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A burn scar is what remains after a forest fire flames out. Trees are now charcoal stumps 
in ashen soil, a dead zone that is open to decades of aftereffects, starting with erosion, 
flooding, invasive weeds, and displaced and orphaned animals. Even rocks are charred 
and broken. But the humans on the land are equally traumatized, our scars perhaps less 
obvious but nonetheless life-changing.  
 
 

It will take more than a century for this land to return to what it had been.  
The people are forever changed. 
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Book Jacket Copy 
 

Native Americans believed that the Spanish Peaks in Southern Colorado were sacred and 
those who lived in their shadow were blessed. When one of the mountains burned in the East 
Peak Fire of 2013, and 13,000 acres of its forest were incinerated, it needed healing itself. 
Journalist Patricia Prijatel and her family fled the fire in a dramatic escape one June 
evening, then returned to do what they could to help the mountain rebuild. But floods, 
orphaned bears, weeds the size of Bigfoot, and hurricane-level winds proved that nature has 
the last word, especially when it is unleashed from its normal patterns.  

Burn Scars: After The East Peak Fire is both a terrifying adventure and a love song to 
the land as Prijatel and her neighbors confront their mortality and that of the mountain. 
Perhaps most important, it’s a book about climate change. Prijatel and her mountain valley 
are a petri dish for the effects of warming temperatures in America’s forests, which lead to 
fires that warm the earth even more. Plus, stress and environmental degradation are tied to 
the cancers and stomach disease that affect Prijatel and her family after the fire. 

Patricia Prijatel is a journalism educator and writer whose goal is to help people make sense 
of things with hope and humor. Her last name is the Slovene word for friend. 

 
Overview 
 
More than eight million acres of America’s forests burned in 2017 alone. But after the 
fires are contained, the problems are just beginning—floods, invasive weeds, orphaned 
animals, stressed humans susceptible to disease. And scientists are clear on one of the 
causes: climate change. Just as J.D. Vance's Hillbilly Elegy sparked a national discussion 
about Trump voters, Burn Scars offers a personal view of how climate change warms and 
dries America’s forests, making them susceptible to fires that destroy the land and make 
its people sick. 

Journalist Patricia Prijatel observes and reports the fire and the three years afterward, 
using research to expand and explain the reality she sees, tying the fire to worldwide 
patterns of rising temperatures and subsequent droughts. She shows the aftereffects that 
are obvious—a scorched landscape, floods, confused and dangerous bears, invasive weeds. 
Equally important are the indirect, unseen effects—toxic air and water, human stress, and 
illness.  

The book begins with a prologue, a long view from 11,000 feet up on the mountain 
looking down on a remote settlement in a browning meadow: Prijatel’s cabin, her brother 
and sister-in-law’s mini ranch, and the neighbors’ log home. Ridges are pockmarked with 
dry grass from a multi-year drought and dying trees killed by pine beetles, all caused by 
warming of the American west. This is the land before the fire. 
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Prijatel observes and describes the fire as she and her family evacuate and then return 
three days later to help fight the flames and evacuate again when the fire returns and 
burns back on itself.  

Interspersed through the story of their escape is a description of the beauty and silence of 
this remote piece of paradise and of the homemade homesteads the Prijatels lovingly built 
as a family. 

A month after the fire, she and her husband return to the charred landscape for good. 
Their cabin and her brother’s ranch have been saved by firefighters but the neighbors’ 
house burned the night of the fire; all that’s left is twisted metal.  

But the land is wounded and scarred. The drought has been replaced with torrential 
rainstorms that turn the tiny creek into a raging river roiling and thundering past the 
Prijatels’ cabin, pushing tree trunks in its wake. Then an orphaned bear tries to break in 
And 10-foot-tall weeds overwhelm the hillsides, invasive species taking advantage of 
denuded land. Winter windstorms and snowfall crack healthy trees in half, obliterating 
the pleasant trails that once led tranquilly through the mountainside. The Prijatels and 
their neighbors try to replant and repair, but the job is gargantuan. Stress and fear 
become the backdrop of their lives.  

Two years after the fire, Prijatel gets a second bout of breast cancer (she wrote a book 
about the first), her sister-in law gets melanoma, and her husband is diagnosed with a 
rare liver disease doctors first think is terminal liver cancer. And, as chaos, tension, 
uncertainty and fear become the norm, Prijatel gets PTSD.  

The book concludes three years after the fire and a year after the cancers and other 
illnesses, with parts of the mountain in resurrection, the family’s health weakened but 
under control and their resolve strong to continue to attempt to help the land. This has 
been a humbling education for them, and a terrifying look at the future of America’s 
beauty as forests get drier and hotter and extreme weather more common. 

An Afterword updates the book and provides a look at recent research on climate change 
and forest fires. 

Burn Scars is broken into three one-year sections that show the continued devastation of 
the mountain and the ways in which the Prijatels cope. The chapters operate as largely 
self-contained essays of varying lengths. The book is approximately 67,000 words.   
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Chapter Summaries 
 
Introduction: Wahatoya: Colorado’s Breasts of the Earth 
Native Americans called them wahatoya, or breasts of the earth. The two Spanish Peaks 
pop up from the high desert, alone and distinct, their own separate mountain range. 
Their geological highlights are the dikes that radiate from each one, like a natural version 
of the Great Wall of China. The East Peak fire of 2013 started along one of those dikes. 
 
 

Year One: The Fire 
“You never knew which split second might be the zigzag bolt  

dividing all that went before from everything that comes next.” 
Barbara Kingsolver, Flight Behavior 

 
 
July 2007: The Trees That Had Been There 
A prologue, looking down at our little settlement from 11,000 feet up the mountain: a 
verdant meadow with ridges pockmarked with dry grass and dying trees, a microcosm of 
climate change and a harbinger of what’s to come. Our cabin, Ed and Gwyn’s mini ranch, 
the Bryant’s log home are tiny Monopoly pieces. After the fire, one of our homes will be 
gone.  
 
June 2013: A Smoking Pirate 
The warning call comes and we quickly evacuate, as whiffs of smoke build over the 
mountain and ash falls on our car. 
 
The Valley Of Friends 
A close-up of our settlement in remote southern Colorado. It’s usually just the four of us 
up here, plus the bears, elk, coyotes, deer, eagles, and occasional lost strangers. Our 
nearest full-time neighbors are two miles away. A tour of the little cabins we built 
ourselves, as a family. 
 
Our Exquisite Mountain Is Burning  
We help our neighbors Pearl and Fiore pack. Fiore insists it will all blow over and we 
want to believe him. It doesn't. We hadn’t realized how sick Fiore is until hospice nurses 
drive up and coax him to leave. 
 
Some Of Our Favorite Trees  
The day of the fire—the sights, colors, smell, and life on the mountain before we had to 
evacuate. My favorite tree is a ponderosa pine that shelters a huge owl; Joe’s are the 
aspens that are spunky little fire barriers; Ed’s is a giant pine far up the mountain; Gwyn’s 
is a fir that grows gloriously alone in Schultz Canyon. We walk through this beauty and 
listen to the gorgeous silence.  Our land, I believe, is one of the quietest places on earth. 
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Smoked Gouda  
We escape to my sister Phyllis’s in Pueblo. As we watch news coverage of the fire, she 
serves us smoked Gouda, with no irony. We return to the mountain to watch the fire, 
meeting a neighbor who tells us there can’t be anything left.   
 
James Gandolfini On The Deck 
The photo from Dave is terrifying: a giant explosion in the direction of our homes, taken 
shortly after we left. A monster orange flame bursting into the black sky. He took it from 
his home, three crow miles from us. What could it be if not our homes? But, 
miraculously, our homes are saved. Sadly, the neighbors’ is incinerated. Joe and Ed make 
an unauthorized return to help fight the blaze, with hoses and rags, and help save a few 
majestic evergreens. James Gandolfini dies and I imagine him smoking a cigar on our 
deck. 
 
In A Forest Fire, It’s Good To Have Pie.  And Maybe A Cow 
I drive up to get Joe, but only those with animals to tend can get in, so Phyllis and I 
pretend to have livestock and are allowed into what literally looks like hell—fire, smoke, 
and ash.  And we bring pecan pie, of course, which we share with the firefighters. Joe 
pretends to be a cow. The fire burns back on itself, heading once again for our valley. 
 
We Feel Like Cowards, We Feel Sane 
We escape again, this time to our home in Iowa for a break from the multiple fires in 
southern Colorado and the ash-filled air. We plan to come back when we know what is 
happening. Maybe we’ll come back to a cabin, maybe to bare land. But we’ll come back.  
 
Green Meadow, Black Ridge 
We return to the mountain. Our ridges are completely black, but our meadow is largely 
green. Thanks to the firefighters, our cabin remains.  The mountain has not been so lucky. 
The side of the road looks like the leftovers of a charcoal grill—shrubs are now black 
sticks, the rocks are singed. Yet many of the trees rimming the road are gorgeous and 
alive. As we look higher up the hill, though, all is black and deathly gray. Huge swatches 
of forest are now charred fields with scorched and skeletal trees poking up from an ash 
floor.  
 
Walking Sideways 
How the animals and trees fared. The neighbor’s horse now walks sideways and a ratty 
bear settles in next to the cabin, seemingly unaware of us. Different experts offer varied 
perspectives on how much green remaining on a tree means it will live.. They all warn 
that some trees that look healthy this year could be dead next year. It is all about shock. 
Trees, like people, don't always show their stress outwardly, and the effects of trauma can 
take a while to build. We see that in coming years as every living thing on the mountain 
tries to adjust, including us. 
 
Charcoal Chips And Toilet Fodder 
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Keeping up with weeds and dead trees plus more than you want to know about a compost 
toilet. As Joe and Ed cut down burned trees, piles of chips grow like acne all over our 
land. Some by the creek, where they have cut willows; some by the road where they’ve 
trimmed aspens, locusts, and pines; and heartbreaking mounds on the ridge, made of fir, 
pine, aspens, locusts.  Mini-mountains three, four, five feet tall. They smell fresh because 
the sap still oozes from the burned hulls.   
 
We’ll Figure It Out Later 
Along with our neighbors, we face communal grief. Our default position on what to do 
now: Decide later. All that remains of the Bryant’s home now is twisted metal, appliances 
of some sort melted together in a frightening mash so we can’t tell one from another. 
And charred bed frames.  
  
Sleeping With An Ear To The Creek 
Our tiny, well-mannered creek turns into a monster 15 times its normal size. The longer 
we live with the results of the fire, the more difficult it becomes, the more overwhelmed 
we are with what the land needs and our own inadequacy to provide it. 
 
Rattlesnakes And Mountain Lions 
Avoid them both, but only one strikes even without a head. Dinner with Dave and 
memories of his mother Ruth, who taught us much about the mountain. The last meal 
we had with Ruth was in her cozy dining room with Dave, Gwyn, Ed, me, and Joe. We 
brought part of the meal and Ruth and Dave added fabulous cheese plus strawberries 
with melted chocolate. And wine. Ruth poured wine from a fancy looking bottle, then 
admitted that she actually bought it in a box and filled up old wine bottles for guests.   
 
One Damn Thing After One Damn Another  
Leaving for the winter in a deluge. Reflections on the fire, floods, and climate change. 
And our own powerlessness. Forest fires and their aftereffects are a big topic at my 
ahemtieth reunion.  Several classmates live near Colorado Springs, which has had two 
huge fires in two years, which burned nearly 33,000 acres. And all that blackened earth 
has attracted intense rainstorms, so throughout the summer the area has been pounded by 
driving rain. 
 

Year Two:  Floods And Bears 
“Accept new forms of life and talk to the dead who drift in though  

the screened windows, who collect patiently on the tops of food jars and books.” 
Louise Erdrich, Original Fire: Selected and New Poems 

 
June 2014: Maybe This Year 
Our return to the cabin the next year: planting seedlings, facing the enormity of our task.  
We are here in the first place because we’re after our own piece of the wild and, while we 
are in awe of natural forces, we think we can have our own way here. The fire and floods 
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have told us otherwise. We’re puny, little stick figures shaking our fists at elemental 
forces—fire, wind, water.  
 
Thuds In The Night 
I begin to have premonitions about a bear in the cabin. We’ve adapted to living in close 
proximity to the generally non-threatening but seriously big beasts. We no longer leave 
garbage of any kind out, even cans, because the smell can linger and bears have one of the 
best senses of smell of any animal on Earth—some say the best. It’s seven times that of a 
bloodhound, or 2100 times that of a human, and they can smell food up to 20 miles away. 
Anything with sugar or fish is especially tempting—we’ve cleaned tuna cans with Clorox 
and they still have lured bears. We never have worried about bears actually wanting to get 
into our cabin. They haven’t so far. 
 
When The Rubber Meets The Unimproved County Road 
We celebrate our 45th anniversary with a low-key dinner in town, avoiding the singing 
wait staff because we’ve had enough attention. We’re beyond sad, moving into depression. 
We burrow into our table, the two of us a solitary unit. Leave us alone, our body language 
says.  
 
Toxic Air 
We’re living in air full of toxins from the fire and floods. Last year, at about the same 
time our fire was burning, California was fighting the Rim Fire in Yosemite National 
Park, the third largest fire in the state’s history. As the fire burned, scientists used NASA 
aircraft to study the air above it to determine what types of toxins forest fires create. Not 
surprising, the air was much like that from a burning oil refinery, emitting methanol, 
benzene, ozone precursors and other noxious gases. 
 
I Dreamed Of Muck 
A deluge gets Gwyn’s garden. The cabin is safe, but the creek is so high and the flooding 
so persistent I begin planning our escape, with a packed bag kept by the side door. Fear 
escalates to panic attacks. Even small rains make my heart beat faster, my mind focused 
only on the potential for more disaster.  
 
Boulders Tumbling Into The Creek 
Gwyn, Joe, and I take time for a companionable walk, which used to be our norm but is 
now an exception. The paths are covered with weeds, and we’re exhausted from our lame 
attempts at forest-mending. Boulders have tumbled off the mountain and now fill the 
creek a mile from the cabin. I imagine them roaring down here in a torrent of water. 
Then I imagine them going farther, another mile, to our cabin and into our little 
hideaway. 
 
A Bear Knocks At The Door 
We’re awakened by a bear trying to break in. He tears our screen door and our bathroom 
screen, but I lock the window as he begins pawing it. The bear keeps trying multiple 
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nights and has a middle-of-the-night altercation with Ed and Gwyn’s mixed breed dog, 
Ross. The forest ranger tells us the bear is hungry, probably orphaned, and will not likely 
give up. We board up the cabin for the first time ever and leave. Panic attacks progress to 
PTSD.  
  
Vile Bile 
In Iowa, docs tell Joe he probably has bile duct cancer, which is essentially untreatable 
and fatal within months. Turns out he has gallstones in his bile duct. Liver disease, they 
call it. Ed also has digestive problems. Much recent research has looked at the effects of 
the stress of natural disasters on public health. Summing it up, the National Institutes of 
Health ties such stress to increases in multiple diseases, such as stomach distress, heart 
attacks, and cancer.   
 
I Think A Fire, Flood, And Bear Sounds Pretty Scary 
I talk to a psychologist who tells me to stop apologizing for PTSD and to start writing. 
PTSD, or post-traumatic stress disorder, stems from a healthy response to danger, the 
“fight or flight” reaction that is hard-wired into our brains. It only becomes a mental 
health issue in people who continue to feel frightened a month or longer after the event, 
when they are not in danger. Symptoms include avoiding the place of danger and being 
easily startled, feeling on edge, and having trouble sleeping. It’s been four months since 
the bear’s visits and I am still terrified at night. Also, we try to buy rubber bullets and are 
mistaken for survivalists. 
 
What Doesn't Kill You Gives You Cancer 
Gwyn gets melanoma on her arm; I get a second breast cancer and have a double 
mastectomy; Joe has a recurrence of liver disease. We consider not going to the mountain 
the next year. But I can’t not go. Mother Mountain is there, sitting by the phone, waiting 
for me to call. What had been my healer now needs healing. But so do I. Air pollution, 
like that after a forest fire, can  be directly linked to breast cancer, according to some 
scientists. Specifically, pollution changes hormone levels and increases breast density, and 
women with dense breasts have six-fold increase in the risk of breast cancer. 
  

Year Three: The Weeds 
“Plant sequoias. Say that your main crop is the forest that you did not plant,  

that you will not live to harvest.” 
Wendell Berry, Manifesto 

 
August 2015 : Burma Shave, Burma Shave 
We return for the second year after the fire. Gargantuan thistle and mullein weeds are 
new residents of our paradise, who obviously know nothing about birth control. I go out 
alone to pull them, blasting the Everly Brothers on my iPhone to alert bears. Many areas 
that are facing climate change are also battling invasive species. Even the Galapagos 
Islands, where Darwin perfected his theory of the origins of species, are threatened. In 
fact, a 2007 UNESCO report lists species such as invasive blackberries and red quinine 
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trees as one of the greatest threat to the islands. Sadly, they’re pushing out the natural 
orchids. 
 
Bumblebees In The Window Screens 
Basking in the trees Ed and Joe helped save in the fire. Writing as PTSD therapy. 
 
An Herbicidal Legacy 
Gwyn’s fingernails are yellow from herbicides. She says killing the weeds may kill her, but 
that’s her legacy. We try to pull and clip weeds without using toxins, which is slow, but 
possibly works, possibly doesn't. We spray them with vinegar and they shrug it off. We 
are faced with bad choices. 
 
Spiders In The Night 
The return of some birds and animals—eagles and songbirds, especially—to the 
mountain, although their numbers are greatly diminished. Spiders never left, of course. 
The bears are behaving and life is swelling in the woods: the elk are lured by the grass, 
the eagles have found enough live trees remaining, and the hummingbirds are good as 
long as we keep them sugared up. 
 
Levity is Not Invited  
Our community has been weakened, with the loss of some neighbors and a new 
seriousness of purpose in others. What it means now to enjoy our neighbors and how we 
share plans for rebirth. When we meet, we cannot get beyond the fire and its scars. It’s 
our social cement right now, eclipsing the chats we once had about grandkids and books 
and recipes. We wear our scars defiantly, ready to fight, to face the next upheaval, 
whatever that might be, but we’re not the people we had been. We used to laugh more. 
 
Well, We’re Not Dead 
We’re still standing, and a few acres of our trees are standing with us, green and gorgeous. 
It’s all in your perspective. I tell this to myself. Gwyn’s philosophy: “Well, you’re not 
dead.” 
 
Shade We’ll Never Sit In 
Response to my friend who asks is we’re just going to give up on this place and all its 
work and buy land somewhere else. Short answer: Of course not. This little piece of earth 
literally means the world to me. We are planting the trees because it’s simply what needs 
to be done, as is killing weeds and cutting down dead trees and cleaning up after a flood 
or wind or all the rest of it. The land needs all this, and we’re the ones to do it. We get 
plenty in return. For more than two decades, this land nourished us, now we need to 
nourish it. We’ve been fed; now we feed. 
 
Afterword: August 2017 
Four years after the fire. Research on climate change and forest fires, floods, toxic air, and 
illnesses. 
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About The Author 
 
I grew up in the steel mining town of Pueblo, Colorado and, as a kid, traveled all over the 
mountains with my parents and siblings in a 1950s station wagon. I moved to Iowa to 
work for Better Homes and Gardens in 1968 and planned to stay a year, but found my 
husband Joe and a good life with our two kids, who now live in Istanbul and Vermont. So, 
49 years later, I’m still in Iowa, but I spend the summers in the Colorado mountains, in a 
480-square foot cabin we built ourselves. 
 
I found a satisfying, rewarding home at Drake University, as head of the magazine 
sequence and director of the School of Journalism and Mass Communications. While 
there, I co-authored The Magazine from Cover to Cover, used in magazine programs 
worldwide and now in its third edition. I am retired, but still teach weekend writing 
classes and consult for the university.    
 
After getting a rare, often aggressive, and totally confusing form of breast cancer, I wrote 
a book to help other women understand this disease, which operates differently from 
other forms of breast cancer. Readers call Surviving Triple Negative Breast Cancer their 
“breast cancer bible.” It has a 4.5-star rating on Amazon and was their #1 breast cancer 
book for ten weeks and in their top ten list for nearly a year when it was published in 
2012. It earned top reviews, including a starred review from the Library Journal and a 
featured title designation by Clinical Oncology; it has been featured in Cure, 
Breastcancer.org, Coping with Cancer, The Des Moines Register, CTW Features, and the 
Pueblo Star-Journal and is recommended by international groups including the Irish 
Cancer Society and Triple-Negatieve Borstkanker in The Netherlands. Its final chapter 
was excerpted by Coping magazine in 2014 and I was featured in their 2016 special on 
“Exceptional Responders.” I did national and local television, radio, newspaper, and 
online interviews and spoke at bookstores and medical workshops and was the first 
presenter in the TNBC Foundation’s (Un)Common Knowledge series. 
 
Both books were published by Oxford University Press. I now want to write something 
without footnotes, although Burn Scars has journalistic research and a list of sources.  
 
After breast cancer, I began to focus on health writing and am now a regular contributor 
to Balanced Living, a custom title published by Meredith Corporation, where I write 
about body, mind, and soul—from Alzheimer’s to Zen living. I am a blogger for 
Psychology Today and Cure online, and founder and editor of a popular cancer blog, 
Positives About Negative, named a “Top Cancer Blog” by Empowered Blogger and a “Top 
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Breast Cancer Blog” by The American Nurses Association. I was named a “Social Media 
Sage of the Day” by Surviving Breast Cancer. 
 
My breast cancer blog has had 845,000 page views. An average post on the Facebook 
page dedicated to my breast cancer book reaches 2,500 readers, with 70 comments, 
reactions or shares. 
 
My trademark writing style is clarity, accessibility, depth, and humor. I’ve been teaching 
writing for more than 30 years and have become a much better writer through it all. I 
often follow my own advice. 
 
I am a problem-solver and an optimist. My philosophy is that we can tackle just about 
anything, as long as we have the right tools, which include education and hope. Still, this 
fire and its aftermath threw me in all imaginable ways. What I do best is help people 
make sense of things, and that is my goal in Burn Scars, although it was far more of a 
challenge than I thought when I began. 
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Target Audience 
 
With increasing devastation from forest fires in the United States, Burn Scars fits right 
into the current news cycle—but goes beyond the headlines into the aftereffects of these 
natural disasters. In addition, the themes of Burn Scars —loving and caring for the land, 
the importance of community and family, coping with loss—are universal, so the book 
should have broad appeal to most readers longing for a good story.  
 
It would be especially appealing to those who: 
 
• Live in or regularly visit areas prone to forest fires, such as the Mountain West.  
• Love the land or the outdoors anywhere. This includes travelers of any age who hike or 
bike on wilderness trails, backpack, climb mountains, or plan time off in the open air. 
• Are interested in off-the-grid living, including those who: 
 •love tiny houses and the lifestyle they imply 
 •aspire to a simpler life close to nature. 
• Buy from outfitters such as REI, L.L. Bean, and Cabela’s 
• Visit America’s National Parks  
• Read print and online magazines such as: 
 • Outside  
 • Mother Earth News 
 • Backpacker  
 • National Geographic 
 • AARP: The Magazine 
• Have ties with outdoor, land conservation, and environmental groups such as: 
 • National Park Service  
 • Sierra Club 
 • Wilderness Society 
 • National Audubon Society 
 • Nature Conservancy 
 • Friends of the Earth. 
• Belong to a book club.  
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Comparisons 
 
As I wrote Burn Scars, I used the following books as models, and I believe I would tap 
into many of the same readers. I’ve organized them by genre. 
 
Nature 
Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, by Annie Dillard 
I have used this book as an example in writing classes for years. Dillard’s language is spare, 
pure, and elegant, capturing the beauty of her Virginia land without false piety. I hope to 
come close to her level of description. Pilgrim does not have a dramatic story arc, but 
depends on small details to bring the reader into the woods with Dillard. I have a bit more 
drama, unfortunately, but I try to keep my focus on the details of life on the mountain. 
 
Back-to-the land 
The Dirty Life, by Kristin Kimball 
I empathize with Kimball’s journey into life on the land—the hard lessons she learns, the 
delightful image she presents of herself, her husband the farmer, their land, and their hard, 
confusing, but ultimately rewarding lives. She reminds me of my sister-in-law Gwyn who 
used to love her dresses and fancy shoes and now lives in jeans and hiking boots. 
 
Memoir/Nature/Adventure 
Wild, by Cheryl Strayed.  
Strayed’s attitude as she takes on a challenge that defeats most folks was both a literary and a 
human inspiration. She writes with honesty, humor, clarity, and a darn good sense of 
storytelling. Here’s a woman relating to nature, fighting nature, loving and hating it. I read 
Wild as I first started writing this and tried to emulate the way she connected with her 
reader as a friend.  
 
A Walk in the Woods, by Bill Bryson 
Bryson’s journalistic research adds substance to his storytelling, giving information on the 
history of the Appalachian Trail, the traits of the black bears hikers can encounter, and 
geologic and cultural details on the areas he visits. I also include facts and figures to give this 
book credibility and additional meat. I also appreciate and share Bryson’s sense of humor—
he grew up in Des Moines, Iowa, where I have lived for nearly 50 years. 
 
Climate Change 
Flight Behavior, by Barbara Kingsolver 
While this is a novel, it approaches the issue of climate change the way I attempted: by 
showing its effects on a small group of people and their mountain homes and without being 
judgmental. Kingsolver’s insight, education, and warmth provided an example of what I was 
after: a book that focused on a community living with the land. 
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Marketing and Promotion 
Burn Scars offers unique opportunities for marketing and promotion because of the 
likelihood of continued fires throughout the world that will keep this issue relevant, 
opening up interview opportunities with news outlets and providing timely options for 
author talks, essays, articles, and social media action. 
 
Likewise, the interrelated themes of family, community, and nature offer a multitude of 
avenues to create interest in the book. 
 
I will use my worldwide network of journalism alumni as media contacts for broadcast, 
print, and online interviews. I will also tap into my existing network of cancer patients. 
This is a logical connection, as one of the aftermaths of the fire was my second breast 
cancer diagnosis.  
 
I will implement a full-on multimedia approach with great abandon, which will include 
generous use of social media: 
 
• My personal Facebook page, with at least 250 close friends who are journalists. 
 
• My cancer book Facebook with more than 2200 likes. My most recent post, which was 
linked to my blog, reached 2.5K readers, with 17 shares. 
 
• My Psychology Today blog to publish related essays. 
 
• My Instagram account, which will be entirely focused on the mountain, including the 
fire and its aftermath. As this project moves forward, I will actively build an Instagram 
audience. 
 
• A blog to be developed about our valley and its people. 
 
• A new Facebook page, connected to the book and bearing its name, linked to the 
Instagram account and blog. 
 
• YouTube videos to be embedded in the blog and Facebook pages, showing random 
things such as how a composting toilet actually works, how fast mullein grow, baby 
eaglets, and whatever happens on the mountain. 
 
• Planned and spontaneous book signing events. 
 
• Coordinated events with groups such as the Sierra Club, The Wilderness Society, and 
The Nature Conservancy. 
 
• Talk, talk, talk to whoever will listen and wherever I find them. 
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SAMPLE CHAPTERS 

A Bear Knocks At The Door 
The next rains are mild and the creek remains calm. Water flows politely by the cabin. 

 We find muddy bear prints on our porch every morning. Once we notice a print 

about five feet up, on the wall.  He must be chasing bugs, we think, and dismiss the 

intrusion. He’s outside. We’re in. There’s a cabin between us. All is fine. 

 We joke about the rain and the creek. I tell Ed that, despite long rains the night 

before, the creek did not rise at all. 

 “Yes,” he says. “It didn't even raise its voice.” 

 Still, I watch. The suitcase remains by the door, the computer in its case on the 

table.  

 Joe tries a new recipe of potatoes, broccoli, and cheese with lots of garlic and 

spices. It cooks on the grill slowly, sending aromatic fingers out across the valley for more 

than an hour. It’s delicious and we enjoy it on the deck, with a salad and a glass of wine. 

 At about 9 p.m., the rains start, fairly heavy, but not a downpour. We get our 

searchlight out and point it at the creek. It’s moving fast, but well within its banks on all 

sides. Five minutes later, it’s a little higher, but still in its banks. We watch a movie, 

getting up during lulls in the screen action to check the water level. Still in its banks. The 

rain peters out through the evening and finally, at nearly midnight, it stops completely 

and we can see the creek going down. We put the searchlight away, shut out the lights, 

and crawl into bed and into a deep sleep. It’s cool and calm out and we’re exhausted. I’m 

so tired I don't even need the earplugs. 

 The window next to our bed is open, as are the ones in the bathroom and kitchen. 

We can feel the breeze waft over our bed. So relaxing. So good.  

 We sleep soundly, restfully.   

 Then a crash, a thud, a rustle. We both jump up and look at the front door. 

Through its window I can see the unmistakable shape—giant head, perky ears. A bear at 



 

       18 

the front door. Fortunately the door is shut and has a handle a bear cannot open. Still, he 

has lashed the screen door and is sitting there, thinking about next moves. 

 “Shoo!” I yell. 

 “Get away!” Joe shouts. 

 We look at the clock: 5 a.m. 

 The bear moves away from the door, but we hear another crash on the side deck. 

He’s knocked the grill over. The smell of last night’s aromatic casserole is probably what 

lured the bear, told him there were yummy things here.  

 Bears have never bothered the grill before, and this one discovers why: nothing 

there. Joe does not cook directly on the grates; he uses a pan that he then brings inside, so 

no food stays on the grill. No goodies left for Mr. Bear. 

 We watch through the window of the side door. The bear looks back. He’s right 

there, about a foot away from the door. 

 We continue shouting at him. I get a pan and a spoon and begin banging. It 

doesn't work. 

 He’s staring at us through the glass as we yell at him. When you look at a bear 

close-up, it is stunning to realize that we share this space with such massive creatures. His 

head is the size of a prize pumpkin at the state fair. And you can see the muscles working 

in legs three times the width of my arm. So, yes, big. And also: teeth. 

 He turns slowly toward the bathroom, then stands up on two legs and puts his 

giant paws on the bathroom screen. Realizing that window is open, I rush to shut it. He 

and I are face-to-face, inches apart. I can hear him breathing. Steady breaths through his 

nose; he doesn't sound all that aggressive, but I have never been within a foot of a bear’s 

head before, so I am in no position to assess. 

 Huff…huff…huff…. 

 Lordy, he’s big. And he is right there.  

 I slam the window in his face and lock it. I shut him out and no longer can hear 

that breathing. He stands there, looking back at me. The glass is barely larger than his 

head, but he could easily tear the window off its foundation and get in. All he would need 
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is a small opening for his paw, and he could then grab the window and yank it out. Piece 

of cake for a brute this size.  

 Fortunately, I had enough adrenaline to shut it in time. Yeesh, I shut a window 

right in front of a bear. Holy smokes, me!  

 He moves to the door and I go back and stand next to Joe. We’ve stopped 

yelling—we’ve tried to be the alphas in this scenario and the bear doesn't seem to really 

care. He stalks the deck, back and forth, back and forth, back and forth and, finally, 

finally saunters away, toward the shed, as the sun starts to rise. 

 We watch his giant rump waddle into the distance until he is out of sight. 

 Surprisingly, we both crawl back into bed and fall asleep for another three hours. 

The sun coming up somehow makes me feel safer, as though we would not be attacked in 

broad daylight. Certainly bears know that. 

 When we awake, we go out and survey the damage. The front screen door is 

tattered and twisted, hanging off its hinges. The screen that had been broken for years, 

the screen that Joe finally fixed just a week ago. We have no sense of irony left. 

 “Goddamn it!” Joe mutters. 

 “Guess you should have waited to fix it,” I joke. 

 He snorts. 

 The bear left hefty paw prints on the window portion of the front door. The 

safety glass kept him from breaking it. Looking closely, I can see the imprint of the 

screen on the glass, showing how hard he’d hit the window. 

 The bathroom screen has two long rips where his paws landed. The grill is on its 

top on the ground a couple feet from the deck. 

 But he didn't get in, and we’re safe. Not feeling it, though. 

 Gwyn stops by on her morning walk and looks at the damage. “Were you 

terrified?” she asks. Interestingly, we had simply been in action mode and weren’t that 

frightened at all at the time. I think about standing in front of the bear and shutting the 

window and I think, Wow. Me? Huh. 

 But I am not open to that happening again. 
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 The dogs sniff excitedly all around the deck and grill, smelling the bear. Ross 

struts from one window to the next, then to the grill and back again, his snout twitching 

in overtime to catch the scent. Gwyn tries to get him back to the road for the walk. 

 “Come, Ross!” 

 “Ross! Come!” 

 “Ross! Come!” 

 Finally he runs to the road. More bears here? Maybe. He lopes excitedly. Life is 

such an adventure for Ross. Bella follows slowly, with practiced nonchalance. Bears are 

not her job. 

 Joe and I decide to go to Trinidad to see if we can find an electric fence like 

Harlan and Pat’s. First, we stop at their house and check out their design. They have 

fenced the screened portions of their porch, but their door to the porch, of metal and 

glass, is not electrified. Otherwise they would have to unhook the fence every time they 

go in. 

 In our case, the bear went right to the door, so we feel the door would have to be 

electrified as well. 

 “They haven’t bothered us since we built the fence,” Harlan reminds us. 

 Pat shows us the strands of wire that wrap across the porch, about 18 inches apart, 

to catch the bear at whatever level he tries to get in. It makes sense for a screened porch, 

but I’m having trouble seeing it work on the cabin. 

 Harlan and Pat walk us out to their gravel driveway and continue chatting as we 

walk down toward to the road. We wave at them as we drive off, down toward the 

switchback, past Pearl’s and off to the interstate toward Trinidad. 

   We have two shopping choices: True Value Hardware and Big R Farm and 

Ranch Supply. The hardware store doesn't have what we need and Big R only has small 

fences, none that would keep a bear away. Plus we begin looking at installation options 

and realize this is going to be clumsy and difficult, at best. Ineffective, at worst. 

 The salesman is helpful and knowledgeable and tells us he makes sure he takes all 

his bird feeders in at night, so they don't lure bears. I think of our hummingbird feeders, 
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but bears have never bothered them, nor have they bothered Ed and Gwyn’s, and they 

have about five of them. Still, there was that footprint on the wall that I thought was 

made by a bear looking for bugs. Could have been reaching for the hummingbirds. Could 

have been trying to get to the syrup in the feeder. 

 Stymied by the fence, we go to the coffee shop to check the Internet for solutions. 

Bird feeders should be at least 10 feet above the ground, we read. Ours are two feet below 

that. OK, so we bring those in at night. 

 Also, experts say bears are deterred by cloths drenched in ammonia, Lysol, or 

Pine-Sol and hung on doors and windows. Motion sensor lights might scare them away. 

Unwelcome mats of nails, sharp side up and two inches apart, keep them from getting in.  

One site suggests keeping your car alarm ready, as that noise can scare the big guys. We 

discount the unwelcome mats for now because if we put them in front of the door, we’d 

somehow have to get over them ourselves. Plus, they sound mean. We buy motion 

detector lights, Pine-Sol, and ammonia. 

 Hidden in the research is data on the reality of living with bears, information I 

knew but assumed applied to somebody else, sort of like forest fires happening elsewhere 

and other people getting cancer. Bears kill people. Not often. According to a 2014 article 

in National Geographic, blacks bears have “only” killed four humans since 2010. Only, 

huh?  Only!  But then I find the North American Bear center site, run by wildlife 

researchers and educators, and I am once again calmed. Yes, there are dangerous bears, 

but they are unusual, and they are often motivated by fear. 

 Or, in our case, hunger. So my fear is of one specific bear, not bears in general. 

One of life’s many distinctions without a difference. 

 Joe puts the lights on the front deck; he sets them to flash, hoping the strobe light 

effect is more frightening than just a light that stays on. He takes down the mangled 

screen and replaces it with the storm window that came with the screen door. Maybe the 

Plexiglas will at least turn the bear off. The Plexiglas has been stored for at least a decade 

under the cabin and is clouded and stained, but we don't care how it looks. 
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 That night, I put the car alarm on the table, with a flashlight. I slather the Pine-

Sol on some old rags and tack them to the window frames on the deck, then I spray the 

deck and the door molding with the stuff. I have to wash my hands multiple times to get 

the smell off.  

 You know why bears don't like the smell of Pine-Sol?  

 Because they have noses.  

 The lights are a nuisance; everything sets them off, including birds. And each 

time, I rush to the deck to make sure nothing is there. Breathe in, breathe out. It’s working. 

No bears. No flood. Breathe in. Breathe out.  

 Then, again at 5 a.m., I hear Ross barking wildly in the road. And then I hear a 

deep-throated growl. 

 Woof, woof, woof. 

 Growwwwlllllllll. 

 It takes me a while before I realize I am hearing bear sounds. I have never heard a 

peep from a bear up here. No bear has even opened its mouth near me, not even our 

night visitor. 

 Clearly, though, this is dog versus bear. Ross is a big guy, but he’s still about a 

quarter the size of a bear. But he is fearless. Or, sometimes it seems, witless.  

 He barks and snarls. The bear growls and snarls. 

 Go home, Ross, I pray.  

 But on and on it goes, for about a year and a half, it seems.  

 As I lie there listening, my heart begins to pump faster and faster, my breath gets 

shorter. I feel clammy. I focus on deep breathing, but the sounds on the road are 

impossible to ignore. 

 Breathe in, breathe out. 

 Woof. Growl. Snarl. Not sure which is which, who is who. Two alpha males 

having it out on the road. They are getting louder. They are getting closer. 

 Joe sleeps through it all. 
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 Finally, it’s ominously quiet, no dog, no bear, just the peace of the mountain. I 

hope Ross is fine, that he has just gone home and the bear has moved on. Certainly I 

would have heard signs of distress otherwise. 

 And then the motion lights go off. It looks like a police car has pulled up to the 

cabin. The flashing sets me off again. My heart thuds, my breathing quickens. I gasp for 

air. I don't even have to see the bear; I just know he is there. He is probably pretty cranky 

after his argument with Ross. The lights keep flashing. This is more than birds. 

 I look out the door and there he is again, stalking the deck, apparently undeterred 

by the Pine Sol smell and by the light glinting off his furry back. I reach over to the table 

and hit the car alarm. 

 The bear literally jumps and hightails it off the deck, dashing off, again toward 

the shed and out of sight. 

 Wow! Who knew? If only we had thought of that the first time. Maybe he now 

thinks of this as the scary cabin with the monster with bright blinking eyes and a blaring 

voice. Let’s hope. 

 We don't go back to sleep. 

 He left quickly, which logically should have calmed me. It didn't. I focus instead 

on the fact that he will most certainly come again. He tried to get in once, so will likely 

try again. He’s not giving up. 

 I replay the sounds of his fight with Ross in the road. Breathe in, breathe out. 

 Plus, rocks could come crashing through our window at any time. 

 Breathe, breathe, breathe. 

 We have an early breakfast and watch the sunrise. Ed drives by on Alice, heading 

down the road, probably going up the ridge today. Ross and Bella are with him. Phew. 

Ross is obviously unhurt. We wave. 

 We go up to water our trees in the cool of the morning. Today we plan to stop at 

the shed to get the 50-pound bag of dog food we’ve had stored there for a year. The bears 

didn't seem interested in it last year so we figure we’ll try again. Harlan told us it’s a bad 
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idea to feed bears, no matter how far away, but we already have the dog food and know 

it’s best to get it out of the shed. 

 We load up the water tank, watering cans and jugs, water bottles and snack bars, 

hats and gloves and clippers. Then we jump into Mr. Green Jeans. As we drive about 100 

feet past the shed, Joe says, “Damn!” 

 “What?” 

 “We forgot the dog food.” 

 “Geez. Together we should have at least one brain.” 

 “ Should we go back?” 

 “No, it’s been there for a year; we can take it up tomorrow.” 

 So we continue on our way and get the trees watered. They look healthy; so far all 

are still alive. Maybe they’ll keep growing, maybe they won’t. We can only do what we 

can. 

 I dress for work in our charcoal woods: clean socks stained gray from previous 

walks; dusty, ashy boots, khaki pants. Soon, khaki pants are khaki no more. 

 Watering is a long process and we’re exhausted and ready for lunch when we get 

back. The afternoon is cooler than it has been, so Joe enjoys the hammock and I read and 

do some work on the computer. We have a salad and a martini for dinner, eating outside, 

watching the stars come up, until it’s too cool to stay out. 

 The kitchen and bathroom windows are locked shut, but we still have the one 

open by our bed, and it brings in pleasantly chilly air. So it should be an easy night for 

sleeping. But when I hit the pillow, my mind goes to the bear and my heart starts 

thudding again. Just one thought of him and I am off. 

 Thuddy, thud, thud. 

 Breathe in, breathe out. 

 I remember my premonition and again see the bear in my mind walking past our 

bed. My heart beats faster. What would we do if he broke in? This is one big room and 

we would have nowhere to go. I sit up and try to breathe. It’s just stress, I remind myself. 

Breathe. My heart slows again but my mind is on full alert. I imagine the bear at the door, 
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at the window. I give up and take an Ambien—I have a prescription I seldom use, but 

this is a good night for an exception. It works and I fall asleep. 

 I awake again, reflexively, at 5 a.m. I lie there alert, listening. But there’s nothing. 

I fall back asleep and awake at 7 to a beautiful sunny morning. We enjoy breakfast on the 

deck and plan our day. We’ll cut some weeds on the ridge, so Joe heads to the shed for 

the clippers. 

 He’s there for quite a while, but comes back empty handed. 

 “Well, the bear got the dog food,” he says simply. 

 “Ohhh,” I whine. 

 I go down to the shed and see the window ripped completely out, frame and all. 

We had opened it in the afternoon and forgotten it. Dog food pellets are sprinkled all 

over the floor, but the 50-pound bag is gone. We never find it. Interestingly, the shed is 

less a mess than you might expect, probably because the only edible thing in there was the 

dog food, and that’s all the bear was after. 

 “OK,” I say, “That’s it.” We need help. 

 I look up the name of the conservation officer in Huerfano County, intending to 

ask for advice and information and perhaps get some perspective. Maybe he can even 

calm us down a bit. The woman who answers says she’ll give our local officer the message 

and maybe he can bring up some bear deterrents, specifically mentioning the unwelcome 

mats. 

 I wait for his return call while Joe boards up the shed window. It’s early afternoon 

before the call comes. I explain our problem and the officer—I’ll call him Tom—says he’ll 

be up to see how he can help us, but he’ll also bring a trap in case he feels he needs to 

catch the bear.  

 We assume the trap is a stretch, just a precaution, that we’ll learn how to better 

deflect this guy’s attention. It’s late afternoon before the truck pulls up, with the 

Colorado Parks and Wildlife logo, pulling a metal cage the size of a small U-Haul.  

 He’s a lovely young man who seems to know his job. We tell him our problem 

and show him the damage. He looks at the bathroom window. “He’s a young guy,” he 
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says. “Probably no more than two. Most likely lost his mother in the fire or over the 

winter and doesn't know how to take care of himself yet.” 

 “He seemed so big,” I say. 

 “Well, he is. But he’s still small for a bear.” 

 And, he says, he’s a hungry bear. It’s late July, time to get ready for hibernation; at 

this time of year, Tom says, bears can consume as many as 20,000 calories a day to store 

for their long sleep. Whoa. I wonder how many calories are in an adult human.  

 Adding to the problem, he reminds us, is that the fire burned many of the bushes 

and trees that provide the bears’ natural diet—berries and acorns. Not much out there to 

eat. 

 “We’ve been getting a lot of calls the past couple of days,” he says. Lots of bear 

problems. 

 “Are any from around here?” I ask. 

 He looks around at our wilderness and laughs: “There isn’t anything around here.” 

 Fair enough. 

 “Do you have a gun?” he asks. 

 “No.” 

 “Not even a rifle?” 

 “No.” 

 “If you did, I could give you some rubber bullets to scare him off,” he says. I 

imagine an instance in which I could honestly, logically, shoot at the bear. Through the 

window? Once he’s inside the cabin? As he retreats?  

 “If you just hit him in the rump with a rubber bullet, chances are he wouldn't 

return,” Tom says. 

 Chances are…. 

 “Well, we don't have a gun,” Joe says. 

 I mention that my brother and his wife live nearby. 

 “Do they have a gun?” Tom asks hopefully. 

 “No, they don't have a gun either.” 
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 “All right,” Tom shrugs. Matter closed, even though we’re pretty sure it’s not to 

his liking. “Let’s see the house.” 

 We walk around the outside of the cabin so he can assess how a bear could get in. 

The bathroom is a target, he says, because of all the smells—carrot shampoo, citrus soap, 

and lavender lotion in ours, for example. Bears have no idea that, if they get into this 

stash, they will be washing out their mouths with soap. 

 Good to know. 

 We walk on. 

 “That’s the dining room?” he asks as we look at the table through the window. 

 “Yes,” I say. Room is pretty generous, but it is a dining place; no need to parse the 

details here. 

 We walk to the far end of the deck. “And that’s the office?” he asks, looking in at 

my desk. 

 “Yes,” I again reply, wondering if he comprehends how small this place is. 

 We walk off the deck and around the corner. “And this is the bedroom,” he says, 

looking in at our bed. 

 “Sure.” 

 “A bear could get in every one of these windows,” he says. 

 “Even this one?” I ask, pointing at the bottom frame of the bedroom window, 

which is about nose height on me, and I am 5’10”. 

 “Of yeah,” he shrugs. “It would be easy.” 

 Well, guh. He was supposed to make me feel better. Instead, I am feeling 

increasingly at risk. Information does not feel like power in this case. He suggests 

boarding up the windows as a precaution. So we would be inside a locked, boarded up, 

airless cabin.  

 “You could put some pots and pans outside the bedroom window—that would 

wake you up if he tried to get in there,” he adds. But this would be just like the strobe 

lights—a cause of additional worry. And it would not keep the bear out. It would just 

terrify me if a skunk wandered by and tripped. 
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 We go back to the side deck and look down at the trap. 

 “He’ll keep coming back,” Tom says. “He’s hungry and he smells food here.” 

Trapping him, Tom says, is a wise option. 

 “So would you settle him elsewhere?” I ask. 

 “No,” he answers simply. “We don't do that anymore. It’s too dangerous. He’s 

likely to try to break in someplace else. We'd be liable if he did.” 

 He’ll be “put down,” Tom says.  

 We thought we had done what we should to live in the wild, to keep us and the 

bears safe. No garbage out, nothing left on the grill. But that was when there was food in 

the forest. If he’d had mom around longer, maybe he’d have better survival skills. 

 So, if we agree to the trap, we will be complicit in killing a bear. I try to tell myself 

that this is not my choice, that I would do what I could to keep him away safely, but I no 

longer see any options for doing that. Nature is full of injustices, but this seems the most 

unjust version of them all. Not natural. Manmade. Made by us. 

 And, Tom adds, there is a chance he will just get increasingly aggressive and be a 

risk to others.  

 It seems the only thing we could have done differently—other than not being here 

in the first place—is buying a gun. And I can’t imagine the level of training I would need 

to be safe shooting at a bear. 

 Tom explains the process with the cage. He puts a lure far in the back—smelly 

meat—then when the bear wanders in for the bait, the reinforced steel door will shut. 

The cage has bars on all sides for air, I suppose to keep the beast comfortable until they 

kill it. Or, maybe, reasonably calm after it’s trapped. 

 Joe and I look at one another and then nod in agreement. 

 “OK,” he says. 

 “OK,” I agree. 

 I ask if the cage is a risk to dogs, thinking of Ross and Bella. “It’s usually too high,” 

Tom says. “And dogs tend to stay away.” Then he looks around, an air of hope again in 

his voice, and asks, “Do you have a dog?” 
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 “No, my brother has two.” 

 “Maybe you could borrow one for the night,” he suggests. I think of Ross’s 

altercation with the bear two nights before and imagine him growling and barking in the 

cabin while the bear snarls and snorts outside. 

 I shake my head. “No, I don't think that will work.” 

 “OK,” Tom says, then walks down to his truck and pulls a slab of bacon from a 

cooler. He heats it up with a hand lighter. I smell it immediately. The bear will as well. 

 He stands for a while, hands casually on his hips, checking the cage, then looks 

across at the meadow and down at the creek. Finally, he comes up to the deck and gives 

us his number to call if there is a bear in the trap in the morning. He wishes us luck, 

jumps into his truck, turns around in the meadow, and heads back to town. 

 It’s dusk by now.  

 “I’m not staying here tonight,” I tell Joe.  

 When I did research on bear deterrents, I saw photos of cabins trashed by bears, 

of lashes bears had made right through siding and into a house. I remember the gash a 

bear caused through the metal of the trailer Ed and Gwyn had lived in while we were 

building up here. 

 “But Tom’s set the trap. The bear will go there,” Joe argues. 

 “Before or after the cabin?” I ask. 

 Joe can reason all he wants, but the fact is, I am not staying here for the night. I 

already feel shaky at the thought, my hands sweaty. I call Ed and Gwyn and ask them to 

check the cage in the morning. Then we take our suitcase, already packed, and my 

computer, climb into Mr. Green Jeans and leave.  

 We check into a motel on the outskirts of Walsenburg, a plain Mom and Pop 

kind of place that gets good ratings. In my stress, I feel the need to share and tell the 

young man who is checking us in that we’re here because there’s a pesky bear at our cabin. 

 “Are you the people with the bear cage?” he asks. “We saw the game warden drive 

through town with it.” 

 “Yeah,” I say sadly, “We’re the people with the bear cage.” 
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 The room is simple but clean. We shower, then have a light dinner at Corine’s 

across the street. We get online, enjoying the Wi-Fi after our slow mountain Internet, 

and watch out travel standby: HGTV. 

 When we’ve had our fill of the Property Brothers, we crawl into bed. I figure I’ll 

feel safe inside the motel, but as I rest my head on the pillow, my heart begins its little 

panic dance and I can feel my hands shake. It feels like I have a small, wild animal trying 

to break out of my chest.  

 Breathe in, breathe out. The tiny beast continues to jump inside my rib cage. 

 Breathe in, breathe out. No luck. 

 I take an Ambien and finally fall asleep.   

 I call Gwyn as soon as I wake up in the morning, hoping the trap is full and Tom 

can come get the bear. 

 “It’s empty,” she says. “No bear.” 

 My shoulders slump and tears fill my eyes. No luck. No bear. He’s still roaming. 

 “Your cabin looks fine, though,” she assures us. 

 She says the bear had been around—Ross was prancing and growling throughout 

the night until they finally let him out. He barked a few times and that was it. In the past, 

that was fine, normal. Now, though, just the existence of the bear in close proximity 

terrifies me. 

 We return to the mountain for breakfast, driving by the empty cage. I return the 

suitcase to its place by the door, and dump the computer on the table. Ready to go again. 

 We eat our cereal and blueberries then sit and sip our tea on the deck. 

 I keep thinking of next steps, arguing with myself: I want to go. You should stay. I’m 

scared. Get over it. I want to go. 

 “I’m ready to go home,” I finally say, making a commitment out loud. 

 “For good?” Joe asks. 

 “For the year,” I say. We’d be leaving six weeks earlier than planned. 

 “Might be best,” he says.  
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 We sip quietly, looking at the mountain. I don't want to leave all this, but I know 

I can’t stay.  

 I call Tom and tell him we’re leaving. He says he’ll bring new bait for the trap 

later this evening, but that we don't need to be there. 

 I tell him we’ll have Ed and Gwyn check the trap in the morning and call him 

with news. 

 Gwyn stops by on her way for a walk. Ross comes first, happily sniffing at me, 

then moving on, not wanting to miss his exciting day: A walk! A walk. Bella again barely 

acknowledges us, just stays on the road, facing ahead. Neither bothers the cage. 

 Gwyn suggests I get anti-anxiety medicine. But this place has always been its own 

relaxation drug. Does it make sense to be here if I need medication to handle it? We have 

a lovely home in Iowa, without fires, floods, and bears. Staying here right now just makes 

no sense. 

 I ask her if she’ll check the trap again. 

 “Sure,” she says with only slight hesitation. She is an animal lover, so a trapped 

bear would be a sad sight to her; still, she understands my fear. And I know she, not Ed, 

will be the one to check the trap. He will not even want to see it. 

 Joe goes down to the shed and brings back pieces of board that will go over the 

doors and windows. It’s painted glossy red, leftover from when he replaced the sides of a 

garden cart Phyllis had given us. Festive. 

 He shows me how he plans to place the boards. I really do not care. And what do 

I know about boarding up a cabin? 

 Later, Ed drives up on Alice, stops, and comes to the deck. He sits next to me on 

the side deck, on our boot box. We’re right beneath the bathroom window; the bear’s 

paw prints are still on the siding behind us.  

 He looks down at the cage suspiciously, an ominous metal block in the grassy 

meadow. I can still smell a bit of the bacon. 

 “The dogs were here and didn't seem interested in it,” I say. 
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 “Good.” He’s succinct, clipped. I’m not sure how to interpret this. Worry? 

Annoyance? Probably both. Worried that bears are now a threat, annoyed that they 

might have to pay the ultimate price for it. 

 And tired. Ed is obviously exhausted. The work of the mountain has done him in. 

 “So, what are you going to do?” he asks, looking over at Joe, who has begun 

nailing the boards to the side windows.  

 “We’re leaving,” I say. “Maybe I’m overreacting, but….” I don't mention the panic 

attacks. They’re such a weakling response. I should be more of a trooper, chin up, all that. 

But I can’t do it. I just want out. I want to stop the constant worry. 

 “Do you need anything?” he asks. Therapy, I think. 

 “No, I’ll call the forest service guy, ask him about the trap. He suggested we board 

the place up. And shut all the windows at night.” 

 “Sounds inviting,” Ed says. 

 “Yeah. He also said we should borrow one of your dogs.” 

 “You can have Ross,” he laughs.  

 I laugh too, but not for long, thinking of Ross and the bear in the road. 

 Phew. 

 We have too much to say, so we’re silent.  

 “When do you plan to leave?” he asks. 

 “Later this afternoon.” 

 “We’ll stop by before you go,” he says. We always leave the mountain before they 

do and they come down to hug us goodbye.     

 Joe takes a break from shuttering the cabin to bring me stacks of empty apple 

boxes from the shed. I clean the kitchen and bathroom down to the bare cabinets, 

packing everything that might have a scent—all shampoo, soap, spices, pasta, tea. The 

mound of dirty laundry grows in the middle of the floor, as I add towels, bedding, 

curtains, and work clothes. I pack my bag for an overnight stay at Phyllis’s in Pueblo and, 

perhaps, another on the way to Iowa.  
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 We keep an eye on the weather, as clouds build up all around us. The valley is 

black, so the high plains along Interstate 25 are getting rain. But so far we’re dry. I check 

the NOAA forecast on the computer—an 80 percent chance of heavy rain and flooding. 

We rush to outrun it. 

 All this with a backdrop of Joe pounding boards over the windows. 

 I put pillows into the cedar cabinet and in plastic bags in the wicker chest at the 

foot of our bed. I tuck a sheet over the mattress and another over the couch. We don't 

have a problem with mice, but I want to protect against the hordes of dead flies that greet 

us every spring. 

 Winterizing the water goes blessedly smoothly, so there’s no need for Ed’s help. 

He and Gwyn come down with the dogs just as I am changing into clean clothes for the 

trip. I give them a stamped manila envelope for our mail, which we had arranged to be 

forwarded from Iowa until the middle of September. We will go to the post office in Des 

Moines and change it back to our address, but we’re likely to miss a few things in the 

process.     

 “Everything packed?” Joe asks, hammer in hand. 

 I walk through the sad and empty space, checking the cabinets again for anything 

with an odor. “Yep.” 

 He shuts the front door, locks it, boards it up, then goes across the deck to do the 

same on the side door. The cabin looks like an abandoned shack, like a place unloved, left 

behind. It reminds me of the old deserted houses we used to tour in Victor and Cripple 

Creek in the 1950s, before both towns became vacation destinations. They looked a little 

like this. One even had decades-old dirty dishes still on the table, ratty linens on the bed. 

Those folks left in even a bigger hurry than we did. We always speculated that they were 

bank robbers who were just a step ahead of the law. Maybe Bonnie and Clyde. I now am 

the one running, just a step ahead of a bear. Or a flood. Or a fire.  

 The cabin is officially destitute and we turn away from it, hug Ed and Gwyn and 

head out. As usual, I have garbage sacks on my lap. We drive past the bear trap, but look 

the other way. 
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 We stop to tell Harlan and Pat goodbye. 

 “Not going to wait it out?” Harlan says. 

 “We’re not sure what we’d be waiting for…or with,” I say. We explain that our 

one-room cabin feels terribly exposed, that we’d have nowhere to go if a bear broke in. 

And because our two doors are so close to one another (bad planning), if he broke into 

one, we couldn’t get out the other.  

 I feel I am over explaining. I feel guilty, somehow at fault in all this. Not up to 

mountain life standards. 

 We drive by Pearl’s and think about stopping, but we should have called 

beforehand. We wave, knowing that she often watches cars go by. We drop the garbage 

into the dumpster and head down the gravel road, past the neighbor’s alfalfa patch, along 

the new pond that’s formed with all this new rain, up to the turnoff to the east, slowing 

for random cows wandering the road, past the old goat barn that became a dance hall and 

is now storage, telling it all a silent goodbye.    

 I realize we haven’t even seen Dave this trip, or talked to him at all. We’re all 

cocooning a bit, I think. 

 Interstate 25 is wet with rains we must have just missed; scores of rainbows color 

the sky. They are clear as glass, yet look solid, as though they grow from one arroyo into 

another, like we could drive up to them and ride right through a prism.   

 It all looks fresh and glorious. A new beginning, the resurrection we had hoped 

for. I should feel sad for leaving this wonder, I think, but I am just numb; the protective 

coating over my emotions comes with a warning: Do not crack. 

 We meet Phyllis at Jorge’s Sombrero in Pueblo, which is about a mile from where 

we grew up on Spruce Street. She’s already at a booth, sipping an iced tea. I look at her 

tea, shrug and order a margarita. It tastes better than anything has a right to taste. I think 

of having another, but know two drinks is always a mistake. So I savor this one and the 

relaxation it brings. I so understand how people with problems turn to alcohol for a 

solution. These few minutes of calm carelessness come packed in a bright, shiny bottle. 

But no amount of alcohol is safe for people at risk of cancer, and with one cancer behind 
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me, I am at risk. So this keeps me from getting the buzz I remember from my pre-cancer 

days. Also I remember the headaches and sleeplessness that accompany that buzz. 

 We have a pleasant dinner—only my second enchiladas with green chili for the 

year—then head to Phyllis’s to talk a bit more over homemade peach pie. I do yoga 

before bed, hoping that and the margarita will calm me, but when I lie down, I hear the 

usual noises—dogs barking, doors slamming—and my breathing quickens, my heartbeat 

swells. I toss for about an hour then finally pop half an Ambien, reasoning that I’d had 

the margarita four hours ago. As I drift away, I have brief worries that I will face some 

Ambien-induced craziness and wake up in the middle of the night to drive the car up 

Pikes Peak or eat the rest of the pie. 

 But I awake with no crumbs on my pillow; the car keys are where I left them. 

 Phyllis and I are sipping coffee and Joe is having his morning tea when Gwyn 

calls early the next morning. 

 “There’s a bear in the trap!” she says.  

 “Oh, yay,” I say, happy for success, unhappy for what it means. Phyllis and Joe 

cheer in the background. “I hope it’s the right one.”  

 “It has to be,” she says. Then asks, “So are you coming back now?” 

 I laugh. We’ve made a pretty irrevocable decision to leave and the bear was only 

the final cause of my stress. The risk of flood remains. And the possibility of other bears. 

If the one that was caught was part of the pair we had seen in the meadows and hills, the 

other one is still around.   

 We’ve requested a small breakfast, just yogurt and fruit, so that is what Phyllis 

serves us. Also French toast and bacon. Joe wolfs it all down. I have small servings of 

everything, because it is all delicious—Phyllis is a marvelous cook—but I still have a 

queasy stomach and an 800-mile drive ahead of me. 

 Fed and watered, we leave Pueblo in mid-morning, stopping to get fresh Pueblo 

chili peppers at a stand outside of town. Workers sweat over three huge metal roasters 

that cook the peppers, while the sharp, pungent, slightly sweet smell tickles our noses and 

slightly burns our eyes. Farm trucks drive up, their open beds overflowing with shiny 
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green chilis. I sort of want to just live here. Instead, we buy a few pounds of fresh peppers 

plus some pepper jelly and a potica, a Slovene walnut bread, for neighbors who have 

watched our house and watered our plants.  

 Somewhere in Kansas, I get a call from Tom, who tells me our bear was a two-

year-old male. I think about that was for a minute. That was quick. “Young males are 

usually the troublemakers,” he says. “But he should be out of your hair now.” 

 I thank him for his help. 

 But bears continue to wander around Ed and Gwyn’s for more than a month, 

worrying Ross at night and into the early morning. If Tom caught one sibling and the 

other remains, is the one who remains subdued or even angrier than before? Ed goes to 

Trinidad to research guns, a sentence I never thought I would write. But we had never 

considered the issue of rubber bullets, and that seems less violent to us, and possibly a 

good idea while the bears are unsettled. 

 But no dice. Apparently you can get rubber bullets only through law enforcement. 

Huh. Seems bizarre. So Ed shrugs it off as a bad idea. 

 Whatever. We’re in Iowa, where bears are uncommon, especially by our home in 

the middle of Des Moines. Still, even here, I often awake in the middle of the night, 

hearing some sound or another—the ice-maker dumping cubes or a branch hitting the 

window in the breeze—and my heart begins its drill, beating faster and faster, thumping 

in my chest, like a tiny bear caught in a cage.   

 Breathe in, breathe out.   

 

Shade We’ll Never Sit In 
I am talking about our cabin with a friend, and she asks if we’re just going to buy land 

somewhere else, some place without all these problems. Just give up on what we have, 

leave it behind, and move to a new, green, unspoiled spot. I get this sense of nonchalance 

from more people than I would like. Few understand what we have lost. Many tease me 

about my altercation with the bear. I’m fine, so it’s funny, right? And most assume that 

the fire is history and that we have just moved on. 
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 “No,” I answer my friend. “This is our land; we want to help it return, if we can.” 

This is not real estate to us; it’s not just something we own. It’s a part of us. We can’t just 

replace it with something brighter and shinier. It owns us more than we own it. 

 Like many reasonably affluent Americans, this friend finds joy in shopping, in 

consuming. When she needs a boost, she buys new clothes or a new piece of furniture. I 

get this—I love my shoes and rugs and coats and have way too many of them. But the 

longer I spend on the land, the less I want these things, the lower the value of buying, the 

higher the value of being. 

 We don't need much stuff up here and we don't have any place to put it anyway. 

One good pair of hiking boots every year plus a pair of sandals for town is adequate 

footwear. Enough jeans, shirts, socks, and underwear for the two weeks between visits to 

the Laundromat are enough; clean underwear happens daily but shirts and jeans don't get 

thrown in the laundry until they begin walking on their own. A couple of sweatshirts for 

cool days, coats for cold ones, and some long underwear for snowy walks, and we’re set.  

 This mindset has begun to affect my life in Iowa. Living off the grid is an 

antidote to our disposable culture. I am less interested in stuff. I need less of it. 

 I think about getting a new area rug for our living room, shop for one online, 

consider going to an actual store, then decide there’s nothing wrong with the old one. I 

see some cool jeans in a catalog, ponder them, consider size and color, then realize I have 

enough jeans and throw the catalog away. I find some shoes and order them right away. I 

didn't say I was perfect. 

 Our house in Iowa is very much our home—we had it built from a house plan I 

found in a magazine. It’s a Better Homes and Gardens Idea Home and it is, honestly, 

pretty cool. We are comfortable here and extremely thankful for our good fortune in 

having it. But my feelings for this house are different from my connection to the 

Colorado land. If the house burned, I would be brokenhearted and traumatized. But I 

could rebuild it, perhaps even better than new. It’s manmade, so we can get more men—

and women—to make it again. We can’t rebuild the land. It’s a divine creation and we 

can only do what we can to help. We didn't make it and we can’t remake it. 
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 “Plus,” I tell my friend, appealing to her practicality. “We couldn't sell it. It’s 

probably worth half what it was worth before the fire. Who would want to buy acres of 

burned trees?” 

 “Well, I suppose that’s true,” she agrees.  

 There’s a Greek proverb: “A society grows great when old men plant trees whose 

shade they know they shall never sit in.” We are planting the trees because it’s simply 

what needs to be done, as is killing weeds and cutting down dead trees and cleaning up 

after a flood or wind or all the rest of it. The land needs all this, and we’re the ones to do 

it. We get plenty in return. For more than two decades, this land nourished us, now we 

need to nourish it. We’ve been fed; now we feed. 

 President Franklin Roosevelt called forests the “lungs of our land, purifying the 

air and giving fresh strength to our people.” Forests absorb potentially dangerous carbon 

dioxide and produce healthy oxygen. According to American Forests, a single tree can 

absorb 10 pounds of air pollutants a year—ground-level ozone, carbon monoxide, sulfur 

dioxide, and other greenhouse gases—and produce enough oxygen to support two people.  

In this fire alone, we lost 13,000 acres that had been a natural air filtration plant. The 

locust bushes and scrub oaks and even the aspens that are growing are no replacement for 

the towering evergreens we lost.  

 My burned forest might lead to my friend’s lack of good air.  

 I wish I had thought of that then, but so much has changed I can’t express it with 

any clarity in a simple conversation with this friend. I worry about what faces us at the 

mountain this year. With so many fallen and falling trees, where is it safe to walk? A guy 

I used to date was killed by a tree he was cutting on his parents’ land, and that has stayed 

with me for the intervening 50-plus years. When Joe and I were walking in a park in 

Ljubljana, Slovenia once, we heard a creaking noise and a huge tree fell in a heavy thud 

right behind us. So trees can fall randomly. They can kill.  

 In the past, as I hiked in our Colorado forests, I used to think, “I am so blessed to 

be here.” 

 Now I look around for what could kill me. Then I slap myself and remind myself 
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I am still blessed to be here, for Pete’s sake. 

 I feel that our lives before the fire were a little bit of a fairy tale, grandma and 

grandpa happily in their little cottage in the woods. Then the big bad fire came and the 

evil stepflood and the poor, hungry bear, and the forest of wicked weeds. I remember our 

lost beauty through a haze of sadness. I don't have the trust I once did that this little 

corner of paradise will remain untouched by disaster. I work mightily hard to see light 

and not dark, but I cannot shake the whole, “What the hell is next?”  

 This land will be beautiful again, perhaps sooner than we know. And chances are 

it will remain quiet and peaceful, a refuge for humans and animals. The fire did us a favor 

there, ensuring that there will not be much development here for a while. 

 I stew about my friend’s attitude for the rest of the day, and this motivates me 

even more to finish this book, to tell the story so others understand what this loss means. 

That the destruction caused by a fire doesn't end at the fire, but continues for years, that 

it damages the land in immeasurable ways, plus destroys and disrupts animals and 

humans in its wake, that the aftereffects include more toxins in the air, more threat of 

extreme weather, more danger to people far beyond our valley. 

 Writing has helped me honor this land, to recreate what was and what is. As I 

write about the floods and about the bear, I feel stronger for it. I still jump in the middle 

of the night when I hear even a slight rustle. When an owl catches some creature and I 

hear the screeching and animal wailing, I get up, look out into the dark, and wonder at 

the danger of nature. But I go back to sleep without a panic attack. 

 I consider adding a map to this book, so I begin drawing our road, the creek, Ed 

and Gwyn’s ranch, the Bryants’ house, the dike, and the various trails. It occurs to me 

that Google Earth would be an asset here, so I find our cabin as seen from the air and am 

astonished at the accuracy of my little hand-drawn map.  

 But why should I be surprised? I have walked all these trails for decades and loved 

every minute and every mile of it, noting milestones and documenting it all in hundreds 

of photos. It took me a few years to get the lay of our land, because of its L-shape and the 

fact that our cabin faces southeast, rather than due east, as seems logical to me.  
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 The Google Earth photos must have been taken right after the fire, because the 

ridges are charcoal with no signs of the greenery that came the next year. Burned trees lie 

in blackened lines as though giants had been playing pick-up-sticks here. Green trees and 

grass grow along the road, in the meadow and around the cabin and Ed and Gwyn’s 

buildings, thanks to the firefighters, local volunteers, and Harlan for showing them up 

here, and for Ed and Joe for coming up in the middle of the fire to help. The meadow is 

cut in a precise maze of increasingly smaller squares, where Ed had just harvested the hay 

in his meticulous engineer way.  

 Ed loves and tends his little ranch, however broken he or it might be, living at 

least part of his boyhood dream. I always teetered between being a writer and an artist; I 

made my living writing and teaching and now have returned to painting.  

 Gwyn also turned to painting, doing one oil of her favorite tree, the perfect fir in 

Schultz Canyon. It’s a gorgeous tree and a gorgeous painting, her rendering of the 

mountain spectacular. We don't yet know if the tree made it through the windstorm, the 

latest assault on its life. 

 Joe and I pore over Google Earth, looking at details, noticing that Mr. Green 

Jeans is not in the road, so we were either gone for the year or off to town when the 

photos were taken. The remains of Doc’s house still perch on the cliff, but the Bryants’ 

home has already been plowed under. Unfortunately, we do this virtual traveling right 

before we go to bed and once I shut off my iPad and try to sleep, my heart starts its 

familiar thumping. It’s a shock to process such a clear visual of what had only been a 

memory. I toss for about an hour and then give into my faithful sleep companion, 

Ambien, which I haven’t used for weeks. 

 A woman in my book club recently asked me what it was about maps that 

captured my imagination so. It was a good question and I fumbled the answer. I really 

have never thought about it. Perhaps it comes back to an issue of control. Maps help me 

see clearly what is, so I understand what’s around me and can see—and prepare for—

what comes next. They illustrate my world and help me mentally contain it.   

 I have always been able to lose myself in maps, such as the Geological Survey’s 
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map of our section of land, especially the version Harlan gave us when we first bought 

this place, showing who owned the surrounding parcels. That helped me figure out which 

fence marked whose property and what meadow ended in which ridge. 

 Russ gave me a three-dimensional relief map of Colorado several years ago and 

Josh gave me one of just the Spanish Peaks area; both maps hang next to one another in 

the cabin and I often stop and run my finger over them, tracing the bump that is our peak. 

When Ed and Gwyn’s grandsons, Connor and Caden visit, they like to track their 

journey from Fort Collins down here, feeling their way along the Front Range, then the 

Wet Mountains, finally to the peak. 

 “That’s the whole world,” Caden said of the map when he was about four. 

 “No,” big brother Connor corrected. “It’s just Colorado.” 

 Caden was right, though. Maps really are the world in a package, with 

annotations. 

 Maps show the wrinkles on the face of the Earth and define human 

development—the roads cutting into the forest and over the rivers and around the 

mountains. The beauty of our place is that humans haven’t built much up here—it’s too 

far and too difficult. In fact, it is on the U.S. Forest Service’s maps of Colorado’s 

“roadless areas,” parts of the world that remains remote and welcoming to wildlife. I 

sometimes wish we had bought in a more populated area, with a better road. That would 

probably have been a good real estate decision and it would have made it possible for us 

to be here year round.  

 But then I go sit on our deck and look for miles and see no signs of humans, and I 

hear only the birds and the gurgling of the creek and feel the warmth of the sun, and I 

know this place is sacred. Burned, green, or whatever, it remains a paradise, a blessing, a 

daily resurrection, holy and wholly good. 

 


