
RESPITE AT
BLUESTONE STATE PARK 

A quiet retreat to mourn a daughter’s loss 
and to celebrate nature’s glory.
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T
he winter of 2018–2019 was a rough one. 
To begin, my mother passed away rather 
suddenly in early December. In the midst 
of my grieving, there were so many ensuing 
tasks: informing family and friends; writing 
and placing Mom’s obituary; planning her 

visitation, funeral, and burial; and preparing the house for 
my children and their spouses, who were driving a long way 
to attend their grandmother’s services. 

Shortly after we’d tearfully bid Mom goodbye, I endured 
the pain of celebrating the holidays for the first time without 
her. Then, in the New Year, I set to work writing notes of 
gratitude to the many thoughtful friends who expressed their 
sympathy for our loss. Finally, with the help of my siblings 
and children, I began the difficult process of emptying 
Mom’s home and distributing her possessions.

In those bleak winter days, as I plodded along wearily, 
an idea came to me that was deeply comforting: What if I 

could just disappear for a few days into the woods, to walk, 
to hear birds, to see flowers, to write, to remember Mom? 
I imagined a retreat just for me. But I would take along my 
two dogs: Murphy, a short-legged, yellow lab who loves 
the woods, and Missy, a miniature poodle mix who was 
my mother’s dear companion. Just thinking of such a 
getaway made me smile and feel excited for the first time 
in a long time.

And so it was that I found myself, on Mother’s Day, 
on the doorstep of Cabin Number 18 at Bluestone State 
Park near Hinton. I had chosen the one-bedroom cabin 
at Bluestone because it met my needs and was within 
easy driving distance from my home in Charleston.

Now, at last, I was here. The cabin was cute and 
tucked in the woods not far from a trailhead.  

As I turned the key and stepped inside, I saw that 
the one-bedroom cabin was actually a one-room cabin. 
Indeed, it was like a rustic, woodland studio. There was 
a cozy nook with a queen bed and a f lat-screen television 
(which I never turned on), a stone fireplace with a 
loveseat in front of it, a small dinette, a nicely updated 
bath, and a fully supplied kitchen, complete with 
coffeemaker and microwave. There were even coffee 
packs tucked thoughtfully in a jar on the counter.

Like Baby Bear’s porridge, the cabin was just right, 
easily accommodating my computer, which I set up 
on one side of the dinette table; my many books and 
notebooks; and my hiking gear, not to mention Murphy 
and Missy and their beds and bowls. I was grateful for 
our state parks’ pet-friendly cabins, and that I could 
bring two for the same reasonable price as one.

For five nights, Cabin 18 was my home away from 
home. What I noticed first was the luxurious quiet that 
surrounded it. It was still the off-season, and the other 
cabins were mostly vacant. There were no cars passing 
by, no people chatting, no lawnmowers growling. There 
was nothing but the soothing songs of robins, towhees, 
wood thrushes, and one mystery bird that, as it turned 
out, serenaded me all week long.  

The song of the unknown bird was not melodious, but 
clipped and persistent. At first I thought it was a chipping 
sparrow, which, as a birder friend taught me years ago, 
mimics “the sound of your grandmother’s treadle sewing 
machine.” But there are other birds that sound similar. Being 
but a birding middleweight, I listened hard and debated with 
myself: Was it a chipping sparrow, a pine warbler (there were 
pine trees around), or a worm-eating warbler? I scanned the 
trees for the bird several times but never did see it.

The first few days of my retreat were cold and rainy, but 
that didn’t matter. I turned on the heat and made the cabin 
toasty. I wrote, read, practiced yoga, and took delicious, 
midafternoon naps. A few times I tried, with less success, to 
do absolutely nothing.

Sheila McEntee with four-legged companions: Missy and Murph, 
who kept her company during her stay at Bluestone State Park.
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Each day the weather cleared long enough for us 
to hike on one of Bluestone State Park’s many trails. 
On the grassy Turnpike Trail, I discovered, to my 
delight, more rattlesnake weed than I have ever seen 
in one place. The plants were sprinkled everywhere 
on the trail itself and on its banks. Though this 
wildflower’s name is anything but charismatic, you 
have to admire its dramatic, green, oval-shaped leaf, 
which is divided by a wide, purple center vein and 
many smaller, tentacle-like veins. To me, the leaf 
resembles a bloodshot eye. But if you don’t find this 
image attractive, you will still love the bright yellow, 
dandelion-like f lower that sits atop its long stem.

According to wildflower.org, rattlesnake weed 
is relatively common, but especially so in areas 
where rattlesnakes occur—hence its name. The 
uswildflowers.com website infers that the plant got 
its name because it was once believed that an extract 
of it helped relieve the effects of venomous snake 
bites. In any case, on a chilly, spring day, I saw no 
rattlesnakes on the trail.

Also along the Turnpike Trail, I was pleased to 
discover yellow star grass in full bloom. The cheery, 
bright-yellow faces of these flowers are tucked amid 
the plant’s tall, thin, bladelike leaves. 

On the narrow and somewhat steep Rhododendron 
Trail, I could hear the sweet sound of a creek tripping 

over rocks below and soon thereafter discovered a 
mini-waterfall. Along the way, I spied a spring-green 
jack-in-the-pulpit, newly bloomed, and whole hillsides 
of maidenhair fern. With its distinctive dark stems 
and whorl of delicate, ultrasoft fronds, it is my favorite 
fern. It was a thrill to see it here and on the Big Pine 
Trail in such abundance! 

In addition to the creek’s music, I was treated to 
the songs and calls of a hooded warbler, oven bird, 
red-eyed vireo, cardinal, and pileated woodpecker. 
My mother loved to sing and the cardinal was her 
favorite bird, and so it felt as if she were walking 
alongside us, even as Missy and Murphy and I 
walked the trail alone.

Each evening I’d return to the cabin for a simple 
dinner, more reading, journal keeping, snuggling 
with the dogs, and an early bedtime. One night a 
barred owl awakened me in the wee hours, but not 
for long. Each night, in the deep quiet—not even a 
train whistle did I hear—I slept long and well. With 
the room-darkening curtains drawn, I sometimes 
didn’t know that dawn had long since arrived.

On the last day of my retreat, I packed a lunch, 
leashed up the dogs, and headed to Pipestem Resort 
State Park, just a half-hour ride from Bluestone. 
The sun was shining and it was a perfect 70-some 
degrees. After getting a trail map at the lodge front 

 FROM LEFT  
Jack-in-the-
pulpit and 
maidenhair fern 
photographed 
in Bluestone 
State Park.
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desk, I parked my car on the main road across from the cabin area and 
hiked down the short Cabin Trail, which begins beside Cabin Number 
1, to Long Branch Lake. Along the Cabin Trail, I found a beautiful, wild 
flame azalea, as well as the perky yellow flowers of cinquefoil and many 
little bluets. We greeted a local couple toting a cooler filled with fish they’d 
caught in the lake. 

On our walk along the lake, we saw more anglers in a canoe and 
others casting off of a pier for catfish, trout, and bluegill. A lovely breeze 
rippled the quiet water as we walked this mostly shaded trail. Later, 
I unpacked my picnic lunch at an overlook along the main park road. 
Missy and Murphy lapped water and then slept in the shade of the 
bench as I enjoyed my lunch and an exquisite view of our newly green 
West Virginia hills.

In my quiet time gazing at the hills, walking state park trails, and 
retreating to my cabin to write, read, and ref lect, I found the peace 
and solitude I so needed after the death of my mother. I was grateful 
to have discovered a comfortable and affordable place that offered such 
soothing respite. 

On my last evening at the cabin, I stood on the porch and listened to 
hear how many bird voices I could identify. There were no other sounds. I 
counted 13, but there were several more I didn’t know. Among those was 
the persistent call of the mystery bird that had eluded me all week. Perhaps, 
when I return one day, it will emerge from the leaves or pine boughs and 
reveal itself to me. w

For more information about reserving West Virginia state park cabins, 
call (800) CALL-WVA or visit wvstateparks.com.

Also captured, an image of flowering rattlesnake weed and yellow 
star grass.
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