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inevitable passage of time—that had 
led us here. 

With our family spread out across 
the country, we had seen how easily 
we could drift apart. Due to their age 
difference, my son and his cousin 
had never gotten to truly know each 
other. No surprise, really. What do 
a young man and an elementary 
schooler have in common? The two, 
it occurred to me, were unlikely to be 
close as adults unless we intervened. 

For the past few years, the five of 
us have tried to see each other every 
holiday break. And now, with my 
son about to graduate, only a small 
window of opportunity remained. 
Soon enough, a career and the in-
evitable complications of adulthood 
would steal away our moments to be 
together. And that’s what led us that 
December to travel across the coun-
try to meet in northern Arizona.

The setting was majestic, but it 
was really just an opportunity to 
spend time with each other. The 
first day we hiked through the tow-
ering red rocks outside of Sedona. 
On another, we explored ancient 
Pueblo ruins. And one morning, 
we climbed into our rented SUV 
for a two-hour drive to the Grand 
Canyon. The two cousins sat with 
my brother in the back while my 
sister-in-law and I navigated our 
way to the national park. 

We arrived without much of an 
agenda other than to peer over the 
edge and eat lunch in the grand El 
Tovar Hotel, which stands just a few 
yards from the South Rim. By the 
time we wandered over to the canyon 
and discovered the Trail of Time, it 
was already midafternoon.

The concept immediately ap-
pealed to me, a parent who had once 
tried to make every outing with my 
son an educational experience. But 
the landscape was breathtaking, and 
nobody seemed to mind.

My niece immediately grasped 
the idea and began to take exagger-
atedly long steps, crossing 1 million 
years, she informed us, with every 

stride. My brother strolled with my 
son, sharing raucous stories about 
a cross-country road trip that had 
taken him through the park in his 
early 20s. Today, though, he also kept 
an eye on his daughter, cautioning 
her when she got too close to the 
canyon’s edge.

On the last stretch of our path, 
the scale shifted, dividing the most 
recent million years into intervals of 
100,000, then 10,000, then millennia, 
decades and finally single years. My 
son stopped at 1994. “This is where I 
was formed,” he said, mimicking the 
markers’ language that described the 
formation of minerals and stones in 
the canyon. My niece sprinted to the 
late 2000s to show where she had ap-
peared on the planet.

I looked back down the trail and 
then out to the canyon wavering in 
the light. I could see that our walk, 
although impromptu, captured the 
reason we had made the trip. As 
anyone who has reproduced will 
confirm, parenthood is a bittersweet 
path. Part of us wants to stop the 
clock and forever keep our offspring 
babies . . . or 9-year-olds . . . or college 
seniors. It’s comforting to think of 
them as young and safe, sheltered 
from the world and somehow pro-
tected by our love.

But that, of course, is impossible. 
Just as the canyon’s rocks built up 
over billions of years and the Colo-
rado River slowly carved through 
them, so, too, will our children 
change. They’ll face challenges and 
obstacles. They’ll shift and morph 
and perhaps become unrecognizable 
but, very likely, something beautiful.

On that cold, sunny afternoon as 
we wandered one of the most spec-
tacular landscapes on the planet, I 
was reminded of something else: Life 
can rush past without really notic-
ing, days slipping into months and 
years and, soon enough, decades. 
And that was the Trail of Time’s final 
lesson: If you put down markers 
along the path, when you look back, 
you’ll have made memories.  

the grand canyon’s Trail of Time is a 
gimmick of sorts. As you walk the 2.8-
mile path, each meter is meant to rep-
resent 1 million years. Bronze sidewalk 
markers note your progress through 
geologic time, early Proterozoic Eon to 
the Triassic Period to the present day.

But for my family, visiting three 
days before Christmas, the hike taught 
something else besides the history of 
the Earth. There were five of us that 
day. My brother, his wife and I were 
joined by our children: their 9-year-old 
daughter and my college-aged son. In 
many ways, it was the same force that 
created the canyon next to us—the 
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