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A poem written for her four younger siblings 2020
A memory from their childhood in the woods and dunes of Lake Michigan

Children have not yet learned to limit their power to save.
How many were there that day?  Three of us?  Four of us?  All five?
What was the year?  How old were we?
Some stories, like gospel writing, do not need answers to those questions.
They breathe on their own, or, become part of the lungs we breathe with.

This one, this story, begins with that well-worn path down to the beach.
You remember how the largely scraggy trees made a temple there, how they met us on the way,
Anticipating our comings, our goings, holding their breath to invite us to hold ours,
Their branches brushing a whispered Hush.

And we did, knowing what came next, 
the place where that arch of trees gave its way to the first glimpse of the great Lake,
the watery One who waited to hear our heartbeats of awe, 
waited for our final steps to the whole sweep of beach, to announce itself with a great TADA!!!

Even then, even as children, we knew somehow that awe is something to be practiced, 
its leap of heart, its gasp of breath, a habit to pierce the habitual, 
no matter how many times we walked that way.

Among, or near, that arch of trees, an oak tree grew.  
No one had planted it, intended it.  It simply volunteered itself.  
A child it was, like we.
There it grew, sucking dry breasted sand, rooting down, shooting up, leafing out.

For some years now, a grapevine had been growing its way up its trunk,
like nothing less than a botanical boa constrictor.  
Perhaps the vine’s windings around the oak tree had been innocent enough at first,
when the oak’s trunk was even smaller, 
but as the trunk had widened, the vine had tightened, 
until it bit through the bark, deep into the flesh.

Ohhhh, dear oak child!  Dear tree!  You are being wounded.  You are being strangled.  
That vine will kill you.  Already, your pain cries out to us through the archway of awe.
We kept walking past. 
It kept begging, 
blind Bartimaeus on the road to Jerusalem, on the path to the beach.

We had to do something.  We had to.

That day, we finally did.  We came down together, 
not to the beach, but to the tree.
Although the firstborn wielded the kitchen knife, saving the tree child was not a solo enterprise.  

The vine did not leave easily.
As I remember, it remained coiled around the tree, 
even after being sawed into segments of itself.
Summoning a savior’s strength, 
we pulled it, tore at it, uncoiled its coils, each severed section,
until it lay, a wreath wraith, on the ground.

The oak tree bore the vine’s spiraled signature deep gouged for years.
And often thereafter, as we walked past, 
noticing the strangle marks,
We could say to ourselves,
We saved that tree.  We children.  Together.  We did. 

This summer, the summer of 2020
as our hearts plummeted with the wreak of waters’ rise on the dune -- 
gouged, strangled, devoured, its very clay laid bare 
dunes grass rent from sand, sand rent from shore -- 
the cottonwood tree, that ancient mighty ensign holding the dune, 
now laid across the strand of beach; 
I scrambled across the top of the severed dune 
looking for that oak tree.
I had to find the tree.  I had to. 

Long ago, long ago (we still sometimes remember this like a fresh sacrilege),
a new summer house displaced the winding arch of trees to the beach, 
and our feet have traveled another path, a sad detour, ever since.  
No more path past Bartimaeus.
I left that path to look.

This is what I found: 
one trunk, its torso, extending two strong arms, raised like a hosanna,
offering to anyone who might chance to see it
another leap of heart, a gasp of breath, a window to the Wind.

We saved this tree.  We did.  
We were children, and we didn’t know we couldn’t. 
And we have raised our children in its shelter. 

Melissa, you tell me that the terrified lake is already seething with winter storms.
It continues to rise and batter. 
The oak tree does what it can to keep the dune,
but we may not be able to save it this time. 

And yet.

As the oak tree grew, I like to imagine that every leafing out was an act of gratitude,
a mighty exultation in the power of its liberated life. 
I like to imagine that its brave heart has wrapped around our trunks, 
not to strangle, but to, but to … what?
To give us no choice but to love so much, 
that, forgetting we are no longer children,
we live in the joyful ferocity of circling ‘round, of wielding the knife,
of having not learned, even yet, to limit the power to save.
