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Hallie Hayes

The Golden Days

The fall air is friendly and cools the sun in pigeon grey. Cody, 
my brother, stands atop a steep cut of land crosshatched by 

fallow stalks. I trot across the lawn to ascend. He’s playing a game, 
and like a typical younger sister, I want to join.

All I see is mud and sticks in front of me the whole way up, 
the hill is so steep. I am almost to the top—I can see their feet on 
the grass—two steps away, one step away, but before I can raise 
my head, words of rejection, “You’re not playing with us,” rever-
berate in my ears: Cody brings his hands up below his chest, un-
furls his palms to my chest, firm. The sky balloons, fills my vision; 
I lose the earth beneath my feet. I am weightless, on the moon. I 
am scared, but the sound is lost in the hollow “o” I form with my 
mouth. The stalks reach out to catch me, etching their way in as I 
roll, bottom over crown, intermittently into shadows cast by my 
body again, again, again, the way I learned in gymnastics class, 
but in a way I never fathomed I would use.

When the hill guides me to the ground at last, the soles of my 
shoes kiss the grass, and I run for it.

My childhood home was nothing short of magical. Just outside 
the limits of the nearest city, the retired farmhouse escaped the 
entanglements of the growing Midwestern cityscape. Untouched 
since the Victorian era, the property included surrounding acres 
of grass, forest, and a red-bricked, peak-topped round barn in 
want of fixing. The whole area was my home, not just the house, 
radiating a laxness that I literally fell in love with.

Even after we sold the horses, we were never for want of 
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animals. Iguanas, piranhas, and snakes lived in tanks inside of 
our house while baby robins grew up in the garage, and raccoons 
napped on the front porch. Even a goat, Betsy, lived in her own 
private, wooden doghouse, and occasionally busted into the house 
to chew up my drawing paper. We always knew the coyotes were 
out when we’d hear her clamber up the garage roof, connected to 
the upper porch of the house, where her “Naah, nah, naahhing” 
in terror persisted all night long. We never dared let her in inten-
tionally though; she was prone to head butt.

Out of all the animals that kept us company, none were more 
companionable than the dogs. My dad worked at the local Humane 
Society and made it a point to bring any animal in need of loving 
kindness to our doorstep when he could. This place was thera-
peutic. I still remember when he brought home a black and white 
rat terrier. She had been found abandoned, locked inside a house 
with twelve other dogs. Clients generally prefer the sociable dogs, 
not the ones that quiver when you toss a toy their way. But she fit 
right into our family. I christened her Maybelle, and my brother 
and I taught her how to put her front paws in our hands so she 
could rise up and give us kisses. Our other dogs, Labradors by the 
names of Willie and Jade, showed her how to run, uninhibited, 
through unfenced territory. I think it was the best thing for her.

My memories of this place appear as blessed whiffs of dreams 
when I recall them now. I remember standing under the open 
sky on the hill where we would often watch the orange glow ease 
behind a horizon of trees; where we would hack wood, load it into 
a cart, and haul it down with the lawnmower to stack neatly on 
the front porch for burning in the fireplace at wintertime. Here, I 
remember discussions with my mother about the warm creamed-
coffee smudge on my knee. She always said it was the place where 
the angels had kissed me. And just like that, my little mind grew 
not to inhabit an afterlife, but to adopt a life before. My earliest 
memory is of me, walking towards my dad in the corner of the 
yard where there was a boat, the trees rustling against a translu-
cent sky. Yet when I think of this memory, I always wonder, “And 
what before this?” as if this life were a birthmark on some other 
bigger picture, the edges fuzzy.

At the edge of the front lawn, a Cottonwood proudly stretched 
like a cat exposing its belly, unafraid. When the wind blew, the 
leaves shimmered, mixed, and the branches swished one after 
another in slow motion. In the springtime, tiny cloudbursts rode 
the breezes from the branch tips all around the property, as if the 
cottonwood casted innumerable enchantments.

I spent every minute outside. “Cody and you would wake up, 
eat breakfast, then be down in the sandbox, just like that,” my 

mom tells me now. She has to remind me because I don’t remem-
ber everything, though I try. I cling to what I can. We pretended 
to be Indians living in the bare-limb woods, dry leaves screaming 
beneath our feet, and Eskimos once the snow came. After all the 
cold melted away, we’d get the hose out and let a stream trickle 
down the middle of the gravel road and marvel at the river we 
created.

Every day after school, the bus dropped us at the bottom of 
that steep gravel road lined with trees. I kept my head down dur-
ing the hike up in order to find rocks with shells and holes im-
printed into them, and later found ticks in my hair. Every inch of 
this place contained life waiting to be discovered.

After dark, in the middle of summer when the Mulberry tree 
was full of succulent indigo berries, we could hear Rascal, the rac-
coon we raised as a baby, call to us, “Brr, brr,” from the branches 
of the tree, and we would call back, lulling our “rrr’s” from a 
warmth deep in our throats. Her cubs and she feasted on pinkie-
sized mulberries, each fruit containing a bunch of infinitesimally 
smaller berries that exploded on the tongue. Willie never missed 
the chance to squat below and collect the stray berries they 
knocked loose from the vines.

A scar on Rascal’s neck marked the spot where my mom had 
once removed a grub, and was how we always knew this was our 
Rascal, come back to feast on the vitality of this place.

I feasted as well. Settling down at night after wearing myself 
out all day exploring countless wonders of the outside world, I felt 
a deeper connection to my inner world as well. I often found my-
self scintillating—spinning and lifting off my bed, weightless. It 
was as if another part of my self were coaxed forward like smoke, 
beyond my body that sank heavy into the mattress springs. The 
darkness puffed up behind my eyelids, and purple shapes wafted 
by as I sank into the space around me. 

Once, I remember getting out of bed to join my mom down-
stairs. As she settled us into the back and forth motion of the 
rocking chair, my ear to her breastbone, I watched the mother and 
daughter from a spot above, the scene encased in a tunnel, cloudy 
yet crystalline at the same time.

My dad eventually quit working at the Humane Society, and 
my parents ran their own business from a building right on their 
property. He was glad he no longer had to live off of money that 
came from a job that required occasionally euthanizing innocent 
creatures, and I was glad to have my parents close whenever I 
needed them. They groomed and boarded cats and dogs, and even 
sold homemade crafts. It was their dream.

The building was just a skip, hop, and a dash across the gravel 
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the dying instigated him to renounce his palace luxuries. Planting 
himself beneath the soft hush of a fig tree, he vowed not to leave 
until he had answered the question: What is the meaning of suf-
fering in a world of abundance?

There, with a quiet mind, Siddartha loyally ignored external 
distractions day after day, until at last, every one of his previous 
lives resurfaced to his consciousness. He touched one hand to the 
ground, calling the earth to witness his sustained enlightenment, 
transforming in that very instant into the Buddha.

The Buddha means “He who is awake.” This sage left human-
ity with the insight that “impermanent are all created things; 
strive on with awareness.” In crawling back out of the hole I dug 
myself into, my life has become a personal journey toward en-
lightenment because I have learned that all situations, whether 
heavenly or hellish, are fleeting. Temporary. The breeze blows, my 
image in the mirror quivers, and the trees beckon me outside, out 
where being exists in its purest form, unencumbered by the mind, 
reaching out with all there is and waiting for me to sink myself in.

I coast my bike down the slope of the driveway, and the breeze 
tugs at the hairs on my skin. A spider, dangling from the handle-
bar, catches my eye as I dismount the bike. Distracted, with one 
arm propped on the handlebar to steady myself for a closer look, 
another visitor flies in, unannounced, through my vulnerable shirt 
sleeve.

I hear it a split second before I feel it: a confused sputter on my 
back, then a sensation. Not pleasurable, not painful, but certainly 
energizing. Sensation in its purest form. I jump and shout and 
twist my t-shirt all around me, scratching, whooping, jumping out 
of my skin. I clamber up the steps, drop my bags, shut the door 
behind me and whip off my shirt. There it is: a red volcano hole 
amid a raised white circle of skin, surrounded by a sea of red with 
scratch marks jutting out at all edges and angles. 

The stinging sets in as the confusion clears. It imbues me with 
a new sense of energy. Shakes me out of a stupor. Reminds me that 
I am alive. When I come back to my bike, the web sweeps across 
the front from handlebar to handlebar: home.

Just as the spider nestles on any appropriate surface, as the 
wasp lets the breeze carry it into open shirt sleeves, I am not 
interested in searching for bliss; I have had my share already to re-
member for a lifetime. Instead, I set my sights on that larger home 
that always exhausted me in the daytime and brought me out of 
myself at night.

Sometimes you need a little sting.
                    

(barefoot, of course) from our back door. I remember one day the 
sky swelled pink and orange and mesmerized me in the heavy 
stillness that seeped down from it. Focused on the autumn etches 
of a bare tree against the sherbet sky, I moseyed along. Suddenly, 
black knit fabric rippled across the sky, yanked by some unseen 
force, and a glower burst through the intermittent holes. The 
“Cuckaws” of the crows resounded to the very limits of the strato-
sphere. The once-bare tree grew a full head of black petals right 
before my eyes.

But soon enough, the dream was over, and it was time to wake up. 
The property was rezoned and became part of the city. The taxes 
became unpayable, so my parents sold it. After varnishing the 
steps, painting, laying new wood floors, installing new windows, 
and paneling the walls to look like a log cabin, the house that had 
become our home through years of gradual renovation was handed 
over to someone else.

Our new yard was even smaller than our new house. As my 
world shrank, so did I. I spent hours a day on the computer, doing 
anything at all that would keep me occupied. I made minimal 
effort to make friends at school. Mom groomed dogs in a mod-
est space rented at an animal hospital, and dad went to college 
for heating and air conditioning. Cody and I kept to our separate 
rooms.

The dogs suffered too. Willie got arthritis and began to have 
trouble breathing. The dog that used to spend hours on end roam-
ing the countryside eventually could not even walk a mile. May-
belle receded into her PTSD: her shakes grew, as did that faraway 
look in her eyes. Toward the end of her life, she began running 
away from us, biting at whoever tried to coax her back. She was 
with the twelve dogs again, starving, convinced her salvation had 
been only a cruel dream.

My own dreams turned on me. The floating became less fre-
quent, and the purple world was tainted by disfigured visages.

For six years after we moved away, I dug myself into a hole 
that I have been crawling back out of for four years now. Every 
day is a struggle to acknowledge that the world still reaches out to 
me like it used to. A struggle to reconnect with that sense of calm 
that exists inside of me, inside these memories, no matter what 
surrounds me.

Siddhartha Gautama knew the pleasures of paradise at least as 
well as I did. He grew up as a prince, secluded behind castle walls. 
Pampered as he was, he had no idea that life could contain any-
thing but reward. When he finally did venture beyond the castle 
walls, the suffering he witnessed of the homeless, the sick, and 


