
Chapter 1.

Stepping Out

quaquaversal adjective \¦kwākwә¦vәrsәl\: 
dipping from a center toward all 
points of the compass

I’m soaking in a hot bath, attempting to relax after an 
arduous day at work, when I have the rumble of an 

idea. My wife, Ellen, comes in to brush her teeth.
“I think I’m going to walk every street in Santa Cruz,” 

I tell her.
“City or county?” she asks without missing a beat. She 

knows—​and has known for quite some time—​that walking 
is becoming my go‑to for regaining perspective after par‑
ticularly challenging workdays.

“County,” I reply. “I think I’ll do the whole thing.”
Outside, the sky is clear and darkening into evening, but 

the air is cold. I’ve made a sauna of the bathroom, fogging 
up mirrors and leaving a layer of beading moisture on every 
conceivable surface, the very thing I nag my kids about, 
admonishing that it will create mildew and cause the paint 
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2       SCAVENGING BEAUTY

to peel. But slowly breathing in these clouds of warm water 
vapor is so precisely what I need right now that I can live 
with being a momentary hypocrite.

It’s so relaxing, in fact, that I don’t even bristle when 
Ellen uses a hand towel to wipe the steam off the mirror, 
leaving streaks that only Windex and blue shop towels can 
eradicate. Instead, I add a couple of drops of eucalyptus oil 
to the water and agitate it with my hands to disperse the re‑
freshing, woody scent. Ellen breathes in the essence, makes 
an encouraging comment about my walking scheme, and 
plants a kiss on me before heading out to the living room in 
her flannel grizzly-​bear pajama pants and Mickey Mouse 
T‑shirt to catch the evening news.

As I continue to hatch my plan on this November eve‑
ning in 2013, I know there are two truths I need to con‑
front: I need more exercise in my largely sedentary lifestyle. 
And I must have a release for work-​related stress. In this 
screen-​focused, information-​saturated world, my bubble, 
like those of so many people I know, has narrowed to a 
handful of places: my job, home, my younger son Miles’s 
school, the grocery store, and the homes of my older son, 
Kita, and a few close friends. That’s it. I need to shake up 
my life, get outside, and stir up the dust.

This same unsettled feeling visited me many months ago 
and propelled me to incorporate weekly walking into my 
life. I started by inviting a group of six coworkers to go for 
early morning strolls on Sundays. We met in the parking lot 
of Kelly’s French Bakery, a few blocks from my home, at 5 
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a.m., to minimize the loss of precious weekend time with 
our families. Strolls quickly gave way to brisk six-​mile, then 
eight-​mile, then ten-​mile walks, but we still managed to 
take our walk, have breakfast together at the bakery, and 
return home by 10 a.m. when most of our families were just 
starting their days.

We were an effusive group, never short on topics to dis‑
cuss. Conversation flowed seamlessly from Little League 
games to current events to easy‑to‑prepare recipes. During 
the week, we shared a high-​stress workplace as social work‑
ers, supervisors, and program analysts in a child welfare 
agency, and though we tried to steer away from too much 
shop talk, the walks sometimes served as times to debrief 
particularly challenging events from work that we rarely 
got a chance to discuss in depth during the week.

One chilly spring morning, on the asphalt walking path 
in Wilder Ranch State Park, just two miles from my home, 
our group of seven moved along like a hive of buzzing bees. 
There were multiple conversations going at once and plenty 
of cross talk between. Suddenly, my friend Melissa grabbed 
my shoulder urgently from behind, stopping me. I looked 
up to see a mountain lion crossing the path just several feet 
in front of us. We all fell pin-​drop silent as we watched the 
sleek cat glide by, ignoring us completely, and vanish into a 
row of bushes. We remained quiet as we collectively ab‑
sorbed the moment, startled and awed by the fluidity of the 
animal.

We recounted the experience a hundred times in the 
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ensuing days when we ran into each other around the of‑
fice, sculpting our few-​seconds brush with wildness into an 
unforgettable memory.

For a variety of reasons, all involving happily expanding 
families (including a set of twin boys, a baby girl, and a few 
impulse puppies), the weekly walks dwindled to monthly, 
then fizzled out altogether. But each of us kept a photo‑
graph of a generic mountain lion taped to our office walls 
long after the group walks stopped.

I wasn’t ready to give up taking long walks. I’d grown 
attached to moving at a pace that allowed me to see parts 
of the world that I missed when I drove or even rode a bike. 
And the quality of conversations is greatly enhanced when 
ambling with a friend down a country road, through the 
woods, or along the beach. I rarely go out for meals with 
friends anymore. Whenever possible, I’ll opt for a walk or 
hike.

I went over to my friend Jo’s house one October after‑
noon and asked, “Will you walk to Los Gatos with me?” 
Los Gatos is a small city, a sliver of which lies within Santa 
Cruz County while most of it is in neighboring Santa Clara 
County, in the foothills of the Santa Cruz Mountains in 
central California.

Jo sprang up from her chair on her sunny deck, went 
inside, and leaped for her computer. Before I knew it, she 
was printing out pages of United States Geographical Sur‑
vey maps and cutting and taping them until we had a nar‑
row five-​foot strip of a map.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” I said.
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A couple of days later, I picked up Jo and we drove to the 
base of Bean Creek Road in Scotts Valley with day packs 
full of water, snacks, and sunscreen and set off on what 
could have been an eighteen-​mile walk but stretched to 
twenty-​two miles when we went astray, wandering along 
the edges of the Lexington Reservoir. The route wove us 
through neighborhoods, wetlands, and open spaces each of 
us had driven by for years but had never set foot in. Every 
now and then, we’d roll our long scroll map out on the 
ground to check our progress. By the end of the adventure, 
we both were so tired and hungry that we inhaled hamburg‑
ers and ice cream sandwiches, then crashed on park benches 
while we waited for our friend Jesse to pick us up. I elevated 
my feet, propping them on the arm of my bench, and chuck‑
led to myself thinking of Miles, who has since become an 
avid hiker, at age three, when Ellen and I took him for a 
short hike in a local park. He loved it, but after a mile or so, 
he announced, “I need to take a break. My shoes are tired.” 
I craned my neck to tell Jo, over on her bench, but her eyes 
were closed. If she wasn’t asleep, she would be before Jesse 
arrived. Over the next several weeks, I repeated the walk 
with my friend Melissa, then a third time with my brother 
Jerry and my elder son, Kita, and a fourth with my friend 
Nancy, forging slightly different routes each time.

After our Scotts Valley–​to–​Los Gatos hike, Jo and I 
took a walk of roughly the same distance from Aptos, a 
town of small beach communities and old-​growth red‑
woods about midway between the cities of Santa Cruz and 
Watsonville, to Moss Landing, a historic fishing village in 
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Monterey County with an active harbor where otters and 
sea lions can be spotted frolicking among the boats. We 
walked along the beach the entire way, crossing the mouth 
of the Pajaro River where the water was hip high, necessi‑
tating that we hold our day packs over our heads and step 
carefully through the rushing current.

Now I steep in the tub, mulling my new strategy to 
incorporate walking more consistently into my everyday 
life. As the idea develops, so do the objectives around which 
a detailed project begins to take shape, emerging from the 
bathtub steam like a friendly apparition. The thought comes 
to me that I could photograph something beautiful on every 
street. I know nothing about photography, and I haven’t 
given much thought to what might qualify as beauty, but I 
know that just as I crave more physical activity in my daily 
life, I also crave more beauty, a need more desperate than 
profound. Without consciously doing so, I’ve added a new 
dimension to what I’d thought would be simply a physical 
pursuit.

I craft a tidy plan for organizing my walks. I make a list 
of what I expect to take with me on each trek and what I 
will need to keep track of my adventures—​the notebooks, 
the running shoes, the maps, the spreadsheets, the photo 
albums. And all goes as planned during my first several 
walks. Within the first ten days of my adventure, I explore 
fifty suburban streets in Santa Cruz, a city of sixty thou‑
sand people on the Pacific Ocean about seventy miles south 
of San Francisco, including many I’ve never heard of be‑
fore. Already familiar roads are made fresh as I visually 
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scour my surroundings, taking in gardens and paying 
attention to architectural details I have never noticed. 
A towering heritage tree here, a whimsical chicken coop 
there. Crumbling headstones and overgrown railroad 
tracks. Then, over the course of 2,878.51 miles, something 
unexpected and transformative happens. Walking becomes 
an antidote to a long-standing sense of disconnection from 
my early life, helping me to remember and reconstitute the 
past enough to gain a fuller perspective, while photography 
becomes a nepenthe, soothing past heartaches and patch‑
ing the resulting holes with resplendent beauty.

In many ways, I already know Santa Cruz well. I’ve lived in 
the county since 1979, and I’ve worked many jobs over that 
time. I delivered newspapers (back when people wanted “the 
paper” in physical form); scooped ice cream for a local com‑
pany; sold natural-​fiber children’s clothes in one retail store, 
previously owned children’s toys, clothes, and books in an‑
other, and “women’s” apparel in a third; packaged textiles 
for an import/​export company run out of a tiny run-​down 
garage; cleaned houses; took care of children in day care cen‑
ters, preschools, and private homes; provided sign language 
interpretation for grade school kids; and ultimately became 
a social worker, a career I would maintain for thirty years.

I’ve been a recipient of social services, such as Aid to 
Families with Dependent Children (AFDC)—​what people 
call “welfare”; Women, Infants, and Children (WIC), a 
supplemental nutrition program; the state’s Medi-​Cal 
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health insurance program; food stamps; and employment 
training programs. Later, in one of the social services agen‑
cies from which I had once received assistance, I worked as 
a frontline social worker, a supervisor, and finally a man‑
ager in the field of child welfare. I’ve developed a tight-​knit 
group of longtime friends, and my sons were both born and 
raised in Santa Cruz. With each of them and their schools 
and activities, my social network expanded further until it 
was unusual for me to even go to the grocery store without 
stopping to chat with people I knew.

For reasons I can scarcely imagine now, I was tentative 
and embarrassed about telling my friends and colleagues 
about my plan to walk the length of every street in the 
county. As excited as I was to get started, I feared that it 
might seem odd, frivolous, or self-​indulgent. At the time, 
I’d never heard of anyone organizing walks so systemati‑
cally. But as soon as I started, people began telling me 
about a man who had walked every street in New York, 
and another who walked every street in San Francisco. 
Over the years since, especially during the COVID pan‑
demic, I’ve heard of others. Each time, I feel a kinship.

It helped that Ellen, Kita, and Miles were all fully on 
board. When I told my friend Jesse about it, Jesse’s response 
was “I wish I’d thought of that!” Other family and longtime 
friends were similarly supportive. Their encouragement 
gave me plenty of fortification against some of the less favor‑
able responses I received, such as “Why in the world would 
you do that?” “Isn’t that a bit extreme?” and “Is this work 
related? Are you going to be paid for your time?”
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One coworker told me that I should steer clear of the 
mountain areas because “there’s nothing but trees up there. 
You’ll be bored out of your mind!” A common response 
was “Are you going to listen to books on tape as you walk?” 
Another was “Won’t you be scared, walking alone?” (To 
no one’s surprise, this question is often asked by women 
and accompanied by cautionary tales of women being at‑
tacked while walking in the woods alone and predawn as‑
saults in otherwise perfectly “good” neighborhoods. It’s 
well meaning and well founded, but also heartbreaking 
and infuriating.)

But with all due caution, I start walking. I branch out 
into areas I’ve never explored, some of them mere blocks 
from home. Training myself to pay close attention with all 
my senses, I begin to notice what’s around me—​and I find 
myself smiling at the unforeseen. Creative homemade mail‑
boxes, for example. An octopus, a fire engine, a lighthouse, 
a giant chicken. I appreciate the objects themselves, but I 
also begin to sense the longing behind the creations, the 
reach for beauty or lightness or maybe just someone’s inter‑
nal landscape demanding to be turned inside out and made 
visible. What I’m seeing tugs at a long-​standing wish I have 
for more creative expression in my own life.

Each place of worship I pass leaves me feeling less de‑
fensive and more pleasantly pensive than they once did, 
given past negative experiences with organized religion. 
And eventually, making my way around new neighbor‑
hoods, if I come across someone who greets me, I stop and 
talk to them, sometimes for several minutes.
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Step by step, block by block, my understanding of my 
community begins to expand. On Swift Street—​a neigh‑
borhood of breweries, surf shops, single-​family homes, a 
Head Start program, and a grade school—​I come across a 
woman getting out of a pickup truck with a flat package 
wrapped in butcher paper. She looks positively glowing.

“Something fun?” I ask as I walk past, nodding toward 
the package.

She beams. “My first time selling one of my paintings!”
The exchange is brief, but it sticks with me. I’ve just 

witnessed a hope realized, perhaps the start of something 
life-​changing.

I’m in the middle of something life-​changing myself, al‑
though it takes me a while to fully realize it. Walking be‑
gins to shake loose new thoughts, untapped dreams, and 
unattended memories. After decades of rarely remember‑
ing my dreams, I wake up regularly with detailed recollec‑
tions of the previous night’s images.

Triggered by something I see or hear or feel during a 
walk, I begin to remember stray details from childhood: a 
little perfume-​filled brooch in the shape of a skunk that my 
friend Julie’s mother, a beautician and Avon lady, gave me 
when I was heartbroken that my older sisters got to go to 
a birthday party at the skating rink and I wasn’t invited. 
Or more troubling memories, such as the sound of shoes 
scuffing hardwood as you might hear in the echoes of a 
gymnasium—​only it was my mother’s feet, and mine or 
one of my siblings’, struggling to get away from her. During 
scuffles she often stationed herself at the top of the stair‑
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well and occasionally managed to shove one of us down 
it, unheeding of the poster pressed haphazardly with thumb‑
tacks into the wall above the landing that proclaimed “War 
is not healthy for children and other living things.”

Memories first come in staccato fits and starts, but 
soon they begin to pour like spilled glitter. Seeing gerani‑
ums planted in someone’s garden as I walk a side street in 
my neighborhood, I recall that when we were young, Kevin, 
the fourth born of our sibling group of eight, used to insist 
that geraniums smelled like caterpillars. This tiny detail 
brings to life that seven-​year-​old boy, three years older than 
me, with his close-​cropped dark hair coming to a point in 
a widow’s peak at his forehead. For a split second the mem‑
ory feels less like a foggy image that I’m trying desperately 
to pin down and trap under glass, and more like a real-​time 
moment when heat radiates off the stucco wall of the house 
where the geraniums grow around the gray metal of the 
1960s electricity meter. I feel the warmth of the sun and I 
smell  .  .  . caterpillars. Kevin’s childhood earnestness, his 
very essence, is fleetingly palpable, then gone.

It’s remembering, and something more than just re‑
membering.

I start making connections, some painfully obvious in 
retrospect, between my early life and some of the struggles 
I carried with me into adulthood. I begin to realize that I’ve 
been living with a bottleneck, a clot in my emotional arter‑
ies, for so long that I haven’t noticed the subtle hiss of 
lost oxygen. I’m not unhappy. I’ve had the good fortune 
of being surrounded by fun, intelligent, loving people 
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throughout my adult life. But I begin to see that my ten-
dency to strong-​arm my emotions and wrangle them into 
submission, rather than deal with them head on—​rather 
than feeling them—​has had consequences. I have worked 
so hard over the course of my adult life to separate myself 
from my past that I feel amputated from my roots.

At age thirty-seven, I met Ellen and fell madly in love. I 
sensed she felt the same way. During our first few months 
together I thought she had an eating disorder. We’d go out 
to eat and she’d take two or three bites of her food, then 
push her plate aside. Finally, after several dates, I gingerly 
broached the subject of her eating habits and she laughed 
out loud and said: “My appetite is huge. You just distract 
me from my food!” Twenty-​seven years and several thou-
sand shared meals later, it still makes me chuckle to think 
that I could ever have been concerned about her caloric 
intake. She is the best person to cook for.

As our relationship evolved, there was quickly a solidity 
to our connection that felt like a shared taproot. Some-
times I was able to sink into it and trust my senses. Other 
times, I’d panic to find myself relaxing into what looked 
increasingly like the long-​term relationship that I both 
longed for and feared, and I’d subconsciously find ways to 
sabotage and push her away. Ellen would stand by while I 
spun out and, without engaging my anxiety, wear a loving 
look that, to me, read “Whenever you’re done spinning, I’m 
here just waiting for you.”

On our ten-​year anniversary, we married before our 
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friends and family when gay marriage was not yet legal. 
Ellen’s father walked us both down the aisle. We married 
again, when it became legal, at our county government 
center and were among the first gay couples in Santa Cruz 
County to be legally married.

From a young age I strived to be tough, to not need anyone 
or anything. Though my edges have softened considerably 
over the years as a parent, a partner, and an employee, it 
wasn’t until I had these long stretches of silence while walk‑
ing that I sensed the last vestiges of that identity sloughing 
off, leaving me simultaneously uncomfortably exposed and 
pleasantly expectant.

Until now, admitting to any need made me feel needy, 
exposed. I always counted my tenacious self-​reliance as a 
strength, my best-​developed emotional muscle. There’s al‑
ways been plenty of tacit mutual care and support in my 
relationship with Ellen, but we had been together for sev‑
enteen years before I ever asked her to bring me a glass of 
water. I was flat on the couch recovering from shoulder 
surgery. The words came out strained because they sig‑
naled a level of vulnerability that left me queasy.

My deeply ingrained assumption was that the less I re‑
lied on others, the more readily I could manage when life 
crumbled around me—​as it had in the past and as I feared 
it would again. In hindsight I can see that this mindset, 
this defensive outlook, stunted my emotional growth. It 
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prevented me from fully developing the give-​and-​take I 
need to sustain healthy personal relationships. I under‑
stand now that I don’t get any extra points in life for ap‑
pearing to have no needs, no gold stars for holding people 
at arm’s length, no shortcuts to heaven for storing my tears 
on the inside, away from prying eyes.

One of the first significant indicators that my walking is 
turning into something more than I bargained for emotion‑
ally is when Ellen points out several weeks into the project 
that I’m crying more than she’s seen me cry throughout all 
our years together to that point.

My initial reaction to this observation is defensiveness. 
I’m not a crier. My very fiber is designed to repel neediness, 
weakness, and vulnerability. But Ellen is right. And those 
are only the tears she witnesses during our time together, 
when I cry over a poignant video of a dog being reunited 
with its long-​lost owner or I tear up when a friend serves us 
massive bowls of chicken soup with egg-​size matzo balls. 
It’s just so kind. So warm.

Alone on my adventures, I leave dewdrops of grief and 
amazement at any number of sites. A walk in Scotts Valley, 
a city in the mountains north of Santa Cruz, brings me 
through a large open meadow where I sit on a pad of poured 
concrete that was once the doorstep to a miniature house 
at Santa’s Village, an amusement park my family once vis‑
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ited when I was very young, which fell into disrepair in the 
’80s and stood abandoned for years until it was torn down 
to make room for housing. Now only a few relics of the 
original park remain, and there are large signs posted indi‑
cating that construction will be underway soon.

As I sit on the abandoned doorstep, I remember the gi‑
gantic painted-​concrete mushrooms that dotted the park, 
which my brothers, sisters, and I climbed on and slid down. 
With little warning, I have a surge of sadness and I miss my 
siblings terribly. The wind goes out of me in the same way 
it did when I was nine and thought if I launched off my top 
bunk with a pogo stick in our house in Fremont—​a small 
city in California’s East Bay where my family moved from 
Oakland shortly before I was born—​I’d be able to jump 
unbelievably high. I stuck the landing, but then I took the 
full force of the upward thrust of the handlebars under my 
ribs and fell to the floor in pain and shock. I crawled from 
my downstairs bedroom to the base of the stairs leading to 
the upper floor, gasping for help. Some now-​blurred com‑
bination of siblings who’d been watching television upstairs 
came to the rescue and had me sit on the steps and put my 
head between my knees until the pain ebbed and I could 
breathe normally.

On the concrete slab, as memories of Santa’s Village 
swirl around me, I gasp out my siblings’ names and cry 
unabashedly until I hear behind me a couple and their dog 
wandering through this Christmas wasteland. Sobbing, I 
pull myself together and extend a greeting to them, hoping 
they didn’t hear me.
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In his book The Body Keeps the Score, Bessel van der 
Kolk, MD, explores the ways our brain’s neuroplasticity 
can be put to work to “palliate or even reverse the damage 
[caused by trauma] to help survivors feel fully alive in the 
present and move on with their lives.” He describes several 
approaches, such as talk therapy and medication. The one 
that strikes a particular chord in me is “allowing the body 
to have experiences that deeply and viscerally contradict 
the helplessness, rage, or collapse that result from trauma.”

For me, the experiences van der Kolk refers to take the 
shape of long, strenuous walks, close observation of the 
natural world, and hours and hours of silence and intro‑
spection. As a result of these walks, I am more settled and 
comfortable in my body, more emotionally integrated, and 
more content and joyful than I have ever been over the 
course of my life.

This project is a braided journey: a project of the body 
and an accidental pilgrimage of the mind, leading me to 
rediscover wonder and reframe the fragmented recollec‑
tions from my early years into a cohesive whole-​life story. 
It’s an object lesson in holding past, present, and future in 
their delicate balance. It is a school.

My quaquaversal rambles take place in a state of mind 
that feels untethered from time. Concepts that to me were 
once just words attached to hokey meanings—​timelessness, 
immersion, oneness, communion—​have become profound, 
urgent, almost tangible. More and more I reach for lan‑
guage to describe the experiences—​the walks and all of the 
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unfolding lessons within them—​and the words hover just 
out of reach. This book is my effort at translation.

Fleshing out my own story becomes the catalyst for re‑
connecting with my siblings, the three brothers and four 
sisters I grew up with. As I’ve pieced my own memories 
back together, I’ve begun to wonder how they have each 
made sense of our family. I nervously ask each of them if I 
can interview them individually about their childhood. To 
my surprise they all agree. With each phone call I gain a 
more complete and more heartbreaking understanding of 
the long-​term impacts of our childhood and my parents’ 
actions and inactions. I also get nourishing infusions of 
their candor, humor, fortitude, and intelligence in ways 
that I’ve never fully experienced before.

In addition to meeting with each of my siblings individu‑
ally, we begin to meet as a group via video conferences. Dur‑
ing the initial call, we realize it’s the first time in twenty years 
that all eight of us have been in the same place at the same 
time. Each time we meet, I read aloud a chapter of the man‑
uscript of this book and we discuss the thoughts and memo‑
ries it evokes in us. Chapter by chapter, sentence by sentence, 
we slog through the muck of a dysfunctional family and 
meet each other with peals of knowing laughter, tears of re‑
lief at the chance to speak what has been left unspoken for 
too long, and even random rowdy outbursts of song. It is a 
wonder to hear the eight sides of our collective truth and to 
begin to decipher the road maps of our respective lives, revis‑
iting where we’ve intersected or run parallel for a time and 
where we’ve diverged. And we celebrate this reconvergence.
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