












practice, dumping trash, and setting an old car on fire. The place 

has become good for nothing-nothing except expressions of con­

tempt. Knowing this sad evolution keeps me coming to places like 

this coal patch: I feel sorry for them. They have given everything 

that voracious humans demanded of them and now, spent, they 

are despised. Yet they are like friends who have fallen ill; although 

I can't heal them, I can attend to them, praise them, give them 

little gifts. 

Higher, the path ends at another section of that forbidding 

chain-link fence. Animals have made a track around the foot or so 

of roughly horizontal land around the perimeter, as if they were pil­

grims circumambulating a sacred mountain. Although the woods 

to my right are thick and the slope steep, I can amble along in a 

counterclockwise direction with no problem at all until I come to 

a large maple tree that has crashed down and completely blocked 

passage. Its upper branches have bent the top of the fence, and 

briefly my imagination plays with the possibility of climbing diag­

onally into the fire area. Instead I bushwhack through the woods 

to the place where the overturned tree forms a wall of mud, stone, 

and root parallel to the metal fence. A scattering of boulders on this 

rise of hill makes a good place to sit, so I do. I'm vaguely curious to 

see the fire up close. Mainly, though, I'm thinking about how alive 

this place is. I'm reminded again of Levinas and his writing about 

the open, needy face of the other. When I let myself be drawn into 

the vulnerability that's communicated beneath first impressions 

of the one before me, I soften. My defenses slip. It dawns on me 

that, wherever I look, I will see a life that is etched with some hurt, 

even if the scars aren't always visible. It's true of places no less than 

people. In that suffering and survival, I see beauty and discover 

something like love. Before I leave, I weave dried flowers, leaves, 

and a blue jay's feather into the fence as a parting gift. 
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