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“E very silver lining has a cloud,” is what my son 
comes up with from the backseat of the car. 
We like to turn clichés inside out to pass the 

time. The best I’ve been able to do is this: “Sunscreen 
saved is sunburned,” but it’s not quite right—the rhythm 
is off. We’re on vacation on Kauai, it’s raining, we’re sitting 
in the car in traffic, and I wish I could turn the middle-
aged cliché of my own life inside out. Joan Didion went to 
Hawaii “in lieu of filing for divorce.” Kauai for my husband 
and me is meant to function in a similar way: though we’re 
not here to salvage our marriage to each other, we’re here 
at least partly to salvage marriage to the rest of our lives.

It’s been a long year. A father’s illness. A father’s death. 
A sister’s sudden, partial blindness. A desire for faith in 
authority, and a lack of interest on authority’s part revealed. 
I know these things are really just expected parts of life 
(though I would say that the blindness came out of left 
field, that was unexpected—or should I say into right field; 
that’s exactly where the blindness entered). But even if 
expected, who is ever ready for a father’s death? And who 
really believes it possible that authority, once agreed upon, 
can check out? I’ve been an atheist since my teens, so why 
should I think there’s any hope of anything, even man-
made, reaching down to offer aid? Isn’t that what God is 
about? Isn’t that what we give up when we rest in certainty 
that God does not exist?

We’ve been chasing sun this whole week on the island. 
We’re staying in the north, in a small house that has large 
rodents in the ceiling. We’re across the street from the most 
beautiful beach in the world. Sixty steps, and the water 
circles round our feet. But the north is where the rain is, 
and where the cliffs are, and where signs about dangerous 
currents and rogue waves abound, where guide books re-
mind us that the island has on average ten drowning deaths 
each year, and warn us that the ocean that surrounds an 
island is a wilder ocean than that which breaks against a 
continental shore. So in the beginning we drive to the 
calm south daily, through traffic, until we reach the sun. 
And then we sit on another beautiful beach—I think every 
beach on this island is the most beautiful beach in the 
world—and swivel back and forth between our children.

We wish our responsibilities consisted entirely of 
watching them. We wish we could simply enjoy them 
from afar. Before we came, my husband and I promised 
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circumscribed and the refusal to tell her why. How can 
blindness go unexplained? How can vision be removed 
without any meaning attached? My sister worries that the 
blindness will spread, but at her most recent test, her right 
field of vision, though severely altered from its original 
state, remains constant in its range.

I’ve spent much of my life with an uneasy relationship 
to authority. I follow rules compulsively. I don’t pick up 
money from the ground because it belongs to someone 
else; I’m never late even when I try to be; I beat myself 
up for hours when I remember that I’ve forgotten to say 

“thank you.” But I’m also drawn toward an edge where the 
rules just might be broken—I feel as though I’ve failed if 
I can’t drive above the speed limit on the highway; I have 
two young children, but no life insurance; I  binge on 
secondhand smoke. 

I’m also deeply suspicious of religion, though when 
I was a child, my first ambition was to be a saint. I read Joan 
of Arc’s life story over and over in second grade, imagin-
ing myself leading armies. I expected visions. I waited to 
hear voices come to me as I worked in a field, never mind 
that I was seven and lived in the suburbs and didn’t spend 
much time working in fields. I thought being burned at 
the stake would be worth it. But now, now I can’t imagine 
a force sending anything to visit. I want to believe. I want 
to move beyond suspicion, but the closest I come to a field 
is my backyard, and when I am alone in it all I feel is the 
hot sun and all I see is the grass that needs mowing, or 
the dandelions that our neighbors hate. Maybe, if I pay 
attention, I’ll feel an ant crawling slowly over my bare foot; 
maybe, if I  look up, I’ll see an airplane in the sky; and 
maybe, if I focus, I’ll see the lazy circle of a hawk. I know 
that hawks swoop down, and I know occasionally we need 
places to hide, but in my backyard, at any time of year, 
I can’t find meaning. I want to move past suspicion toward 
a belief in intervention. I want the belief that will help me 
recognize a sign as a sign. I want to solve my relationship 
with authority, but for that to happen, I have to believe first, 
that it exists, and second, that it notices that I exist as well.

This island is a place that speaks through vision. The 
colors are so bright they hurt. Two days before we leave, 
we hike a mile in on the Kalalau Trail. It rises high above 
the ocean, maybe two feet at its widest, and you can look 
down at clear water, at white sand, at vines and flowers and 

huge green leaves that tumble down for hundreds of feet 
to the ocean. The vision moves you past thought; it’s so 
beautiful it’s befuddling. It’s so beautiful that you search 
around in your brain for a place to put it, a way to process 
it, and it’s impossible to find that place. We walk and walk 
on this trail that skirts the northwest shore of the island 
and promises sights only accessible by foot or by boat. Pine-
apples, still green, dangle from trees. Clouds keep out of 
the sky. My son runs ahead, impervious to the cliff at his 
right, impervious, I hope, to the terror I feel watching him. 
From time to time he reaches out over the cliff, grasping 
after a vine. The cliff looks soft as it falls down. It’s covered 
with ferns. He thinks he could swing out over it and come 
safely back, none the worse for his trip through the air. 
He wishes he were a bird, but if he were one, I worry that 
he’d be flightless. Watching him, I can’t decide—is it every 
cloud that has a silver lining, or every silver lining that has 
a cloud? The rain is gone, but we’re red by the time we get 
back to the house, and I know this: sunscreen saved, while 
avoiding a fight with your children, really is sunburned.

each other we’d sip drinks with umbrellas perched on 
their rims. Before we came, I had my toes done so I could 
admire them in the sand. Before we came, we told each 
other that we’d forget about our lives at home. But the 
children call us, and, however reluctantly, one at a time 
we answer their calls to join them in their play. They’re 
our children. It would be impossible to say no. Why isn’t 
there someone to do the same for us? We need our calls 
answered—shouldn’t someone find it impossible to say no?

What is it about us—and by us I mean human beings, 
not just my husband and me—that makes us want to sit 
back? What is it about us that makes us not want to jump 
into the beautiful ocean, put our faces underwater, catch 
a glimpse of brilliant red fish, play with our children until 
their laughter doesn’t stop? The hot sand feels good. The 
water is the same color turquoise that we’ve spent the cold 
months dreaming of. The waves billow and then break far 
out on the reef. A finger of wind runs down our backs. Rain 
is coming from the north, but the sun is strong for now. 
The children call. We stand up. What is the tension be-
tween the desire to watch and the responsibility to join in?

My children and I, we fight about sunscreen constantly 
during this week of chasing sun. My skin is so pale that 
I burn in the shade. My husband’s skin is darker. When he 
burns, it turns to tan without an awkward gap. My children 
fall somewhere in between. They let me put the lotion 
on their necks and backs and ears, but when it comes to 
their faces, they insist they’re old enough to do it for them-
selves. “Let them do it,” my husband says. “Stop worrying.” 
I clamp my mouth shut and hand over the tube. They rub 
lotion on their faces, leaving big streaks of white. “Look 
in the mirror,” I tell them. “Make sure it’s all rubbed in.” 
That’s in the morning, before we leave the house in the 
rain. But on the beach in the south, on any of the count-
less beautiful beaches, there is no mirror. The streaks stay 
in place, and although I would like to say, “Let me take a 
pass at your face,” instead I insist that they keep their hats 
on whenever they’re out of the water. 

There are wild chickens everywhere on this island. I’d 
heard about them before we came, but I hadn’t quite un-
derstood what everywhere meant. We saw them first when 
we were waiting in a white-tiled kiosk to pick up our rental 
car. The line moved slowly and our children waited out-
side. I watched them through the windows, and I would 

say I was watching like a hawk, except that’s a cliché and 
given how they tore off after a mother chicken negotiat-
ing a crowd of chicks, it seems more appropriate to say 
I watched them like a mother hen: anxious, slightly stupid, 
love eclipsed by worry, still clichéd. That beautiful mother 
was a wonder, how she moved her chicks. She was tiny and 
had orange feathers and no regard for traffic. We didn’t 
want to leave the hen and chicks behind when we finally 
got into our car, but they were not unique. The highway 
to the north was practically lined with chickens. Not just 
hens, but tiny roosters who made the females’ orange feath-
ers look like they were covered with dust. The roosters 
glowed, and they had no respect for rules: they ignored the 
night all week, crowing constantly, exultant, light or dark. 

We have chickens at home. I saw a hawk once inside 
their coop. I was on the phone with my sister when I looked 
out the back window and saw a bird bobbing too high in 
the cage. I slammed the phone down and ran outside. The 
chickens were huddled under a blackberry bush, hiding, 
and the hawk was battering itself against the wire walls. 
It couldn’t remember how it had found its way in, and it 
didn’t want me to get close enough to let it out. In its panic, 
it finally swooped low and found the forgotten door. I never 
called my sister back. Might she have told me about her 
vision then? I don’t think so—it was months before she 
noticed anything odd. Sometimes when we’re in our back-
yard, we look up and see a hawk watching the chickens 
from a tree. Sometimes we see one circling high overhead. 
We shouldn’t be surprised the next time a hawk enters the 
coop, but I have no doubt that we will be. Is that why we’d 
rather watch our children than join them? So we can drive 
away the hawks instead of being shocked when one swoops 
down? We’re smarter than our chickens, but I’m not sure 
we’d know to leave the coop.

My sister noticed the problem with her right eye when 
she started bumping into people in subway stations on her 
evening commute home. From time to time we all get 
clumsy, and she wasn’t concerned about this particular 
round of clumsiness until she had an eye exam and had her 
field of vision tested. Right peripheral vision: gone. Optic 
nerve: thinning and frayed. She had an MRI. She had 
blood work done. She had her sinuses checked. She got 
no answer. No tumor; no evidence of MS; no evidence 
of stroke. All the tests gave her was the reality of vision 
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