib ley? W h a t ,  in view o f  all the  ent i t ie s  to which  we could  
choose  to a t t ach  ou r  passions— if, in fact, choice is involved at 
all— makes us love w ha t  we love?

I sweep my son in to  my arms and  carry him back to the
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conc r c t c - b l oc k  pi cni c  tabic.  We sit next  to each o t he r  on the 
be nc h ,  ea t i ng  s andwi ches  a nd  d r i n k i n g  cans  o f  J ume x  m a n g o  
juice,  mi r r o r  images  to t he  pai r  o f  caracaras  wa t c h i n g  us wa t c h i n g  
t h e m in the d i s t ance.  W h e n  we get  up to c o n t i n u e  o u r  t r ip,  the  
caracaras  t ake f l ight  as well ,  t hei r  e x t e nde d  wings  p rope l l i ng  t hem 
in f o r mi da b l e  hur s t s  o u t  over  the  bluff .  We wa t ch  t he m unt i l  t hey 
arc i nd i s t i ngu i sha b l e  f rom the  dus t - ha z ed  ou t l i nes  o f  the  ci ty b e ­
low.

1 have been wor r i ed  a b o u t  the  Border  Pat rol  c h e c k p o i n t  s ince 
before  we left. T h e  t op p e r  is my mai n  c oncer n .  W h a t  if t he  o f ­
ficers dec ide  t hey need to inspect  it? I s t ruggled for a ha l f - hou r  
to s tu f f  ou r  c a m p i n g  gear  in to  its whale- l i ke  hel lv a nd  secure the  
e l abor a t e  h a nd - r i gged  sys tem o f  U- ho l t s  a nd  cl ips m e a n t  to keep 
it f rom d i sgor g i ng  its c o n t e n t s  o n t o  t he  highway.  I i magi ne  m y ­
self  s t a n d i ng  in the  d o o r  f r a me — screw dr iver  and  m o n k e y  wr ench  
in h a nd ,  my  son bawl i ng  inconsolably,  my men t a l l y  uns t ab l e  dogs 
s na r l i ng  at the  g i gant i c  d r ug- s n i f f i ng  G e r m a n  S h e p h e r d s — as my 
ha nds  f rui t lessly f iddle.  T h e  m e m o r y  is still fresh o f  ou r  last t r ip,  
in wh i c h  a b l ue - s h i r t cd  I SA agent  seized Bi rdy’s Raggedy An d y  
dol l  f rom his c lu t ches  to run it t h r o u g h  the X- Ray  mach i ne .  His 
r eac t ion was not  one  I care to have repeated.

T h e  road veers to the  no r t h ,  away f rom the  border .  As the 
mi les  a c c u m u l a t e  on the  od o m e t e r ,  the  hope  buds  t ha t  there  will 
he no c h e c k p o i n t  on  this  sect ion o f  highway,  as t here  is on  the 
now- f ami l i a r  i n te r s t a t e  c o n n e c t i n g  the  Val ley to San A n t o n i o .  O f  
course ,  it wou l dn ' t  make  sense,  hu t  I 've seen t he  bo r de r  wall .  Af ­
ter  t ha t  m a d e - f o r - T V  a m a l g a m a t i o n  o f  s e c o n d - h a n d  scrap meta l  
a ppe a r i ng  on l y  i n t e r mi t t e n t l y  on the Ri ve r s  n o r t h e r n  b a n k — I no 
l onger  expect  these t h ings  to make  sense.

No'  houses ,  a nywher e .  Just one  endless ,  un f enc e d  field o f  
elect r ic  green mes qu i t e ,  and  yet ,  t he  t raffic.  A t ruck  ca roms  by
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every two seco n d s  in the  o p p o s i n g  lane,  s h o v in g  us b r u s q u e ly  to 
the  side.  M o r e  t ru cks ,  u nsa t i s f i ed  w i th  m y  s p e e d — I h a v e n ’t yet 
c o n v i n c e d  m y s e l f  th a t  the  t o p p e r  will  n o t  b low  o f f— bul ly  thei r  
fe ro ci ous  gri lles i n to  m y  rear-view  m i rro r ,  d e m a n d i n g  th a t  I move 
over  to the  s h o u l d e r  so they  can squeeze  th e i r  way t h r o u g h .  N o  
is n o t  an ac cep tab le  answer.  W T e re  are all these  vehic les  going? 
1 rac ing  my p l a n n e d  r o u t e  on o u r  n e w ly - p u r c h a s e d  road atlas,  

Lau ra  had keyed in on this se c t i on  w i th  a c o n c e r n e d  look.  “ Looks  
p r e t t y  deso la te ,  s h e d  said.  U n l ik e  me,  fear ing the  c ru sh  o f  t r a f ­
fic m o re  th a n  a n y t h i n g ,  he r  gr eat es t  fear is b e in g  s t r a n d e d  in the  
wi lderne ss .  Bu t  w h o  k n e w  the re  w o u l d  be so m a n y  p eo p le  in such 
a h u r r y  to get  no whe re?

Bi l lboa rd s  s p r o u t i n g  f r om  the  b r u s h l a n d  begin  to adv e r t i se  
c o r p o r a t e  h o u s i n g  c o m m u n i t i e s  w i th  wi-f i ,  sa te l l i te  TV,  k i t c h e n ­
et tes .  O n l y  fi fty-f ive mi les  to go! In  the  i n t e r i m ,  en t i r e  vi llages o f  
e i g h t e e n - f o o t  c a m p i n g  t rai lers  have been set  up  a lo n g s id e  newly-  
graveled s ide  roads ,  a p p a r e n t l y  in haste .  1 vaguely  recall  h ea r in g  
s o m e t h i n g  o n  the  r adio  a b o u t  a n a tu ra l  gas b o o m ,  or  was it oil? 
O u t s i d e  m y  w in d o w ,  a w o r k e r  s leeps in a f o l d - u p  c a m p i n g  chair ,  a 
n e w s p a p e r  d r a p e d  over  his head to s h ad e  h im  fr om  the  sw e l te r in g  
sun.

Ju s t  as I a l low mysel f  to relax, take  in the  cu r io s i t i e s  of the  
landscape ,  an d  forget  the  i m p e n d i n g  d o o m  of the  c h e c k p o i n t ,  a 
b ro w n  sign wi th  w h i t e  le t ters  w a rn s  o f  a s l o w - d o w n  in a q u a r t e r -  
mile.  I g l ance  back at  my  son.  Asleep.  M e a n i n g  th in g s  w o n  t be 
p r e t t y  if he wakes  up  u n ex pec ted ly .  Six s em i - t r a i l e r s  fo rm  a s ingle  
l ine in f r o n t  of me.  I t u r n  off the  s t ereo ,  a n d  Birdy tosses his head 
f rom o n e  s ide  to the  o ther .  I take  a de ep  b re a th ,  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  
the  first  t im e ,  n in e  years  ago,  I h ad  d r i ven  n o r t h  a n d  d i s c o v ­
ered the  c h e c k p o i n t ,  t u c k e d  away like a h u n t i n g  b l in d  sixty mi les 
n o r t h  of the  borde r .  A c h e c k p o i n t  ins ide  my o w n  co u n t r y ?  It had 
felt  l ike s o m e t h i n g  o u t  o f  B ag h d ad  o r  Pales t ine ,  the  sec u r i ty  ap-
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pa ra tu s  o f  a m il i t a ry  s ta te .  A lm ost  a decade  later, I can tell I ve 
b e c o m e  a c c u s to m e d  to it. T h e  c o n c e n t r a t e d  anger  I ’d felt b u r n i n g  
in my chest  then  has been d i lu t e d  in to  a general i zed feel ing of

a p a th e t i c  unease.
T h e  off icer  w ho  waves me forward is a La t ino  m an  w ho  

c a n ’t he o lde r  t han  tw e n ty - th re e .  His pa r tne r ,  an Anglo  m an  a b o u t  
the same age, holds  the leash of a dog,  no t  Cierman She phe rd ,  hu t  
a black dog  o f  no recogn izable  breed ,  tha t  sniffs at my tires. My 
dogs scu t t le  to the i r  feet,  still g e t t in g  the i r  hear ings.

“ U.S.  c i t iz en?” the officer  asks. He  has the air o f  s o m e o n e  

wi th  b e t t e r  th ings  to  he do ing .  I exhale .
“Yes, sir,” I say. 1 d o n ’t do  well with au th o r i ty .
T h e  sir waves us on ahead .  “ Have  a good  o n e , ” he says,

a lready look ing  tow ard  the  next car.
I pu t  my foot d ow n  on the  acce lera tor ,  never  hav in g  felt 

so rel ieved to  have been the benefi c ia ry  of racial pro f i l i ng .  In 
the  hack hack,  the  dogs resett le ,  ne g o t i a t i n g  the i r  pos i t ions  in 
the  l im it ed  space a l located to t h em .  T h e  same s tu n t e d  m esqu i te  
jung le  scrol ls past  my w indow .  T h e  same d i l a p id a t e d  t ra ilers .

“Take  Me O u t  to the Ba l lgam e,” Birdy croaks ,  eyes still 
c losed.  Som ehow ,  even in his s tate  o f  sem i-consc io usness ,  he has 
m anaged  to a p p r e h e n d  my t ransgre ss ion .  I pop  a n o th e r  m in t  in to  
my m o u t h  and  w o n d e r  w ha t  new c o u n t r y  1 have en te r ed ,  or  left 

b e h in d .

We spend  the  first n ight  in Hill  C o u n t r y ,  at a s ta te  park c a m p ­
g r o u n d  so p o p u l a r  that  you are issued a n u m b e r ,  D M V -s ty lc ,  and 
l ine up  in a seat-less lobby  where  a sign f lashes— or does not  
flash,  for the  first h a l f - h o u r — above a re in forced  w o o d e n  door .  
O u r  l inem a tes  warn  us tha t ,  a l t h o u g h  the Iexas Parks and  \X ild- 
life webs i te  boas ted  over  500  camps i te s ,  n o n e  will he available . 
Everyone  has m a d e  the i r  rese rvat ion m o n t h s  in advance .  I glance
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at my son,  on the precipice o f  a ca r - fa t igue- induced  t a n t r u m  for 
the last hour .  The next  green pine tree and t riangle  on the map  is 
ninety miles away.

At last, our  n u m b e r  flickers. T h e  besieged s u m m e r  in ­
tern beh ind  the w indow  apologet ical ly  assigns us a site in the 
pr imit ive sect ion.  Relieved,  we join the cu r ren t  of silver Civics 

and b u r g u n d y  Priuses w ind ing  thei r  way into the c a m pground .  
Apparent ly,  the en t i re  th i r ty s o m e th in g  p o p u la t ion  o f  Aust in  and 
their  offspr ing  has decam ped  here for the summer.  I see them  on 
our  t rip to the camp store to purchase fire wood  in the hear t  o f  
the main  "developed" c a m p g r o u n d .  We are in the shadow o f  a 
pos tcard-pe r fec t  gran i te  b lu f f  known nostalgical ly as O ld  Baldy. 
Cluster s  o f  smil ing  chi ld ren  frolic carefreely in the Frio River on 
rented  plastic inner tubes .

You want  to go home,"  my son in forms  me, repeatedly,  
f rom the back seat.

“W e’re c a m p in g ,” 1 say, a t t e m p t in g  to muste r  up some e n ­
thusiasm. I swerve to avoid a cabal o f  parents  s ipp ing  Blue M oons  
from the cup holders  o f  a i rc ra f t - insp ired jogging strol lers,  in the 
mi ddle  o f  the road.

“You want  to go h o m e ,” he repeats,  bu i ld ing  to a climax 
of whine  as the shr ieks  of happy  chi ld ren needle in to  my brain.  
O n e  of the pa ren ts  I am edging  by says so m e th in g  witty, and ev­
eryone  laughs.  I cringe, involuntar i ly .

I  his could have been yo u r life, a voice whispers  f rom s o m e ­
where inside my brain.  I f only you h a d n ’t been such a burro.

S h u t up, I answer.

You could s till  move to some place like  A ustin , the voice 
intones,  ignoring  me. Like yo u r brother a n d  yo u r sib lings-in-law . 
Like n ine-ten ths of yo u r gradua ting  class.

I ’m not my brother or my in-law s, I th in k ,  feel ing the heat  
rise. H a l f  o f my gradua ting  class is on Prozac.
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Som eplace in  the M idw est, maybe. Chicago, M inneapolis, 
St. L ou is? Closer to h o m e ...

I 'll pass, thanks. I prefer the road less traveled.
T h in k  o f  it: F air-trade groceries, fu n c t io n a l  schools, well- 

a d ju sted  children.
I 'm happy where I am.
Are y o u ?
Yes. I th in k  so. Yes.
You th in k  so? It's not too la te—
W ould the children o j these parents pee in  fr o n t  o j a fu c k in g  

Border Patrol officer?
“ You w an t  to go h o m e ! ’ Birdy cries. His  face reddens ,  

nos tr i ls  f lar ing. “You w an t  to go poop!
Back at the p r im i t ive  area, he goes in the woods ,  the pit  

toi le ts  hav in g  been d e e m e d  insuf f ic ien t .  I hankfu l ly ,  in con t ra s t  
to eve rvwhere  else, a lm os t  no one  is a ro u n d .  1 take this as a 
d o u b ly  good  th ing ,  s ince my p r im a ry  aim for o u r  family  c a m p i n g  
t r ip  is to no t  get in t roub le  on a c co u n t  o f  dog  ba rk ing ,  ch i l d ren  
cry ing ,  or  unseem ly  b re a k d o w n s  o f  pa ren tal  au thor i ty .

In search o f  d i s t r ac t io n ,  1 s t r ap  Birdy in to  ou r  t h r i h - s t o r e  
backpack  and  set ou t  to exp lore  the c a m p g r o u n d ,  a leash in each 
h a n d .  T h e r e  is on ly  one  o th e r  family ou t  o f  the tw e n ty  or  so 
sites. A y o u n g  L a t ino  fa the r  di rec ts  ou r  e n to u r a g e  to a pa th  that  
leads from a c a m ps i te  dow n  to a f ive-foot  ledge a b u t t i n g  the r iv­
er. A small  waterfal l  cascades di rec t ly  b e n e a th  the Expressway 83 
br idge ,  still r u m b l i n g  w'ith t raffic.  It is suff i c ient ly  u n p i c t u r e s q u c  
to n o t  a t t r ac t  a c rowd,  or  a n y o n e  else for tha t  mat ter .

We don ' t  s top  to take o f f  o u r  c lo thes .  T h e  wa te r  isn’t as 
cold as the n a m e  suggests .  In the deepes t  places,  it on ly  goes up 
to Bi rdy’s knees,  bu t  the c u r r e n t  is su rp r i s ing ly  s t rong .  He  picks 
his w a y  a lo ng  the  un e v e n  rocks b e ne a th  his shoes.  I resist the 
u rge— really, he resists it for m e — to c l ing  to his hand .  I u n h o o k
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the  dogs  f r om  the i r  leashes a n d  t ry  to spo t  h im ,  gym nas t i c s -s ty le .  
W h e n  he falls, in s t ead  o f  s c r e am in g ,  he squea ls  in d e l ig h t .  T h e  
c u r r e n t  carries  h im ,  legs e x t e n d e d  in f r o n t  o f  h im  at  a r ight  angle  
to his torso ,  q u i c k ly  d o w n s t r e a m .

"You’re s w i m m i n g , ” he cries.  “You’re s w i m m i n g  in the  
c u r r e n t ! ”

I c a n ’t tell il he is l a u g h i n g  or  sh iver ing .  I d o n ’t care.  I 
give t h a n k s  to the  l i qu id  go d  t h a t  has s u cc ee d e d  w h e re  a d a y ’s 
w o r t h  o f  Raffi,  Blow Pops,  a n d  PB & J has fa iled .  T h e  c l a u s t r o ­
p h o b i a ,  the  t e d i u m ,  the  p o t t y  anxiety ,  the  M o m m a l e s s n e s s — it's 
all w a sh e d  away, at least  for a few p re c io u s  m in u te s .

“O n e  m o r e  sw im ,  real q u i c k , ” Birdy says, w h e n  I f inal ly 
ca rry  h im ,  t ee th  c h a t t e r i n g ,  f lowerets  o f  p u r p l e  b l o o m i n g  across 
his cheeks ,  back to the  r i ve rbank .  “ O n e  m o re ,  real q u i c k . ”

I he s ign reads  P ain t  Rock,  p o p u l a t i o n  2 7 3 .  S o m e b o d y  has 
crossed  o u t  a fou r  in the  ones  c o l u m n  w i th  a Sh a rp i e  marker .  T h e  
next  to w n  is a n o t h e r  fifty mi les  or  m o r e  away. Birdy isn’t g o in g  
to m ak e  it. S ince  t he re  is no  sign o f  an y  c o m m e r c e  wha tsoever ,  I 
fo l low a s ign t h a t  reads “ P aint  Rock C i ty  S c h o o l s ” d o w n  w h a t  a p ­
pears to be a gravel  alleyway.  U n t i l  I realize t h a t  the  en t i r e  tow n  
is a gr id  o f  o n e - l a n e  gravel  al leyways .

Pa in t  Rock  C i ty  S choo l s  cons i s t s  o f  two b u i ld in g s .  T h e  
first  calls to m i n d  a d o l l h o u s e  ver s ion o f  a schoo l ,  as i f  it were 
d e s ig n e d  in an earl ier ,  p r e - v i t a m in - f o r t i f i e d - b r e a k f a s t - c e r e a l  era,  
w h e n  the  land was i n h a b i t e d  by a s m a l le r  race o f  p eo p le  the  size 
of p r e s e n t - d a y  ho rse  jockeys .  O r  m ay b e  the  p eo p le  were  so smal l 
bec ause  they  were s t a rv ing ,  like the  e m a c i a t e d  gray s teed  across  
the  s t ree t  f rom the  schoo l ,  nose  to  the  g r o u n d  as it g inge r l y  scav­
enges  t h r o u g h  fields o f  y e l l o w -n e ed led  nopales.

1 his b e in g  Iexas,  the  s e c o n d  b u i l d in g ,  a lm o s t  twice  the  
size of its s ib l ing,  is a b r a n d  s p a n k i n g  new  g y m n a s i u m .
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I park and  u n s t r a p  Birdy from his carseat .  It is hot. T h e  
Valley is one  o f  the  h o t t e s t  places on  ea r th ,  hu t  it feels ho t t e r  
here  somehow .  M aybe  i t ’s because  we have just s tepped  o u t  of 
a i r - c o n d i t i o n e d  c o m f o r t ,  o r  because  o f  the lack o f  any shade  a n y ­
where ,  or  because of the  fact tha t  there  doesn  t a ppear  to be a n y ­
one  a r o u n d  anyw here ,  or  an y th in g  even, unless  you c o u n t  the 
horse  tha t  appears  to have been left on its own to die.

Except  tha t  this isn’t t rue .  “ H o w d y , ’ a voice says, f rom 
som e w here  on  the  o t h e r  s ide of the car. I s q u in t .  A w o m a n ,  her  
back still facing away from us as she hangs  l a u n d r y  o n t o  a rusted 
metal  l ine,  looks back in o u r  d i r e c t ion ,  gray hair  b low ing  across 
her  face. N o t  on ly  is it ho t ,  i t ’s windy,  too.  T h e  breeze feels like 
s o m e b o d y  o p e n e d  an oven door .

"Hi .  If there  was ever any d o u b t  a b o u t  how  to proceed ,  
my son has resolved it. H e  is s p r i n t i n g  bare foot  in the d i re c ­
t ion  of the  horse,  hav in g  wr iggled away before  I cou ld  slip his 
shoes on.  The w o m a n  tu rns .  She is wea r in g  a pair  o f  s ho r t  p ink  
jogg ing shor t s  a nd  a w h i te  t -sh ir t  adver t is ing  o n e  o f  the lesser- 
k n o w n  C a r ib b e a n  islands,  the  sleeves r ipped  off. Her  sk in,  dark  
and  freckled,  is like a n o t h e r  layer of c lo th ing .  She cou ld  be sixty 
and  she cou ld  be th ir ty- f ive.  She d o e s n ’t say a n y th i n g  m ore ,  as if 
my mere p resence  in Pa in t  Rock is e n o u g h  o f  a ques t ion .

I expla in  where  w e ’ve c o m e  from, where  w e r e  headed .  
She nods  un respons ive ly  a nd  says she needs to run back in to  the 
house .  W h i l e  we wai t ,  I play de fense— knees c ro u c h e d ,  hands  
at the  ready, wove your fret, move y o u r  fe e t— as Birdy a t t e m p t s  to 
grab  o n t o  the  ba rbed  wire  fence se pa ra t ing  him from the horse 
pas ture .  I have w arned  h im  five t imes no t  to t o u c h  it. T h e  horse 
a p p ro a c h e s  us, m a k i n g  eye c o n ta c t  with my son.  Its jaw p a n t o ­
m im es  a s l a n t in g  m o t i o n  o f  chew ing .  “ H e  d o e s n ’t l is ten well,
I hear  Laura saying, on days w h e n  I have graded  s tu d e n t  essays 
u n t i l  too  late in the  even ing ,  and  she has reached  her  w i t ’s end .  I
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was supposed  to call her last n igh t  f rom the s ta te  park,  bu t  there 
w asn’t any service. I f igured I wou ld  call her here,  at ou r  first 
s top.  No  service in Paint  Rock,  either.

W h e n  the w o m a n  final ly reappears ,  she is carrying  a bag 
o f  f reezer-sect ion soft pretzels.  From ou t  o f  nowhere,  an ent ire  
herd o f  brown and  whi te  goats materia lizes ,  look ing  dec idedly  
be t te r  fed than their  e qu ine  c o u n t e r p a r t — when  I asked,  for my 
son’s benefi t ,  if the horse cou ld  be pe t t ed ,  the w o m a n  had re­
s ponde d  with a l ibe r ta r ian shrug.  N o t m ine. She hands  a pretzel 
to Birdy. He knows  w ha t  to do. "I 'm having lu n c h ,” he screams, 
as he spends  the next  five m inu te s  e m p ty in g  the pretzel  bag.

The s u m m e r t im e  s ta ff  o f  Paint  Rock Ci ty  Schools  em e rg ­
es f rom the school ,  a p p ro a c h in g  the pasture .  In as few words  as 
h u m a n ly  possible,  we are a ler ted to the presence o f  a picnic  table,  
a shelter,  a p layground .  T h e  people  o f  Paint  Rock have a way 
o f  be ing fr iendly w i t h o u t  be tr ay ing  any ou tw a rd  ind ic a t i on  o f  
f r iendl iness .  Before long, we have bid farewell to the goat  lady 
and  are set up in unexpec ted  luxury  in the school  pl ayground .  
Birdy scutt les  up and dow n  a last bast ion  o f  lawsu i t - ind if feren t  
c l im b ing  e q u ip m e n t ,  while  I a t t e m p t  to channel  my inner  goat 
and  ingest a s opp ing-w e t  tuna  sandwich  by chewing  as l it tle as 
possible.

I daydream  a b o u t  te l l ing Laura,  when  I f inally reach her, 
that  I w an t  to move to Paint  Rock.  A bou t  wha t  it wou ld  be like 
to raise a child  in a place where  words  are so manifest ly  p a t h e t ­
ic in the presence o f  so m uch  no th ingness  lu rk ing  a ro u n d  their  
margins .  Part o f  me s incerely want s  to f ind out .  I imagine  the 
bem used  look on her  face, followed in sequence  by the m o m e n t  
of r ec ogn i t ion— oh no, he's h a l f  serious— and the know ing  my hus­
b and  is crazy, b u t no t th a t crazy.

Then again,  isn’t this what  people  t h in k  o f  us already, 
having moved across the c o u n t r y  to a place that  mos t  Midwest-
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e rnc r s — ourselves  i nc l uded ,  a decade  a go— don  t even k n o w exists.  
No t  t ha t  t he  Valley is really nowher e .  A mi l l i on  people  live there,  
for cry i ng  o u t  l oud.  N o w h e r e  is a m a t t e r  o f  pe r cep t i on ,  not  reality.

A flash of o r ange  dar t s  above me.  1 qu i ck l y  scan the  sky, 
blue  in n a me  only,  l ike t he  color  o f  old jeans washed  too m a n y  
t imes .  An oriole! Its breast  is s o m e h o w  more  o r ange  t han  I d 
i ma g i ne d ,  the  color  of the  H - E - B  mac - n -cheese  s towed away in the 
t o p p e r  for the  n i g h t ’s d i nner .  Before I can call Bi rdy’s a t t e n t i o n ,  
t h o u g h ,  i t ’s gone.

“ I saw an or io l e , ” I say.
“An oriole! he exclaims,  no t  even ne e d i ng  to see it wi t h  his 

own eyes. I he g l owi ng  wor l d  o f  his i ma g i na t i on  blazes,  even if all 
he has to spark the f lames is a wor d ,  a coded  f l icker  o f  the  c r owded  
al leyways o f  the  sky.

W h e n  I f inal ly get  a hold o f  Laura,  we are at a o n e - p u m p  gas s t a ­
t ion located at  a p o i n t  o n  the ma p  where  a t own appa r e n t l y  once  
s tood.  I tell her  th ings  are go i ng  s w i mm i n g l y — whi ch ,  relat ive to 
my expec t a t i ons ,  has been t rue.  T h e r e  have been no ful ly-real ized 
m e l t d o wn s ,  no m o m e n t s  o f  exis tent ial  despai r .  We re d o i n g  great!

Five hour s  later,  as t he  sun inches  t oward  an imposs ib ly  flat 
ho r i z on  l ine,  I am still dr iv ing,  having  c o m m i t t e d  my first  cri t ical  
e r ror  of the  t rip:  I have und e r e s t i m a t e d  the  i nes t i mab l e  vastness 
t ha t  is Iexas.  A mer e  inch on  the road atlas requi res  a full h o u r  to 
cover,  and  there  are no o t h e r  c a m p g r o u n d s  for a full t hree  inches.  
My son wakes  f rom his a f t e r noon  nap  a nd  we begin the slow as­
cent  to his I -can t - b e - i n - t h e - ca r - o n e - mo r e - i n s t a n t  b r eak i ng  po i n t .
I f ind mysel f  i ma g i n i n g  some  a l t e rna t e  map  scale in whi ch  m e a ­
su r e me n t s  c o r r e s p o n d  not  to mi les  bu t  to e mo t i o n a l  state.  Q uarter  
inch— optim ism . H a l f  inch— doubt. Inch— despair. Inch -and-a -  
ha lf— / am  question ing  my fitness as a parent.  And  so on.

W h e n  we f inal ly arr ive at the  c a m p g r o u n d ,  the  sun al ready
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a de ep  red orb ,  I c o m m i t  m y  s e c o n d  cr i t ica l  e r ro r  o f  the  t r ip :  I 
dr ive  an ex t ra  t w e n t y  m i n u t e s  to f ind  the  per fec t  ca m p s i t e .  Leav­
ing b e h i n d  the  f a i r -h a i re d  pla ins  o f  W est  Texas,  we d e s c e n d  in to  
a red M a r t i a n  l an d s ca p e  o f  i n d e s c r ib a b le  b e a u ty  a n d  de so la te ness .  
T h o u s a n d - f o o t  de ep  c a n y o n s  cr isscross  the  ea r th  in t ragic,  q u i l t ­
like p a t t e r n s ,  ca rved  by w a te r  t h a t  m u s t  exist  o n ly  in the  c o n j e c ­
tures  o f  a l ien  sc i en t i s t s  p ee r in g  d o w n  at  us t h r o u g h  the  lenses  of 
te lescopes  on  s o m e  d i s t a n t  p l ane t .

“You w a n t  to go h o o o o o m e , ” Birdy m an ag e s  to  exhale ,  
b e tw e en  sobs.  H e  d ra ws  o u t  the  last  w o rd  w i th  a s lo p in g  u p t i c k  
as p r e c i p i t o u s  as the  ca n y o n s  walls b e n e a t h  us. T h e  car  p e r f o r m s  
w h a t  feels l ike several  f igure  e ight s  in succ ess ion .  B o rd e red  on 
e i th e r  s ide o f  the  r idge  by shee r  h u n d r e d - f o o t  d ro p - o f f s ,  my  fists 
c l ench  a r o u n d  the  s t e e r in g  wheel  in a d e a th  grip.

“ D a d d y  needs  to c o n c e n t r a t e , ” I say, u n c o n s c io u s l y  v io l a t ­
ing my n e w - p a r e n t  vow to n o t  talk in t h i rd  pe rson .

“C o n c e n t r a t e ,  c o n c e n t r a t e ,  c o n c e n t r a t e , ” he par ro t s .  A n d  
c o n t i n u e s  p a r r o t i n g  for  the  nex t  t w e n t y  m i n u te s .  H o w  long  
w o u l d  it take  s o m e o n e  to f ind  us here,  at  the  b o t t o m  o f  the  c a n ­
yon? A day? A week? A m o n t h ?  W o u l d  th ey  ever f ind  us?

In a n o t h e r  life, t he  c a m p s i t e  we f inal ly  ar r ive at  w o u ld  
have been pe r fec t ,  a p e n i n s u l a r  o u t c r o p p i n g  th a t  levitates  hal fway 
b e tw e e n  the  jagged tears o f  the  r idges a n d  the  s n a k i n g  pa th  o f  the  
ca n y o n  floor.  T h e r e  is no  o n e  else at  the  c a m p g r o u n d ,  poss ib ly  
for m a n y  miles .  It feels a lm o s t  g l u t t o n o u s .  All th is  view, all this 
so l i tu d e ,  all for  us a lone .

But  t he re  is a t e n t  to be set up ,  a fire to be laid a n d  th en  
set as ide ,  an i n c o n s o la b ly  h o m e s i c k  son to sh o o  away f r om  the  
s en t ry  cact i  g u a r d i n g  vast  ch a sm s  o f  n o t h i n g .  In the  en d ,  we are 
re d u ced  to me h o l d i n g  Birdy in my a r m s  as we eat  a p acke t  of 
m a c a ro n i  cheese  d u m p e d  in a p o t  o f  co ld  water .  Birdy sni ff les 
as I s p o o n  it i n to  his m o u t h  w i th  my left h a n d .  W i t h  my r ight ,
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I h o l d  a s t i ck  a n d  d r aw,  at  hi s  d i r e c t i o n ,  t h e  o u t l i n e s  o f  h e r o n s  

a n d  egre t s ,  i n s c r i b e d  in t h e  e a r t h  l ike p e t r o g l y p h s  f r o m a d i s t a n t  
a q u e o u s  age.

I h e r e  is n o  w a t e r  at  t h e  si te.  Before  I p u t  h i m  to b e d ,  I 

a t t e m p t  t o  wa s h  o f f  t h e  l ayer  o f  c l a y - d u s t  t h a t  has  a c c u m u l a t e d  
I ove r  hi s  e n t i r e  b o d y  by  h o l d i n g  h i m  u n d e r  t h e  s p o u t  of  o u r  b l u e  
. t r a v e l i n g  t h e r m o s .  It is d u s k .  W i t h o u t  w a r n i n g ,  a n d  in a m a t t e r  

I o f  s e c o n d s ,  t h e  e n t i r e  c a m p g r o u n d  is i n v a d e d  by a m u l t i t u d e  o f  
t r a n s l u c e n t  m o t h s ,  e a c h  bea t  o f  t h e i r  w i n g s  a t i n y  b r u s h  o f  c r e ­
p u s c u l a r  l i ght .

1 he  red e a r t h .  1 he  t en t .  I he  u n l i t  fi re.  T h e  p a n t i n g  
; dogs .  M y  s on ,  w r i t h i n g  a n d  n a k e d  in m y  a r ms .  E v e r y t h i n g  is 

I s u f f u s e d  in t h i s  p u l s i n g ,  o t h e r - w o r l d l y  h a l o  of l i ght .  In a f o r m e r  
l ife,  I m i g h t  have  b e e n  o v e r c o m e  by a s u b l i m e  f ee l i ng  o f  c a l m,  

j o r  w o n d e r ,  o r  b i t t e r s w e e t  a w a r e n e s s  o f  m y  o w n  i n s i g n i f i c a n c e  in 
! t h e  a w e s o m e  s we e p  o f  t h e  un i ve r s e .  Now' ,  as I t r a n s p o r t  m y  son  

t h r o u g h  a mys t i c a l ,  g o l d e n - w i n g e d  c l o u d ,  all 1 can  feel is a n ­

n o y e d .  A n n o y e d  a n d  t i r ed .  B e a u t y  t akes  a b a c k s e a t  t o  pot t y ,  
I t o o t h b r u s h ,  s t ory ,  bed .

By t h e  t i m e  he  f i na l ly  falls as l eep,  t h e  s u n  has  set .  T h e  
| m o t h s  h a v e  g o n e  w i t h  it,  d i s a p p e a r i n g  as a b r u p t l y  as t h e y  f i rst  

a p p e a r e d .  I n d i s t i n c t  o u t l i n e s  of  c l o u d s  s wee p  ac ross  t h e  fast -  

d a r k e n i n g  sky. I have  h e a r d  t h a t  he r e  in We s t  Iexas  is t h e  s t a r r i e s t  
p l ace  in N o r t h  Am e r i c a ,  o n  a c c o u n t  of  o u r  d i s t a n c e  f r o m a n y  big  

ci ty,  b u t  t o n i g h t  t h e r e  is n o t  a s t a r  to be seen .  N o  m o o n ,  e i t he r ,  

b u t  t h a t  d o e s n ’t s t o p  t h e  c o y o t e s  f r o m  b a y i n g  at  s o m e  h e r e d i t a r y  
idea  of it. I h e i r  h o wl s  e c h o  f r o m c a n y o n  face to c a n y o n  face u n -  

j til t h e r e  are h u n d r e d s  of  t h e m ,  ca l l i n g  to us f r o m  eve ry  p o s s i b l e  
a n g l e  a n d  d i r e c t i o n .  I h ad  p l a n n e d  to  let t h e  d o g s  s l eep o u t s i d e ,  

t i ed  to t h e  s u n  s h a d e ,  b u t  1 c h a n g e  m y  m i n d  a n d  i nv i t e  t h e m  i n t o  

t h e  t e n t .  We  h u d d l e  u p ,  t h e  f o u r  o f  us,  as t h e  t e m p e r a t u r e  b e g i n s  

to d r o p .  Bi rdy f l ings  h i ms e l f  a r o u n d  for  a l i t t l e  w hi le,  t h e n  se t t l es
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dow n.  T h e  dogs quiver  against  my s t o m a c h — from the cold or 
the coyotes ,  I ’m no t  sure which .  In the blackest ,  lonel ies t  n igh t  
on the c o n t i n e n t ,  I l is ten to my s on ’s gent le  b r e a th in g  a n d  wait  
for sleep to come.

At mile  851 o f  the t rip,  having  r e tu rn ed  from the canyon  to the 
great landm ark - le ss  plains  o f  West Texas,  I reach my break ing  
po in t .  I dec ide  tha t  I prefer  a fu l l -on t a n t r u m  to a n o th e r  ro u n d  
o f  “Take Me O u t  to the Ba l lgame,” which  we have now l is tened 
to consecu t ive ly  a pp rox im a te ly  748  t imes.  Birdy in s tan t ly  s tarts 
sc reaming.  I loop t h ro u g h  a c a c o p h o n y  o f  C h r i s t i a n  s ta t ions  u n ­
til I arr ive at an o r p h a n  oldies  s ta t ion .  I jack up the vo lum e  and 
s ing along ,  in full voice,  to “ I C a n ’t G e t  No  S a t i s f a c t i o n . ’

We are s t rong-wi l l ed ,  the b o th  o f  us. I am ce r ta in  that  
the day will c om e  when  his resolve will prevai l,  bu t  for now m ine  
is s t ronger .  After  a ha l f  h o u r  o f  this , he falls asleep, tears still 
s t r eak ing  d ow n  his cheeks.  I feel no shame.

Laura is w a i t ing  for us ou t s ide  the a i rpo r t ,  ho ld in g  ou r  
d a u g h te r  Ana  G lo r ia  in her  carseat .  I have never been so h a ppy  to 
see a n o th e r  person  in my en t i re  life. Birdy wakes,  closes his eyes, 
opens  them  again.  “ I am here, ' '  he says.

“ R e m e m b e r  the days w h e n  we t raveled with one  backpack  
be tw een  the two o f  us?” Laura asks, as she f inishes  insta l l ing Ana 
G lo r ia ’s carseat and  begins  s tu f f ing  reusable  grocery  bags filled 
with clo thes  and  d iape rs  in to  every conceivable  crevasse. She sits 
in the f ron t  seat,  bu t  w i th in  five m in u te s  bo th  ch i ld ren  are c ry ing 
sympathe t i ca l ly ,  s t r a in ing  to be heard  over  the noise  o f  the other .  
She manages  to exchange  places wi th  a pile o f  bags, w e dg ing  h e r ­
self  be tw een  the two carseats . “ By the way, happy  b i r thda y ,” she 
says, as she s im u l ta ne ous ly  offers a breast  to Ana  Glo r ia  and  a box 
o f  raisins to Birdy. T h e  d in  from the back subsides.  I ’ve f o rg o t ­
ten.  Today  I tu rn  32.
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I he car's t r ip  o d o m e t e r  co m p le te s  its first t h o u s a n d  miles 
and  a u to m a t i c a l ly  resets to zero. “You’re go ing  on a t r ip , ’ Rirdy 
says, as i f e v e ry th ing  we have e n d u r e d  in the  past  tw o-an d -a -h a l f -  
days has been a long  d ream  from which  he— or  is it P. — is now 
waking .

We merge back o n t o  the highway,  and  im m ed ia te ly  we re 
passed by an e igh teen  wheeler .  T h e  d r iver  glances d o w n ,  looks 
back at the road. “T h a n k  god for t in t ed  w i n d o w s , ’’ Laura says, 
still nu r s in g  Ana  G lo r ia  in the backseat .

S o m e w h e re  at h ig h w a y ’s end ,  my m o th e r  tries to send 
b i r t h d a y  wishes t h ro u g h  a dead cell p h o n e .  M e an w h i l e  la carrosa 
flies across  West  Texas on a m in o r  h ighway  o f  imposs ib le  s t r a ig h t ­
ness. Laura  reaches up to massage my neck.  Ana  G lo r ia  is asleep 
already. “You’re go ing  to Amari l lo ,  Birdy says again,  t h o u g h  by 
now we've left it far b e h in d .  “You’re go ing  to see b i rds . ’’
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