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for Clark and Sophie and Jonah

may we always return to each other
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Making Space

In times past we could not have denied the daily presence of the dead in our lives. Those we loved would have been buried nearby in the village cemetery, or even in our own backyards.

We would have passed their graves frequently, tended their tombstones, and stopped by for the occasional chat. In those days, the bodies of our ancestors were close.

In even more ancient days, the skulls of our forebearers would have been built into the very foundations of our dwellings. We would have known that those who had come before us literally supported and bore witness to our existence. Long before that, tens of thousands of years ago, we still knew that with every step we took across the land, our feet touched the bodies of all those who had come before us. We still knew that the ground beneath us was nothing but the bodies of the dead—our protectors, our guides, our kin, and our friends.

Those who have passed are all around us—beneath us and before us. There are many ways to remember and honor their presence among us. But we are not meant to figure all of this out on our own. The dead are our allies and our teachers; they will guide us to the particular practices and devotions that are suitable for each of us. Over the years, engaging with people from diverse backgrounds in my workshops, I have been repeatedly amazed at how the dead themselves lead us to the teachings that we need. Most of all, they will guide us to trust our own intuition, opening up worlds of possibility and wisdom that we may not have previously thought possible.

This book is not an instructional manual; it is an invitation to every reader to reconnect with their own inner knowing and to call forth magic from the land of the dead. It is also the story of my own underworld journey and the miracles of healing that happened between my father and me long after he died. In addition to sharing that tale, I have also included the intimate conversations I had with him after he was gone and have offered suggestions for how each of us can engage with our own ancestors.

My hope is that through reading this book—through experiencing my journey of opening myself to the teachings the dead hope to share with us—each of you will find your own path through these mysteries and return having experienced magic and miracles of your own. My prayer is that when you reach the end of my story, you will emerge with your own story to tell.

We begin by acknowledging the presence of the dead and making space for them in our hearts.
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Between a Rock and a Hard Place
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After he died, my father left me a rock. It arrived by standard mail, wrapped in newspaper, inside a fake leather shaving pouch. The rock itself was heavy, jet-black, slightly oval, and girded by twisted iron rods. It fit into the palm of my hand like a Neolithic weapon. I marveled at how it might once have been fastened to the end of a club or held tightly in an angry man’s fist. The violence of it took my breath away.

Also inside of the shaving pouch was a handwritten letter from my father’s wife explaining that I should not be angry that my father had left me nothing in his will. He had been a good man, a generous man, she had said. And just before he died he had told her, specifically, that I should have this rock.

At first, I suspected that she had simply searched for the most hateful item in their house as a way of finally expressing her true feelings about me. Certainly I blamed her selfishness for most of the cruelties in my father’s will. But the rock represented a level of creative malevolence I knew to be beyond her. I could feel my father’s hand guiding her to it from beyond the grave. My father had wanted me to have it, she’d written, and I believed her.

“What was in the package?” my husband asked as he came into the kitchen.

“I got a rock,” I said, dumbfounded by the cold heaviness of it in my hand.

Clark took the rock from me. “It must have taken a skilled blacksmith to twist those iron rods back and forth around the rock like that without shattering it,” he said, examining it. “But why would you want to do that anyway? What is it?”

“My inheritance,” I laughed ruefully.

A few weeks earlier I had discovered that my father had cut the children from his first marriage out of his will. My stepmother had been reluctant to share the will with us, and now we knew why. When a copy of it finally arrived from my father’s lawyer, I was stunned by the harsh clarity of the language used to keep us away from my father’s property. “None of my money, my assets, my belongings shall go to Mark Finn, Lucinda Finn, or Perdita Finn. If my wife and son should die, none of my money, my assets, or my belongings shall go to Mark Finn, Lucinda Finn, or Perdita Finn. None of the contents of my home, my garage, or outbuildings shall go to Mark Finn, Lucinda Finn, or Perdita Finn.”

“And if they find any quarters under the couch, Mark Finn, Lucinda Finn, and Perdita Finn are not allowed to keep them,” I had joked to my brother.

In truth I had never expected any money from my father, nor was that what I really wanted from him. I had thought, given our last few years together, that he might have bequeathed to me or my children some token of his affection—at least one of the late-life watercolors he’d painted of the marshlands around his house. I didn’t need or want anything of monetary value, just something that acknowledged the depth and complexity of our relationship. Instead, he left me and my siblings something worse than nothing—a final statement, a threat really, that we should keep away from his stuff. Nothing of his was ours.

Except, of course, his rage.
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“Jesus H. Fucking Christ, what is it this time?” he would answer when the phone rang, racing off a few minutes later in his sports car to the small country hospital where he was a surgeon. A neighbor’s kid had hurled himself off a bridge or crashed his motorcycle. A friend’s tumor had burst. My father’s partner in the practice was a drunk, so he was always on call during my childhood. At home he intoned poetry about death and oblivion and the injustice of existence.

Matthew Finn was a Renaissance man—or so everyone said. He was the doctor who also recited Shakespeare and read Greek. He was the talented painter who could beat any athlete on the field or the court. He taught himself to navigate his sailboat by the stars, jumped out of airplanes, and told amusing literary anecdotes over the fine wines from his own cellar. He was handsome, charming, and cool. Oh, so cool. The coolest guy in the room. He had affairs, of course, with nurses and secretaries. He loved Updike and Roth and Mailer, the men’s men who wrote about men.

He didn’t suffer fools. He didn’t indulge weakness. I learned early on not to ask my father for anything.

If my mother sent me down to his office to show him a cut finger or tell him I had a bladder infection, I’d wait just outside the door, frightened of his fury and his contempt. What’s the matter with you? Don’t you know I’m busy? Don’t you know life is suffering? Why do you expect otherwise? What are you talking about? How come you don’t know the right words for things? I learned not to bother him with my troubles.

He wasn’t one for presents or surprises. When he and my mother got back from a trip, she was the one with dolls and jewelry in her luggage. On my birthdays it was my mother who knew just what dressed-up stuffed animal I’d been yearning for in my heart. Once, my father gave me a book of poems by Emily Dickinson and I treasured it—until he packed it away with his things when he divorced my mother.

“That’s mine,” I said taking it out of the box.

“Jesus H. Fucking Christ, you all think everything is yours, don’t you?” he growled.

He merely shrugged when I showed him the inscription: “To Perdita on her birthday from her loving Da.” He dropped the book on the table and went back to scanning the shelves. And if he had lacked generosity and thoughtfulness when he was married to my mother, he became downright stingy after they divorced.

My father had been raised in a large working-class family during the Depression, and his mother knew how to make things last. She reused tea bags and coffee grounds. On the stairs down to her cellar were mason jars filled with bits of string and wire, random buttons, and even a collection of washed and dried wishbones—never used, always waiting, as if wishes themselves were a kind of indulgence.

Not that my father didn’t give himself the best of everything. A wooden sailboat. Trips to France. Suits from Italy. A house on the marshes floored with tiles from Mexico. If we wanted what he had, we could damn well work for it, just like he’d done, goddammit. Didn’t your mother get the house?

Once, when I was living in Manhattan, I had to call him and ask for money. I’d taken a job at a city high school, only to discover well into my first month of work that at the time the New York Board of Ed routinely held on to the paychecks of new employees for a few months. I had no way to meet my rent, keep my phone on, get to work, or even eat. “It would just be a loan,” I explained to my father from the pay phone on the street, “until my first check comes through. And I’d just need money for food and the subway. I can figure out everything else.”

My father cleared his throat. “Don’t you have friends in the city?”

“They live paycheck to paycheck just like I do,” I said. Of course, I’d asked them first. My mother was in treatment for cancer, or I would have asked her. Deep inside of me I already felt some small, last remnant of hope withering.

There was silence on the other end of the phone. Cars honked, the subway rumbled underground, women gossiped on the stoop. “I can post date you a check,” I offered.

“No,” said my father at last. “That’s not going to be possible.”

“Right,” I said. “Okay then. Okay then.”

He wanted me to feel hopeless and alone, to surrender to his bleak vision of a cold and pitiless universe that offered no succor or solace. He had named me Perdita, after all. He wasn’t just paying homage to Shakespeare’s little-read play The Winter’s Tale. Oh, no. Lapsed Catholic that he was, he had christened me with perdition, hopelessness, and damnation by a god he didn’t believe in. “What else can one call a child born in the twentieth century?” he’d laugh ruefully. But I’d show him. 

My rage at him made me defiant. “Fuck you,” I whispered.

I gave the last ten dollars in my pocket to a homeless person and trusted that somehow everything would eventually work out—which it did. A statement in my mail that very day reminded me of a small retirement account from a previous job that I was able to cash in. I lived my life in reaction—even opposition—to my father, determined to find love and faith, meaning and magic, no matter what.

What little I had confided in him about my spiritual experiences were met with an indulgent skepticism at best and condescending mockery at worst. He loved quoting Émile Zola on the miracles at Lourdes, “The road is littered with crutches but not one wooden leg.” He laughingly described his pious mother making him pray the rosary as a child for his sister whose fever was spiking. “As if a few muttered Hail Marys might make a difference. Thank goodness for Advil or antibiotics instead of sentimental hocus-pocus.”

Of course, those drugs hadn’t been invented yet. Unmentioned, too, was the fact that his gravely ill sister went on to survive and thrive. Perhaps there were amputees whose pilgrimage to Lourdes offered a similar miraculous and otherwise inexplicable healing, the pain from their phantom limbs vanishing at last or at least their having found a new spirit of resilience with which to meet the struggles of daily life.

But none of that mattered to my father. His despair was heroic. His nihilism absolute.
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If there had been any chance that I might have seen in his death some confirmation of divine absolution or eternal mercy and forgiveness, he had assured it would be smashed to smithereens by the rock.

I walked around the house in a state of shock, announcing like a stupefied Charlie Brown in his Halloween special, “I got a rock.”

And not just a rock, but a black rock wrapped in iron. The rock was like some enchanted object out of a fairy tale. If someone had told me it had been ripped from my father’s body before he had been sealed in his coffin, I would not have been surprised. It was the size and weight of a human heart after all.

Clark thought I should get rid of it, as did any number of the friends I told about it. Interestingly, everyone who saw the rock wanted me to do the same thing with it. “Throw it in the ocean,” people kept suggesting, as if it might somehow lose its meaning and its menace once submerged. Something about the rock—perhaps the fact that it looked like it could anchor a large vessel or belonged to a lost civilization—made people want to hurl it into the sea.

But I knew the rock would endure—bound, black, and cold—in the watery depths. It would neither find its place amid the crabs nor decompose to become one with the sands. Some men leave behind monuments to their greatness and others to their desolation. This is my last will and testament. This is all that remains of me. This is how I will endure. This is my last word.

I wasn’t going to let my father have the last word.

The conversation wasn’t over.

No matter what he said or believed, he wasn’t gone.

The dead might be dead, but they don’t go anywhere. It’s the first law of the conservation of energy. I have a feeling my father didn’t get his annihilation after all. No one goes anywhere.

Our relationship wasn’t over when my father died. It was just beginning.



Dear Dad,

By the time you died I was already in regular conversation with the dead. You, of course, knew nothing about this. I didn’t tell you that after I put the kids to bed, I would lie in the dark and recite the names of everyone I knew who had passed on. This strange little devotion arose out of my desire to feel their presence beside me.

Not only had I created an altar where I put photos of everyone I loved who had died—I was encouraging others to do so as well. When we make a space for the dead in our lives, they always let us know they are there.

What would you have said if you knew that I included in my litanies the names of all our many pets, the names of long-gone neighbors (including the old woman who passed out Oreos on Halloween), the names of teachers, friends, casual acquaintances, and anyone I knew who had crossed over to the other side? Anyone. Everyone.

I would stand on a crowded subway platform in New York and find myself offering up blessings to the myriad unknown dead hovering around the living in the dark tunnels. I muttered mantras for roadkill and whispered elegies to dead spiders on windowsills. As I cooked dinner, I placed bits of food before our kitchen statue of Kuan Yin, the Buddhist goddess of compassion, offering up nourishment to whatever “hungry ghosts” might be wandering by. The more I noticed and opened myself up to the dead, the more they came to me.

I pray for the mothers and fathers of incarnations I cannot remember. I pray for the children of past incarnations I do not remember. I pray for trees that have been cut down, species that have vanished, and mountains that have been leveled. I pray for the dead the land remembers but no one else does. I collect the dead and I hold them close. I include people I did not like when they were alive. There is no reason to exclude anyone. No one gets left out—not even you.

Everyone dies, right? You knew that better than most.

As a surgeon you bore witness to the merciless finalities of death each and every day. You bore witness to those who died too soon and those who died too slow, lingering in pain. You loved to talk about death, about how capricious and unjust it was. Rage, rage against the dying of the light, and all that. You were the master and the commander fighting back valiantly against the Grim Reaper.

But I never once heard you talk about the dead themselves.

If I asked you to tell me about death, you would speak of it as the terrible oblivion that awaited us all. If I had asked you to tell me about the dead, I imagine you would have shrugged dismissively. They were of no importance. They vanish in the vast expanse of space and time.

Just after you died, both Clark and I had the same dream about you. You were sitting on the sandy spit at the end of the marshlands behind your house looking out to sea. The waves were lapping at your feet, and all around you was the great darkness of the night and the fathomless depths of the ocean. For a moment I imagined you looking at me and shaking your head. “You call this an afterlife? I might as well be dead.”

Dad, have you finally realized that the dead are real and that no one goes anywhere? Your soul is real. Your story is long.

Tonight, I am saying your name out loud and placing it beside the names of my mother, my grandparents, your dogs, and all of my beloved dead. I am inviting them to come and sit beside you at the shore and welcome you home. I am inviting them to help you remember who you really are.

Death isn’t oblivion. It’s the great remembering.

I pray to the dead to help me remember who I am while I’m still alive.
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2

The Land of the Dead
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years before my father died, Clark and I moved to a little house in the Catskill Mountains, where I encountered my first ghosts. We didn’t know then that the town of Woodstock lay at the very portal of the land of the dead.

The first peoples who canoed up and down the Hudson River called the blue line of mountains that stretches across New York the Wall of the Manitou, a dividing line between the realm of ordinary life and the world of spirit. The ridges and hollers of the mountains were a liminal realm, a place for ceremony and ritual. These peoples didn’t live in the dark hemlock and chestnut forests that shadowed waterfalls cascading over moss-covered rocks. Instead, they came here with a purpose, to commune with their ancestors. Ancient stone walls, following ley lines, still lead up steep slopes to rock cairns that mirror the constellations in the night sky.

The people who built them are long since gone, wiped out by genocide and disease. The trees that sheltered and fed them were obliterated in an age of conquest. The birds they knew, the beasts who spoke to them, the fish who fed them, and the wild plants that healed them—so many of them are gone forever as well. But the wisdom of these peoples and the messages of these beings are not gone—if we are open to receiving them.

Both Clark and I felt called to this haunted terrain long before we met each other.

As a young man, Clark read an article about a Rinzai Zen master living in Upstate New York. He instantly dropped out of his southern college, hopped on a bus, and headed north, getting off in a nowhere town and finally hiking up a long dirt road to an exact replica of a Japanese monastery built by a small lake. The place was so remote the bears and racoons would sometimes wander into the meditation hall. Beavers built dams around the property, trying to flood out the newcomers. For years Clark dedicated himself to becoming a Buddhist monk and teacher, but it was only after he’d left that all behind that he would realize what he had been searching for was not available to him within the monastery. Hidden in the rocks of the land itself were the secrets that he sought.

Once, when I was in my twenties, I had been driving back from a trip in Maine to Washington, DC, where I taught English at a public high school. As I cruised along the interstate hour after hour, every embankment and rest stop looked the same, and I began daydreaming about a life other than the one I was living. I saw myself as a writer, making bread, planting a garden. I envisioned a hippie mother with barefoot children following her through the woods. With a jolt, I realized that I had no idea where I was. I was lost. Again. So often my name felt like a referendum on my experience. I never knew where I was or where I belonged.

Huge mountains loomed in front of me. Moss-covered rocks bordered the highway. I was supposed to be heading south through New Jersey at this point, but I must have missed a turn somewhere after the Tappan Zee Bridge.

“Where am I?” I asked the toll keeper when I took the next exit.

“Gateway to the Catskills,” he said. “Kingston and Woodstock.”

“Oh,” I thought. “How strange.”

No wonder Washington Irving wrote stories about men falling asleep for a hundred years in these mountains, with the spirits of Dutch sailors playing ninepins and sending thunder rolling through the valleys.

Clark and I were both living in New York City when we first met, but we headed to these unpredictable mountains to go camping as often as we could. Something strange, even spooky, would often happen. Warm spring days were unexpectedly obliterated by blizzards. Porcupines tried to eat our hiking boots at night. More than once, just beyond the firelight, a strange shape would wander past our campsite like a shade.

When I was a teenager, my best friend Anne and I would spend hours detailing exactly what kind of men we wanted to marry. We’d always been focused girls who liked making lists and getting what we wanted. For our perfect boyfriend list, we started with all the usual attributes—tall, athletic, smart—but we were bored pretty quickly with our own banality.

“Focusing on these is how you miss the right person,” Anne decided. Her father had been tall, athletic, and smart. He had also been a violent alcoholic who had abandoned their family. “There’s something else,” she said. “Something primal. A sign.”

“Something basic. Foundational,” I suggested.

“Yes,” said Anne, thinking things through. She would grow up to become an innovative neuroscientist.

“He’s got to be, well, alive, on fire…” I was sixteen after all.

“That’s it!” shouted Anne.

“What?!”

“I want a man who can start a fire in the woods under any conditions, no matter what. If he can do that, he can do anything.”

I imagined a man hunched over a pile of twigs in the forest, blowing on a spark that had fallen on some birch bark. Smoke rose in the air. Twigs crackled. Flames rose. “This feels right,” I said, intuiting something I had no words to express.

“It is,” said Anne. “That’s it. That’s the only thing we need on the list.”

It was a list we promptly forgot about as we each careened from one failed romance to the next. I didn’t recall it again until the first weekend Clark and I spent alone together up in the mountains.

We had rented a car and driven to the Catskills to climb Giant Ledge. We were the only couple on the trail, and apparently the only people in the area who hadn’t checked the weather forecast. We’d just slung off our backpacks at our campsite when it began to pour. It was July, but at higher elevations, the Catskills were subject to sudden, sometimes dangerous shifts in weather. A cold wind blew across the top of the mountain, and the rain drove into the gaps in our clothes. Fighting the storm, we tried to put up a tarp between two trees to keep ourselves dry, but we were soaked through and shivering by then and knew we were in danger of hypothermia. Clark began shredding birch twigs with a knife, creating a tiny pile of wood shavings.

“Get the matches from my pack,” he said. “We need a fire… fast.”

And somehow, in under three minutes and in a driving rainstorm, Clark managed to get a fire roaring in front of our tarp. Soon we were boiling water over it for tea and feeling warm again, inside and out. That’s when Clark told me about being in the Boy Scouts down South during the 1960s. Their leaders considered it training for Vietnam. “We’d get two matches and that was it,” he said. “They sent us out on solos with nothing but a blanket and a tarp when we were only ten.”

The rain beat down on us all night long and the wind howled through the mountains. Eventually we snuggled close and fell asleep. But we both sat bolt upright in the middle of the night. Someone was whistling. In the middle of the storm someone was hiking this remote trail through our campsite. “Just passing through,” a man’s voice called out. “Just passing through.”

I began shaking uncontrollably. All my life I had been having encounters that unnerved me and that I didn’t know how to talk about. They frightened me, and even more frightening was the mockery I might invite if I revealed them. Seeing things? You must be crazy. So I kept my mouth shut and over time became more and more frightened of the darkness and what might be out there. I didn’t think some intrepid hiker was soldiering on through the driving rain in the middle of the night. I thought… oh, I don’t know what I thought.

“Well, that was strange,” Clark laughed cheerfully. “Who do you think he was? A traveler between the realms?”

I had never met anyone so at home with the unseen world.

My father was a man with the courage and bravado of James Bond, which only served to conceal a well-hidden terror of the supernatural. But Clark? Clark treated ghosts and spirits with as much familiarity as he did the moss and lichens on the stones. He spoke about this visitation as easily as if it had been an errant raccoon. The fire that he blew into a blaze that night kindled a spark deep within me. Together we began to cultivate a belief-sphere very different from the go-getting materialism of our peers in New York City.

When Clark sold a book on writing haiku for more money than either of us had ever imagined, we quit our jobs, abandoned our careers, and called a realtor. We rationalized our decision to leave the city. We didn’t want to pass off our kids to babysitters while we struggled to make a buck. We pretended to evaluate a few communities north of the city, but we didn’t really. We were going to Woodstock because we had to go to Woodstock, and neither of us had words to explain that, even to each other. The dead were calling to us.

When our realtor showed us a tiny ramshackle house with a pond, we immediately made an offer. We didn’t bargain or pretend we didn’t want it; we couldn’t hide our enthusiasm. It was nestled up against the body of a mountain like a child leaning against her mother.

When my father came to visit us, I was surprised by how much he liked the town. “So many artists,” said my father. “What a lovely, special place.” On a hike through the woods he confided that he wished he and my mother had found a town like ours to live in, instead of the uptight New England village where they eventually divorced. “Everything might have been different,” he sighed.

Possibly he was right. Maybe there was an alternate reality where he and my mother would have stepped outside of their conventional lives into the land of the dead. They might have been artists together, drawing forth from the wisdom of the ancestors forgotten ways to love and heal each other. Or perhaps these intense spiritual currents would have driven them from each other even faster. Who knows what might have been?

One night that first year living in the mountains Clark and I surprised each other by both acknowledging an eerie sense of fatalism.

“It’s like the click a digital clock makes before the alarm goes off,” I said. “As if we are on the precipice of disaster.”

“We are,” sighed Clark. “The whole world is.” Even then, back in the nineties, Clark had begun paying attention to climate change. His brother was a biologist who studied population and extinction, and he’d seen the writing on the wall. Clark was already reading about feedback loops, peak oil, and the effect rising temperatures would have on society and the environment. What spiritual tradition possibly had the answers for such times? He was on a relentless quest to find out.

Moonlight was pouring in through the large, open window in front of our bed. Both children slept between us, and Clark was stroking Sophie’s hair as we talked, while Jonah, born just weeks before we moved, curled himself close to my body. It was fall and the cicadas were whirring with their final songs, rhythmic like a heartbeat. On the one hand, I was happier than I had ever been in my whole life. On the other, I was jittery and anxious.

“Maybe I’m just frightened of losing all of this,” I said at last. “It’s one thing to talk about Buddhist nonattachment when you don’t have anything you really care about, and another altogether when you are a family. I get scared that the universe is just playing a trick on me, that I’ll find myself alone again and this time I won’t be able to stand it, knowing what I’ve lost.” Jonah stirred beside me, and I wrapped an arm protectively around him. “When I was a kid there was this show Dark Shadows, remember?”

“The soap opera about vampires?”

“Yup, that one. But this was just some episode, a side story. In it there are these two lovers in this passage deep underground. They’ve just been reunited and are clutching each other in relief. Then, suddenly, the rock bridge beneath them begins to crumble and they fall apart into an abyss of time. That’s the way they described it on the show, an abyss of time. They were never going to see each other again. Ever. I was only four or five when I saw this show, and I couldn’t stand it. It was the most awful thing I’d ever seen in my whole life—to find each other again and lose each other a moment later.”

“Sounds like they were playing off the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice.” In that classic tale a musician’s wife dies, and he journeys to the underworld to reclaim her—only to lose her forever when he disobeys the proscription that he must not turn around and look at her until they safely reach the world of the living.

“Yeah,” I realized. “Probably. But what I experienced as a little kid was absolutely terrifying. Everyone you love could disappear forever.”

“I don’t think we’ve found each other as some cosmic prank,” said Clark. “But I’m glad we are out of New York City. Well, because… the city. I can feel something coming, too, something big, something terrible.”

“Like what?” I felt all prickly in a way I didn’t like.

“I don’t know,” sighed Clark, “but I can feel it.”

“What else can you feel?”

“That this house is surrounded by huge, old spirits we don’t have any names for anymore. They care for these woods and the animals here. They will care for us if we acknowledge them.”

I wish I could say that made me feel better, but it only unnerved me even more. “What do you mean spirits?”

Clark rolled over on his back and shut his eyes, lost in contemplation. “These spirits are bigger than the human mind can take in, although probably the Indigenous peoples knew they were here. When I used to go out into the monastery graveyard to meditate at night, I could feel them there, too, although these ones are different. Woodstock is different. It’s between the rivers and the mountains, between water and earth. It’s a gateway, a portal, an entry point.”

“This isn’t calming me down for some reason.”

“You know,” said Clark, gently. “Maybe this is all more psychological than spiritual. We just made a big move.”

But the very next night I met a ghost.
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I call it a ghost, but whether it was a spirit or entity or traveling soul, I don’t really know. I saw her out of the corner of my eye. What I saw was a black shape, the size and form of a woman, pressing close beside me.

I was rocking Jonah in front of the fire. Clark had fallen asleep beside Sophie upstairs. The house was deeply quiet. There was no wind outside, no rustling leaves, no creaking trees. Even the cats were dozing. I had turned off all the lights and was singing softly to Jonah, holding him against my shoulder. He, too, had long since fallen asleep, but I was enjoying the warmth of him in my arms.

Jonah was a big, easy baby, a delight to cuddle and hold. I pressed my lips against his smooth, almost bald head, to savor the smell of him. That’s when I felt her beside me.

If the vision was brief, the emotional sensation of her presence was overpowering. She was there.

My first feeling was a mother’s protective terror. My arms tightened around my son. I wouldn’t let anything touch him, take him, harm him. I was ready in an instant to fight for him. But that instinctive fear of the unknown was replaced almost immediately by an overpowering sorrow. It welled up from within me like some great tidal surge—but I knew nearly at once that it wasn’t my own. It was her sorrow, that of the woman who was beside me.

In my heart I already knew who she was.

Years later I would befriend a psychic who explained that for the dead to materialize in our presence takes an extraordinary amount of effort. They don’t do it easily or lightly. They don’t do it to terrify us, either, even if the experience can be frightening. They come with urgent messages and desperate pleas.

I could feel the love of the woman beside me for the baby in my arms.

I recognized it. It was no different than my own, except that hers was shadowed by loss and longing.

She had been my son’s mother. How many years ago, I couldn’t say.

There’s no way to prove any of this, of course, but for me the knowledge of it was immediate and complete. She had been Jonah’s mother in another life. She had held him as I was holding him now. She, too, had felt rapturously in love with his sweet gentleness. But she had lost him. Suddenly. Terribly. Much too soon. Like the lovers separated from each other in my childhood television show. I could feel it in my heart. For lifetimes she had ached to hold him again.

I suppose, in those days, I could have ignored what I was experiencing. I could have turned on the lights, the television, the computer, and dismissed my vision as the result of an overactive imagination. Shrugged it off. Explained it away. That’s what most of us do, and what I had most likely done any number of times before. It’s a natural reaction, because we are frightened and do not want to be frightened.

But I recognized the clarity of her love and the depth of her sorrow. It pierced me like a needle going from one side of the cloth to the other.

The test before me was between love and fear. Maybe all of life is about that choice. Maybe that’s what everything depends upon, the courage to choose love over fear even in the face of the unknown.

“You can touch him,” I whispered out loud, somehow knowing she needed an invitation. “Kiss him. Hold him with me. Please.” It was what I would have wanted, were she the mother and I the shade.

Her presence enveloped us. I no longer saw her, but I could feel her as close as my own body. I could feel her joy at touching him again. She had lost him as a baby, hadn’t she?

Was I too trusting? Should I have been waving sage around the house or muttering protective mantras? Was I oblivious to the possibilities of evil? Those were the insidious, marginally more rational, questions hovering at the edge of my mind. But in the dark and the quiet of the moment I was able to dismiss them.

“Love him,” I said. “But watch over him, too. Help me take care of him always and keep him safe. Be his guardian angel, his fairy godmother. I don’t want to lose him like you did. Please.”

Years later, at a workshop with the Dagara elder Malidoma Somé, I would discover that I had intuited one of the most basic principles of ancestor practice during this encounter: I gave the spirit an assignment. I acknowledged her presence and I identified her, as best I could. But I didn’t stop there. I also gave her an opportunity to collaborate with me. I invited her to engage with me in my work and my life. Still, at the time I didn’t really understand that our relationships with the dead are, well, relationships. We feed each other, we bless each other, we have gifts to offer each other—if we can stay open to them.

By daylight the whole encounter seemed impossibly strange. I finally dismissed it as a product of the overwrought emotional state of young motherhood. I mentioned to Clark as casually as I could that I’d had the weirdest sensation in the dark. But I dismissed it with a shrug and a nervous laugh and didn’t elaborate. Finally, I forgot about it altogether, as the demands of mothering two young children filled my every moment. After all, every encounter with a three-year-old and a baby—from snowflakes to ants to clover in the grass—is filled with supernatural wonder.

We explored the mountains together, following the ridge behind our house through the woods and wandering along streams. We turned fallen trees into dragons and befriended them, climbing onto their backs for wild imaginary rides. A great blue heron had spread its wings and lifted off above our house when we arrived in Woodstock that first fall, and it returned in the spring, like a pterodactyl having flown through vast stretches of time and space to land in our pond.

The Catskills may be very old mountains, but they are not true mountains in the geological sense. They were formed eons ago as rivers made their way to the sea, wearing away deep furrows in the land and creating a vast delta that age after age gradually deepened, measuring the depth of time in the height of the hills. Those ancient worlds were visible in the rocks themselves—in the striations of bluestone, vast compressions of sand and silt. Each layer held a million years of ocean life. In our backyard we would hunt for bits of stone embedded with the fossils of trilobites and brachiopods. I had grown up at the ocean hunting for shells, and now my children, here in the mountains, found the long-gone remains of sea creatures beneath their feet.

At the shore where the tides wash away the sands, it can be difficult to remember how deep the ocean really is, how deep the passage of time is, but here in the mountains we felt it all around us and beneath us. The vanished worlds of our most ancient ancestors.

Listening to the owls calling to each other in the night, I sometimes wondered how many spirits haunted these dark forests. When every rock is a tombstone, how far back do the ghosts really go?

That spring I took a train down with the kids to my brother’s house in Westchester. Not only did I have the baby to hold and my daughter’s hand to clutch, but my arms were filled with diaper bags and toys and books and juice cups. I explained to Sophie that she had to be very careful when we got off the train. “There’s a big gap between the train and the platform,” I told her. In the past I’d carried her over it, but I couldn’t now that I had the baby in my arms. “I’ll hold your hand, but you have to jump. Okay?”

“Okay,” she said solemnly, nodding her head.

The train pulled into the platform, and we all stood in front of the doors, waiting for them to slide open. I was watching Sophie’s feet. She was still so small. I didn’t want her to fall or trip. She looked up at me. “I’m ready to jump!” she said.

The train groaned and exhaled as it came to a full stop. The doors in front of us opened. Sophie easily leapt onto the platform. The gap was not nearly as vast as I had remembered. But in that instant of relief, I simultaneously experienced complete and total horror.

Jonah’s arm had been pressed against the door when it slid open and now it had been swallowed whole into the train. He screamed in agony. I didn’t dare pull him free, afraid his arm would come off.

“Help! Help! Help!” I shouted, terrified the train would start up again with my son’s arm stuck inside the door. I was clutching Sophie’s hand and holding my baby. All around us passengers were screaming. An older woman scooped my terrified daughter up in her arms.

“That baby’s lost his arm!” yelled a businessman.

“Where’s the conductor? Get the conductor!”

“Stop the train! Open the doors!”

“Call an ambulance!”

“I’m dialing 911!” someone yelled.

I was holding Jonah. But I knew he had lost his arm. He wasn’t going to have an arm. I was desperate, frantic, and everything seemed to be taking much too long.

Suddenly there were conductors and police running toward us. The commuters cleared a path for them. A police officer wrapped an arm around me. The conductors conferred, their faces grim and pale.

“They’ve decided to slide it open manually,” the police informed me. “It’s the only way.”

I was too distraught to speak. I had no idea what was best. Jonah was wailing, letting out huge gulping sobs of terror and pain.

Leaning on the door, with one of the conductors inside of the train and one on the platform, they slowly pulled the door from inside its sleeve. I braced myself for the horror of what I might see.

The door budged an inch, and then a little more. Sirens wailed in the parking lot—a fire truck and an ambulance. The conductors groaned as they slowly edged the door out.

“Mommy! Mommy!” cried Sophie. “Is our baby going to be okay?”

And then the door was completely open. The crowd was cheering before I dared to look. But there was Jonah, and there was his arm, still attached to him—unscratched, unbruised, unharmed.

“It’s a miracle!” whispered a man in awe right behind me. I could tell that he, too, had expected the worst.

The conductors helped me off the train. I could barely stand. Then the officer drove us to my brother’s.

I recounted the whole story again and again that night, first for my brother and his wife, and then on the phone with Clark. It wasn’t until much later, when we had settled into my bed in the quiet and Sophie had fallen asleep under one arm while Jonah nursed quietly on the other side of my body, that I remembered her—the ghost, the spectral presence, the dark mother to whom I had entrusted my son’s well-being.

“Some help you were,” I said. “I thought I told you to protect him.”

The house was dark and quiet, but a deeper silence seemed to open all around us. I felt an ocean of darkness swelling in every direction—one that was filled with beings, all listening, all waiting, mothers stretching back and back to the bottom of time.

A voice spoke, and I heard it as distinctly as if my own mother were speaking beside me. “Is there even a scratch on his arm?” she said.

Chills prickled over my whole body. I looked again at my son’s arm. Not a bruise. Not a scratch.

“Thank you,” I whispered into the darkness. “Thank you.”



Dear Dad,

You were never one for horror movies or ghost stories. You preferred psychological thrillers and gritty realism. You were a modern man, after all, who’d jettisoned his parents’ superstitious Catholicism for reason, enlightenment, and the certainties of science. And I don’t blame you. Really, I don’t.

You protected us from outdated dogma and relieved us of unquestioning obedience to religious authority. Of course, this also meant throwing out ritual and prayer, faith and ceremony, and any relationship with the mysterious unseen realms, though that is not entirely your fault.

How could you know that medicine, science itself, was just another priesthood with conservative creeds and rigid hierarchies? You fled one institution and found yourself in another, expected to fawn and comply so you could move up the ladder of success. To your credit, you never stopped questioning all manner of received truths. “Don’t kid yourself,” you used to say. “Medicine hasn’t changed that much since the Middle Ages. We’re better at the plumbing but not much else.” When friends got sick, you used to advise them to check into the Ritz. “It’ll be cheaper and the food will be better.”

You hated rules and idiots with too much power. You joined the Marines when WWII broke out, but ended up in a psychiatric hospital because you beat the shit out of your commanding officer during basic training. I knew that about you growing up, that you could be violent and out of control and that maybe, because of this, you had mental health issues. What I didn’t know until after you died was that you had not been dishonorably discharged. In fact, you were still a Marine in good standing, although you certainly never brought that up. Nor had you ever told us that you attacked the drill sergeant because he’d been abusing a kid during basic training and you couldn’t take it anymore. It all made you feel disgusted and guilty. Joining the military, not fighting in the war, all war itself.

Finally, you retreated to a small town and a tiny hospital where you could be the chief of staff and the smartest guy in the room and sail your own boat during the summer. But you had no idea what you were up against. You couldn’t stop trying to win. You couldn’t stop feeling like you’d lost. Wherever you went, you were a patriarch emmeshed in the patriarchy. No wonder you were miserable.

You didn’t know when you were alive, despite your extensive library of books written by distinguished men, that patriarchal authorities have nearly always sought to suppress the conversation with the dead as they consolidated their institutional powers. At first, the oracles were enlisted in the service of empire, but eventually their messages from the ancestral realm were deemed either demonic or irrelevant. Early Church leaders established their control by silencing the old wives who consulted their ancestors in the graveyards. How could they speak for the one God if women were receiving their own guidance from a legion of voices? Those voices, after all, came from below, or at least beyond—God spoke from on high.

During the two-hundred-year reign of terror that was the European witch craze, tens of thousands of women (and a few of their male allies) were tortured and murdered because they were accused of speaking to the spirits of their departed loved ones. In some villages not a single woman was left alive after the witch persecutions. Almost no one was left to acknowledge the presence of the dead—or to dare to speak to them. What we call the modern world was built atop the silenced voices of the ancestors and the people who had been in communication with them. Industrial capitalism depends upon the Earth being an inert commodity that can be mined, mutilated, and marketed, rather than a vibrant vessel for both this world and the next.

It’s not the dead we need to fear, it is the living. I often joke these days that I am happy to spend the night peacefully in a haunted house but protect me, please, from a morning in a corporate boardroom with reasonable men.

Thank you for raising a rebel with a lot of questions. I just wish you’d known what we were up against. I just wish I’d known, while you were still alive, how radical it could have been if together we had begun talking to the dead, listening to them, and collaborating with them. We would have summoned the biddies from Ireland who never stopped leaving milk out for the fairies. We would have called upon the old ones to rise up from their burial mounds and teach us how to make the stones sing again. We would have invoked all the wild spirits of our ancestors who had never been tamed.

Whom do you want me to invite to our dark revolt? You are there among them in the darkness, and I am summoning you. You know better than I do how to bring down the whole rotten edifice of empire. Who better to bring down patriarchy than my father?

Are you with me? I think you are.
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as a young mother I could not find a spiritual home, despite living in a town with five Christian churches, a synagogue, any number of yoga studios, a Greek Orthodox monastery, a Tibetan monastery, a Zen monastery, and at least one cult at the end of a dirt road. The problem was that on the weekends, after juggling childcare and work, I wanted to spend more time with my kids, not less. In most religious settings, having little kids around was a problem. I had no idea in the beginning that the dead had plans for me—that they knew where my family would best root and grow.

When we first moved to Woodstock, our family drove on Sunday mornings to the Zen monastery on the other side of the mountain. Not only had I continued sitting meditation through both of my pregnancies, but I was devoted to going to intensive retreats. The Zen master, an older Italian American man with Navy tattoos up his forearms, told me about the woman back in the seventies who had gone into labor right in the meditation hall and given birth in the adjacent meeting room while everyone chanted the Heart Sutra outside the door. While that wasn’t my birthing fantasy, I did daydream about raising my children amid the well-ordered peace of the monastery.

What I’d always loved about Zen was how predictable and calming it was. After a hectic day of teaching or parenting, I could walk into a space of simplicity and, best of all, silence. Plumes of incense drifted across the black cushions set in straight lines along the polished wooden floor. A single bell, precisely rung, announced the beginning of the next meditation period. The only decision I had to make was to let go of everything and watch my breath rise and fall.

Strict rules governed what you wore, where you sat, and where you stood in the hierarchy of the community. Senior students wore brown robes, monks wore black, students wore gray, and anyone visiting was supposed to blend in. I found it reassuring to know exactly what was expected of me—when I was supposed to stand, to bow, to chant.

I’d been raised in a culture of uncertainty and chaos. We rarely saw my father’s Irish Catholic family. I barely knew my many cousins, and I most certainly never went to church with any of them, even casually. Clark often joked that my father had left behind all the consoling aspects of his religion and kept nothing but a firm belief in the existence of hell.

My mother, raised in a mostly decorative kind of Anglicanism, didn’t mind warbling a hymn of protest in support of the civil rights movement, but she was perhaps even more dismissive of the uncharted oceans of mysticism than my father. She had grown up watching her own mother pass in and out of mental hospitals for electric shock therapy to treat her bipolar depression. From an early age my mother had learned to be on guard for any sign of psychiatric imbalance—hallucinations, visions, and voices. Even tears were suspect. We never went to any religious service or entertained any conversations about faith.

What my parents believed in was good art, fine wines, and progressive politics. They did not, however, believe in each other. From my earliest memory, they fought with a passionate intensity that was both thrilling and terrifying. They believed in Freud’s theories of the unconscious, especially when used as weapons against each other, and cocktails and valium and another shot of bourbon at the end of the night—none of which seemed to make them feel particularly better about the world. As a late-life child with much older siblings who were shunted off to boarding school, I was left to my own devices even when they were still married. Predictably, they divorced when I was a teenager.

I was never surprised to find other adult children of alcoholics at the monastery.

Zen’s outward order—the single flower in a geometrical vase, the one rough-hewn boulder in a tranquil garden of raked, uniform pebbles—was supposed to offer an attainable ideal for the jumble of thoughts squiggling around inside my brain. Could I let go of everything but a blossom? Could I empty my mind so beautifully, so completely, so utterly that a single fallen leaf would become enlightenment? With my back held ramrod straight, I did not move. I did not speak. I did not think. I would master my mind.

Mostly, I fretted while I sat on my cushion. Sometimes I imagined that my father would come to the monastery with me and that the macho Zen master would convince him that spirituality was just another sporting event that could be mastered. In my daydream we’d all share a hearty laugh about the koans we’d solved after a tough day of sitting meditation, and I would be one of the boys, a gold medal on my forehead or a gold badge on my robes, bearing some sign I had been accepted by the grown-ups at last. I wanted the Zen master to love me, to recognize me as special, in the ways my father most certainly didn’t.

I don’t know what I was thinking. Whoever that woman was who had given birth in the zendo twenty years earlier, she had long since vanished along with her kid.

Clark tolerated all of this. He was done with Zen, he had said more than once, and these days was reading voraciously about prayer practices from around the world as he hunted for some appropriate spiritual response to the coming climate catastrophe. He might, on any given afternoon, head out to study with a pot-smoking Kabbalah scholar he’d found living in a trailer or to meet with the local Catholic priest to find out exactly what was involved in Centering Prayer. But he’d always come home disappointed. He still liked to meditate and was happy to join me—although I suspected he preferred to watch the gaggle of kids who congregated up in a little cabin far away from the main temple, reading stories and finger painting until lunchtime.

When Jonah was born, everything changed. I couldn’t leave him for the full three hours of the Sunday morning service. He was a big baby who liked to nurse, and at home I often meditated with him in a snuggly, his face pressed against my breasts, soothed by the even rhythms of my breathing. I explained this to the Zen master, and he agreed to let me meditate with my baby in the zendo.

The main hall had three rows of meditators on either side, and I sat near the back by the wall so I could slip out quietly if Jonah became fussy. It was early spring. The windows were open for the first time that year. I could hear the gentle, lilting song of a phoebe.

I liked having this quiet time with Jonah. Attachment parenting was not yet in vogue, but Clark and I instinctively rejected the frenetic, modern approach to child-rearing that insisted quality time was all that mattered and that everything, even intimacy, could be scheduled. Increasingly, it was beginning to bother us how many parents raced through their workweeks and then rushed up to the zendo, dropping their kids in the cabin, for more time on their own and away from them. Truth be told, even the Zen master himself, for all his enlightenment, was kind of a fuckup when it came to families. He’d had three or four kids already from two or three marriages. Currently he was dating his senior student, a woman half his age, which was just what my father had done.

I exhaled and tried to let go of my judgments, my opinions, my criticisms.

How could you integrate a monastic experience with children anyway? Should you? What happened when busy parents were also trying to behave like world-renouncing contemplatives? I wondered what the kids were doing up at the cabin.

The Sunday before, at lunchtime, one of the monks had tried to relate to three-year-old Sophie by complimenting her on a little pin with an insect on it that she was wearing on her dress.

“What kind of bug is that on your pin, Sophie?” he asked with the forced slowness of someone not used to talking to children.

“It’s a monk bug,” Sophie answered solemnly. She pushed a blonde curl out of her eyes and blinked up at the tall, bald man.

“A monk bug?” he exclaimed with pretend delight. “What is a monk bug? What does a monk bug do?”

“It eats monks!” shouted Sophie, laughing wickedly and opening her mouth as wide as she could, trying to take a bite out of him as he lurched backward.

Clark, who had watched the exchange, applauded. “Now that’s dharma combat.”

Dharma combat was the ritualized exchange between a Zen master and his students in which the latter tried to show off their insight. Honestly, I didn’t usually understand any of it, but I knew that Sophie had undone this earnest young man so convinced of his spiritual prowess.

Jonah stirred, and I eased open my robe so he could find my nipple. Jonah swallowed and cooed.

“Silence!” shouted the little monk in charge of the zendo.

I straightened my back reflexively, making myself even stiller. Was she yelling at us? A muffled cough or sneeze was usually allowed, if not anything more significant. In any case, Jonah’s eyes were already fluttering back to sleep. He was quiet, quieter than the birds outside welcoming back the warmer weather.

A bell rang, waking him. It was time to stand for the liturgy. We chanted our way through various sutras and mantras, including the long list of names, from the Buddha right down to the teacher of the Zen master sitting on his raised platform in front of us all. We recited the unbroken lineage of mind-to-mind transmission that had led to the enlightenment of this particular master at this particular moment. Countless adepts in India, China, Japan, and finally the United States, had each bequeathed to the other a boundless understanding of existence and nonexistence. A direct line of men.

With the official service over, we sat down for the talk by the teacher, and I struggled not to yawn. You weren’t allowed to yawn or wiggle or look around if you got bored. It was against the rules. Every utterance from the Zen master was considered ineffably wise. No wonder they didn’t let kids in the zendo. Kids tended to let you know when you were full of shit.

After the service, I was impatient to reconnect with Clark and Sophie and to find out what games they’d played up in the cabin that morning. As soon as all the bells and bows were done, I raced to retrieve my shoes and meet up with them in the dining room for lunch.

But the head monk stopped me with a firm grip on my arm. She was a small woman, my age, with a bald head and the tight, controlled bearing of a former dancer. “We cannot have your baby causing so much disruption in the zendo. It’s not fair to the other practitioners.”

I nodded obediently. The whole culture was one of conformity and obedience. No wonder so many people in the military were attracted to Zen.

The head monk gave me a tight-lipped smile. “I knew you’d understand.”

But I didn’t. I was having my own unexpected enlightenment. Would she silence the birds, the wind, life itself, if she could attain this unattainable thing she had vowed to attain? I thought. What was really going on here?

We continued to go to the monastery for a few more months, and I spent more and more time up at the kids’ cabin. Eventually, like a lot of other local families on the outs with Zen, we tried out the Episcopal church down the road. But the kids were all marched out at the beginning of the service into a small back room so the grown-ups could get down to the serious business of hymns and homilies. Ex-Buddhist that I was, I ended up teaching Sunday School, taking care of my kids… and everyone else’s, too.

During the Advent season I was invited to do the Gospel reading from the first chapter of Matthew. “Abraham begat Isaac; and Isaac begat Jacob; and Jacob begat Judas and his brethren…” And on and on went the long line of “begats,” from Jesse to David right down to Jesus.

It wasn’t that different from the lineage we recited at the Zen monastery. Just one man after another right down to the guy in charge up front. And something was wrong with both of these lineages. All those patriarchs didn’t add up to what they thought they did. In the vast sea of men, where were the mothers and the daughters, the old aunts and the grannies?

We stopped going to the Episcopal church a few months later. Instead of attending services, that Sunday night we curled into bed together and talked about everything we were grateful for from the day.

“Thank you for the cats. Thank you for the chocolate chip cookies after lunch. Thank you for pizza,” said Sophie.

“Thank you for mommy and daddy,” Jonah said.

“Thank you for playing at the pond today. Thank you for everyone having a long nap,” I added.

“Thank you for mosquitoes,” giggled Sophie. “But I don’t know why.”

Whatever it was that we believed, it didn’t leave anything out.
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Sophie was in kindergarten and Jonah in preschool when the first unlikely hurricane hit the Catskills. It wasn’t expected to veer inland, but as the winds increased that afternoon, we got word that school was letting out early. Clark drove a mile into town to pick the kids up, but it was more than an hour before they returned.

“Trees are coming down all over town,” he told me. They were all drenched to the bone after walking in from the car. “We kept having to take detours.”

Having grown up by the ocean, I knew how to tape the windows and fill the bathtub, but I honestly didn’t expect a real hurricane up in the mountains—not the kind that washed houses out to sea and sent boats sailing down streets. I was wrong.

The winds howled down the peaks, gathering intensity as they hit the hollers and the valleys. Trees swayed. Branches clattered onto the roof. The rain was a gray sheet, coming down harder and harder. Huge white pines snapped in half, their jagged trunks crashing into the yard. The electricity was gone, and the phones went out. I was standing by the stove in the kitchen when a giant oak careened over, its green umbrella of branches shattering the sliding glass door right beside me.

The kids, happily unaware of any danger, were making a fort in the living room. The house shook with the explosions of trees, all around us, toppling over.

Clark whispered, clearly alarmed, “One of those trees could crash right through the roof and split the house in two.”

“Where can we go? There isn’t a cellar…”

“Under the stairs,” directed Clark, calmly. He’d grown up in tornado country.

I nodded. “C’mon kids. We are going to make the best fort ever. We are going to be baby bobcats and cuddle up in a bobcat den.”

“Yay!” they shouted.

In a matter of minutes, I had pulled everything out of the closet under the stairs and dragged in a futon and a bunch of pillows. Sophie and Jonah snuggled up close, pretending to be baby bobcats. They purred and snarled while I gave them goldfish crackers to nibble. The roar of wind and rain and falling trees outside the house was deafening, but our game of distraction continued until the goldfish bag was empty. The kids fell asleep eventually, and Clark and I paced in the darkness, each of us muttering various mantras because there wasn’t much else we could do. The storm wore out in the early morning hours.

Later we would discover that Clark had been right. A series of micro tornadoes had whipped up over the mountains and leveled everything in their narrow paths, including over sixty trees on our three-acre property. Except for one maple resting against the roof, however, not a single tree had actually hit our house. But the driveway and all the roads were impassible. It would be weeks before we had electricity again.

Clark rigged up our camping stove to make coffee, and the kids and I headed outside to explore the chaotic tangle of fallen trunks and the hollows of huge, exposed root systems.

“Are all the trees dead, Mommy?” asked Sophie, peering solemnly into the vast crater a toppled oak had left in the wake of its fall.

The question caught me by surprise. I was so relieved that we were safe and the house was spared that I hadn’t really thought about the trees. Already I could hear the whir of chain saws in the distance.

“They will be soon,” I answered, suddenly sad. “A tree can’t survive when its roots aren’t in the ground anymore.”

“Poor trees,” whispered Sophie. She leaned forward and pressed her lips to the rough trunk. Jonah, imitating his sister, began kissing the tree as well, and the two of them went around the yard whispering farewell to each of the trees that had fallen.

A friend of ours arrived from town, picking his way through the debris, with a bag of muffins the local bakery was giving away. He was also a Buddhist dropout. Most people in town thought Mark—a shaggy old man in ripped clothes—was homeless or crazy, but Clark and I had gotten to know him and discovered he’d been a patent lawyer in New York before leaving it all behind, including his Park Avenue apartment, to study with the Tibetan lamas in Woodstock.

Ultimately, Mark drifted off on his own idiosyncratic spiritual quest—one nobody understood but himself. He lived in a ramshackle house with no heat or running water and now wandered the streets all day, giving away stones on which he’d inscribed with a permanent marker “OM,” the original sound, the sound of peace. I worried about him in the winter, but whenever Clark went to check up on him, he’d find Mark perfectly happy, meditating amid the clutter of his house, often with a raccoon or two at his side.

The truth was, Mark took care of us. Once when we’d been waiting on a check from a publisher and I wasn’t sure I could afford both milk and dish detergent, he trotted over to me in the parking lot of the grocery store with a giant bottle of Dawn he’d found in a garbage can. Another time, when my running shoes were wearing out, he appeared with a pair of brand-new Nikes someone had left at the local thrift store—that happened to be just my size.

Mark didn’t like to talk very much and was happy to walk from tree to tree with the children. He adorned a stone with an OM and placed it on the trunk of a white pine. The summer before, he’d taught Sophie and Jonah, who barely knew the alphabet yet, how to copy the curved strokes of the Sanskrit symbol—a series of interconnected half-moons. He handed them each a Sharpie now, so they could help him create these simple blessings for the trees.

Clark came out with a box of incense, and we held an improvised service for the trees all around us that were returning to the land of the dead.

Looking at the tangle of exposed roots that lay at the bottom of every tree, I couldn’t help but reflect on how few straight lines there were in nature. Coastlines curve and turn; each mountain takes its own shape; rivers wind and twist back on themselves; vines curl; and roots meander through the darkness. Everywhere we look in nature we see spirals and circles.

Men always want to impose their own vision of order on the intricate embroidery of the Earth. They want to build towers straight to God. They want skyscrapers and boardwalks. They want to cut the circle of the world in half with latitude and longitude lines. They want to recite the names one after another—of fathers, of kings, of Zen masters—all leading right to them.

Where in the Buddha’s lineage, I wondered, was the mother who bore him? Where was the tree she clutched in the throes of labor? Where was the woman who had nursed him and coddled him when his mother had died? Where was the woman who had shared his bed and birthed his child? Didn’t each of these women offer sustenance to him on his path?

And what of every man who followed the Buddha and later proclaimed his teachings? Were they not supported by an impossibly complex network of mothers, sisters, fathers, uncles, friends, trees, birds, bees, stones, and gusts of wind?

Beneath every straight line is a complex tangle of roots hidden in the dirt.

Lineages are a lie. Each of us arises from entangled root systems.

My spiritual home was in the earth.

The dropped limbs, the fallen trunks, the leaves, the bark, the very heart of the wood—all of it would become dirt out of which new things would grow. In a primeval forest the accumulation of trees that died over the course of centuries created the humus out of which, when a shaft of sunlight fell on just the right spot, a trillium, purple-petaled and delicate, would bloom for an afternoon.

During one of his sermons the Buddha held up a flower, and only his disciple Mahakasyapa smiled. It was Mahakasyapa’s recognition of that wordless teaching that earned him his place in the noble lineage of masters recited for thousands of years. But what was the lineage of the blossom the Buddha picked? Didn’t the flower’s ancestors include the soil from which it grew? Our own ancestors are dirt—crumpled rock, fallen tree, and the death of ten thousand times ten thousand beings who came before us. The lotus blooms in the mud that is born from the death of fish and frogs, the uneventful ends of rushes and cattails, the scattered debris of too many lives to count.

I had been looking for a spiritual experience in Zen, a revelation. But I didn’t realize how utterly my aspirations had been co-opted by patriarchal structures and spiritual preoccupations that privileged silence over storytelling, mind over heart, celibacy over fertility, and enlightenment over the healing wisdom of darkness and dirt. I had wanted to win at the boys’ game, to show them I was just as tough as they were, to climb up the ladder of spiritual success until I was perched alone and lonely at the top.

“Do the trees bury themselves, Mommy?” asked Sophie.

“They do,” I said. “They go back into the dirt.”

Clark and I did our best to leave the trees where they had fallen. We got the maple off the house and dragged the debris in the driveway and the yard back into the forest. The storm had its own plan and who were we to interfere with it?

Soon after, I found myself asking Clark, who had explored so many spiritual practices from so many different traditions, to teach me the rosary.

Maybe it was because my Irish ancestors, and my English ancestors, and my French ancestors, and my Polish ancestors had all once prayed it. Maybe I just needed to feel connected to my own root systems. That circle of beads, tangled within itself, looked like nothing so much as the root ball of a tree, after all. Or maybe, finally, it was because I was done with the patriarchs and ready to meet the Mother of God.

I was embarrassed to tell anyone what I was doing. Compared to Zen or Centering Prayer, the rosary seemed like such an old-fashioned, fussy, old lady endeavor. It didn’t demand any special outfits or swag. It definitely wasn’t cool or hip. And besides, there was no way that I, a pro-choice progressive feminist, was going to join the Catholic Church.

How could I pray the rosary? Maybe I needed to become a witch and join a moon circle instead. But I was too busy and too exhausted to do one more thing at the end of the day. I just wanted to feel held. And so lying in bed with the kids, I held on to my beads, still unaware of the old spells and lost magic that were hidden in those traditional prayers.

My worry beads began accompanying me through my days, and my hand would find them in my pocket and fiddle with them when I felt anxious and fretful—which was often. Little did I know then that human beings have been making beads for all of history and that the need to hold on, as a primate, turns out to be more important than letting go.

Beads made from stone and bone have been found that are more than 100,000 years old, and there were likely beads made from seeds and wood—long since vanished from the fossil record—that were even older than that. Making beads is arduous work, so what was it about them that inspired people to craft them, especially when life was difficult?

One day while I was nursing Jonah and praying the rosary I laughed out loud, getting it at last. Our first gesture of survival as babies was to reach out for our mother’s breast. Babies finger their mothers’ nipples so that the milk lets down. Beads were nipples. No wonder beads generated such a feeling of relaxation and satiation within me and my ancestors.

Perhaps it was those very ancestors, long-gone grandmothers and aunties, who had slipped the idea into my heart that this was just what I needed to guide me not just through parenthood but through a world where the coming storms would be stronger and stronger. These women prayed the rosary after all, often in graveyards where they would summon not just the Blessed Mother but the dead themselves. I, too, began summoning the dead on my rosary. No one told me how. I didn’t read an instruction manual or a self-help book. I just knew, somehow, as if by magic, that I needed to do it. For many, many years it was an entirely personal, completely private spiritual adventure. I didn’t tell anyone that I didn’t want to be the Dalai Lama anymore; I just wanted to be my grandmother.



Dear Dad,

The first thing I do when I guide people on a journey into the underworld is show them how entangled the dead really are.

I ask them to write their own name in the center of a piece of paper, circle it, and add a line at the top and at the bottom. At the top of the circle they write the name of their father and circle it. At the bottom, they write the name of their mother and circle it. From each of these circles they draw a line on either side for both of their grandparents—a set coming off of each parent. From each grandparent, circled, they draw two lines on either side. I have them do this for six or seven generations, or until they run out of room on their piece of paper. Mothers and fathers, mothers and fathers, in every direction. Seven generations back and there are well over 200 different grandparents circling around the center of our own lives.

But then I ask people to add in brothers and sisters, aunts and uncles, second wives and second cousins. What happens if we also include pets, teachers, neighbors, friends, enemies, lovers, colleagues, and, perhaps, even trees? All is soon a muddle, a mess of circling lines, jam-packed names, complicated interconnections. The dead are everywhere.

Anyone who has ever spent time on ancestry.com poring over old records knows how easy it becomes to follow a tangential ancestral root, from an overlooked sister to an unexpected husband to a forgotten child. Do I follow them back and back and back? One night, arbitrarily following Mom’s family, I found myself staring at a long-lost grandmother born in fourteenth-century England. Extraordinary! Here was a relative of mine from almost eight hundred years ago.

I can hear your laughter, Dad, ironic and amused. In the great expanse of eternity that’s not a lot of time, is it? Even in the 70,000-year history of our species it’s not exactly a very big drop in the bucket. Your people were from Ireland, but where were the Irish people 8,000 years ago? Turkey? Perhaps. Africa. Ultimately.

And this is just biology, the stuff of our cells, all that we leave behind when our bodies begin to decay. What of the genealogy of our souls? Who are those mothers and fathers? Where are they from? How far back can they possibly go? Who are we really? So much of the genealogical research we engage in is a desire to position ourselves as a little more important than we feel in this vast mysterious expanse of deep time.

Yet you know where you belong now, Dad, don’t you? From the other side of the veil you can at last see the big picture, the whole design, the long story of your soul from one lifetime to another.

As a child I spent hours happily doing embroidery alone in my room. Remember? You and mom were both talented sewers… you stitching people up in the operating room and she creating costumes for me to wear. Thread and cloth filled our house, and I was fascinated by weaving and tapestries.

I loved how on one side of the fabric there was a tangle of threads—threads that led nowhere, threads cut too short, knotted threads, all a jumble of mismatched colors. But turn the cloth over and there on the other side a picture of flowers in a field or trees in a forest would emerge. Every thread made sense on the other side; every thread was part of the design.

What if our souls were nothing but threads piercing the veil, first one way and then another, sewn back and forth eternally? From this side, we see only the knots, the tangles, the threads cut short too soon. What if we could feel the long thread of our souls entangling with other threads? What if we could follow a red thread through to the other side of the tapestry as it becomes a dress, a jewel, a rose, a pair of lips, a heart?

That’s what hurts when we die, isn’t it, Dad? The mistakes we made because we were stuck on the wrong side of the veil, imagining all that mattered was a single stitch. That operating room nurse we thought was inconsequential was our mother in another life. The homeless man we disregarded was once our child. The child we rejected is a soul that has been entwined with ours across the eons and will be forevermore.

I can hear you weeping, the way you did when Granny died. You lived your life without knowing any of this, didn’t you? Well, no one really does anymore.

I am trying to see you from the other side, to know that you were not just my father, not just a man, not just a human being even, but a long soul journeying through time. A being who has known tragedies and triumphs, wisdom and folly, sorrows and joys of all kinds. You are surrounded by multitudes. You contain multitudes.

Help me to recover what it means to be a soul.
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Summoning the Ancestors
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Ancestor Altars

Creating a space for the dead in our lives can be as simple as designating a small table in our homes for photographs of those who have passed on or as elaborate as building a designated ancestor altar with pictures, ritual objects, flowers, candles, and incense. Some people might want to craft a book filled with names and stories of departed loved ones that they can carry with them wherever they go. Still others might set a place at every meal for all the souls that are present. Every culture has traditions for acknowledging the presence of the dead among us and the dead themselves will guide us to what feels best for us and them.

What if I make a mistake and the souls of the departed I’m seeking don’t like it?

The dead, with the perspective of deep time and the long story, tend to be more forgiving than the living. They are just happy to be remembered. Rather than approaching this as an assignment we must master, let’s be like children sitting down with favorite toys, immersing ourselves in play and delight as we figure out what works for us. What feels easy and inviting? Welcoming the presence of ancestors into your life doesn’t have to be onerous or hard. In fact, it can be something you truly enjoy doing.

Can I include photos of the living on my altar to the dead?

We should always check in with ourselves. There are no rules, but our intuition will speak to us. If it makes us feel nervous and superstitious to include the living with the dead, we shouldn’t do it. If it makes us feel happy to see everyone gathered together, why not? Learning to trust the dead is much the same as learning to trust ourselves—indeed, in doing so we can expand our own senses and hear our deep internal wisdom.

What if I have no photos of the departed?

A woman in one of my classes used crystal skulls to represent various people from her past for whom she had no permanent record. Another I knew used feathers and stones. One man made a list of names, which he recited each night—and a few weeks later he received a box in the mail from a distant cousin filled with pictures of the long-gone relatives he had been summoning.

Litanies of the Departed

Names are powerful. We hear our name called out in a crowded room and turn to see who wants to get our attention. To know the name of a fairy-tale character is to be able to summon their power and magic. Most mantras and traditional prayers begin with the invocation of a name: Hail Mary. Om Namah Shivaya. Holy patroness in time of need, St. Rita. Hey you, Granny Nell. Many religious traditions include a practice of reciting the names of the patriarchs, the masters, or the important ones who have gone before us. A psychic friend I know loves to walk through old graveyards saying the names on the tombstones aloud—and connecting with the dead beneath the ground.

What if I don’t know the names of the dead?

We do the best we can, whether that is calling someone my great-grandmother’s grandmother or that old woman up the street with the black dog who gave me cookies as a child. I didn’t know the name of my father’s paternal grandmother but called on her as, “Papa’s Irish grandmother who died in childbirth in England.” One day my father sent me an original daguerreotype of her he had found in a box of old things—and on the back was her name: Catherine Harrington. Often the dead will find a way to tell us their names.

What if I leave someone out?

I try not to leave anyone out because I do not want to be left out. If I am always forgetting the name of someone who is close to me—an ex-husband or an old friend—I want to ask myself why and if there is some healing work that perhaps we need to do together.

What if I always remember the name of someone I never knew?

The land of the dead is filled with entangled mysteries. We may never understand them, but that doesn’t mean we can’t trust them. A man I know begins each day reciting the names of those who died of AIDS—even though he was born long after the initial crisis was over. He feels compelled to act on this devotion for reasons that have more to do with love than reason. A woman I know would always pray in the graveyard near her son’s dorm while he was in college and she was waiting for him to pack up his things. Years later she found herself still calling upon those same names for her child’s protection. By doing this work of connecting with those on the other side, we open ourselves to a more expansive view of the world—and who might have a place in ours. Who knows how many ways we are all connected to each other?

Sensory Invitations

The dead no longer have bodies—but they still remember their physical sensations. We can use our own sensory experiences to call upon them. Incense was originally invented as a way of summoning spirits from beyond the veil. Perhaps we want to light some on our ancestor altar or spritz a bit of a loved one’s favorite perfume, evoking with the smell an embodied memory. We bring fragrant flowers—roses, lilies, lilacs—to the graveyard for the same reason. The smell of tobacco and a whiff of good spirits are traditional ways of inviting the dead close. That’s why they are called spirits, after all! We might offer up favorite foods in a little bowl or even a little bit of each night’s meal to tempt the dead close. The only limit to what we do is our own imagination.

What do I do with the old food in the offering bowl?

Toss it outside or put it in the compost pile for other living creatures. Perhaps they, too, are our ancestors from lives we cannot remember or imagine.

Can I use gongs or bells or singing bowls?

Of course! Each of us has a repertoire of resources from our own experiences—and we should use whatever feels right and easy to us. Some of us may sing old nursery rhymes to the dead and others may sit down at the piano to play a sonata.

Do I need to do these rituals every day?

So many of us are worried about what we should be doing that we lose touch with what we actually want to do. If our gestures to the dead give us pleasure and joy, we will continue doing them—and that is what will make the dead happy.

Offering Prayers

What’s the difference between a spell and a prayer? Absolutely nothing. And who decides which words are sacred and which ones are not? For your own practice and your own purpose, the answer is you.

In truth, the dead remember the old prayers and love to hear these familiar sounds. Some people have found it very powerful to memorize a prayer of their ancestors in an old language and to recite it as an offering. We may find ourselves drawn for reasons we cannot explain to ancient devotional words. These words, like the names of the dead themselves, are summoning spells that draw the ancestors close and let them know we are welcoming their presence in our lives.

I don’t practice the religion of my ancestors—why should I say these old prayers?

Many of our ancestors departed their lives with these prayers on their lips, with these familiar words echoing in their hearts. They love to hear them again just as we are flooded with memories when an old song pops up on our playlist. It’s not a question of what they believed or what we believe, but whom we love and how. What if when someone was close to death, we asked them what prayer or hymn or mantra or song they would most like us to say in their honor after they were gone? That string of syllables will become like a thread moving back and forth across the veil, connecting us to each other. We can say words we don’t understand and unite our voices with the voices of our ancestral mothers and fathers. These prayers aren’t about aligning ourselves with piety and doctrine; they are about invoking the wisdom of the dead.
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Time Travel
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ialready knew the Our Father and the Hail Mary long before Clark taught me how to use the rosary. The words to these prayers had been given to me by the dead themselves. Sometimes, without quite knowing how it has happened, we step out of the shallows of our everyday lives and into the fathomless depths of our existence.

My junior year in college, when I was twenty-one years old, I woke up in an old stone hut in the Southwest of France, convinced my life was in imminent danger. My heart was racing. I couldn’t catch my breath. My skin was prickling.

“What’s the matter?” asked my friend Jane, rubbing her eyes blearily. She picked a piece of straw out of her hair.

They’re coming for us! I wanted to scream. They’re coming for us!

I managed to control myself and not behave like a completely crazy person. But a moment later three fighter jets buzzed low over the remote mountain village where we were staying, breaking the sound barrier, and I had a full-blown panic attack. My heart pounded so hard I thought it might give out. I couldn’t feel my hands or my feet. I thought I was dying or about to die, and I was preparing for that by leaving my body ahead of time. “I have to get out of here,” I announced, throwing my clothes into my backpack. “Now.”

Only the day before I had convinced Jane to abandon our travel plans through Provence and hike with me to a hippie commune I’d heard about from a friend. Located in the mountains north of Montpellier, this small cluster of medieval stone houses was being renovated using authentic techniques from the Middle Ages by a group of artists—and anyone else who happened to show up. We had climbed up a narrow dirt path through blooming apple orchards, gnarly olive trees, and terraced vineyards into a deep forest of pine and chestnut. There we had been welcomed by a scruffy sculptor and his handsome companions, drank dandelion wine, ate goat cheese, and read Shakespeare with them by candlelight. It was a romantic adventure come true—except for the heavy dread I had begun to feel the moment we arrived in the village.

My anxiety built all night long as I lay awake, staring at the stones of the hut where we were supposed to sleep. It reached a crescendo as the sun rose. I had to escape. There was no time to lose.

I was standing in the doorway. “Aren’t you coming with me?” I asked Jane. I knew I was the worst friend ever, that she would probably never speak to me again, but it didn’t matter. I was too frightened.

“You drag me all the way up here and now you want to go? Go if you want, but I’m staying. That sculptor is to die for.”

The sun was filling the village with golden light. Chickens pecked in the grass. The chestnut trees were fragrant with blossoms. There was no pavement, electrical wires, or television satellites. No cars, either. The whole setting was idyllic, like we had traveled back five hundred years in time to a simpler world. As a lover of history, I’d always dreamed of time traveling, of finding a place like this that would transport me into another world—and now I couldn’t get out of it fast enough. The smell of the dirt, the dry leaves, the pine needles—it all felt uncanny. Even the stones were somehow both familiar and terrifying.

“What’s the matter with you?” Jane asked. I could hear the sharp edge of anger in her voice.

But I couldn’t explain it. I couldn’t even take the time to find the words. There was no more time. I had to leave. Fast. I was possessed.

“I’m going,” was all I said. “I’ll see you back in London.”

I stumbled down the mountain path, too jittery to be embarrassed by my behavior. The birds were singing. The sky above was perfectly blue. But I kept glancing over my shoulder as if someone might be following me. Ever since I was a little girl I’d had nightmares of being pursued and now I was inside one of those terrible dreams. My life was in danger. Where could I possibly hide? Where could I possibly go?

Oh, why had I felt so drawn to come to such a place? Why had I insisted to Jane that we had to forgo the usual junior year abroad itinerary and venture into the wilds? Why couldn’t I stay here? What was the matter with me?

Distracted, I tripped and hurt my knee. Finally, I began to cry. Maybe I was going crazy—like my grandmother. All my life I’d heard about her bottomless depressions that could only be relieved by electric shock therapy that eradicated her memories. My mother, in reaction, became a hard-nosed pragmatist. “I’m talking about reality,” she would announce in the middle of a fight as if to assert that she knew what reality was, thank you very much, and there was no way she could lose touch with it—like people who went crazy, like her mother.

But what happened when reality itself seemed to overflow its borders and become something else? What happened when I became someone else? I was coming undone. Something was definitely the matter with me.

I kept looking up at the sky, waiting for the jets to return. I arrived at the bus station, hot and dusty, and drank too much coffee, which only made me more jittery. I bought a pack of cigarettes even though I didn’t normally smoke. I needed something to hold, something to do, something to calm my nerves.

I’d been agitated ever since I’d come to London to study theater. At first, I thought it was because my father had finally left for good and the family I’d grown up in, troubled as it was, was gone forever. There was no real home to go home to now. My mother had been born in England, and I had had a fantasy that going there would feel like going home. But I felt as much out of place and out of time in England as I had, in truth, my whole life. Where did I belong?

As an actress I was always becoming someone else and trying on new faces, new lines, new lives. But gradually I grew more and more disillusioned with this way of being in the world.

I started skipping my voice and dance classes. I began walking aimlessly around the city through parks and neighborhoods, not knowing where I was going. I was trying to lose myself somewhere, trying to find myself somewhere. Life seemed to be about nothing but consumption… the consumption of food, of objects, of experiences. I was an object consuming other objects. Was this all there was?

“Are you depressed?” my mother asked anxiously when she called once a month. “I’m worried you are depressed.” Behind her question was the fear of her own mother’s morbid despondency.

“I’m not depressed,” I’d answer firmly, angrily. “You’re depressed. I’m in despair.”

I did not have the spiritual vocabulary to describe my existential dread. I’d never meditated or prayed. I’d never even done psychedelics. (It was the eighties. Let’s dance.)

Finally, I stopped sleeping. All night I would lie awake listening to the sound of airplanes flying above the city. I became convinced any one of them might be a nuclear missile—which wasn’t entirely impossible. Thatcher and Reagan were deploying ICBMs in Europe, and tensions had never been higher with the Soviets. But still. It was as if I could already feel the bombs going off inside of me. As if the annihilation had already happened.

I got off the bus in Montpellier and headed to the train station. I had a Eurail Pass, so I didn’t even need to buy a ticket. I settled into an old-fashioned compartment, wood-paneled with red upholstery, womb-like, and waited for the train to leave for Paris. I shut my eyes and pressed my cheek against the window. I felt woozy from exhaustion and cigarettes. I’d write in my journal in a little bit. That would settle me.

The compartment door slid open and a middle-aged man stepped inside. He was tall with a peppery beard, dressed in tweeds. He looked like a professor, and as he settled himself in across from me, I noticed he was carrying a leather satchel.

He offered me a peppermint, in French, probably because I stank of nicotine by then.

“Thank you,” I said in English accidentally.

“American?” he asked, revealing a British accent.

“Yes,” I smiled.

“Ah!”

I could feel him studying me with a mixture of curiosity and concern. I’d been wearing the same pants for days. My hair and teeth were unbrushed. Still, I was the kind of young woman who often attracted unwanted attention from older men, and I was adept at deflecting it. But nothing in his manner felt lascivious. He felt, well, fatherly. I found myself exhaling at last, feeling an inexplicable relief in his presence.

All my life I had longed for my father to be more fatherly. I wanted him to be concerned about me, admiring of me, curious about me. Instead, he’d treated me like I was a pain in the ass. Always wanting something. Always criticizing him. What if I really was crazy? What would he think about me then?

The train lurched out of the station and began rumbling toward Paris. The man opposite me asked a series of gentle questions about where I had grown up, what I was studying in London, what my interests were. I told him that I had gone to college to study history as well as theater, but that the first course I had taken was about the rise of the modern world and I’d found myself reading about the European witch craze and the conquest of the Americas. It was more murder and genocide than I could stand.

He nodded sympathetically. “I’m a researcher myself.”

“A professor?” I had already guessed as much from his appearance.

“A writer,” he answered. “On historical subjects. Shall I get you a cup of coffee?”

He had blue, kind eyes, and something about the way he looked at me made me feel seen. As if he knew me better than I knew myself. As if he could tell me who I really was.

While he was gone, I wrote in my journal describing him. “Someday I want to meet a younger version of this man. A writer, a scholar, a gentleman. Someone who makes me feel this safe and this known.”

I think now with regret how few questions I asked him, caught up as I was in my own drama. I didn’t even ask his name. Still, I would remember his face and decades later recognize him when I saw Henry Lincoln’s photo on his book Holy Blood, Holy Grail about the secret history of Mary Magdalene in France.

He returned with our coffees, and we both wrote in our journals. I fell asleep for a time, and when I woke up, we were almost in Paris. The compartment was completely dark. I realized he had been staring at me while I slept. I smoothed down my hair self-consciously.

“May I ask you a question?” he said softly.

“Sure. Whatever.”

“What were you doing in Cathar country?”

“Cathar country?”

“Where you were,” he said. “Someday you should look into them, the Cathars.”

“Excuse me?”

“You’ve never heard of the Cathars?”

“No, I’m sorry. What are they?”

He was quiet for such a long time. The only sound was the rumble of the train. In the darkness I felt the return of all my previous anxiety. Don’t tell me who they are, I wanted to scream. I don’t want to know. Do you hear me? I am not listening. It’s the response so many of us have when confronted with information that we are not who we think we are. We are so terrified of becoming strangers to ourselves.

Defensively, I asserted a kind of schoolgirl cheerfulness against the spookiness of the moment. “I guess I should write that down in my journal and look into it at some point. Cathars. Let me see if I’ve spelled that right.”

Under my description of the man, I skipped a line and wrote “Cathars” and underlined it. Beneath the word, I wrote a question mark and put a little circle around it. A protective circle, to contain whatever memories or trauma that word might hold.

In retrospect, I feel such gratitude for his restraint. Did he know that such knowledge, given at the wrong moment, might undo me? Probably. Since then, I, too, have had such encounters, in which I have seen a glimpse of a person’s long story and left a clue to be examined at some other time—a few bread crumbs for someone to follow when they are ready.

Years later when I had found Clark, my own gentle writer and scholar, I told him about this strange encounter and found myself ready at last to explore what it meant that I had been called to, and expelled from, Cathar country.

The Cathars, or Albigensians, were men and women, primarily in the South of France and Northern Italy, who espoused a very different kind of Christianity in the early Middle Ages. Identified as heretics by the Catholic Church, they were entirely wiped out in the thirteenth century. First, the “good men and women”—for that is what they called themselves—were identified with yellow crosses that they had to wear on their clothing. Once they had been effectively singled out, they were tortured and encouraged to turn each other in. Eventually, they were all ruthlessly slaughtered in a carefully orchestrated military campaign.

In Béziers, a town not far at all from the village where I’d had my nightmare, over twenty thousand people were murdered on a single day, the feast day of Mary Magdalene. When asked how soldiers could absolutely tell the difference between the Cathars and other Christians who might be living in the area, a church official ordered, “Kill them all. God will know his own.” Those who fled for protection into the village church were burned alive. Those who fled into the mountains were hunted down and killed. A great standoff occurred in a stronghold called Montségur, where the Cathars were finally defeated. The last two hundred died by fire, singing together the words of the Lord’s Prayer, to which they were devoted, as they burned.

What made them so dangerous they needed to be destroyed? What did they believe that was so threatening to the Church?

Not only were the bearers of Cathar knowledge and lore obliterated, but a centuries-long propaganda campaign was instituted to smear their memory and deface their truths. Today, unfortunately, all too many historians fall into the trap of repeating the Church’s calumnies against them.

What is impossible to refute is that the Cathars honored the equality of the sexes and allowed women to preach and own property. They were also committed to nonviolence—so much so that they practiced vegetarianism and refused to administer the death penalty during an age not known for its gentleness. One thing is for certain. Whatever they believed must have been deeply appealing—because so many ordinary people in villages all across Europe wanted to join their ranks.

Where there were Cathars, the troubadours sang, the arts flourished, the tarot emerged, and the way of courtly love was celebrated. The Church would later claim that St. Dominic created the rosary as a means to convert the Cathars. In truth, the only thing Dominic invented was the Inquisition—to destroy the Cathars. Possibly, the rosary emerged from their lost devotions, but there is no way to know this for sure.

No one seems to dispute, however, that the Cathars believed in reincarnation. The Church warned the faithful that eternal damnation awaited all those who did not obey doctrine and adhere to dogma. Heaven was a promise, and hellfire a threat, to keep the masses in line. But the Cathars undermined this entire culture by offering everyone more than one life in which to get it right. In a world where all are reborn, there is always enough time for mercy and justice, healing and love.

In my twenties, reincarnation was nothing more to me than a trope in a horror movie or a joke about a celebrity convinced she had been Cleopatra or Queen Elizabeth. Nobody I knew had ever suggested that interests and predilections, even terrors and talents, could be accounted for by forgotten lives. That I had once been a nameless peasant murdered in a forgotten genocide was a possibility I could not even entertain.

When the train reached the station, the man took my hand in his and gave it a comforting pat. But whatever relief I had initially felt in his presence had vanished. I was unnerved by our interaction and no longer had any idea what I was going to do with myself when I got back to London.

I didn’t fail my classes exactly, but almost. I kept locking myself out of my flat, subsequently spending afternoons watching terrible movies in darkened theaters by myself. I stayed up all night, frightened of my dreams and what I might find in them. I couldn’t splash around in everyday life anymore, going to pubs and having crushes on cute boys. I was being pulled by invisible currents into some dark oceanic trench.

Interestingly, my parents’ marriage had fallen apart just after a trip to France. For years they had dreamed of going there together, visiting museums, eating at famous four-star restaurants, smelling the lavender, appreciating the light of Provence. Finally, when I was in high school, they went on their dream vacation, sending home letters from Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer, Sainte-Baume, and Vézelay that were full of outrageous descriptions of the food they’d eaten and the sights they’d seen. They arrived home seemingly blissful and renewed in their love—and a few months later my father threw himself into the affair that would be, for my mother, this time, the final straw.

It wasn’t until after they were both dead and I was rereading their old postcards that I realized their trip had practically been a pilgrimage to places devoted to Mary Magdalene. Not that they ever made any note of it in their conversation or their writing. It seemed entirely unconscious that they went to Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer, where legend had it that she arrived in France in a rudderless boat; to Sainte-Baume, where she lived in a cave clad only in her hair; and to Vézelay, where her relics were entombed. What were they really up to? I don’t think they knew.

Had they found themselves spooked by the vast waters beneath them, like I had in my trip to France? Had they been at sea in the mysteries of deep time? Had it been too much for them? Was that why my father had run away, sold his boat, and settled on more prosaic shores?

And what of the Magdalene herself? Why had she gone to France to live in a cave wearing nothing but her hair? Was she, too, feeling the call of the long-ago dead beckoning her home? Perhaps it was they who steered the rudderless boat that carried her from the Middle East to the South of France. Or was she following a much older pilgrimage—that of more ancient ancestors, of a species making its way from Africa through the Middle East to Europe? Birds and insects carry within their cells migrational maps that tell them where to go when the seasons change. We are all on rudderless boats, carried along by currents much older than we can imagine. Buried within each of our hearts are the pathways of long-forgotten pilgrimages that somehow still call to us.

At night in my apartment in London I felt besieged by visions and memories I could not integrate into my life. I didn’t dare sleep, and my insomnia became an ongoing problem. I was lost and I had no compass.

“Doesn’t Perdita mean ‘lost’?” My whole life, people had been asking me that question as if I didn’t know what my strange name means, as if they could tell I was lost and I couldn’t.

Of all the things that made me feel unusual as a child, nothing was more obvious than my name. The other little girls were called Mary or Elizabeth, and I was the character from a Shakespeare play that nobody ever read.

“It’s really an English name,” my mother often added, but when I moved to London, I discovered that these people were as unfamiliar with my name as everyone else.

I began visiting the British Museum, where I would spend long hours mesmerized by a collection of strange statues from the ancient world. These “Cycladic Idols” had no eyes and no ears and no mouth and only a nose to perceive the world. Their arms were crossed over their small breasts like they were wearing straitjackets. All were women. Nobody really knows what they represented or what they were used for, although they might have been buried with the dead. But they somehow seemed to capture how I was feeling. Increasingly, I felt like I was trapped inside a grave.

When Beckie, a friend from college, arrived in town, I blew off what was left of my classes and joined her hiking the coast of Devon. Still, I dreaded some awful repeat of my abandonment of Jane.

But Beckie and I fell into an easy rhythm of long walks along the cliffs above the ocean. Even if most nights found me staring at the walls of whatever bed-and-breakfast we’d ended up at, the salt air and Beckie’s earthy laughter kept the worst of my panic attacks at bay. She taught me the value of massage and would rub my tense shoulders, releasing the muscles with even, fluid movements.

One night we tucked ourselves into an ancient youth hostel so covered in moss and vines it was as if the earth were swallowing the whole structure back inside of itself. Years later I would discover that we were only a few miles from Glastonbury, the ancient holy site. But I’d never heard of Glastonbury in those days. The rooms were tiny and crowded, and I settled into a top bunk, sure I’d be up all night, tense and sleepless as usual. There was a small, thick window beside me, and through it I could see a patch of the dark night sky. The lights clicked out. I heard the sighs and murmurs of women relaxing into sleep. I wished there was some kind of light I could read by.

As I prepared for my insomniac’s vigil, however, I discovered the words to the Lord’s Prayer on my lips.

“Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name,” I murmured without any intention. “Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our trespasses…” Where had the words come from? I had no idea.

I didn’t know the Our Father. I had never taken any kind of catechism class or course in religion. The few funerals and weddings I had been to were entirely secular. But, somehow, I knew the words and was able to recite them effortlessly. “… And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.”

As I whispered them to myself, I felt what I can only describe as the warm touch of a hand on my belly—only there was no one there. It was as if the darkness itself were gently pressing against my body, releasing all my worries, my tensions, and my fears. In all the universe there was nothing to fear. It wasn’t so much a thought as a feeling that I carried with me into the most restful sleep I’d had in months.

I woke refreshed, and Beckie, crawling out of the lower bunk, suggested we go to the local Anglican church for services.

“What?” I said rubbing my eyes.

“It’s Sunday and it would be such an English thing to do, don’t you think?”

Beckie was Jewish, though like most of my friends she had little interest in anything religious or even spiritual. But it was a beautiful day; the church was hundreds of years old; and it was just a short walk through a flower-filled field from the hostel.

“Can we sit in the back in case it’s too horrible and we want to leave?” I asked over tea.

“Absolutely. I want to get a good look at the parson though,” she giggled wickedly. “Maybe he’s dishy. They always are in English novels.”

Unfortunately, the music was bland, the parishioners uninteresting, and the parson himself aged and infirm. The whole experience would have been completely forgettable were it not for the psalm that was read in the middle of the service. A man walked up to the lectern, opened the Bible in front of him, and intoned, “It is vain for you to rise up early, to sit up late, to eat the bread of sorrows: for so he giveth his beloved sleep.”

I felt like something or someone was speaking to me directly. I didn’t identify that touch and the peace I had felt the night before with God. I didn’t even know how to think about God. I had felt… what, exactly? Beloved. That was the word from the psalm.

I didn’t share any of this with Beckie, mostly because I didn’t know what it was and I felt ridiculous saying that some cosmic consciousness had arranged for me to hear that particular psalm. We slipped out of the church and found ourselves at a local outdoor festival where a group of pimply teenagers were blasting an off-key but heartfelt rendition of “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction.”

I said the Our Father every day after that. It became my mantra. I held on to it. I said it as my plane took off bearing me home to America. And I said it when I walked into a little office in the student union at my college and told the priest that I thought I needed to be baptized. “I think I am supposed to be a Catholic,” I said, still utterly confused.

I had no idea that once I had been a Cathar.

I had no idea yet that I was on a long underworld journey and that the ancestors were my guides to so many forgotten mysteries.



Dear Dad,

I loved sailing with you on your old boat through the Elizabeth Islands, that tiny archipelago off the elbow of Cape Cod. Together we explored hidden harbors, rocky beaches, lighthouses, sheep-filled pastures, remote little villages, and even, secreted behind barbed wire, an abandoned leper colony. We’d hit the tides just right and tack our way through the channel at Woods Hole to arrive at Tarpaulin Cove, a thin lasso of sand around blue water, just as the sun set.

Each island has its own character—some are piles of barnacled rocks and others hilly heavens hiding the mansions of millionaires. Yet each of these islands, despite their differing topologies, shares features and ecologies. Birds carry seeds back and forth from one to the other. The tides ebb and flow along their shores in the same rhythms with the moon. They are continuously being created and recreated from the same energy beneath them. They are different, and they are alike. They exist simultaneously. Beneath the water they are one.

Our past lives are like these islands spread out across the ocean. Each exists separately, distinctly itself, and yet simultaneously part of a larger whole.

We each have big lives and small lives. We have lives where we have lived in mansions, fishing huts, and hidden away in forgotten leper colonies. We have lives that are far off and hard to see from where we are standing right now. Sometimes the smell of a flower in bloom wafts along on the breeze and we wonder where it is growing. Sometimes it is the smell of fire. In our dreams at night, we swim in the oceans of our unconscious, arriving at long-forgotten beaches, staring up at steep cliffs, feeling sharp shells and soft sand beneath our feet as we reach the shore.

How does reincarnation work, you ask? Stuck inside of linear notions of time and fantasies of evolutionary or spiritual progress, we think we should be getting better and better, new and improved, every day and every life. How do we keep hierarchical systems from transforming the entangled mysteries of reincarnation into lineages of inheritance and reductive notions of reward and punishment, heaven and hell?

What if the genealogies of the soul are instead a vast and complex archipelago of islands?

How many different ways have we known each other, Dad? We have all been so many things—saints and sinners, victims and executioners, heroes and fools. We have been animals and trees, weeds and flowers, mountains and streams.

The transmigration of the soul was, before the advent of agriculture and the entrenchment of the patriarchy, how we understood the natural world. The flowers died in the fall and bloomed in the spring. The tides receded and returned. The moon waxed and waned. The seasons spiraled around themselves. One person died and another was born. In some Indigenous cultures the word for great-great-grandparent is simply “child.” We have been Life. We will be Life. We are Life’s children.

How would you have approached your life, if you had known that you had more lives than you could possibly imagine? What would you have done the year before you died if you knew another life was waiting for you after this one? What joys would you have claimed? What prayers might you have said? Would you have done anything differently? How would any of us live on this Earth if we knew that we would never leave it?

What if we knew that we would never leave each other?

Before you now is a map and on it are all the islands of your soul. Tell me, if you can, where you think the treasure might be hidden.
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two days after I was baptized and confirmed in the Catholic Church, I had an abortion. I went looking for one spiritual initiation and got another.

I was crossing campus on a spring morning, headed to my class on Dante’s Divine Comedy, when the smell of wet dirt stopped me on the path. Piles of old snow were still trying to melt at the edges of the parking lot, but the green shoots of crocuses and daffodils were pushing through the soil. The world was coming alive again. I realized I was pregnant.

I threw the can of pineapple juice I’d gotten from the snack bar into the trash, skipped my class, and headed straight to the infirmary. For the past week I had woken up, sick to my stomach and out of sorts, craving something sweet to drink. In the midst of worrying about papers and exams and what I was going to do with my life after I graduated in two months, I hadn’t thought to wonder why. I couldn’t remember when I’d last gotten my period.

“Fuck!” I swore out loud. “Why now? What are you doing here?” There was no question that another being had become part of me, extending my very understanding of what it meant to be a self. I didn’t imagine a little zygote of replicating cells. I imagined a soul, whole and complete.

I stopped in the shadow of the mountains that bordered our campus and spoke to that soul. “I am sorry,” I whispered. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

Where does life begin? Circles go round and round, and of that circle there is no beginning and there is no end. Life doesn’t begin at conception, it begins earlier than that—somewhere else, beyond bodies and lifetimes, beyond time itself. But I didn’t know that then. All I knew was that, faced with the most difficult of choices, I had already made my decision.

That was the moment when I first became a mother. It was the moment when I dedicated my life to this being who would not be born. I would have to make something of this life I was claiming for myself. I would have to make a difference in the world. I would have to make this choice matter. Still, my heart was breaking. I already knew she was a little girl. Who was she? Where would she go? What did it mean to say no to love?

The gray-haired nurse at the college clinic confirmed my pregnancy. She looked at my stricken face and asked me, kindly and efficiently, if she should make an appointment for me in the nearby town for “the procedure.” I nodded, choking back tears.

Despite my conversion, I didn’t talk to God about any of this. And I certainly had no intention of confiding in the college priest I’d been studying with all year.

Father Fallon was full of plans for the midnight mass on Easter Sunday, during which I would be officially welcomed into the Catholic faith. I was to go on a retreat for a few days at the monastery where he lived. Afterward, purified by prayer, I would arrive back at college in my flowered confirmation dress, ready to receive the Eucharist for the first time in front of a congregation of my peers, whose own faith was sure to be deepened by the example of my adult conversion. I ended up spending most of the retreat throwing up in a small, bare room by myself.

Fallon was the real deal. He was so liberal that, a few years later, the Church administration sent him as far away from young people as they could, despite the fact that he had created a vibrant Catholic ministry on a secular campus. He sang folk songs and talked about social justice.

At our first meeting he had given me a small blue-and-white paperback containing the necessary doctrine we would discuss each week on Thursday evenings.

“Do you have any questions about the Transfiguration?” he asked.

“Jesus appeared as the Messiah to the apostles,” I answered, dutiful student that I was.

“Exactly,” he smiled. “So how is the nuclear disarmament workshop going? What speakers are you getting?”

“An ex-commander of a nuclear sub who’s joined the freeze movement. I think he’s going to be very powerful.”

“Fantastic. That’s the kind of person who can really make a difference.”

“Right?”

I became politically active for the first time in my life. We talked about poverty and racism, violence and war, and what it meant to honor the teachings of Jesus.

Father Fallon reminded me of my father. He had the same square jaw and ruddy good looks, the same determination to do good in the world. And they were both men who held within them a seemingly bottomless bitterness that no amount of success or acclaim could touch. I wanted to please him the way I wanted to please my father.

We never really talked about prayer. We didn’t explore contemplation or meditation or even devotion. We made no study of martyrs or mystics, never discussed pilgrimages, novenas, apparitions, miracles, or any of the messy magic of folk belief. Surprisingly, we didn’t concern ourselves with heaven and hell or the souls in purgatory, or even death and what happened after you died. We certainly never talked about abortion or sex.

He asked me once if I had a boyfriend, and I’d been casual and said, “No one special.” Maybe if he’d been a little older or less ruggedly handsome, maybe if he’d been a woman, I’d have felt comfortable revealing the truth. “There’s this guy I’ve been having sex with since sophomore year and I’m kind of hung up on him, but there’s no way he’s interested in anything serious. But I like him, and I like having sex. In fact, that’s the one thing I’m not really so into about Catholicism, all the problems with sex. What’s up with that anyway? Can’t I just hang out with the poor and the peacemakers without taking on all of those hang-ups about ordinary bodily desires?”

My own mother was Eve before the Fall—completely without shame in her celebration of all things sensual and sexual. At fifteen she was posing naked on the beach for art photos. When she walked into a room, everyone turned to stare. She was a statuesque beauty with dark good looks and an impressive bosom.

She designed our home as a greenhouse for her plants, with glass on all sides and no curtains. Orange trees hung heavy with fruit, and giant gardenias blossomed all year long, filling the house with their intoxicating scents. Prehistoric ferns cascaded over the bookcases, cuttings grew out of cups in the bathroom, vines crawled over the stereo system. Outside were gardens filled with roses.

The first time Clark met her, he picked a ripe fig from a tree in the kitchen. “Ordinary people don’t grow trees like this indoors,” he remarked. “You sure your mother isn’t a witch?”

To channel her artistic frustrations, she costumed herself, wearing caftans and feathers and turbans and shocking the cardigan-wearing Yankees of our little New England town. She often walked around the house naked, happily unaware that there was anything to be embarrassed about. She loved to lounge in the bath, lazily shaving her long legs while we chatted.

“I don’t think my mother has had many lifetimes as a Christian,” I once confided to Clark.

He laughed. “I don’t think your mother has had many lifetimes as a human being.”

She was like some glorious ancient goddess, part tiger with the wings of a hawk and snakes writhing up her arms. Everyone fell in love with her, but her heart belonged only to one god—my father.

Like so many women of her generation, life revolved around her husband and his needs. We had dinner whenever he got home from the hospital. She threw parties for his colleagues and endured their bumbling flirtations. She was humiliated by my father’s infidelities. Her beauty and her sexual magnetism were ultimately inadequate charms against loneliness. At the end of the day, she would walk around her gardens, muttering to herself, deadheading the roses, angry, irritable, frustrated.

I’d been embarrassed to tell her about my conversion. She wasn’t actively opposed to religious institutions like my father; she just found the whole topic of God uninteresting. When I mentioned that I was studying to become a Catholic, she blew through her lips dismissively and shrugged it off. This, too, will pass, she seemed to already know.

My mother sighed on the phone when I told her I was pregnant. In the silence that followed, I could feel her complete absence of judgment. She waited for me to say what I wanted.

What did I want?

I wanted something from her that I didn’t know how to ask for. I wanted something she didn’t know she had. I wanted her not just to be the high priestess of sex but my guide through the underworld.

I wanted her to tell me that I was saying no to a body but not to a soul. I wanted her to tell me that women are always making impossible decisions about life and death, that this is what it means to be a woman and a mother.

“Can you send me a check?” I asked at last.

“Will he pay half? Have you asked him?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Good. He needs to accept his part in all this. I’ll put the check in the mail this afternoon.”

I didn’t tell my father. How could I? I had heard him describe with bitter horror what the city emergency rooms had been like before abortion was legal. “Every night trying to stitch some poor girl bleeding to death back together again.” But I knew that if I told him about my own situation, he would shake his head in contempt. “What’s the matter with you? You couldn’t remember to take a pill every day?”

I tried to tell Father Fallon I was pregnant on a hike we took together during my retreat. A stream, rushing with snowmelt beside us, roared in my ears. On the walk, as we stepped over fallen trees on the mountain path, I tried one last time to be honest. I kept imagining what I was going to say: “I’m going to have an abortion, Father. Don’t try to talk me out of it. I mean it. You cannot talk me out of it. You can’t talk me out of my life. I’m only twenty-two. I will never see this guy again. But will you forgive me? That’s what I need to know. Will you forgive me? Will there be any way to forgive myself?”

“You’re awfully quiet,” he said at last. “Are you filled up with the spirit of this event?”

“Filled up? Yeah, I guess. In a way.”

I never said anything to him. I was a coward. I was a hypocrite. I might take the name of a saint at my baptism, but I couldn’t change the fact that I was lost, that I’d always been lost—that I always would be.

I went through with my candlelit baptism and my confirmation in the Gothic college chapel. Afterward, my some-time lover, amused, showed up with champagne that he offered to everyone. Two days later he drove me to a clinic the next town over and picked up Chinese food on the way home.

Three friends were waiting for me when we got back. One had had an abortion in high school. The other her freshman year. The last, the friend who had suggested I visit that village in France, would not have hers until she was middle-aged and done with her many years of child-rearing. They took me in their arms and let me cry. We laughed a little through our tears. But nothing about our sisterhood was emboldened or explicit. We knew we were supposed to be ashamed of our abortions, and we were. We could not yet imagine that each of the souls that had reached out to us had brought us dark gifts that would take us years to receive.

After my abortion, when there was no turning back, I became obsessed with scenarios in which I had gone through with the pregnancy. Again and again, I imagined the little girl I might have had. She’d have had blonde curls, just like the man I’d slept with, and somehow his mother, someone I’d never met, would have taken me to Paris, where she lived. In a recurring waking dream, I saw myself pushing this little girl in a swing at the park with this very beautiful, elegant woman, so much more refined than my own mother. I knew it was a pathetic, hopeless daydream born of my despair, but I couldn’t let it go.

An old roommate invited me to Vienna for a month after graduation, and I flew off to be with her before I started a job in the fall as a high school teacher. Days before I arrived, however, she found herself in love, so I was mostly on my own—alone again in another city, wandering around trying to figure out what I was up to. I felt I no longer had any right to imagine myself as a Catholic, but I kept seeking out old churches, mostly empty, where I would sit in darkened pews, lost in regret and confusion.

One day, in a dark Viennese chapel off a cobblestoned street, I found myself staring at a medieval statue of Mary. Father Fallon and I had never talked about Mary. I had never learned any of her many prayers, and I had no idea what place she had occupied in the lives of the faithful over the centuries.

Unlike the submissive blue-and-white virgins from sentimental pamphlets and paintings, this Madonna’s face was jet-black. As black as night, as dirt. She seemed to have been carved from the trunk of a great tree and, standing there before her, it was almost as if those long-gone roots still reached into the ground. She stared directly at me with an expression of fathomless acceptance on her face that brought me to tears. A shelf of candles flickered before her. I lit one for myself.

This was the dark mother who could meet me in the depths of my desolation. She could swallow stars and give birth to galaxies. She could turn the trees to ash and regrow the forest. Hers was the darkness of the womb and the blackness of the tomb where the living and the dead were always changing places, coming and going, but never gone, never alone, never forsaken.

On a table to one side of her altar, I noticed a few small squares of white paper and on them, in English on one side and German on the other, were the words to the Hail Mary. They were the words I needed.

Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us now and at the hour of our death.

Mother of God. What is bigger than all that is? What do you find when you come to the very edge of the universe and take a step beyond? Who birthed the cosmos? Who will hold it as it dies? A mother. The mother of the living. The mother of the dead.

There was no one else in the church, so I was able to sit there undisturbed. By the end of the morning my legs were stiff and I knew the prayer by heart. For the rest of my stay, I would have breakfast with my friend and then say I was going off to write in a café. Instead, I would find a church, preferably one I hadn’t been to yet, and sit there all day alone, saying the Hail Mary over and over until it was dark. No one ever spoke to me, and I never went to mass, but without even knowing it, by the time I left Vienna I had turned over my sorrow and my confusion to Our Lady. All of it.

That is how I first met her. Not within the Catholic Church but instead when I had turned away from it, when returning to it no longer felt possible. I had gone to my Father’s house seeking sanctuary, but my Mother called me home.



Dear Dad,

What gives a life meaning? Can you tell me? You who ushered to the other side the stillbirths and the suicides? You who sat beside the disappointed and the defeated as they withered away in pain, none of their dreams realized? Where was God in all this? Where was mercy and justice? You loved to quote King Lear: “As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods; They kill us for their sport.”

But what if, within the long stories of our souls, there was no such thing as an inconsequential life? Short lives, long lives, hopeless lives, tragic lives, lives of pointless misery, all becoming the compost of our souls. What if every life became part of the dirt out of which we continued to grow?

In a culture that encourages relentless achievement it is easy to forget how useful disappointment and failure can be. We applaud the Mozart who arrives ready to compose his first symphony at age nine. But how many different lives nourished the greatness of the musician he yearned to become? Perhaps he had simple lives humming out of tune, lazy lives spent listening to the bees, terrible lives where he was silenced and could not even speak. Perhaps he had once been a crow, a cricket, a crayfish, a loon on a faraway lake. Who knows what multitudes he contained?

And what of you, Dad, who died without writing that lyric poem or epic novel you imagined would confer greatness upon you? What if you were really meant to write it the next time round? What if you had already written it in another life?

Here in the land of the living I know each being I meet is a soul on a journey I cannot begin to fathom. To try to understand a single life without a glimpse of the long story of our souls would be like trying to decipher a sentence from a single word or hear an opera from a single note. A single life is not an explanation or an answer; it is a mystery encircled by vast oceans of darkness.

Beneath us and behind us, all around us, are mysteries. We send out probes into space and shatter atoms to see how they are made. But our most adventurous scientists only discover what the mystics always knew—the cosmos is stranger than we can possibly imagine. Light bends. Time folds. One world gives birth to another. An electron can be in two places at once. Most of the universe is dark matter, and we have no idea what that is. In truth, most of what we are is dark matter.

Darkness has become synonymous in our culture with ignorance and evil. Yet we torture our enemies by imprisoning them in rooms where the lights are always on. Haven’t we done the same to ourselves? We have driven ourselves mad with too many facts and so much information. We can explain everything and everyone. We are blinded by the light. Wisdom, knew the old teachers, was a woman with the dark face of the night. How do we abandon creeds and certainties and live inside the mystery instead?

Who are you? Who have you been? Why were you my father?

I do not know.

But I do know that in the dark lands of the dead you have embraced again your multiplicity. You are not just a failed parent, a frustrated artist, a capable doctor, a cruel commander, a bleak man, an ordinary human being. None of that is enough to describe you anymore. You hold within you so much more than that. You have seen civilizations rise and fall. You remember plagues and genocides, collapses and extinctions. You remember, too, ways of being that the living have forgotten, secrets we need going forward, and what it means to see beyond the limits of a single human life.
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6

Destiny
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as often happens when we start to feel better, I stopped praying. In my twenties I settled into a perfectly adequate replica of a meaningful life. I loved my work teaching reading and writing at a city high school. I had colleagues at Columbia, where I was working on my doctorate. I had good friends for runs in the park and movies on the weekend. I got into therapy. I started meditating. I was living the life I was supposed to be living, in the groove, on track. At least on the surface. But beneath the layers of concrete and asphalt that pave over New York City are submerged rivers that, if not continuously pumped and tended to, will eventually break through the streets to find their way to the sea. City life teaches us to ignore what we know—what we can feel beneath our feet.

One night I came home to a friend’s enthusiastic message on my answering machine. “I’ve met the man you are going to marry. His name is Clark Strand. He’s tall. He’s a writer. And he even teaches at that Zen monastery you go to up in the Catskills. I’ll have you over for dinner with him soon. He’s perfect for you; he really is. He loved holding Joshua.” Joshua was her baby.

I’d been single in New York long enough to be tired of setups with twice-divorced high school principals and overavid bicyclists that friends were convinced were perfect for me. Still, I was lonely and envious of my friend’s newfound motherhood. I longed for someone, but I didn’t know who that might be. And so, with weary optimism, I checked out Clark Strand’s biography in the recent catalog for Zen Mountain Monastery. He taught haiku, and he’d been a Buddhist monk. That, at least, was intriguing given the corporate types I usually met in Manhattan. There was no photograph, and I wasn’t looking for him when I decided the next morning to go get some writing done at the Hungarian Pastry Shop.

The Pastry Shop was, surprisingly, completely empty that Sunday morning. In the dim, low-ceilinged room packed with wooden chairs and tables, there were none of the usuals—the hungover novelists or the overly ambitious poli-sci grad students with three-day-old stubble. The waitress was yawning as I took my cup of coffee and my croissant and settled in at a table near the front where I could look out the window.

The Pastry Shop was the kind of place where earnest students huddled together plotting upheaval and socialist revolution. The bathroom was decorated in their fervent, and often amusing, graffiti. With the Cathedral of St. John the Divine casting its long shadow over the café, it was easy to imagine that I had stepped back in time to turn-of-the-twentieth-century Vienna, or even further to medieval Paris. I’d been coming to the Pastry Shop for years, since a friend had first brought me on a weekend visit during college, and I felt comfortable there in a way I never did in shinier city locales. The walls were lined with the glowing icons of impressionistic angels.

The coffee was terrible, thin and bitter, but once you’d ordered a cup, you could refill it as many times as you wanted, which probably explained why so many writers settled in there all day long, dyspeptic and overalert. The waitress had no problem telling chattering tourists to shut up because, “The people who come here? They got writing to do, okay?”

I had recently been contacted by an educational publisher to create a series of teachers’ guides on the work of Judy Blume. My mission was to reveal how her tackling of taboo subjects like menstruation and masturbation was vital for open communication in high school writing workshops. I planned to get the introduction to my curriculum completed and then go over to my friend’s for lunch with her and the baby.

When the door opened a few minutes later, letting in a blast of damp air, I didn’t look up. I was already writing furiously. I heard a man chatting familiarly with the waitress, but I was surprised a moment later when he approached my table. The entire café was empty.

Sensing him close, I glanced up. He was the kind of handsome intellectual with tousled brown hair and wire-rimmed glasses I’ve never been able to resist. If I’d seen him on the subway, I would have turned my head and thought, That’s it! That’s what I’m looking for—the pale scholar who still looks like he spends time outdoors.

Still, there was an instant, a single instant, just after he’d asked if he could sit at my table, when I nearly told him, “No. The place is empty. You can sit anywhere. Besides, I’m busy.” The words were on my lips.

“Do you think it’s going to rain today?” he asked. It was the lamest pickup line I’d ever heard.

He was holding his mail in such a way that I could see, right at eye level, his name on one of the envelopes: Clark Strand.

“I don’t know.” I smiled despite myself. Without another word, I moved my coffee cup and my notebook so he could settle in opposite me.

I didn’t let on that I knew who Clark Strand was. I didn’t let on that I already knew he had met my friend the day before. Not yet, anyway. From the weather and the coffee we moved on to how much we both loved running in Riverside Park.

“You’ve got a runner’s legs,” he said.

“Yeah?” I smiled.

I told him about the half-marathon I’d run on Outward Bound the summer before.

“I used to go camping by myself with just a bag of rice and a blanket,” he told me. “Once I woke up on the top of a mountain, perfectly warm, and it was because the snow had covered me in the night.”

“Wow.” I was genuinely impressed.

“It’s what originally attracted me to becoming a Zen monk, giving away all my stuff.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “The Zen students I’ve met seem to have a lot of baggage, myself included.”

Clark laughed. “You’re a Zen student?”

I nodded.

“Why are you studying Zen?”

“Honestly?” I admitted. “I like the darkness and the quiet up in the mountains. I need it after the city. But when everyone starts talking about solving koans, I feel like the most clueless person in the room. I feel like I used to in gymnastics class, watching people do backflips. My body just isn’t made that way. Maybe I’m too psychologically oriented for any kind of spiritual breakthrough.”

“Maybe enlightenment isn’t all it’s cracked up to be,” Clark confided. He told me about his decision to break with his Zen master at the very moment he was about to be confirmed as a roshi, or fully realized teacher. “I wasn’t happy, and I knew I wasn’t ever going to be happy with a bald head and robes and everyone bowing down to me all day long. Can you imagine the kind of women who are attracted to that? So I quit. My teacher told everyone I was going to hell, but I was in hell already, so it didn’t matter.”

Each of us, later on, would describe that conversation to friends in exactly the same way: It was as if we had known each other for lifetimes.

The café must have been slowly filling with people, but I didn’t notice anyone coming in or sitting around us. At a certain point, Clark introduced himself, and I pretended that I didn’t recognize his name.

He also feigned ignorance, since I knew that my friend had told him my name as well. “Perdita?” he said as if he were hearing it for the first time. “From The Winter’s Tale?”

“Yes,” I said, pleased at least that he knew the play.

“St. Brendan was also looking for Perdita on all of his sailing adventures. That’s what he called the lost island of paradise. Perdita. Shakespeare may even have been referencing that.”

“Really?” I felt a little breathless. I was rechristened in that moment, transformed from damned to saved without even having to change my name.

What Clark didn’t tell me was the tremendous recalculation that was occurring within him. The day before, while he was holding baby Joshua, my friend had blurted out that she had a friend, Perdita, who was “dying to have a baby.” Clark decided on the spot that he would go out of his way not to meet Perdita, whoever she was, and maybe he wasn’t as eager for fatherhood as he thought—or at least not that eager. Maybe he’d ask the twenty-year-old waitress out on a date after all.

Now he wasn’t so sure. If this is the woman who wants to have a baby, he thought to himself, that changes everything.

We talked and talked. I heard the hint of a southern accent. Clark had grown up in Atlanta.

“Atlanta? Really?” I said, surprised.

“You’ve been there?”

“Never,” I said. But I confided that I had been obsessed with Atlanta as a child.

“You were obsessed with Atlanta?” Clark laughed. “I was obsessed with getting out of Atlanta and escaping the South.”

“I saw Gone with the Wind when I was ten years old, and I suddenly became fanatical about the Burning of Atlanta. I went to my local library and was furious when they could only give me Civil War history books with a paragraph or two about what had happened during Sherman’s March to the Sea. I wanted a whole book about Atlanta. I wanted to go to Atlanta. I wanted a guidebook with photos of every street. I knew it was crazy, and it felt crazy. I was also obsessed with Clark Gable, of course, and maybe that got mixed up in it.”

“Well, this Clark,” said Clark pointing to himself, “had to take every out-of-town guest who visited my family to a showing of Gone with the Wind at the Fox Theatre. I can’t tell you how many times I saw that awful movie after we moved to Atlanta when I was fifteen.”

“It is an awful movie. It’s so incredibly racist,” I agreed. “How old are you now?” I asked.

He was five years older than I was, which meant that when he was fifteen, I was ten. “So you would have moved to Atlanta exactly when I became obsessed with the place? How strange,” I mused out loud.

“It is strange,” agreed Clark. “What a coincidence.”

He asked for my number and went home and wrote in his journal that he had just met the woman he was going to marry. I skipped over to my friend’s, my feet barely touching the sidewalk, to tell her that yes, yes, this was the man. Maybe because of that same almost frightening sense of kismet, it took Clark three weeks to get up the courage to call me—and only then after I made sure to run into him again at the Pastry Shop, casually dressed in my tightest jeans and a crushed red velvet shirt.

After a hike up a mountain north of the city and kisses at sunset overlooking the Hudson, we moved in together, into a tiny sun-filled apartment with its own magical garden that we somehow found through an ad in The Village Voice.

Clark wrote haiku that he left on the sink for me to find. I planted bulbs in our garden. We stayed up all night laughing and making love and telling each other stories and never seemed to get tired because of how happy we were.

Neither Clark nor I ever really wondered what would have happened if we hadn’t met. All the other details in our lives felt like they could have changed—the colleges we had gone to, the jobs we’d chosen, the lovers we’d had, the friends we’d made, the roads we’d taken—and still we would have both walked into the Hungarian Pastry Shop that day. Or on another day. But it would have happened. We were supposed to meet. We both knew that we’d always been each other’s destiny.

One day during our first year living together a spring blizzard shut down the entire city, softening its hard angles and covering the concrete and cars. We’d stopped using birth control a day earlier, ready to begin what we were sure would be the leisurely process of trying to get pregnant. After we made love, Clark fell asleep. I pulled on my mittens to go outside into our little backyard garden.

The snow was deep, and with exuberant abandon I found myself rolling the base for a snowman. As I added the second ball for the torso, the heavy snow sagged, and I molded giant pendulous breasts for my figure. Delighted with my spontaneous creation, I ran inside and raided the fridge. Prunes became nipples and twigs became her arms. After I’d sculpted her head, I dug through the drifts to the ground for the withered remains of last fall’s flowers and slowly fashioned a crown for my unexpected fertility goddess. I looked up at the gray sky, mesmerized by the thousands of flakes softly falling toward me, and wondered if one of them was mine.

Three weeks later I stepped outside of our kitchen door to catch my breath. I noticed the green and white shoot of a single snowdrop, one of the bulbs I’d planted in the fall, emerging from a patch of bare ground. The air was filled with the smell of wet dirt. Something about that smell of old leaves rotting all winter long, of things unfurling in the darkness, brought me back with fierce immediacy to my senior year in college. To—as I would later confirm—the very same day in April when I had also discovered that I was pregnant.

For years my abortion had weighed on me, a tiny burden of incalculable density. A part of me had been certain I would be punished by never being able to conceive another child.

I picked up a handful of dirt that spring afternoon in the garden and smelled it. My grandmother, my father’s mother, had once told me that she always knew she was pregnant when she loved the smell of dirt. I rubbed it between my fingers, feeling fertile and alive.

Sophie was born exactly eight months and one week later, with the first snow of winter. It was the Feast of the Immaculate Conception, the day celebrating the Buddha’s Enlightenment, and—that year—the first day of Hanukkah. Clark chanted mantras as she arrived into the world.

With Sophie’s birth, our lives felt impossibly charmed. Out of the blue, Clark was offered his dream job as senior editor of a new magazine about Buddhism. I was unexpectedly invited to help create an alternative high school with a team of passionate idealists just like myself. Finally, we were married by a justice of the peace during one of our hiking trips.

Like most babies, Sophie woke up early. On the weekends after I nursed her, I would often take her to the playground to let Clark sleep in. It was almost fall when we slipped out quietly one Sunday morning. I pushed her stroller down the empty avenues toward Central Park. Other than a few joggers and devoted churchgoers, we passed no one. The playground was empty when we arrived. I lifted Sophie out of the stroller and placed her into the baby basket on the swing set. Her fat hands gripped the black rubber. Blonde ringlets fell in her eyes. She squealed with delight as I pushed her higher and higher.

Soon another mother entered the park, with a little boy running in front of her. She chased him down and carried him over to the swings. She was an older woman, maybe a late-life mother or an early grandmother; it could be hard to tell in New York. She was very beautiful, with delicate, chiseled features and blonde hair tinged with gray. As she pushed the little boy on the swing beside me, we began chatting, as mothers do.

“Do you live on the Upper West Side?” I asked politely.

“I’m visiting my daughter from Paris,” she said. “This is her little boy.”

“He’s adorable.” Sophie squealed, and I gave her another push.

“I don’t get to see him enough,” she sighed. “I wish we lived closer.”

“But you’re not French,” I offered. I could tell from her accent.

“Oh, no,” she laughed. “My husband works in Paris, and we have a little flat right on the Île Saint-Louis. I’m from Virginia originally.”

“I thought you were the little boy’s mother at first,” I admitted. “You look so young.”

She smiled. “I have two grown children. My daughter lives here in the city, and my son works with Doctors Without Borders. Perhaps you’ve heard of them?”

Everything hushed within me. The swing creaked back and forth on its own. The distant noise of traffic seemed to disappear. The whole city seemed to disappear.

Distracted by the little boy beside her, Sophie didn’t realize I had stopped pushing her. I looked at this attractive older woman beside me, and I knew who she was. Paris. The Île Saint-Louis. Doctors Without Borders. It couldn’t be. But it was. How had I, so many years before, conjured her and this entire scene in a heartbroken daydream—my lover’s mother, the swings, my little daughter with the blonde curls? What could it possibly mean?

My mouth was dry. Barely able to speak, I asked, “I know this is very strange, but your son didn’t go to Williams, did he?”

She beamed. “Why yes! He did!” She told me his name. “Did you know him?”

“I did.” I felt woozy, but somehow remained standing.

“What an odd coincidence,” said the woman. “I’ll have to tell him that I ran into a fellow classmate. What is your name?”

“Perdita,” I whispered.

Now it was her turn to look startled. She blanched. “Perdita? Not Perdita Finn?”

I nodded.

“Oh,” she said quietly. I could tell from the inflection that she knew about the abortion.

“This is my little girl,” I said, feeling tears in my eyes. “This is my little girl.”

“It will make my son happy to know that. I know…” Her voice trailed off.

“Yes, please,” I said. “Tell him.”

We exchanged a few more polite pleasantries, but we were both so unnerved that a few minutes later we pushed our strollers out of the playground in opposite directions. Some days later, her son, my old lover, would call. Eventually we would share a cup of coffee and, for both of us I hope, an indefinable healing.

As a child, I had no knowledge of reincarnation. I didn’t know it was a possibility. Life happened. You died. That was it. A straight line from birth to death. Religious people added to that tiny linear sentence a particular end point with a heaven or a hell, a long tunnel and maybe a white light in the vast expanse of time. The Catholicism I studied was more interested in good works than the journey through the afterlife, and Zen concerned itself with the death of the ego, not the persistence of the soul.

I held Sophie when we got home as she drifted off to sleep for her nap. I wanted her close, my girl with the blonde curls. I knew that she had tried to come to me once before and I had said no, but now she had come back.

When I told Clark what I thought, that this baby was the same soul that had come to me at the same time of year so many years before, he didn’t need any convincing. He’d had his own intuitions about the sense of reunion we were all experiencing. “She was impatient for you, wasn’t she? She loves you so much—but she needed the right father, too. You knew that.”

My abortion had been devastating, but that didn’t mean it had been a mistake.

Much later, my psychic friend Suzan Saxman would confirm this. “It happens all the time with miscarriages and abortions,” she told me. “I’ve never seen an aborted soul angry with what’s happened. Maybe sad, maybe disappointed, but not angry. They usually understand when the timing’s not right—and they often try again. It’s too bad people don’t know that. It could change our whole conversation about abortion.”

Clark and I had found each other. Sophie had found us. The universe abounded with unexpected blessings and inconceivable joys. I had spent so much time agonizing over thoughts of karma and sin. Now I saw that even sin and karma were part of some vast, unknowable cosmic equation that would, ultimately, add up to healing and love.

For months I reveled in the wondrous mystery of it all. One weekend, a friend lent us his cabin high up in the Catskills, far from any human habitation. We drove up a bumpy, dirt road deep into the forest as the sun began to set. By the time we got out of the rental car and eased Sophie out of the car seat, the darkness was all around us.

As we walked toward the cabin, Sophie in my arms, a light by the door flicked on. Sophie held up her finger, pointing, and squealed with wordless wonder. On the screen was a giant moth and on the back of the moth was a skull. A white skull.

“A death’s head moth,” whispered Clark beside us. “I’ve heard of them. But I’ve never seen one before.”

We stood there in a shallow pool of light, staring at the moth.

A question, sharp and precise, pierced my heart. Whatever vast, unknowable forces had brought us together, couldn’t they just as inexplicably fly us apart?

I didn’t know then that even as Clark and I were first meeting at the Hungarian Pastry Shop, across the street from the café a man was sculpting above the main portal to the Cathedral of St. John the Divine his own strange vision of the Apocalypse. I didn’t even know in those days that St. John the Divine was the author of the Book of Revelation. I didn’t know that almost every day I walked down Amsterdam Avenue the artist was chipping away at stone to reveal buses plunging off the Brooklyn Bridge, the masses howling at Wall Street as a tidal wave of water rose over their heads, the Twin Towers toppling over. Who was the one-eyed figure, ten times bigger than the scenes of chaos beneath him, who gazed out imperviously at the world beyond? Why, amid the destruction, was the giant head of a baby also emerging from a strange vulval flower?

Clark, too, never noticed the end-of-the-world scenes coming into being right in front of him, even though he often chatted with the sculptor himself over coffee and cigarettes. He remembers the man showing him his sketches. He even went over to the stone yard to watch the man at work, and he remembers thinking that the stone carver was a wild genius, a mystic visionary, some blasted dust-covered character out of a fairy tale, but he never thought to ask him about the Brooklyn Bridge or the Twin Towers or the baby head. At that time, before the turn of the millennium, it was all still imagination, the stuff of fantasy. It didn’t have anything to do with ordinary life. Clark remembers the man was slight with strong hands. He remembers the man’s name, Simon Verity, but it would be twenty years before he thought about what that name literally meant. Simon was the Rock. Verity was the Truth. Just as Clark and I were getting to know each other, the Apocalypse was being set in stone. The Rock of Truth.



Dear Dad,

With your love of manly feats, I’m sure you knew about the famous mountaineering rescue referred to, simply, as the Miracle Belay. On K2, a Himalayan peak even more difficult to ascend than Everest, five intrepid climbers who were roped together all fell during a storm into a bottomless crevasse. The sixth, Peter Schoening, hung onto a narrow ledge with his ice ax. The snows swirled, and he was losing his grip as his expedition mates dangled above the yawning abyss. With iron-willed determination and superhuman strength, Schoening pulled, strained, and heaved, defying gravity and rescuing them one by one from oblivion.

Unfortunately, a lot of people approach their ancestors with the feeling that they must rescue them from the abyss of their dysfunction, or risk being pulled over into annihilation themselves. They cannot cut themselves free—and yet they are impossibly burdened by the extraordinary effort needed to do this lineage healing. They are being dragged down by family histories of abuse and addiction, violence and depression, sorrow and silence.

Shall we talk, Dad, about your own father—orphaned, full of rage and resentment? Or perhaps your mother’s family, working long hours in the mills and drinking too much and learning to protect their self-esteem with mockery and sarcasm? Shall we talk about the Irish and the famines and the religious repression and the poverty and the whole sad tale of being a colonized people?

Of course, the whole story of civilization is nothing but a tale of woe. If we trace back any of our ancestors, we will all find ourselves, soon enough, appalled at the horrors our people have inflicted upon each other. Every “civilized” human being has a genealogy of trauma.

As we confront the fact that our entire species may soon vanish into the crevasse created by our long history of ecocidal insanity, it is very easy to feel overwhelmed and defeated by the enormity of the work before us. What are we to do to heal these generational tragedies?

The entire endeavor seems to demand heroic effort.

Except we have forgotten that the dead weigh nothing at all—and they have already fallen.

The dead have been released from the tyrannies of linear narratives. What they can offer to us, if we let them, is the healing wisdom of the soul’s long story through deep time, where everyone is connected and entangled. They can help us witness the reality that no one is ever let go.

I pray to you in all of your complexity and possibility to guide me through the world that is coming. I pray to those ancestors who wanted to ascend to the heavens to guide me back to those ancestors who sought their wisdom deep in the earth. I pray to the ancestors who lived through the calamities of eons past to show me how to be resilient and resourceful during a coming age of collapse. I pray to the vanished giants of the dinosaurs, you who were once the mighty masters of this Earth, who transformed into birds after your own extinction event. Show us how to become small again, teach us how to sing again, and help us to grow wings so that we, too, might one day have no need of ropes and ice axes. Help us remember how to fly.
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Collaborating with the Dead
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Working Together

None of us needs to manage life on our own. Our ancestors are standing by to help us overcome obstacles, seize opportunities, answer our yearnings, and make the impossible possible. They long to be involved with us again, and they have resources we cannot imagine.

To give them an assignment is to offer them the possibility of an ongoing, blossoming relationship. The tasks that we give to the ancestors are opportunities for them to show us they are really there. We call on an old uncle who had been a mechanic when we are trying to buy a used car. We invite a beloved grandmother to help us pull off a family reunion without a hitch. When I need things to grow, I ask my mother the gardener. We ask the dead to watch over our kids, help us with our work, and get us out of jams. Our ancestors called on the dead for help with everything—from finding food and medicine to seeking shelter and warmth to reuniting with loved ones. We, too, can seek the help of those who have gone and call upon their generosity, their interests, their talents, and their expertise. When we do, we will experience the lived reality that no one is ever lost to us and no one is ever alone.

I’m not used to asking for help with anything—what kind of jobs can I assign to the dead?

My sister-in-law has an old-world sense of hospitality. Everyone who arrives in her home is handed a cup of tea and an assignment for getting the meal ready. One guest is washing lettuce, another is cutting potatoes. Someone sets the table, and a young man brought by a cousin is situated on the couch with an elderly relative in need of a patient ear. The argumentative father of the new boyfriend is sent on an errand to the store in the next town over. Some of the jobs invite greater intimacy with her—some are quests that protect her from having to manage a difficult personality. But when dinner is finally served, everyone will feel part of the festive collaboration. It is my sister-in-law’s ingenuity and inclusivity that makes all this possible, and it is this same spirit that we can bring to our relationships with our ancestors.

Over time we will find our own creative ways for working with the dead. Initially we may come to them with urgent needs—a child in the hospital, a loved one looking for work, an addiction that just won’t quit. But over time we may become more and more comfortable asking for their help with literally everything in our lives. Help me get a real person on the other end of the phone. Help me not lose my temper. Help me get through this day, this hour, this moment.

Not only does modern life teach us to be independent, it also demands that we rely on money for most of our needs. But the dead rely upon an economy of prayer, and with it they can bring to us all kinds of miracles and magic.

How do I know which jobs to give to which ancestor?

If someone was remarkably talented or successful in life, it stands to reason that they can offer us help with a similar endeavor from beyond the veil. The award-winning chemist will whisper into our child’s ear during the test. The virtuoso will help us with our performance. The thoughtful grandmother will send us spiritual care packages when we are lonely. When those I love are sick, I tend to call on the doctor and nurse friends of my father’s I knew growing up, putting together a ghostly medical team to work behind the scenes.

But it is also true that those who failed at something or were frustrated in life have something to prove. The man who was never able to publish his own poetry is determined that ours will win the literary prize. The woman who could not escape domestic violence will guide us out of an abusive relationship. The local ice cream man who wished he’d had the resources to go to medical school will bring a healing sweetness to the doctor’s visit.

We must trust our own intuition. We will know what feels right if we check in with ourselves.

What if it doesn’t work? What if they don’t give me what I want?

The dead are not a vending machine. We don’t put in the coin of our request and wait for our candy bar. The answers they offer may surprise us. After all, from the other side of the veil they have a perspective that is unavailable to us. Part of the reason we call upon them is that we know they can see the big picture and the long story.

Can we break down our request? Instead of asking for instantaneous healing, we may need to request to find the right doctor, the right medicine, and even the day-to-day courage to manage a difficult treatment.

Do we need to add some additional helpers? Perhaps there are others among their ranks standing ready to assist. Is there anyone else we want to add to the team? My mother had a group of women she worked with on political matters in our small town—they were called The Ladies Committee. They knew that it often takes a whole regiment to win certain battles. I call on all these women, now dead, whenever I have big projects underway.

Most of all, we must trust the timing. We live within very simplistic notions of linear time. But the dead have all the time in the world. How many unexpected blessings in this life are the answered prayers of lifetimes past?

The Difficult Dead

Let’s be honest. We feel relief when some souls are finally on the other side of the veil, where they can no longer harm us. Many of us have known monsters of one kind or another who made our lives a living hell. While we are under no obligation to work with them and while we have no responsibility for their healing, they may actually be ready to atone for their crimes and make amends. Death releases us from the shortsighted preoccupations and mistakes of a single life. These souls often feel tremendous regret about their behavior. We don’t have to do anything to help them with those feelings, but they may have a lot of motivation to help us, to atone for their hurtfulness. I often invite people to make peace with those on the other side who enraged them and even terrified them. But we don’t need to contort ourselves into some artificial state of forgiveness. Instead, we can give the dead the work of atonement, and if they deliver—when they deliver—we will experience the radical revelation that healing is always possible.

Do we still need to be scared of those who hurt us in life?

Those who are gone are gone from the physical world. They cannot hurt us anymore. That is what we must always remember. The living can be truly horrifying to each other. But the dead have no inclination to harm. Over and over again I have seen the difficult dead offer healing to the living.

Rosemarie, an aging flower child in her late seventies, came to one of my parties honoring the dead and announced that she had a special job for Hank, her stepfather. Rosemarie had never married—and that night she told us why. Her father had died when she was twelve, and her mother had remarried Hank. “He started messing with me right away,” she confided. “Even tried to pimp me out to his friends. So I had to get out of there. I never went home again. It wasn’t safe. I never felt safe anywhere. I hated Hank for what he did to me. He destroyed my life. But I’m telling you right here, right now, that if he can find my man, I’ll let bygones be bygones. When I’ve got the love of my life in my arms, that’s when I’ll forgive him.”

There was a stunned silence in the room. “Well, I always say the dead can make miracles happen,” I said at last.

“Romance for Rosemarie?” whispered a woman sitting beside me. “Never gonna happen in this life.” I must confess that at that moment, I felt skeptical of the very magic I thought I had embraced.

“Oh, that was painful,” said another friend later as she was helping me do the dishes. “Poor Rosemarie. I never knew her story.”

A week later, the same group of friends gathered for a book club. Rosemarie arrived a little late, giggling, her eyes sparkling. She looked ten years younger.

“What’s up with you?” I asked her.

“Someone’s been up all night smooching with her honey!” she laughed.

The day after our party Rosemarie’s prayer had been answered. She’d driven her best friend’s husband, Bruce, to the care facility she had found when her friend’s dementia had become too much for the family to handle. For years, Rosemarie’s friend hadn’t recognized anyone, not even her husband. But that day, when Rosemarie and Bruce entered her room, the friend sat up in bed and said, “Bruce, Bruce, I’ve got to tell you that I’m done. You’ve got to find another woman.”

On the drive home, Bruce confessed that he had fallen in love with Rosemarie but had told himself he wouldn’t say anything until his wife had passed. “But this changes everything.”

Rosemarie told Bruce that thirty years ago she had been smitten by him—but he had chosen her best friend instead. Rosemarie had buried her love deep inside her heart, never imagining that anything could happen between them. But now Bruce and Rosemarie were a couple. Bruce’s children and grandchildren had a new mother and grandmother who knew everyone’s favorite foods and holiday traditions. Rosemarie’s prayer to Hank had been answered.

She found an old photo of her evil stepfather, smeared and torn, and framed it. She put it on her altar to the dead. She lit a candle and told him that she forgave him. They could both be at peace at last. She didn’t talk herself into forgiving him—she acknowledged the miracle he offered to her. Even the worst of the dead can be ready to make things right.

What about evil spirits and haunts?

So many of what people consider the frightening manifestations of the dead—knocking on walls, turning out the lights—are simply their attempts to get our attention, to remind us they are really there. They’re not “haunting” us. They’re hanging around, waiting for something to do. If they are often depicted as insatiable vampires or zombies, it is only because we have forgotten what truly feeds them. If we are feeling frightened by the presence of a spirit, we can offer that being a way to engage with us and help us. We need to keep them busy. We can also let them know that we prefer they not make their presence felt while they do so.

Do I need any kind of ritual protection when working with the difficult dead?

People in a state of fear are compliant and obedient. For too long we have been conditioned to fear the dead—and trust the living with authority over us. But the exact opposite is true. We can trust the dead, while we ought to remain skeptical about the agendas of the living who wield power. As we do this work, though, we should remember that we can move as slowly as possible and stay low to the ground. Speed and grandiosity so often get the living into trouble. In the beginning of my own work, I simply acknowledged the names of the dead to myself. Some years later, I began assembling my ancestor altar. Eventually, I realized I could collaborate with these souls. Now I spend over an hour praying with them all every morning, planning our day together.

We do not have to instantaneously manifest a blockbuster miracle to work with the dead. In the beginning, it may be enough to get a cab on a rainy day or feel an unexpected surge of resilience and acknowledge we were helped by someone we once knew.

Gratitude

Showing our appreciation for the dead is what they want most of all. They want to let us know they are really there—and they want us to show them we’ve received their messages. We might celebrate them with a new framed photo on our altar. We might visit their graves and bring flowers. We might share a glass of spirits together. We might tell our family and friends the story of what happened—even if we feel a little self-conscious and silly. Some gestures of gratitude may be as simple as a lighted candle, while others might involve undertaking a pilgrimage to an ancestral homeland. We will know what feels right because we will enjoy doing it. After all, we are sharing in this celebration of the dead.

Isn’t this all a bit transactional? You do this for me, and I’ll do this for you. Isn’t that bribery?

In truth, the dead are profligate with their blessings. They are offering us gifts all the time, whether we know it or not. When a friend of mine finally began asking her father, a contractor, for help with the renovation of her house, she realized for the first time how easy every aspect of homeownership had been for her—from securing a favorable mortgage to getting plumbers to show up in the middle of the night. “My dad’s been watching out for me all along,” she told me through tears.

All life grows from the bodies of the dead. Every meal we eat, every day we enjoy, comes to us thanks to their offerings to us. When we begin to feel the reality of this, we may want to do nothing but express our gratitude to them for our lives.
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In the Realm of the Hungry Ghosts
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Traditionally, women have been the midwives for both the living and the dead—guiding bodies into this world and easing souls out of it. In premodern times their own bodies were recognized as the portals between life and death, just as the body of the Earth gave birth to creation and took all beings back into the soil. Women were intimate with the passage back and forth across the veil, and it was this wisdom that gave them their natural intuitive powers—powers that were usurped by those who began controlling christenings, last rites, and initiations of all kinds.

When I went into labor with Sophie, Clark brought the statue of a Buddhist saint made from a phallic-shaped piece of granite with us to the hospital. Jizo, as he is called in Japan, is supposed to guide travelers—including thieves, babies, and women in childbirth—through all six realms of existence. He is a baby-faced, bald monk with a smile on his lips, and he holds a precious stone in his hands. He’s definitely a good vibe.

Clark placed this six-inch statue by my bed in the hospital, and every nurse who came into the room ended up chatting with Clark about the various protective deities of childbirth while I groaned my way through my contractions. If my ten-hour labor was easier because of Jizo, I certainly didn’t know it. He returned to his place amid the clutter on Clark’s desk without much ado after Sophie was born.

But a few months later, it was Jizo who came to my rescue on a particularly chaotic night at my mother’s and guided me out of the realm of the hungry ghosts. Or maybe it was the realm of the jealous gods. Whatever it was, it was bad. But none of these realms existed in the land of the dead—they were all the hell realms of the living.

I was standing in my mother’s kitchen and clutching Sophie, who was bawling at the top of her lungs. I pushed the numbers for our apartment in New York, praying in those days before cell phones that Clark wasn’t at a movie.

“Pick up, pick up, pick up,” I begged.

The phone rang and rang. The machine clicked on, and I struggled to stay calm as the message leisurely explained that Clark and Perdita would return your call as soon as possible. “Clark!” I gasped. “It’s me! Pick up! Please pick up!”

“What? What is it?” I heard the phone crash to the floor from the table as he scrambled to answer it. “I was screening the calls…”

“I’m going to kill her,” I interrupted, my voice coming out in gulping sobs. “I mean it. I’m going to kill her!”

“Our baby? What’s going on?”

“No!” I wailed. “Of course not. My mother! I’m going to kill my mother. You have got to help me. Please help me.”

Upstairs, I could hear my mother moaning. “What did I do to deserve this? Why does no one love me? Why am I always so alone?”

“Why does my mother have to be such a victim?” I yelled into the phone. “It’s not my fault. It’s not my fucking fault.”

I could hear Clark exhaling slowly. “What’s happening?” he asked at last. His voice was even and calming.

A wave of shame washed over me. “I hit her,” I admitted. “I slapped her across the face. Even worse, I wanted to keep hitting her. It terrified me how violent I felt. Just like my father. I’m just as awful as he is. But it’s her fault. She misses fighting with him. She wants me to fight with her. She eggs me on. It’s the only thing she really loves.” I started sobbing again, disgusted with myself.

When I was a child, the night bristled with the electricity of my parents’ fights. I would listen to them from my bed, awed by their power.

I walked in on them fighting once when I must have been about ten. My father had pushed my mother against the refrigerator and was holding a knife to her throat. “I’m going to kill you this time. I’m going to cut your throat and kill you,” he was hissing.

I didn’t scream. I didn’t call the police. I slipped away without them seeing me—shaken, disturbed, embarrassed. My mother’s eyes glittered and her mouth was half-open. She was on fire, triumphant. Whatever was happening, she had won. What I had seen between them was not just violence but sex, as if the only way they could experience intimacy was on the threshold of disaster.

One night when I was headed out to a party in high school, I overheard my father telling my mother that he had never loved her. Years of anguish followed, until the woman my father had been seeing off and on got pregnant and he moved out, at last, for good. He retired unexpectedly so he could get out of paying alimony, and when his young wife went to work, he would drop his new child at day care and go over to my mother’s. She had never hired a lawyer and never fought him for the money he owed her. Instead, she’d let him help her in the garden, mulching her roses. She’d make him a cup of tea. They’d sit on the couch together, trading books back and forth, and dozing side by side. Eventually, he’d check his watch to go and pick up his son, and my mother would be alone again.

My mother sacrificed everything at the altar of her love for my father. She’d had an exciting career as a costume designer, but she’d given it up when he wanted to leave the city. She put him before her children—his meals, his needs, his decisions always came first. Finally, she even renounced the possibility of a life beyond him, never dating again after he left, despite any number of suitors. She resented him, and she yearned for him. Every bad choice she had ever made was his fault. If only he would come back to her.

I wasn’t going to be her. I was terrified of becoming her. I had become my father instead. I was sobbing.

“Just breathe,” said Clark, the former meditation teacher. “Count your breaths.”

“I can’t,” I refused. “I’m not calm enough. This is too big for that. I feel like she’s trapped me in some ancient Greek tragedy and the gods are angry, and the only thing that will appease them is ripping out someone’s heart and holding it up to the sun.”

Clark chuckled. “I think you’re mixing up your myths and religions.”

“Fucking give me a break, okay?”

“Calm down,” he ordered.

I sighed. What was the matter with me? Why did my mother make me so incredibly angry? How could I possibly be so out of control with fury that I had hit her?

The first night I held Sophie, I promised her with my whole heart that I would be a good mother. “I am going to make choices that bring you joy,” I told her. But three months later I was already overwhelmed by the realities and exhaustions of parenthood. Did I have to go back to work? What if I didn’t? Was I poised to surrender my power in the world just like my mother had? But how could I work all day long and then come home and stay up all night with my infant?

I wanted my mother to tell me what to do, to tell me what was right, but I knew that she didn’t have a clue. I wanted her to share with me some secret wisdom that would let me know how to navigate motherhood, but I knew that all my mother could transmit would be the litany of my father’s crimes. Men are shits, but they are the only thing that matters was the sum total of her insight.

To protect myself from that boozy monologue, I had invited over some old friends. They were a couple that taught at the local private school. The woman, Martine, was a moderately successful novelist. My mother was openly jealous of my desire for mentorship from her. “She can’t cook a simple dinner on time,” my mother would always note whenever I was headed over to their house, as if that canceled out all her other achievements.

“I just wanted James and Martine to come over as a bit of a buffer,” I told Clark. “Was that such a terrible crime?”

My mother shrugged irritably when I told her they were going to be joining us later. “Do you have any idea at all when they might actually show up?”

“I told them seven, after the baby goes down.”

“Humph,” my mother grunted.

I nursed Sophie to sleep and, after putting on an unstained shirt, went downstairs to await their arrival. My mother was stretched out on the couch with a glass of bourbon, a cat on her lap, and the New York Times. I took part of the paper from her while I waited for our guests to arrive.

“She went down so easily,” smiled my mother.

“She nurses right to sleep,” I said. “Every time.”

The setting sun was sending heavy beams of golden light into the room. The cat was purring.

“It’s lovely nursing,” sighed my mother. “One of the things I really miss about babies.”

“I guess you were right, James and Martine are going to be late,” I said, glancing at the clock.

“Oh,” said my mother. “I gave them a call while you were upstairs. Told them you were busy with the baby. You can see them another time, when you come up again.” She eased herself off the couch and went into the kitchen to pour herself another drink.

An epic fight ensued. I wanted to see my friends. My mother wanted me to herself. We both began airing ancient grudges. She felt abandoned by me. I had felt ignored by her growing up. The baby started to howl—and when my mother ordered me to let her cry, I completely lost it.

“My baby isn’t going to cry herself to sleep,” I announced. “All that will teach her is that she’s alone in the world, that expressing her needs in life will be futile. Babies don’t need to learn how to be independent; they need to know their mothers are there for them.”

I stormed out of the kitchen and stomped upstairs into my childhood bedroom. 

“She doesn’t need you,” my mother screamed after me. “She’s just making a fuss over nothing. You have to ignore them, so they learn how to behave.”

“What!?” I exploded. “You knew what you were doing? Hours sitting in front of the television by myself? ‘Oh, Perdita can entertain herself; Perdita can take care of herself,’ you used to say. But maybe it wasn’t because I wanted to but because I had to.”

“You don’t know anything about being by yourself,” scoffed my mother. “Don’t you criticize me! I wasn’t a bad mother. I know what a bad mother is! I had one!”

My grandmother’s mental illness had officially begun with a severe postpartum depression that had left her unable to care for my mother. Another child led to another depression, and a stream of nannies arrived from Ireland while my grandmother settled into a refined but morbid despondency. All the best hospitals and all the best shrinks couldn’t put her back together again. My granny Nellie, too, had been neglected by her own mother, who had been depressed after the death of Nellie’s little brother to scarlet fever. Behind me were so many unhappy mothers. 

I never really knew my grandmother. She had had a stroke when I was seven, which left half her body paralyzed and her mind wandering. My mother moved her to a nursing home close to our house and went almost every day to sit with her. I would go with her after school and tuck a stuffed animal under Granny’s frail arm and read aloud to her from one of my favorite books about magic while she stared out the window at the trees, softly crying.

My father told me that my mother was overly attached to my grandmother, too worried about her, too involved with her. My mother agreed with him. That’s what her psychoanalyst had told her after all. Her mother, too, had been too attached to her mother, always wanting to return to visit her in England after moving to the United States. This was a generational problem in our family: despondent women with neglectful mothers they loved too much but then felt they had to mother. No one got the mothering they craved. “I was forty-two when my mother was born,” I had told a therapist on our first day together. “Interesting slip,” he noted.

All the miseries in our family came from women who somehow could not access their power and their joy.

My mother and I were vicious, lost, and out of control. She told me I was just like my father. I told her that she was pathetic and no wonder my father had left her.

Sophie was bawling, and my mother tried to wrench her from my arms.

My hand flew out, and I hit her across the face. It was a savage slap, meant to hurt.

She crumpled to the floor, moaning and tragic. My daughter wailed and I wept, racing downstairs.

“She turned me into a monster, a maniac, my father. It’s the only way she knows how to be intimate,” I said to Clark over the phone. I could hear my mother sobbing upstairs imploring me to come back.

“I need you, Perdita. I need you. You’re the only thing I’ve got in the world,” she wailed.

Would I do this to my own daughter? Were all mothers and daughters destined to veer between love and contempt? Weren’t the old myths and stories filled with devouring mothers, competitive mothers, mothers ready at every turn to make a mess of things?

“What am I going to do? Is there anything I can do to calm down?” I cried to Clark.

“You need a mantra,” Clark suggested. “Then you can just say it. That’s all you have to do: just say it. The sound does the work, so you don’t have to.”

“Do you have one? Can you give me one?” I needed a magic spell—any trail of bread crumbs would do—to guide me out of this abyss of self-loathing and despair.

“What about the Jizo dharani?” said Clark. “Remember that statue I brought with us to the hospital when you were in labor?”

“Yeah?” I said skeptically. “I’m not having a baby right now.”

“He’s a guide,” said Clark. “That’s all. You need a guide. You’re stuck in a hell realm.”

“I really am.”

“That’s the job of Jizo,” said Clark. “To help you out of those places. That’s why he’s got a traveler’s staff in his hands, so you can follow him. And the jewel in his hands? That’s a mani stone—it’s about your heart’s desire, about finding it. Jizo offers us both the promise and the fulfillment of our heart’s desire.”

“Just tell me what to do. I don’t have time for a lecture.”

Over the phone he dictated to me the syllables of the dharani, a simple repetitive prayer I was supposed to invoke in this moment of crisis.

“On ka ka kabi sa ma ei sowa ka.”

He asked me to say it with him a few times out loud. “I’m going to get off the phone now, but you can call me back. Just find somewhere quiet to sit and say it until you feel calmer. You will feel calmer. And let your mother cry herself to sleep if that’s what she believes in.”

I rested Sophie on my shoulder and made my way through the darkened downstairs to the living room. I wanted to feel the darkness all around me. I sat down on the carpet beside the hearth. Only when I was settled and cross-legged with Sophie resting in my lap did I realize that I was right beside the lifelike sculpture of an infant.

Carved out of black marble, the statue’s dark arms and legs were curled in, as if it had just been born. My mother had wanted another baby after it was no longer possible, and my father had given her, instead, this dark stone child. Something about this baby had always disturbed me. No child this small should ever be imagined outside of the embrace of a mother’s womb or a mother’s arms. It looked as if it would always be alone and cold and lost, as though there would never be a mother who would reach out and take the weight of this much sorrow into her arms.

“On ka ka kabi sa ma ei sowa ka.”

I murmured the syllables out loud, over and over again. The purr of the dharani began to soothe Sophie; she sighed in rhythm with my breath. Her eyes began to flutter and close.

I didn’t know what the words meant. It didn’t seem to matter. The simple sounds filled my head and settled my heart. I held on to them not knowing what they were connected to or where they would lead me.

“On ka ka kabi sa ma ei sowa ka.”

The gravitational pull of my mother’s loneliness was a black hole into which I feared I would ultimately, one dark night, disappear. My secret terror was that she wanted me to renounce my own husband with complaints and resentments, to maintain the solidarity of unhappy, unsatisfied women betrayed by men. Was she just too needy and crazy and jealous to hold on to my father, just like she was being right now with me? Was I like this? Were we all of us, the living and the dead, hungry ghosts, prowling the Earth with mouths too small to ever fill our hearts with enough?

“On ka ka kabi sa ma ei sowa ka.”

Every wall in my childhood home was made of glass. The story was that my mother wanted a house of nothing but windows, a place filled with sunlight for her plants. But this also meant that it was a house filled, at night, with nothing but darkness. As a child I had sometimes sensed beings, watchers, spirits, haunts, crowding close to the house. Who was out there? I would press my face to the glass and try to imagine the trees, the gardens, the woods, and know that just as I was looking out, others were looking in. I had a runaway imagination after all. Sometimes I referred to them, only to myself, as the old ones. Were they lonely women, too? Were they unhappy mothers, unhappy grandmothers, unhappy ancestors, lost and alone, back to the beginning of time?

“On ka ka kabi sa ma ei sowa ka.”

My daughter had begun to knead my breast, and as I nursed her, I continued muttering the mantra. Whether it was the sounds themselves or the natural endorphins of nursing, I began to feel calmer.

By the time Sophie was asleep, I was ready to face my mother. I tiptoed upstairs and heard her in her bedroom, murmuring to someone who wasn’t there. I stood in the doorway. “Who are you talking to?” I asked in a low voice.

“I’m apologizing to my mother,” she said. “Now I know. Now I know…”

Without saying anything or turning on the lights, I came and lay down beside her on the bed, placing Sophie between us. My mother reached out to take my hand, and I squeezed it in return.

I couldn’t fall asleep. Lying in my mother’s bedroom in the dark, I realized that over the past few years my mother had gradually begun to fill the facing wall with the photographs of long-dead relatives. There was my grandmother as a young girl in England. There was her mother with her twin sister in a faded daguerreotype. There were great-aunts I barely knew and women in corseted bodices. There were faces of women who shared my blood staring back at me through the shadows of the night. Around me, I felt the dark spirits of other women, their tombstones crumbled, their names and stories forgotten.
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Some years later, after my own mother died, I found a series of diaries written by my grandmother scattered among the letters, photos, and memorabilia in moldy steamer trunks from the last century. From the age of fifteen until her stroke at seventy, Nellie had sat down daily to record the weather and note special events.

Raised among upper-middle-class Victorian gentility, she cooked and gardened, shopped and visited for most of her life, except for a brief and exciting stint as a nurse during World War I. She never wrote about her feelings, dreams, disappointments, or yearnings. She never wrote about anything at all, really, other than the bare facts of the day. “Bombs in the morning, thunder in the afternoon,” she noted during the war. “No chance of sun today,” she recorded after the death of her beloved in the trenches. “Relentless fog,” was her response to a hasty marriage to an American man she barely knew. “Gray. Pregnant.”

She had an almost spiritual devotion to meteorology—the drizzles, the downpours, the unexpected burst of sunshine late in the day. Some of us mutter mantras, but Nellie, a gardener, put her faith in the weather.

Her expensive psychiatrists could find nothing special to note about her in their reports, which were also stashed in the bottom of the steamer trunks. She was basically uneducated despite her privilege. She was dull, according to these professional men. She had “no serious interests.” In another age, one that recognized the importance of paying attention to the climate, her perceptions and devotions might have brought her recognition and possibly joy. Here was a woman who could feel in her soul the rain, the frosts, and the sunshine to come, who knew when to ease the seeds into the hard ground, how to coax reluctant buds into bloom, and when to prune and weed, plant and sow. Nellie herself is a small gray presence in my memory, a tiny cloud of an old woman, but her lush gardens were a wild tumult of glorious color.

Just recently a psychic friend noted her photo on my ancestor altar, which is not so different from my mother’s wall of memories. The psychic looked at my shy, hesitant grandmother, her beauty parlor curls styled tight and close to her head. “This was a woman who knew how to make beauty come into the world,” said this psychic who knew nothing of her sorrowful story. “Oh my goodness, what a soul. She could make beauty bloom just about anywhere. Anywhere.”

Did my grandmother know that she was a witch? No. And my mother didn’t either. That was the greatest sorrow of all—that they didn’t know who they were and how much power they had. But their souls remembered who they were, and their hands, digging in the dirt, remembered what they could do. I come from a long line of women who loved the dirt. And women who love the dirt love the dead.

My father’s mother shared some of these gifts. She bore six children, carried three others almost to term, and always knew she was pregnant when the ground called to her. She would find herself outside kneeling by her statue of St. Francis, digging with her fingers until she had handfuls of crumbly soil to raise to her nose and smell. She confided to me once that she never ate the soil—it wasn’t some mineral deficiency that motivated her, she was sure of that—but she did want to put her tongue to it, to take a bit of grit into her mouth. When she smelled the dirt, when she tasted the dirt, she knew that she was carrying another child within her.

She wasn’t a particularly sensual woman. She prided herself on her economy and her efficiency, and she didn’t entertain any discussion about spiritual matters other than to maintain a routine devotion to her Catholicism. But I had a feeling that when she found herself outside, her nose pressed to handfuls of soil, she was connecting with something—wordlessly, unconsciously, within the ancestral memory of her being—with women who had known that bringing forth life linked them to the world of the dead and the dust of the dead.

Pick up a handful of dirt anywhere and you are holding the dead—trees that have died and rotted, ancient shellfish that have calcified and broken apart, bits and pieces of insects, the remains of weeds, microscopic organisms that have come and gone within a single day, a single hour. Dirt is what happens when life happens. I read a book about dirt once, which described the slowly unfolding events in the back of an abandoned pickup truck in the parking lot of—of all places—the Cathedral of St. John the Divine. Birds and mice left their droppings in the unused flatbed. Tiny grasses sprouted and died. Leaves and branches fell. Within a year or two, an ailanthus tree had taken root and was sending up its branches toward the heavens. It fed itself, as we all ultimately do, with its own dropped debris.

My mother wanted me to feed her to her roses when she died. She first told me this when I was eight years old. We were driving together down to my grandmother’s home on Long Island after her stroke to dig up her garden together. “Ashes are surprisingly heavy,” she told me. “They have bits of bone in them. Do something useful with mine when the time comes. Mix them in with a little manure, and mulch the roses in the fall. I’d like that.”

I helped my mother dig up my grandmother’s garden. We wrapped the roots of roses, rhododendrons, and rare perennials in wet towels and plastic garbage bags, loaded them into the station wagon, and drove back five hours to our home. My mother showed me how to mix a special concoction from rotted seaweed, old manure, and bonemeal to help the plants reroot in their new beds.

Once upon a time, a very long time ago, all of these women would have known that they were talking to the dead. We would have all talked to the dead together and known that in the dark there were always enough mothers for us all. We would have intuitively known that no one needed to feel abandoned or alone, depressed or defeated. It would have been understood that mothering and growing and gardening were something that the dead knew how to do best.
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After that weekend at my mother’s, I began to say the Jizo dharani constantly. If I thought of someone who had died—one of my grandparents, my friend who had succumbed to AIDS—I said the mantra for the guidance of their soul. I said it on car rides, for no one in particular. I said it as I walked through the woods. I said it in bed at night when I couldn’t sleep. I found myself saying it when I didn’t even know that I was saying it. I was summoning the dead, and I didn’t know it. Most of all, I was summoning the long story of my own soul.

Some months later, Clark was sent the galley of a book to review. It was all about abortion rituals in Japan and their reliance on Jizo. The gentle figurines crowded the graveyards and the city temples as women made offerings to them to bless and guide their unborn children. But I was beginning to realize that we were all unborn children and that life itself was nothing but a constant movement between one side of the veil and the other. We were mothers and daughters, fathers and sons, souls wandering through eternity in need of guidance.

Even Jizo had not always been a monk.

One of the oldest Buddhist sutras says that in eons of lifetimes past Jizo was, in fact, not a bald old man but a simple girl with, no surprise, a troubled relationship with her own impossible mother. When her mother died, the maiden was concerned that the woman was now suffering the ill effects of her accumulated bad karma. She prayed to the Buddha himself to show her how to help her mother—and the Buddha transported the girl to the very depths of hell to witness for herself that her mother was no longer there. The girl’s very intention to save her mother had been enough. The very moment she had expressed her compassionate wish, it had been granted.

But that was not the end of the story.

What the maiden realized from the sufferings of her mother was that innumerable beings languished in spiritual agony, lost between the worlds, pursued by demons, and tortured by regrets. Jizo vowed in that moment to give all her lifetimes for eternity to their salvation. Whether she was reborn as a woman or a man, a monk or a mother, she would stand at the crossroads of existence, leading every soul toward the fulfillment of its heart’s desire.

What I was beginning to realize was that all the dead were standing ready to guide us where we needed to go.



Dear Dad,

You were one of the most seriously educated people I have ever met. You were a wide-ranging reader with a vast library. You had any number of first editions, not because you collected them but because you read them before anyone else even knew about them. You were a relentlessly curious man who was introducing me to new authors up until the very day you died.

But there were stories you hadn’t read, that you didn’t know, and that is because they were never written down.

Once upon a time there was an old grandmother who lived in the ancient forest. In her home among the trees there was always enough to eat. There were nuts and berries and mushrooms and all manner of roots and shoots and leaves. There were deer and pigs who snuffled through the ferns. There were ducks, geese, and all the fowl whose great flocks landed in her ponds. There were bees that hid their sweet honey in hives in the hollow trunks of trees. The old woman fed us on her abundance, asking only one simple thing in return—our bodies. We, too, were food in the forest. There was always enough to eat as long as we were willing to be eaten in our turn.

For these peoples the whole Earth was not a god, but rather a mother who birthed them and fed them and took them back into her own body when they died. The whole world was nothing but loving mothers and grandmothers whose bodies they fashioned out of stone and wood to remind them to whom they belonged.

But one day, a woodcutter came to fell the trees to plant his fields and grow the wheat for his bread and the barley for his beer. For a while his storehouses overflowed with grain—until the droughts, the floods, and the fires. Until the plagues of insects, the inevitable result of reducing the biodiversity of an ecosystem, arrived and decimated his crops. Until the king, because now there were kings and generals to protect the storehouses of grains, appropriated the harvest for his latest war. Now there is somehow never enough. The woodcutter and his children are always starving to death. The grandmothers have disappeared, because what use is a woman who cannot bear children to work in the fields. This is a world where fathers are always ready to sacrifice their children to save their own lives, where abjection is the necessary price of progress.

We wasted so much time, you and I, arguing about a God neither of us really believed in. We should have been talking about the dead. We should have been talking about our grandmothers and our mothers. These were people whose tales were passed down woman to woman until they were forgotten altogether, or written down by men who got them mostly wrong.

Most of all, what we have forgotten as modern people is that we are all, every one of us without exception, reborn. No one really goes anywhere.

I wonder, Dad, how many of your books, in all the many volumes on all those shelves, explored the mysteries of reincarnation and renewal? Maybe a poem or two. Maybe a line in a play or a reference in a dry theological study. But not enough to help you know that there was always enough—enough time, enough lives, enough love, enough mothers to always make you feel known and held.

A medium I know says that when we die each of us is reunited with all the mothers who have ever been, from all our lives that have ever been. There they stand, ready and waiting as we die to receive us into all their many loving arms.

Who might we all be if we could reunite with our grandmothers and our mothers in the dark?
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The Last Wave
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we all have irrational fears. One person is terrified of spiders, another of contracting rabies. Some people hate heights, while others dread caves. How many of these anxieties are bequeathed to us from other lifetimes? How many are intimations of events waiting for us in the future? Time itself is stranger than we know and flows, perhaps, not just relentlessly forward but backward as well. I have dreamed of places before I arrived at them and experiences before they occurred. I know that in my dreams I travel—through time and space, between worlds, beyond the limits of a single life. What I have most feared since I was a little girl was the end of the world itself.

It wasn’t my own death that terrified me, but the possibility that I would remain and everything else would vanish. In one of my earliest memories, I am lying in the darkness of the back seat of our station wagon listening to the murmur of my parents’ voices as we drove home late at night. The windows were rolled down, and I could smell the damp air from across the salt marshes. From my seat, I could see the moon traveling along beside us, playing hide-and-seek behind the swamp maples, always reappearing, round and full, when the road hugged close to the sea.

My father had one hand on the steering wheel and the other wrapped around my mother’s shoulder. She nuzzled close to him. Perhaps we’d been at a dinner party. My father had loosened his bow tie. My mother laughed at everything he said, with the sultry ardor of having drunk a little too much wine.

“You think they’ll really blow up the world, Matthew?” she sighed.

“They’ve got enough hydrogen bombs to blow it up ten times over. Goddam McNamara.”

“Goddam McNamara,” purred my mother.

“When in the history of human civilization has a weapon been invented that hasn’t been used? Tell me when.”

“Never.”

“Never, never, never, never, never,” intoned my father dramatically.

“I love listening to you recite Shakespeare, Matthew,” my mother murmured.

“Had we but world enough and time, my dear, world enough and time…” began my father, his deep voice sonorous and affected.

I knew about bombs from the small black-and-white images on our television, the ones that beamed into our living room to show the horrors of the Vietnam War on the nightly news. But even the ravages of war did not activate primordial fears the way this new information did. I had never imagined that the very world beneath my feet could disappear. Only the moon would be left in the sky, alone with nothing to hold it in place and no one to look at it anymore.

And where would everything go? What would happen to me? I imagined those astronauts I saw on television floating in space, the narrowest of tethers connecting them to their modules. What if they became disconnected from their rocket ships and drifted alone through the stars to the outer edges of the universe? What if they were alone forever and ever, lost in space?

Watching the movie Fantasia soon afterward, I was transfixed by the cartoon images of the dinosaurs’ extinction. The world burned and churned as one creature after another succumbed to the devastation. I’m sure most children came away from the movie remembering Mickey Mouse’s magical broomstick or the dancing hippos in their tutus. I was obsessed with the possibility of planetary annihilation.

But why? What was the matter with me? Why in my twenties had I become even more obsessed with the dangers of nuclear war? By then Gorbachev had met with Reagan and the Cold War was definitely over. All those dreams of mushroom clouds and the blasted rubble of vanished cities were entirely psychological. Right?

Eventually, in my midtwenties, it was psychoanalysis itself that helped me come to grips with the ways my parents had reinforced the whole notion of mutually assured destruction.

Remarkably, the whole classic experience—the leather couch, the Persian carpets, the wise and mostly silent analyst dressed in tweeds sitting behind me—was completely paid for by my health insurance as a public school teacher in Northern Virginia. Every afternoon I raced from work, finagled my old Toyota into a tight parking space in the narrow streets of Georgetown, and climbed steep, dusty stairs to the sanctuary of my analyst’s book-lined office. I stared out over the trees and the slate-covered roofs of old buildings and rambled through my memories, my irritations, my fears, my hidden desires, and my dreams.

My life slowly became more purposeful. I ended a dead-end relationship, took my first creative writing class, and decided to pursue my doctorate in education. I developed a clear understanding of just how thoroughly my parents had messed me up. I hadn’t grown closer to my mother over the course of my treatment, but I finally knew what was the matter with her. I began to feel like a grown-up.

On our last day together, I lay down on the analyst’s couch. There was a vase filled with blue, bell-shaped flowers on the windowsill. My analyst sat behind me in his chair, as quiet as ever. Was there anything special we were supposed to say to each other before ending this strange relationship? I felt genuine gratitude to him, along with so much sadness about saying goodbye. How could I express it all? But before I could say anything, he cleared his throat, his signal to let me know he was about to speak.

“I’m not sure how to say this,” he began, “but I feel like I need to let you know that for most of our time together, you have been dreaming about me.”

“This is news?”

“I didn’t feel comfortable telling you this while you were still in treatment.”

I was confused. “I’m not sure what you mean. Everything has been about our relationship, that’s the point of psychoanalysis, isn’t it? My projections, my transference, all of it. I mean, that’s how we sort things out…”

“No,” he interrupted. “I’m not talking about any of that. I think it’s important to tell you before you leave that you have this uncanny ability to actually dream about my life.”

“Uncanny?”

“Uncanny.”

I wanted to swivel around on the couch and get a good look at him, but over the past three years, for four days every week, I had trained myself to remain still and examine my feelings without necessarily acting on them. It was an invaluable tool that my then-developing interest in Zen meditation had only reinforced—this sense that it wasn’t a bad idea to give my thoughts a little space, a little time, a little air.

But I had no idea what we were talking about.

My analyst cleared his throat again. I could hear him shifting his bulky body in his chair. “At least once a week, you’d tell me a dream. Once you told me about going to a party and getting out of a green car and seeing a man with only one leg on the street corner. And that was exactly what had happened to me the night before. I got out of the green car. I saw the man with one leg on the street corner.”

“Really? You mean…” I stopped. The needle on my inner compass was whirling in circles as if it had lost its magnetism. What had we been doing together these past three years? “But then… but we interpreted those dreams together. I remember, you said the one-legged man was really my father…”

He coughed. “I have to confess, I didn’t know how to handle it.”

“What does this mean?”

There was a long silence. “What do you think it means?” he said at last.

As a little girl I would sit on my tiny bed, looking out at the maple leaves in the yard as they turned from green to silver in the breeze. The bed, the trees, the leaves, my body—suddenly everything would feel unreal. It was like that game I’d later learn to play in school, in which you say a word over and over again until it feels completely meaningless. Who am I? How do I know who I am? Who is it that knows I am Perdita? Why these maple trees, this family, this moment, this life? Who am I this time?

Together with my analyst I had examined that feeling of disassociation, which he assured me was the result of being the youngest child of distracted narcissists. No wonder I had watched hours of reruns of Gilligan’s Island as a child. That ludicrous sitcom was the defining myth of my childhood. A ragtag crew, who’d never met before their fated three-hour cruise, found themselves marooned together on a tropical island where they attempted to recreate a semblance of civilized life. “You felt like a castaway in your family,” noted my analyst.

Comments like that had helped me feel understood and sane, but after these unexpected revelations on our last day together, my heart was racing. I felt disoriented.

“What does it mean that I dream about your life? Are my dreams real? Are they prophetic? Who am I anyway?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know what?”

The anxieties I’d thought I was beginning to manage were springing back to life like regenerated demons.

“What about all those apocalyptic dreams I’ve always had? The ones that made me seek out a therapist in the first place? You said that was about how out of control my parents were, how their fingers were always on the button. But what if those dreams are real? What about that one I had last week, of the mushroom cloud over New York City? I’m about to move to New York City!”

My analyst let out a long, slow sigh. Over the years I had become acutely attuned to these sounds he made. The scratch of his fingernails through his hair, the labored exhales when he was stiff at the end of a session, and the quiet, almost imperceptible murmurs of compassion after I’d shared some particularly bleak moment from my lonely childhood. The room was silent. Outside on the street a car honked, someone was shouting at someone, there was the low murmur of air conditioners already humming in the early summer.

“Do you remember when I told you to watch The Last Wave?” he said at last.

“That creepy Australian movie?” I remembered.

“Yes. I thought that movie might resonate with you.”

“It did, but…”

Months before he had, out of the blue, suggested I go see a revival of this movie that was playing at an art house around the corner from his office. He never told me to do anything—except submit my insurance payments, of course. He didn’t tell me to leave the man I was living with or to stay with him. He didn’t tell me to apply to graduate school or eat better or sleep more. He didn’t tell me to not be late or do any of the things I eventually did. But one day he’d remarked, seemingly casually, in a way that he never did, that I should see this particular film.

I went immediately. That very night, I think. After all, he’d told me to. I showed up the next day for my regular appointment completely unnerved. Why had he sent me to see a movie about a man plagued by apocalyptic dreams and visions that turn out to be true? Since the beginning of our sessions together I had shared my nightmares about the end of the world. I had described picking my way through the blasted rubble of a demolished city. I had even dreamed about a vast wall of water rising above a little village as I clamored up a hill to escape it, just like the character in the movie.

“These are common archetypal visions,” he’d remarked at the time, helping me put these fears to rest. My dreams were a way of metabolizing my ordinary anxieties and concerns.

Or were they?

At this very last moment he seemed to be undoing all the work we had done together. How could we possibly have been exploring my unconscious if we’d been ignoring one of its most significant aspects? If, according to psychoanalytic theory, repressed sexuality made us neurotic, what happened if we suppressed our psychic perceptions? Perhaps doing so is why so many of us in the modern world are anxious and jumping out of our skins.

“Do you like the delphiniums?” the psychoanalyst asked.

“What?” I was a mess. This was the most he’d spoken in three years.

“The blue flowers in the vase. They’re delphiniums. They reminded me of you. That’s why I put them there. There’s a poem by A. A. Milne about a doctor who is sure that the cure for his patient, a dormouse, is to dig up the blue delphiniums and the red geraniums in his yard and plant yellow chrysanthemums there instead. The dormouse submits to the doctor’s treatment—but covers his eyes so he cannot see what has happened to his garden. In his mind the dormouse gazes on an uninterrupted vision of the blue delphiniums and the red geraniums while the doctor scurries about. Surprisingly, despite this useless intervention, the dormouse still gets better. But the doctor and all of his mistakes had nothing to do with his patient’s cure.”

“What are you saying?”

“I wish you well on all your new adventures. I do.”

I felt dizzy. I was standing on the edge of an abyss, about to fall in.

“Our time is up,” he said, like he did at the end of every session. Only this time, after I stood up, he took my hand in his, squeezed it kindly, and smiled at me—somewhat sadly, somewhat quizzically—before ushering me out the door.

Years later, my psychic friend Suzan Saxman would assure me that everyone has powers of clairvoyance. Most of us have learned to suppress and ignore these intimations, but that doesn’t mean they go away. In fact, a fringe psychoanalyst whose work I read suggested we treat movies and novels and television shows as the dreams and oracles of a culture. What were we envisioning in them? What did they tell us about where we were headed?
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Clark and I were asked to write catalog copy for the world’s largest children’s book publisher and, unexpectedly, found ourselves with a front-row seat to the emerging zeitgeist. If the books we’d read as children were about magic and mystery, nature and history, the children’s literature of the new millennium focused increasingly on postapocalyptic disaster. “In a dystopic future, these kids must figure out how to survive…” was the ubiquitous tagline.

The grown-up media was little different. Zombies walked among us. Vampires were out for blood. Winter was coming. Get ready for the end of the world.

Most of the stories were some version, more or less, of Cormac McCarthy’s The Road, in which the environment was blasted into nothingness and the only thing left for people to eat was each other. Out-of-control consumerism had brought us, finally, to cannibalism. The preponderance of stories about vampires and zombies seemed to make the same point. Human beings had become insatiable demons, hungry ghosts with vast stomachs and tiny mouths who could think only of what they would devour next.

Clark’s love of haiku makes him a keen observer of nature. He knows the names of the trees, the habits of the insects, the calls of each bird… and, long before anyone else I knew was talking about global warming, he was reading scientific climate reports on websites that took hours to load on our dial-up internet connection. Alongside books about mystical practices, he added writings by ecologists and activists and visionaries about the state of the world to our shelves. For these prophets of science, the future was clear: The planet was in danger. All life on Earth was in danger.

“The end of the world is coming,” announces the street corner seer. But he cannot tell us which world is ending and how—and which will be reborn and when. January 1974; March 10, 1982; September 28, 1992; Y2K; 2012—doomsdayers of one kind or another were convinced that each of these dates signaled the apocalypse—until the sun rose the next day and the world bumbled on. But who is to say they were wholly wrong?

If we look beyond the narrow concerns of our own species, we see nothing but extinctions and annihilations. There was a month in which a Carolina parakeet sang her love songs at sunrise, and there was no mate left to answer her. One day in Mexico the last black cosmos bloomed and withered. All across the world plants and animals beyond number are disappearing forever. On the other side of the veil are ever more beings trying to get our attention before it is too late. The dead are clamoring for us to notice, looking to give us guidance.

What can we possibly do in the face of all of this? What actions are sufficient? Particularly since every solution we seem to devise only makes matters worse. Fires are spreading. The oceans are rising. Societies are collapsing. And humanity is in ever-increasing danger. What are we to do?

What if the dead themselves hold the answer to that question? After all, they have borne witness to at least six mass extinctions over the course of the planet. They have endured ice ages and floods, super eruptions and genocides. What if we consulted and listened to them? What if we trusted them to guide us forward?



[image: image]




When I was eight years old, my parents and I were caught in an unexpected storm on a sailing trip. We had a sailboat that my father tacked across the rough waters of Buzzards Bay whenever he wasn’t on call to the hospital. He was a mad pirate on the boat, barking orders and scrubbing barnacles, but my mother was eager to have him to herself, away from the secretaries and nurses at the hospital. On the weekend we often headed out just before sunset to Quisset, a nearby harbor with a long rock-strewn peninsula.

After my father secured the boat, he would pour himself a glass of orange juice and lean back to watch the sun set. My mother would strip down to a sleek black swimsuit and dive into the water. Without coming up for air, she would circle the boat, wrapping us not once but twice in her embrace before lifting her head, taking a long inhale, and heading toward the shore.

Out there in the ocean my parents let go of all their conventional ideas of who they were supposed to be. My mother was a seal, and my father was the pirate who loved her.

When my mother finally returned, her long body dripping with water, my father would look up at her admiringly. As the sun went down, I would lie back in my mother’s arms and she would braid my hair, while my father pointed out the constellations to me as they appeared in the sky.

Falling asleep in the belly of the boat, the water rocked us gently back and forth. The halyards clanged lightly against the mast. I could hear the waves breaking on the shore. The world was dark and simple.

One night at the cove we were awakened by an extreme change in the weather. The boat was tossing back and forth, straining against the anchor line, as huge waves ploughed into the harbor. Lightning struck all around us, illuminating my parents’ anxious faces. My father raced out to secure the anchor, ordering my mother to get me in a life preserver as fast as possible. The boat rocked and twisted as my mother struggled to get us into our orange vests. The thunder was one continuous roar.

“I’m going to hold on to you, and you hold on to me,” she said with fierce urgency, wrapping an arm around me. “When Daddy tells us to jump overboard, hold on to me tight.”

I knew we were headed toward the rocks at the end of the spit where the lighthouse was. And I knew that if we hit them, the boat would shatter, and our bodies would be tossed against them. I knew what it felt like to be tumbled by the surf, “ass over teakettle” as my father described it, so that you could only let the waves hurl you toward the shore. I knew how powerful water could be—which meant we were almost certainly going to die.

I remember the whiteness of my father’s body against the darkness of the night as he strained to control the boat. I remember the tightness of my mother’s grip and her sharp intakes of breath with each successive blast of lightning. I remember the relentless roar of the wind and its vast, exhilarating power. This was the chaos of the deep.

And then, in a single instant, the storm vanished. It blew itself out or sped across the sea. A fine mist of rain settled on the waves. The air was still. We could see the stars again in the sky.

“The anchor wasn’t going to hold another second,” my father would explain when he described the event to our friends around the dinner table. “Strangest line squall I’ve ever seen, like a ten-minute hurricane that came and went. It took all my strength to lift the spare anchor in wind like that.”

My father’s prowess and strength as a sailor were the stars of this narrative, which ended with him describing how, after the storm had passed, my mother relaxed her grip to realize that in addition to holding me, she had also grabbed her eyebrow pencil and credit card.

The guests at our dinner table—the doctors and professors and their lovely wives—invariably burst into laughter, while my mother handled their mockery with a throaty murmur, “Well, what else does a woman need?”

“And Perdita,” continued my father, determined to take back the gaze of his guests from my mother. “I looked down in the hull at one point and there she was, her little hands clasped in prayer. She was praying! A child of mine, praying.”

He laughed at the ridiculousness of it—a child’s tiny hands held up against a mighty storm. My father had managed to pit the childlike uselessness of religion against his own masterful competency.

But in truth, my father never managed to secure that second anchor. If the winds had kept blowing, we would have been hurled against the rocks—no question about it. It was only because the storm had stopped that we were saved, and there was no explaining why that had happened. Maybe the prayers of a child weren’t as foolish as my father thought.

And the storm? Where had the storm come from?

I can see my mother now, deflecting the joke about her womanly wiles. There she sits in front of the meal she has cooked, in the home she has made, amid the children she has birthed and raised, the garden she has grown, the dreams she has put aside, and smiles ever so serenely. She barely lets herself know anymore that she is a force of nature who can cast spells that make the flowers bloom and the winds blow wild. I cannot help but wonder if my mother didn’t conjure that storm from somewhere deep within herself to awaken in me the powers she knew I had.

I think she knew even then that a storm was coming to the whole world.



Dear Dad,

Your magic tricks delighted me as a little girl. You could make a coin appear and disappear from behind my ear, correctly guess which card I’d chosen from the deck, and, in our favorite game of all, make two little paper birds stuck to your fingers fly away and return.

Where had they gone? How had they come back? Every time I would squeal with surprise and wonder and you would shrug your shoulders at the mystery of it all. Eventually, of course, I figured out how your illusions worked and what vanished was what had been the real magic all along—the easy intimacy we shared together.

In a world of so many technological innovations, magic, real magic, feels ever more elusive. Airplanes transport us above the clouds across vast distances in a single day. With a click of a button we can conjure our loved ones onto screens right before our eyes. Every local pharmacy offers us a cornucopia of remedies and treatments. Yet despite all of these seeming miracles—of transportation, communication, and healing—we are somehow ever more isolated, alone, and diseased.

You knew this, Dad, even when you were alive. Having trained to be a doctor before the greatest medical advances of the twentieth century, you still had old-fashioned tricks for summoning healing. You didn’t talk about it very much, especially as medicine became an ever more bureaucratized and litigious profession. Once, however, when we were out on a long sail and the wind had died down, you confessed to me how strange you found it that sugar pills, placebos, so often worked. A case would seem intractable or even hopeless. Then, you would take out from your cabinet a small, unmarked vial and, shaking your head, offer it to your patient. “Only take one a day,” you’d instruct. “It’s strong stuff. Untested. Not on the market yet. But it just might make a difference.” Three days later the patient would return, “Good as new, Doc: I’m good as new.” You seemed to feel guilty that you had dissembled, or perhaps you were simply embarrassed that the magic had worked and you didn’t know why.

Even more unnerving for you to fathom were the people you opened up, saw riddled with cancer, and closed up without doing anything, convinced they were done for, two months at best—who would then wave at you in the post office ten years later. “Feeling great, Matt! Whatever you did, it did the trick.”

But most upsetting of all were those patients who died for no reason you could find. Their hearts stopped during the routine surgery and wouldn’t start again no matter what you did. One minute they were fine, and the next moment they were dead.

That’s the thing about magic, isn’t it, Dad? If we believe in its powers to heal unexpectedly, we must also accept its powers to erase everything we thought we understood. Our ancestors who were fishermen knew this. Sometimes the ocean would feed them from the depths, and sometimes the waves would swallow them without a trace. They knew that above them was mystery and below them was, too.

When the special effects of modern life fail us, when the grid at last goes down, we are likely to find ourselves lost in the darkness—but it is in the darkness that magic always happens. In our dreams we find ourselves traveling to a place we have never been before. In our despair we hear a voice as if from nowhere offering us comfort and guidance. At night, a comet shoots across the blackness of the sky, and we know in our hearts that all will be well.

We are all, whether we know it or not, sitting on the laps of the dead—and they are ready to amaze us with their tricks and wonders. They will show us the numbers on the cards before we turn them over. They will find the unexpected coins behind our ears and place them in our hands. Most of all, they will remind us that everything that goes away always comes back.

We can’t explain magic. We can’t replicate it. And here’s the part you most certainly didn’t like when you were alive: we can’t control it. But we can cultivate a relationship with it—and invite it into our lives. We can step into the dark and summon its wonders to us.
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The Size of a Soul
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my daughter Sophie had two goldfish that, despite a fair amount of neglect—or maybe because of it—lived on year after year in their tiny, plastic, algae-covered tank. We would go for days and weeks barely remembering that Buzz Buzz and Glory were there.

Clark had bought the fish tank only because it came with a plastic figurine of the Disney character Ariel. The Little Mermaid. This was in the days before eBay and internet commerce, and we’d been on a mad hunt for this much-desired toy with no luck, until Clark stopped at the local feedstore to get cat food. There in a corner, covered in dust, was the small plastic tank with a tiny figurine of the red-haired mermaid sitting in the center of it. Clark grabbed it and bought the fish as an afterthought to go with the tank. The store owner, who also plowed our driveway when it snowed, told him not to expect them to live very long. “They’re feeder fish, that’s why they are cheap. But you can come back and get more anytime you want. Your kid may not even notice if you play it right. Just replace ’em from time to time, that’s all.”

But we never did.

Much to our surprise Buzz Buzz and Glory endured, week after week, month after month, and, eventually, year after year. The snowplow guy couldn’t believe it when we told him every January during the first blizzard that they were still alive. There they were on the counter next to the fruit bowl and the junk mail. Every now and then someone would remember to tip a spoonful of fish food into the tank. Until one morning we came downstairs, and Buzz Buzz was at last belly up. Glory, suffering from the same illness, or perhaps from despair, died a few hours later.

The death of pets has always seemed to me like an opportunity to talk with children about how we say goodbye to each other. So we didn’t flush Buzz Buzz and Glory down the toilet. Clark got out his sutra book from his monk days, and we prepared a full Buddhist funeral. We put Buzz Buzz and Glory into a large wineglass filled with clear water and brought them outside—where their oval orange bodies seemed to mirror the falling beech and hickory leaves all around them.

We lit sticks of incense. The children were crying as we walked down to the pond, reciting the Heart Sutra for our goldfish as we processed. “Form is no more than emptiness, emptiness no more than form.”

It was a warm autumn day. The cattails at the pond had turned a deep brown. The milkweed pods were open and empty. A few last blue chicories bloomed in the grass. I remember how quiet it was, how still.

Clark stepped to the edge of the pond and, reaching out his arm, tipped the goldfish into the water, dark with fallen foliage.

At that moment, a huge gust of wind blew down from the mountain, shaking the branches of every tree. Orange leaves rained down, flying past us in a great, tumultuous swirl and disappearing, rippling the glassy surface of the pond. The yard was still again. The wind had disappeared as quickly as it had arrived.

We were quiet, almost unable to breathe.

“I wish I’d cleaned their tank more often,” I said at last.

“I think it was the neglect that kept them alive,” offered Clark reassuringly.

“Were Buzz Buzz and Glory angels?” asked Jonah.

Was that gust of wind the spirits of Buzz Buzz or Glory released from their tiny bodies? Or was some exultant force of Nature paying tribute to our goldfish? Were we out of our minds to even ask these questions? All we knew was that these tiny insignificant fish had somehow summoned, or deserved, this enormous breath of spirit. We were in the presence of a mystery that had humbled us. There’s no way to measure the size of a soul.

My own parents had raised me among a menagerie of animals that were something other than simply pets. They were accorded autonomy and respect, even devotion.

When one of our cats ripped open her belly on barbed wire, my father called the hospital to tell them to prep the operating room. He was bringing in one of his babies. The entire staff was waiting for him when he sped up to the ER entrance in his sports car, my mother holding a bundle wrapped in a towel that everyone was certain was me, his youngest child.

Nurses, remembering it decades later at his retirement party, shook their heads in disbelief. “It was a cat. An ordinary house cat. Your father just sewed her right up and sat with her in the recovery room until she came to.”

Long before therapy dogs, my father started bringing his golden retriever with him on morning rounds. It wasn’t because he had any complicated ideas about how much better people felt with their hands touching an animal when receiving a difficult diagnosis, but just because… well, he and Sundance were best friends, so why wouldn’t they go everywhere together?

When my parents split up in my teens, there were no conversations about who would get custody of me, but I remember anguished debates about which one Sundance really belonged to and how often my mother would get to see him.

My mother longed for a more primal relationship to the natural world, a world where human beings were still animals themselves and every creature was a companion, a guide, a messenger, and maybe even a savior.

Her favorite cat was a white Persian, the only purebred among our pride. I had become obsessed with Persian cats as a middle schooler, and my father, who took no interest in any of my passions and wasn’t known for his gift-giving skills, nevertheless took me one afternoon to a house filled with Persian kittens. When I couldn’t choose which one I wanted, he offered without a second thought, “Why not get a couple?”

One of those kittens was Baudelaire, named by my father for a decadent nineteenth-century poet who had written about cats and their sense of entitlement. Baudi was indolent to the point of apathy. He never cleaned himself, never even resisted being picked up. He lived to eat and purr, but eventually, somehow, found the energy to procreate with another cat in the house, producing a whole new generation of kittens.

Ten years after my father left, my mother was diagnosed with non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma, a pernicious cancer that spread tumors up and down her spine. The oncologist gave her three months at best. But with a fierce determination my mother asked how he would treat her if he were completely committed to beating the cancer. “I haven’t seen how the story ends yet,” I remember her saying. “Who everyone’s going to marry, what grandchildren I will have. I told him I’d try anything.”

She began a horrific ordeal of radiation and chemotherapy that left her weak, nauseated, ravaged by fevers, and unable to leave her bed. Worst of all for her vanity, it left her bald. She refused to wear a wig but tried various feathered turbans. Finally, Baudi installed himself on the pillow above her, his body giving her a halo of white hair. This pleased my mother to no end. She felt terrible, but she was wearing a cat and it made her look magnificent.

Months passed and Mum endured, even as the cancer seemed to be spreading. I drove back and forth from New York to Cape Cod every weekend. One afternoon as I sat with her, I was stroking Baudi distractedly when I felt a lump on his back. I ran my hand along his spine and, sure enough, there were hard little lumps all along it. I called the local vet and brought him in that afternoon.

“Cancer,” he said sadly. “Pretty advanced, too. I’m not sure how much longer he’ll last.” A few years later the first revelations about the pesticide Roundup would hit the news. It caused non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma, and my mother, the devoted gardener, had been exposed to it. At the time, she’d believed the company’s assurances that the chemical was absolutely safe. Not only was my mother’s body ravaged by it, but her cat’s was as well. Baudi was dead within a week.

But, miraculously, my mother improved.

I’d told Clark the story soon after we met.

“What did you say his name was?” Clark asked at the time.

“Baudi, short for Baudelaire. But we never called him that. He was Baudi.”

“Or Bodhi,” Clark said. “Short for bodhisattva.”

Goose bumps prickled up along my arms and spine. I felt disoriented.

“In Buddhism, bodhisattvas are buddhas who forgo nirvana to come back over and over again to release all beings from suffering.”

“It was just a coincidence,” I said, reflexively. But I knew it wasn’t. Baudi had taken on my mother’s cancer and died for her. Finally, it all made sense.

In the Jataka Tales, traditional legends about the Buddha’s many past lives, animals were always sacrificing themselves for the good of others. In one of them, the Buddha becomes a rabbit who throws himself into the fire to feed a starving pilgrim. How many other beings were there that had died for us? Was that what Jesus was trying to show us when he let himself be crucified—that beings everywhere were sacrificing themselves for each other with an abandon and a faith that humans could barely imagine?

My mother recovered, saw her children married, and held each of her grandchildren in her arms. But the onslaught of chemotherapy had weakened her heart, caused nerve damage in her feet that made it hard for her to walk, and made it so that her brain wasn’t always getting the blood it should.

Finally, I decided to move her in with us. It was a frightening decision, given how difficult she’d always been and was now becoming. But I wasn’t going to put my mother in a nursing home.

We didn’t really explain anything to her at this point. We just brought her to Woodstock for a visit that would never end. Still, she knew something was up.

After she moved in with us, on days when she would seem clearer, my daughter and I would talk to her about her life. “Tell me what it was like to live in a castle, Gammy,” Sophie would ask, about the enormous house with a turret where my mother had grown up.

I had imagined imperious demands and complaints about the food I served, but something strange happened the third week after she arrived. My mother forgot that she wasn’t going home. She stopped asking about it. She forgot that she’d even had another home. And she became, for the first time in her life, docile and agreeable.

Not only couldn’t my mother remember the day of the week or where she was living, but she’d also forgotten more than eighty years of anxiety, disappointment, and sorrow. She would sit in the sun on my couch like a plant, holding her face up to the light, an easy smile of joy turning up her lips.

“Are you all right, Pat?” Clark would sometimes ask.

“Oh, yes,” she’d answer. “Isn’t the light beautiful today?”

It’s true that some days she didn’t know who I was. “Are we related?” she asked once when I came into the room with the cup of strong coffee that helped sometimes with her memory.

“I’m your daughter,” I said simply, handing it to her.

She took my face in her hands and kissed my cheeks. “I knew it was something like that! I knew there was a reason I loved you so much!”

She didn’t last long. There were ambulance rides and emergency room visits, and long nights where I’d listen to her labored breathing when I was certain she was going to die. But I became accustomed to the thought of her dying after a while and somehow forgot that one day it would actually happen. Every month or so, we’d bundle her up for a trip to the city to sit in a waiting room with lots of other little old ladies with congestive heart failure. Her doctor would adjust her medications and back she would pop.

I asked her about her religious beliefs. “What do you think happens after you die? Are you frightened to die? Do you believe in reincarnation?” But no matter what I asked, she’d throw up her hands. “When you’re dead, you’re dead,” she’d say. It’s what she’d always said.

Clark would sometimes comment that she was the least spiritually inclined person he’d ever met, and there was certainly a truth to that. Religion, mysticism, prayer, meditation, the big questions about life and death and morality—none of it interested her. Still, when it came time to die, she did so with impressive simplicity. Her paperwork was in order, powers of attorney had all been granted years before she’d fallen ill, and she had her do-not-resuscitate orders all in place. She’d even given away all her books and paintings and clothes in her midseventies. “I don’t want to be bothered with stuff anymore,” she’d told us as she pared herself down like an arhat.

She was visiting my brother when she collapsed for the last time. I had talked to her on the phone the day before and, just after I said goodbye, she asked me to pray for her.

“What?” I couldn’t believe my ears.

“Pray for me. When I get back to you, we’ll all go to the beach together. It will be lovely. We’ll all be together again. Pray for me.”

“Yes, Mummy,” I promised her. But as I hung up the phone, I felt a heavy weight in my heart. Not only had she never asked me to pray for her before, but she had never, I think, even used the word prayer in any conversation I could remember.

My brother made her a lunch of pâté and salad with a perfect glass of the white wine that she loved. It was the end of May and my sister-in-law’s roses had just begun to bloom. They were eating together out in the garden. “It’s been a little chaotic,” said my mother to my brother. “But all in all it hasn’t been a bad life.”

And with that she keeled over, never to regain consciousness again.

We rushed down to the hospital in the Bronx where she’d been taken. My sister hopped on a bus from Boston. Our mother lay in bed, unresponsive. Every system was shutting down, they told us. “There’s nothing we can do,” said the doctor.

“But she can hear you still. Talk to her,” a nurse said.

We did. We held her hands. At one point before my sister got there I went outside and saw a full moon rising over the apartment buildings of the Bronx. It was an endless sea of concrete and parking garages and off-ramps from the highway. There was one small sapling of a tree embedded in the sidewalk, surrounded by cigarette butts. I focused on the moon.

When I got back to the room, Clark was whispering to my mother. “It’s just like planting a seed, Pat. You know how to do that. Just drop it in the ground. The hole is dug. The earth is waiting for you. Just let your body go.”

No one was sure how much more time she had. Finally, everyone decided to go home for a bit and come back in the morning. We had called my father, and we felt certain she would hang on to be with him one more time. He was due to arrive the next day. But I couldn’t leave her alone in that hospital room.

A nurse brought in a cot and arranged it next to my mother’s bed so I could sleep beside her. “It’ll be good for both of you,” she said. “The closeness.”

She dimmed the lights, but the full moon shining through the window filled the room with a consoling blue glow. Why was my mother dying here of all places? Why not somewhere beautiful? Why not at home? I kissed her cheeks, and when I did, she gasped and convulsed. A trickle of blood dribbled out of her mouth.

“Oh my god, you’re dying right now,” I realized. I wrapped my arms around her and pressed my head to her heart. “I love you. I love you. Thank you for being my mother. Thank you for dying in my arms. Thank you for everything.”

She took a deep breath in and held it. I held my own breath with her. At last, she exhaled slowly and that was it. She didn’t breathe again. Whatever else had happened, she had borne me, nursed me, held me, and loved me.

“Nurse!” I called at last. “My mother’s dead.”

All kinds of people rushed in and started checking monitors and machines.

“Not quite,” said the old nurse. “Look at this.” She showed me a dappling of light around the flat line of the heart monitor. “That’s the electrical energy around her heart. She’s still here with us. She’s not going anywhere right yet.”

And she didn’t. She waited for my brother and my sister, who had just arrived home and turned right around as soon as they got my phone call. Only after they had kissed her did the last little electrical impulses of her physical heart dissipate. The nurse brought me scented water and together we washed my mother’s body and wrapped it in a shroud. I knew I had to touch her death and make it real.

That night I lay in bed at my brother’s, unable to sleep, bereft to the bone. I shut my eyes, and when I opened them, it was as if the whole world had vanished—the bed, the walls, the ceiling. All around me was darkness. I was lying in the middle of the sky, surrounded by stars. I don’t know if it was a strange waking dream or if, released at last from her body, it was what my mother herself was seeing and I was sharing that vision with her.

We instructed the funeral home to wrap her body in a white cotton shroud and place her in a simple pine box. The only instructions she’d left us were that she wanted to be cremated.

We called the florist and asked them to send over as many roses as they could. “Apricot-colored ones, if you have them,” I told them. “Those were her favorite.” When we went in to view the body, the parlor was filled with their scent.

Sophie went up to her grandmother and touched her body. “She’s cold and hard,” she said, and I began to cry. Out of her pocket, she took a vial of L’Air du Temps perfume that she had found among her grandmother’s things at my brother’s. She pulled out the dove-shaped stopper and began to dab perfume behind her grandmother’s ears. “Now she smells right,” she said. “Now she smells like Gammy Pat.” She began pulling apart one of the roses and scattering the blossoms over my mother’s body. The other grandchildren began copying her and soon my mother’s coffin was filled with roses. We placed them around her hair.

Never had she looked more beautiful. Later the others would drive home, and Clark and I would follow her to the crematorium in Valhalla. When Clark slipped the mortician an extra two hundred dollars, he agreed to let me put her body into the furnace myself. We sat on the tiled floor while the fires roared, reciting every prayer we knew.

Back at the house we had invited friends and family to help us honor her passing. We all sat out in the garden and read poems that her grandchildren had written for her. The only request she had made about her funeral, a year or so earlier, was that a poem by W. H. Auden called “Stop All the Clocks” be read. Clark had to go to a local bookstore to find it. As my brother read it that afternoon, we realized it was a strange gift as it was all about the end of a love that the lovers had thought would last forever. She had left these words for my father, to tell him that, in the end, the love that had endured was for her children. Finally, we had mattered more to her. Whatever they had shared was finally done. I watched my father weep as he listened to it.

At the end of our improvisational service Sophie sang, “Somewhere Over the Rainbow.” While she was singing, a bunny hopped over toward her out of the thickets at the edge of the woods. Soon another bunny followed, and by the time she had hit the last note, the yard was filled with rabbits, all copulating in full view of everyone who had come to my mother’s funeral.

People tried not to notice, but then they began tittering and pointing and outright laughing. “It’s all right,” my brother said to all those assembled. “This would have made my mother very, very happy.”

“She was a fertility goddess after all,” Clark whispered to me.

“The bunnies seem to be confirming that,” I answered.

A few weeks later, I went for a hike by myself in the woods with my dachshund. I was trudging up the side of the mountain on a little-used path when I noticed a hawk circling above my head. I hoped he wasn’t planning on eating my small dog. Other than that, I didn’t pay the bird much mind. I was lost in a sea of regrets about my mother and all the times my impatience had gotten in the way of our intimacy. We should have gone into therapy together. I should have insisted on it. We should have gone off and painted together or thrown pots or chanted or done something unexpected and silly. I should have gardened with her, cooked with her, or at least found a way to break through the tired ruts of conversations and irritations we found ourselves stuck in for most of our time together.

With my mother dead, I felt alone in a way I never had before.

The hawk circled lower, beneath the tops of the trees, close enough that I could see the pale orange feathers of his belly. The dog, sensing his presence, began barking and tugging at the leash, pulling me up through the mountain laurel along the path. The bird disappeared. I heard the drill of his shrill cry in the distance.

I didn’t see the hawk return until he swooped low, right before my eyes, as low as I have ever seen a hawk fly to the ground, except when it was killing something.

In the hawk’s beak was a squirrel. Just as I took this fact in, the hawk opened its mouth and dropped the dead animal right at my feet. He seemed to stare at me, suspended in the air for an instant, before his feathers flashed and he circled off, higher and higher over my head.

Even my dog was startled beyond barking. Together we stared at the squirrel, neither of us knowing what to do with it. It was a moment completely out of the ordinary, and I had no idea what was expected of me. Was this a gift, a warning, a prophecy, or an accident? I wanted an ancient shaman to consult, or at least someone versed in the signs and symbols of nature. What did this mean? What was the hawk telling me? What did the universe want me to know?

Finally, in honor of the mystery of it all, I placed a sprig of mountain laurel over the body of the squirrel and finished my hike up the mountain lost in thought. From time to time I looked up at the sky and each time I saw the hawk, as if he were following me.

I had been brought up to trust reason, facts, and common sense, and it took me a long time to begin relying on my intuition and imagination. What I feared, of course, was that it was possible to make anything up out of the ether. I worried about creating a self-reinforcing world of signs and symbols that might drive me mad or at least make me too kooky for comfort. That cat is my reincarnated mother, I know it—can’t you see the spots on her head? The birds are telling me to stop paying my bills! The clouds know that I am special!

And yet it was all too possible to live in a flat, one-dimensional world where the only reality was the things you could prove with a number on a graph. In that world not only were you gone when you were dead, but every inanimate thing—really everything that wasn’t a human being—was as good as dead too. In that world, mountains never dream; the trees do not reach out their branches to touch us; and small, golden feeder fish have no value and no meaning whatsoever.

When I got home from my hike, I pulled out Animal Speak, a guide on totemic wisdom that Clark and I had found in a local bookstore and begun regularly consulting, as much for its lore about animal behavior and identification as its insights into the significances of various sightings. I looked up hawks and discovered that they were considered visitations from the ancestral realm in a variety of different mythic traditions. If the presentation of the squirrel meant anything, and I ultimately decided that it did—that it must—it was that the dead had messages, and perhaps even gifts, for me. It was time for me to start listening in a way I never had before to the language of the invisible world.

Of course, understanding such communications involves, as do most spiritual practices, some level of discernment. If yet another deer wanders through my yard devouring my newly planted tulips, it may mean only that I should switch to daffodils. But when an owl swoops in front of me and my daughter, landing on a branch a foot away from us, we know we are being given a message. And the most important messages the animals bring to us, if we let them, are about death itself.
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We were eating dinner as a family on our back deck one summer night when we heard an animal crashing through the woods bellowing a mournful, agonized cry. Seconds later a deer hurtled through the underbrush at the edge of our yard and collapsed in the tall grass of the meadow, her body heaving.

“She’s been hit by a car,” Clark surmised.

“But how did she get here?” I wondered. The road was more than a mile off through the woods.

“She’s come to us,” said Clark, “for something.”

“Should we call a wildlife rehabilitator?” wondered Jonah. We had, at this point, developed a close relationship with a local woman who was able to resuscitate songbirds, owls, and any number of unusual critters. Thanks to her we had nursed baby possums, adopted injured geese and swans, and learned how to revive animals in trauma.

“No,” said Clark quietly. “There’s no way to treat an animal this injured and this big. The only thing anyone can do now is shoot her to put her out of her misery.”

“Should we do that?” I wondered out loud. Her limbs were flailing as she tried to get up, but she no longer seemed able to stand.

“It just seems so violent and unnatural,” said Sophie. “I mean, if you are a deer, don’t you spend your whole life hoping you won’t be shot? Don’t you know how to die if you are a deer?”

It raised some of the deep questions I’d always had about euthanasia. I had never been in a rush to put my animals to sleep, preferring to let them die at their own pace, in their own homes, with those they loved around them. Just as in labor, rushing the process might only make it more unpleasant. “I wish we could just give her some morphine,” I said helplessly.

“Stay here,” whispered Clark, beginning to make his way across the yard. As she sensed his approach, the deer became increasingly agitated, turning her head this way and that, blowing through her lips with great, exhausted exhales.

We watched, holding our breaths, as Clark knelt a few feet from the deer and began to chant.

I remembered how when my mother had been dying, Clark had begun whispering to her all the names of God from all the different religions, searching for the lost name, the ancient sounds, that would guide her to the other side. Finally, he pronounced the hushed syllables, “Yod… Hey… Vov… Hey… Yod… Hey… Vov… Hey.…” And my mother had taken a deep breath and sighed, the tension in her limbs finally relaxing.

“What’s he saying this time?” wondered Jonah.

I shrugged. “The names of the deer deities? Something like that.”

But later Clark would tell me that it wasn’t that the deer needed anything except our acknowledgment that she had arrived for us. In his presence her body stilled and her breathing quieted.

Eventually, the sun set and the stars came out. If we listened, we could hear her still laboring in the dark. We lit incense and said the rosary on the back deck together, and we prayed that she would let go before too long. She had shut her long-lashed eyes on the world hours earlier, but she continued to breathe for another hour or so.

Should we have shot her?

I have no idea what that deer was experiencing during her last moments in our backyard. And to assume I know what would have been best for her would be the arrogance of humankind.

A few days after the deer had died, she was gone, every bone of her. The vultures came, the coyotes came, the mice came, and the beetles must have come too. Her body fed them all.

When he was close to death, St. Francis asked his friars to take him outside and to lay his naked body on the earth. If only his monks had let his body become the natural Eucharist he had wanted, it, too, would have fed the creatures he had loved.

When I say my prayers to the ancestors, I never forget the deer that died in our yard, or the squirrel that the hawk thought to bring to me, or the feeder fish Buzz Buzz and Glory who lived for so many years swimming round and round in their plastic tank. We’re all feeder fish. And we’re all angels. Every being. Every body. Every soul.



Dear Dad,

You were such a lonely man. Existentially lonely. You had colleagues and partners, lovers and wives, but no intimates. You were, in so many ways, a very model of our species, which imagines itself special among all other life on this Earth. The price of our achievements has been nothing less than isolation and despair.

“Is anyone out there?” ask the scientists and philosophical types who stare out into space, imagining nothing but inanimate realms of gases, electrons, protons, space dust, and cosmic rays. But it’s the wrong question. What if instead they asked, “Is anyone here?”

Because everyone is here—all the living and all the dead.

Monotheism was the great silencer of the voices of the dead. In monotheism, there was only one God, and he only spoke through his authorized clergy and scriptures. The idols were smashed and the many deities of the pagan world were demoted. Protestantism eliminated even the saints—which had been a powerful route to the ancestral realm for so many of the faithful. To consort with spiritual helpers of any kind other than the Big Guy on High became increasingly suspect, and ever more dangerous. Eventually, atheism managed to eliminate what little was left of the divine and replace a singular god in man’s image with man himself, rational and all-powerful.

To reopen the channels of communication with the ancestral realms is to find ourselves not only in conversation with our departed loved ones, but in an animate world in which all beings are eternally transmigrating between the land of the living and the land of the dead. We meet a total stranger and experience that eerie certainty of already knowing them. Our mothers from other incarnations have become in this life our teachers, our healers, our guides, our friends. Mothers who have cared for us since the beginning of time have become the passersby who rescue us from danger, the casual acquaintances who change our lives, the trees that give us shade, the plants and animals that feed us, the golden retriever who reminds us that we are loved.

Perhaps it is hard for us to remember this because it means that we, too, are mothers of innumerable beings—that everyone we meet, no matter how seemingly inconsequential, might once have been our child. That is the wisdom of the bodhisattva who pledges to be reborn again and again for the sake of all beings. A bodhisattva is just a soul who remembers that we have all been each other’s mothers. What wouldn’t we do for our children? What hell realms would we consent to be reborn into if we knew we could offer, even for a moment, consolation and solace to kin that we loved? Maybe sometimes we even agree to be the villains in each other’s stories, the adversaries who provoke us to new insights and understandings.

God may or may not exist. But the dead are real. The ancestors are still here. The land is here with a myriad of beings of all kinds who love us. We have friends. We have helpers. We have allies. We have brothers and sisters, mothers and fathers, without end.

We are not alone.
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Communicating with the Dead
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Intuition, Dreams, and Messages

Those we loved on the other side are always reaching out. A song pops up on a playlist that was special to both of us. We think of someone who has passed on and a cardinal appears before us, or the sun breaks through the clouds. Sometimes, too, we awaken from our dreams having had a conversation or even a hug from someone who has gone. We cannot offer up these experiences as “proof” that the dead are real. They are intimate experiences, for us alone. We only need to accept and acknowledge them… and continue the conversation.

I never dream about my loved ones. Why not?

Just because you aren’t dreaming about them doesn’t mean they aren’t still there. Sometimes, they are not able to access that means of communication for one reason or another. Look around. Pay attention. How are they connecting with you? A woman whose beloved father had died thought he had vanished—until she realized how effortless all the practicalities in her life had become since he went to the other side.

Couldn’t I just be making this all up? Isn’t it all in my imagination?

What is imagination, if not communication from the other side? Perhaps every novelist is also psychic, channeling messages, reviving the dead, prophesying the future. Our imagination is more powerful than we imagine.

Oracles and Guides

Each and every one of us has psychic abilities—but most of us were conditioned as we grew up to tune out the messages we were receiving from the other side. How do we relax our sensory gating so that we can recover our natural intuitive powers? Do we need to dust off the spirit board or head to a séance? Not necessarily. One of the simplest ways is to work with an oracle—whether saints cards, the I Ching, the tarot, the runes, or some other method with which we may be both familiar and comfortable. We are not outsourcing our intuition when we consult such oracles but instead trying to reinvigorate our inner powers of discernment. Much like dreams, the cards or the runes serve as a mirror to reflect back what we are already intuiting.

Which system is the best and most reliable?

Everyone has their own preferences and inclinations. One person is called to the tarot and another to the runes. But whether we use angel or conjure cards, the more we explore a particular deck, the more familiar we will become with its language and idiosyncrasies. We may not be able to explain why we love a particular oracle, but if we find it reassuring and helpful, we should stick with it.

Are there any dangers of working with an oracle?

Fear causes the greatest interference with whatever messages are trying to get through to us. Many of us retain the vestiges of unhelpful superstition about working with the dead—and that undercurrent of alarm often disrupts very real guidance. It can be hard to receive the messages of our ancestors if we do not yet trust them. Perhaps we are moving too quickly and need to slow down and simply open a conversation with someone we love who has passed on. We need to feel our way slowly into the faith and confidence that they want what is best for us.

What if I don’t like what the oracle is telling me?

We are not taking orders from the oracle—we are having a conversation with it. Just as with a friend who has offered us a piece of advice we don’t particularly want to hear, we get to ask questions, seek clarification, and decide how we want to proceed. We are not being asked to override our intuition, but to activate it. Sometimes, however, those who love us have hard things to say.

The future is unknowable, and whatever we are told about it—either by others or from our own dreams and premonitions—is only a snapshot of complex possibilities that are always unfolding. Prophecy is guidance, most certainly, but it’s what we do with that guidance that matters. How do we hold it lightly but courageously? How do we hold it wisely?

Psychics and Mediums

The experience of having someone recognize the presence of a departed loved one can be transformative. It can certainly confirm for us our sense that the dead are real. Not all psychics are the same, however; often they have particular areas of sensitivity. One woman I know can see the dead arrive for a person, when they are about to die. Another is particularly in tune with beloved pets who have passed on. My friend Suzan had to learn to tell the living and the dead apart when she was a little girl. The dead were that vivid for her… and still are.

In ages past, people with these abilities would have been especially honored. Nowadays they are relegated to the margins, sitting at card tables at local fairs or hanging up their signs at the entrance to their basement apartments. Of course, not all psychics are “real,” but that doesn’t mean the dead can’t still speak through them to us. I always approach any psychic with openness and respect, and I encourage you to do the same as you continue your own journey of communication with those on the other side.

How do I know what’s true and what’s not?

The messages that psychics are receiving from the other side are filtered through their own experiences and prejudices. They all, to some degree, interpret what they see and hear. And they may not necessarily be seeing the whole picture or the context of the information they receive.

The old stories are filled with warnings of what can go wrong when the psychics get involved. When the Sphinx informs Oedipus that he is going to kill his father and marry his mother, the young man runs away from this fate as fast as he can—and into the very catastrophes that were predicted. When three witches tell Macbeth that he will be king, the man speeds toward his destiny, unleashing the very violence and chaos that ensure his own destruction.

The danger of any predictions about the future is that they offer us the illusion of clarity. With our eyes trained on the horizon, we forget to look around. But the dead are the very soil and strata beneath us. They will show us where to place our next right steps. If we seek their guidance, they will lead us to solid ground. But we must move slowly and remember how little we can really see. If only Oedipus had sat down with his parents for a conversation about his past. If only Macbeth had kept this information to himself and done nothing at all, instead waiting patiently to see how his future unfolded.

What precautions should I take when visiting a psychic or a medium?

Above all, do not engage in spiritual tourism. Don’t go hoping to have your mind changed about the unseen world or to see if this person is real or not. Bring an open mind, a warm heart, and a real need. If your need is authentic and true, the dead will find a way to speak to you in a language you can understand.

When is it best to consult one?

Not too often. Some people actually get addicted to going to psychics—and lose touch with their own inner wisdom. Perhaps the best time to see a psychic is when you have a sense about something that you want confirmed. In such instances, your own intuition can be strengthened. But we also may need guidance when all hope and vision of the future are lost to us, and we have no idea where to put our next step. In both cases, we are in touch with ourselves and what’s happening to us when we receive the psychic’s message.

The Natural World

The world itself is an oracle deck. The birds fly back and forth across the veil. The flowers bring forth the messages from the underworld. The sky above us, the weather around us, the moon appearing in the darkness—all are written by the dead themselves. The old runes were simply the living trees in the groves. Our ancestors knew this world and its language. They recognized the plants and the animals and even the stones as their kin. They knew the whole Earth was speaking to them, and they knew how to listen to what the world had to say.

We can recover that lost conversation at any moment, wherever we are. We can learn the names of the plants and the animals and the fungi. We can become intimate with the behavior of birds and the rhythms of the moon. We can listen to the wind and feel the very ground beneath our feet bearing us up and supporting us.

What’s to keep me from seeing signs and messages everywhere?

In truth, there are signs and messages everywhere—but as modern people we have forgotten how to listen to them. Our prophets of science are reading terrifying messages in the natural world, but what is most surprising is how many people cannot read them for themselves. Perhaps it is time for us to begin paying more attention.

The more we speak to the dead, the more attuned we will become to the voices of the animate everything.
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The Death of the Patriarchs
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when someone dies, their life quickly becomes set in stone. The obituary lists their accomplishments. Favorite stories are told at the funeral and retold over the years. The psychological assessments are finalized, the sociohistorical contexts are factored in, and the final judgments are rendered. He was a good guy. She was a bit of a mess. When we die, everyone turns the last page on the story of our lives.

But what if the story of our souls has a different, older beginning than we imagine? What if the story of our souls continues unfolding even after we take our last breath? What do we make of the story then? Who are we really?

At the outer edge of my memory, circled by darkness, I am sitting at a small, square Formica kitchen table eating Frosted Flakes with my father. When I was very small, no more than three or four, he would come home late at night from the hospital, after a car accident or a burst appendix, and take off his shoes to pad quietly up to my room. He’d lift me into his arms and carry me downstairs, where we would share a secret bowl of midnight cereal together.

He heaped our bowls right up to the top so that the flakes cascaded onto the table when he poured in the cream. At night, with no one watching, we always used cream instead of milk. He handed me a giant spoon that barely fit in my mouth but was just like his. Everyone else in the house was asleep, and all the lights were off except for an old lamp, glowing yellow. We sat across from each other at the table, like I was his friend, his number one girl, and he told me stories about the polar bear he had seen living in my closet who was very shy but liked to eat French toast with maple syrup, just like me. He never spoke of what he had been doing before he came home, of who had survived and who had died, but instead spun a private world of hidden magic just for us.

One night I looked into my bowl and there, swimming in a creamy sea between the flakes, was an earwig, its quivering antenna flickering this way and that.

“Delicious,” grinned my father, scooping the bug out with his spoon. “The only thing better than Frosted Flakes at midnight is Frosted Flakes and earwigs at midnight.” He pretended to swallow it down and lick his lips before carefully depositing the bug on the floor to squiggle away.

“Daddy, Daddy,” I would giggle after that, “Can we have Frosted Flakes and earwigs again tonight?”

He would put his fingers to his lips and smile, “Shh! We don’t want to let anyone else know how good earwigs are, especially at midnight. Everyone will be trying to get in on the action, and we can’t have that, can we?”

I didn’t know when my father stopped waking me up for our middle of the night rendezvous. Perhaps it was when I started kindergarten and was expected to be rested up in the early morning. Maybe it was when the pressures of his work and his marriage bore down on him.

The older I got, the more distant he became. I tried to capture his attention by reading every book in his enormous library, but he didn’t welcome either my questions or my opinions. When I starved myself into adolescent beauty and took to the stage, he barely acknowledged my success. After his divorce from my mother, I would meet him on the squash court, but after a few volleys he would always crush me, every game. I tried to remake myself in his image—smart, competent, and in control. Not surprisingly, in high school and college I kept finding myself attracted to men who almost loved me, just like him.

It wasn’t that he didn’t love me. That would have been straightforward. No. There was a yearning within him for love that was blocked up, walled off, dammed for sure. But what was that wall and who had built it? How did I reconcile the man capable of such gentleness when I was a child with the furious, dismissive father he became?

He didn’t often visit me in my adult life, but after I moved to Woodstock, he began to call and show up more regularly. Maybe it was his grandchildren, whom he clearly adored. We talked about books and movies and cooking, and once he sent me a special device for pureeing soups, which I treasured because it was one of the only things he’d ever given me for no particular reason—just because he thought I might like it and we had been talking about the best way to make vichyssoise.

Soon after my mother died, he showed up one fall weekend. As soon as he came inside, he began scanning the bookshelves, as he always did. He studied the art on the walls and the various Buddhas on the family altar above the fireplace, but I was surprised when he picked up and examined an old broken statue of the Virgin Mary I had recently added.

I had found the small figure, mysteriously, in a box of forgotten memorabilia at my mother’s just before we’d moved her in with us. The Madonna’s arms were crossed in the forsaken gesture of Our Lady of Sorrows, and on her face was an expression of fathomless heartbreak. There was no religious iconography in our home growing up, except for the Christmas crèche, so I had to assume she had been part of some Nativity scene long since vanished. When I found her, she evoked in me a feeling of loss and yearning I could not understand, but felt in the depths of my soul. Upon looking at her, I began to cry, and I had no idea why. I had placed her on the altar, propping her up against another Virgin Mary statue because she was too broken to stand on her own.

My father was staring at the small figurine, a pained grimace on his face.

“What’s the matter?” I asked. I expected him to say something derogatory about religion and superstition and the opiate of the masses. But he didn’t. He seemed unnerved and unexpectedly vulnerable.

He cleared his throat. “You still have her,” he said at last.

“What?”

“Your Madonna.”

“What are you talking about? I found her in a box of Mom’s things a few months ago. I just found her.”

His eyes narrowed as if he were trying not to cry. He was experiencing something profound and upsetting. “I used to come home late from the hospital when you were a very little girl,” he said at last. “You were just two or three, so small, so young, and the whole house was quiet and dark. Everyone was asleep, except for you, and there you were in your room with all the lights out, kneeling in front of your bureau. You were praying. To her. This old, broken statue of the Virgin Mary. This one. I don’t even know where you found it, but you had created a little altar to her with objects you had found from around the house.”

I felt dizzy. “You never told me this. Why didn’t you ever tell me this? I thought I was asleep. I thought you woke me up. I thought it was our special time together.”

“It was the strangest thing,” my father continued. “What would make you do that? We never went to church. Your mother certainly wasn’t religious. You never saw anyone kneeling or praying. How did you know how to pray? Besides, you didn’t do it when anyone else was around, only in the dead of night, and only when you were a very little girl. It was the strangest thing. Uncanny. Why would you do that?”

He looked at me as if he had been waiting his whole life to ask me that question, as if hidden in the dark of our shared memory was a mystery that just might explain the universe. I realized with absolute certainty that he had asked me this same question as a small child.

But is there any way to describe the devotion carried back and forth across the veil lifetime after lifetime?

Clark and I have met many children who still cling to memories from other incarnations. There was a toddler who ran over to a statue, hugging it and saying, “Buddha! It’s me.” A little girl who was barely able to hold a fat piece of chalk in her hands scribbling a famous Japanese mantra onto the backyard bricks. A little boy at the local Aikido dojo who had sat down beside Clark while our own children were practicing their martial arts moves and pointed at a picture of an old master and said, “That’s me.”

“Do you want me to tell your parents this?” Clark had intuited.

The boy had nodded wordlessly while Clark summoned his courage to have a talk with the child’s father—which unfortunately resulted in nothing but awkwardness and dismissal.

My own father also had no metaphysics for metabolizing his own direct encounter with reincarnation. Just as I was trying to open a portal to ancient memories, my father shut it down.

“Was that why you used to bring me downstairs when I was little to have Frosted Flakes at midnight?”

“You were already awake,” my father shrugged, uncomfortable still, so many years later, with the mystery he had witnessed. It was a mystery he had concealed from me for most of my life. But why? For my own good? Or because of his own need to squelch mysteries about the world he could not begin to understand or control?

What I had treasured as a moment of intimacy between us had been a betrayal. My father had distracted me from a devotion that was older than just one life.

The sweet tales he told in the night eventually gave way to the books in his library, the great works by the great men describing the reality they had imposed upon the world. For millennia they had controlled the narrative about who we are and who we might be. None of the poems or plays or histories in the Western canon told a story that began before we were born and continued after we were dead. They were all short stories of a single life—none of them the long story of a soul from one lifetime to another.

My father put the figurine back on the altar, and we never spoke of it again.

Sometimes in his later years my father would show up at his local Episcopal church with his wife, mostly on Good Friday, to read in his deep, sonorous voice the words of Jesus on the Cross, “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” Ah, nothingness. The grand extinction. Cast a cold eye, and all that.

He read his own CAT scan after finding blood in his urine and called to tell us he’d be gone within the month. “Bladder cancer,” he said tersely. “It’s spread everywhere. My liver. My lungs. There’s no point in trying to do anything.”

It had been a week of farewells and funerals when the news arrived. My former cigarette-smoking Zen teacher had succumbed to lung cancer, and our friend Mark who painted the stones with mantras had also passed away, as had a mentor of Clark’s, an older man named Dave who had encouraged him to teach and write when we first moved to Woodstock. And now my father, too, was dying. That October all the old men decided to go at the same time.

We raced up to be with my father, and he lay in his bed like an old Roman senator—brave, noble, ready to go. He’d hauled in the boat from the water the day before, but now he could barely walk. His grandchildren, who adored him because they expected nothing more from him than his mad pirate poetry, crawled into his bed as he explained the process of dying. “I’m an old man and this is going to be fast, which is a blessing. Dying is what old men do. My parents did it. Your parents will do it, and so will you one day. It’s no injustice, no mistake. I’m an old man, and it’s my time to die.”

His stoicism was startling, his bravery unexpected. Even if it had begun as a performance, he was able to enter into the role with absolute conviction. At the last, he offered his dying as a gift to his grandchildren. At the last, he was generous in the way that mattered most. To me, he whispered that when he asked for morphine, to give it to him and to give him plenty.

Everyone went home on Sunday, but I stuck around. I was determined, I think, to wrench from him before he died some final apology, some acknowledgment that he did in fact love me. I made him a custard. We watched the Sox beat the Yankees. His wife and I tucked him into bed, and I went upstairs to meditate.

Why was my father so angry at the world?

What memories that he had brought into this life were taken from him as a child? What fears had propelled him forward? What seeds of joy within his heart had never been watered? How many opportunities are squandered because we cannot imagine that children arrive in this life with epics of experience already contained within them?

On our deathbeds the only thing that might possibly offer us comfort is the wisdom that this is not the end, that there is no end, that every story continues to unfold. I thought of our friend Dave, of my Zen master, of Mark the old man who wrote on stones. What would they take with them to their next lives? In the dark I asked them to help my father leave with grace and dignity and to greet him when he arrived. “Help my father die,” I whispered to these three old men now on the other side of the veil. “Show him death is not the end.”

At that exact moment my stepmother screamed from downstairs. My father wasn’t breathing right. There was a rattle in his throat. My father was dying.

Together we held him in our arms, singing Irish lullabies, and with the guidance of a hospice nurse, giving him morphine that he sucked from a dropper like a baby. His youngest son made it to his side. There was his wife’s sister, friends, family. Around dawn he slipped away. A breath, another breath, and then nothing. I said the Hail Mary and the Our Father for him over and over again, hoping that one of them would take.

We let him lie all day in his bedroom that overlooked the marsh and the spit. Just before the funeral home arrived to remove his body, a blue heron took off into the sunset. The mortician placed him in a plain pine casket, and before they took it away, his wife draped a large scarf she had from France across the top—bright blue with a golden yellow cross.

“Like he was a Knight Templar,” I thought to myself.

I was prepared to place my memories of him in a treasure chest in my heart and let him go onward on his journey, our time together over and done, reconciled with the idea that even if we had not healed our rifts at least he could no longer hurt me.

But afterward, of course, I read my father’s venomous will. And then the rock arrived.

He had created the possibility of healing with his death, then widened the wound with his vitriol. Did my father purchase the rock and set it aside, knowing that it was the perfect stone to hurl through the window of my life after he was gone? I’d never even seen it in his house. Where had he been keeping it? Why this need, at the last, to say “fuck you” from beyond the grave? I wanted to hurt him with it. But I didn’t know how.

Instead, the year after my father died, Clark and I began to feel genuinely cursed. Not only did we lose our main freelance client—a children’s book publisher—and find ourselves in financial trouble, but Sophie, now a teenager, became mysteriously ill. One part of me had a superstitious intuition that the rock had brought evils down upon us, while another was furious that, without my father around, I had no idea how to navigate this complicated medical situation.

My father could be dismissive of ordinary aches and pains. “Our very nerve receptors make us vulnerable to suffering. It’s our lot of life, isn’t it, to hurt?” he offered philosophically when I had a broken foot. Nevertheless, he always knew who the best doctors were if there was an emergency. He’d find the best orthopedist or the guy, when I was a teenager, who was doing innovative laparoscopic surgeries to deal with endometriosis. But now I was on my own with a child whose shifting array of symptoms seemed to defy the diagnosticians. Sometimes I would call out to him in frustration, “Dad, where are you when I really need you? Help me! Help your granddaughter.”

Sophie began complaining of strange digestive problems and stomach pains that left her doubled-over in agony. “My feet hurt too, and my hips,” she’d cry. “And my rib is sticking out on the left side. Why is my rib sticking out? It hurts so much.”

We finally took Sophie into the city to see a physician renowned for his ability to diagnose strange complexes of symptoms, but he, too, was flummoxed. More than once my hand reached for the phone to call my father, not to talk to him, because he would have been curt and dismissive, but because he would have been on the case.

Sophie was barely going to school anymore. She spent most days curled up in bed, clutching her stomach or her head. Terrible headaches, vertigo, and visual migraines were now added to her complaints. She wept with despair and screamed in fury that she felt so terrible.

I worried that she was losing her mind or becoming dangerously depressed. All my mother’s anxieties about her own mother’s mental illness sent me scurrying to therapists. “Something physical is the matter with her. This isn’t neurosis or hypochondria. This is a real illness, clearly,” they all agreed. “But what?”

Months passed and Sophie’s pain was crippling her. She was thin and fragile, and when she walked, it looked like her body was moving through broken glass.

One day at the gym I broke down in front of my trainer. Jo was a sensible older woman, remarkably spry and cheerful, but tough on me, too. We might chat from time to time about our shared interest in Buddhism, but that didn’t mean I could stop doing push-ups. But on this day, she could see that I had no heart for anything. I was beside myself with worry.

“The new round of tests didn’t show anything?” she asked.

I shook my head and started to cry. The exercise room was empty except for the two of us. Once I let go into tears, I couldn’t seem to stop. Jo sat patiently beside me, her lips tight, shaking her head from time to time. Prayers felt useless—the gods felt absent, and I had no idea what to do next.

I rested my head against a giant blue exercise ball, utterly exhausted.

Jo sighed. “Well, dear,” she said at last. “I think you might need to see Suzan.” I could tell she didn’t make the suggestion lightly.

“Who’s Suzan?”

“A psychic,” said Jo. She winced at the word, as if it embarrassed her. “But she’s a real one. The real thing.”

“Yeah?” I said without much enthusiasm. Woodstock is filled with astrologers, crystal healers, and believers in just about every far-out new age idea. In their company, I always felt eminently down-to-earth and practical. I’m spiritual, yes, but not a crackpot. Not only had I never been to a psychic, I’d never even thought about going to one. I was interested in serious spiritual practices, not hocus-pocus and flimflammery.

“I’ve never told you the real story behind Arthur’s death, have I?” asked Jo.

I shook my head. Jo and I had often talked about the loss of her husband from cancer the previous year. They’d loved each other deeply, and we shared the secret bond of women who knew what it is to be happily married.

“You know, at the end, Arthur just couldn’t let go,” Jo said, her voice quavering. “For a month he lay in bed in a coma. He’d had no food in all that time, but still he continued to breathe. The Tibetan lamas came and prayed over him. I was worried that he didn’t want to leave me, and I kept assuring him that I was going to be okay, that it was all right for him to die. Still, he lay there.

“Finally, my sister told me about this psychic who had a store in town but didn’t advertise. So my sister and I went to her, and she told us that Arthur wouldn’t die until he’d been blessed by a rabbi.

“I couldn’t believe it. Arthur and I had been Buddhists since the sixties, but Suzan said he needed to die in the religion of his birth. That’s what he was waiting for. So that day I called the rabbi to come over from the synagogue, and he did, because he’s a sweetheart. He really is such a dear. He prayed over Arthur, and less than a minute after he’d finished, Arthur exhaled and never took another breath. It was that instantaneous and that easy once we had what we needed. But we only knew what that was because of Suzan.”

“A psychic, huh?” I looked at Jo with the same misgivings I did when she suggested I do another set of sit-ups. Never gonna happen, I thought, but so sweet of her. She shrugged. Somehow, I pulled myself together, picked up a pair of weights, and began listlessly lifting them over my head.

Jo slipped out of the room and came back with a business card for The White Gryphon. “This is Suzan’s store in town. Don’t call. You have to try and find her, that’s how it works.”

I’d been to The White Gryphon once with Sophie, looking for a pair of boots. It was a dusty store filled with an odd selection of second-hand clothes, homemade jewelry, crystals, hippie artifacts, and strange animals—including hairless white rats and two enormous cockatoos. We didn’t find what we were looking for, and I didn’t remember the owner.

Jo sighed. “Suzan might see you. She might not. That’s the way she is. But it’s worth a try.”

I tucked the card in my purse. More and more, people were suggesting wild remedies to me—faith healers, medical intuitives, past-life regressionists, massage therapists, nutritionists, acupuncturists, sound healers, and Reiki masters. I could hear my father in my head. “For a town with so many Reiki masters, there sure are a lot of sick people running around.” If he was skeptical about illness itself, he was even more distrustful of what he considered to be the quacks who could make it magically disappear.

When I got home, Sophie was curled up in a fetal position in obvious agony. Nothing helped. I stepped outside to catch my breath and without another thought got back in the car and drove into town. I put aside whatever misgivings I had about the silliness of psychics. I was that desperate.

I felt embarrassed when I walked into The White Gryphon. I had no idea how one approached someone like this, or even whom I was actually supposed to talk to. At first, I thought that the shop was empty and with relief I nearly left. But a moment later a tiny fairy of a woman, her hair a shock of white with strands dyed blue and pink, emerged from behind a rack of leather vests and tulle skirts. Her skin was flawless but fragile, as if it were barely able to separate the light emanating from inside her body from the sunlight of the day. Her eyes were deep brown, almost black. She looked at me with concern.

“My daughter’s really sick,” I blurted out. I didn’t know what else to say. I didn’t even know what I was asking for. Without a word, she led me into a little closet of a room and sat me down on a stool with a Hello Kitty decal. She sat opposite me, behind a small wooden table stacked with half a dozen tarot decks and an array of crystals. The room was cluttered with an unfathomable amount of stuff, alongside photos of an exceptionally beautiful woman who must have been Suzan herself when she was younger.

I had barely sat down before Suzan started speaking. “I see a woman behind you, she’s got a sword in her heart. I don’t know who she is, some kind of saint, maybe Joan of Arc, and there’s another woman right beside you. Your mother, Patricia, right? Patsy some people called her—really beautiful, Liz Taylor movie star type. Your daughter’s named for her.”

“My daughter’s middle name is Patricia,” I said, barely able to find my voice.

“And your mother used to live in her room, before she died, right? She’s still there. She never leaves your daughter’s side. Yeah, she stayed alive longer than she was supposed to, to take care of your daughter. Your mother’s got a cat with her, a big white Persian.”

“Baudi,” I gasped.

“Right,” said Suzan without stopping. “He died when your mother had cancer. Loves your mother. He’s always with her. He’s like her familiar.” The words rushed out of her, a torrent of startling revelations.

“There’s a man, too, your father. Oh, forgive me. I don’t like bad language, but this is what he’s saying: ‘Jesus H. Fucking Christ, Perdita, what is it this time?’”

With every other spiritual experience of my life, I had been tapping at the shell of my reality. Light would filter in from the other side from time to time, but this—this was the moment when the shell itself cracked open entirely. The very ground and walls and ceiling of my reality disappeared.

The dead were right beside me. My mother and father were right beside me. No one had gone anywhere. They were really here.

A part of me had always believed that whatever intuitions I had about the spiritual world were fantasies I consoled myself with to get through the days and the nights of my existence. Apparently not. I screamed.

A bearded man, Suzan’s husband, came running in to see if everything was all right. But Suzan waved him away. “Everything’s fine,” she said, nonplussed.

Suzan did not give a medical name to my daughter’s illness, but she helped me to understand that the true battles my girl was facing were karmic. Suzan prepared me for what was going to be a long journey.

“She’s not going to die from this, even though there will be times when you think she might. She’ll be okay in the long run. But none of you are ever going to be the same again. This is a big adventure for your whole family, and it’s only just begun. It’s a big transformation for you all. Your Dad’s on it, though. He wants you to know that. He’s going to be at your side. He got you here, didn’t he?”

“My father got me here? To you?”

Suzan nodded. “He was an athletic guy, right? That’s why he got you here from the gym. He’s glad you are going to the gym. He says you should work out more.”

My father had gotten me to the one person who could help my daughter heal. I pictured him slamming down the receiver of the telephone after spewing a stream of colorful swears at the operator from the hospital, then instantly flying out the door and hopping in his car to head to the emergency room. Not that this single instant was enough to heal our relationship. He had a lot of explaining to do.

“One more thing,” she said.

“Yeah?”

“Your father always wanted to write a book, right?”

“He did.”

“Well, he never did in this life. But he’ll help you with yours.”

“My book?”

“You’re going to write four, maybe five books.”

“I am?”

“Oh!” She seemed surprised. “You talk to dead people, too.”

“Well, sort of,” I admitted. “But not like you.”

“That’s true. No one’s like me. But everyone talks to the dead, whether they know it or not. That’s what your books are going to be about. Oh! And one of them is going to be about me!”
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Suzan confirmed my own experiences with the dead. That was the greatest gift she ever gave me. It wasn’t just that she communicated a message from my parents, but that she allowed me to claim the part of myself that knew they were still here—and that could remain in conversation with them.

I think there probably used to be more people who could break us open the way Suzan did for me that day—shamans, mystics, saints, old grandmothers. Once we lived in a world filled with the voices of angels. We could hear the flowers and the trees speaking to us. We could receive the messages of the birds.

But people today have few resources for true spiritual communication. Most religious leaders have too much of an ideology to espouse, too many points of their own to make, to be surprised by what they might hear if they could listen. Therapy, while invaluable, has often replaced divine intercession. Rarely are we alone in the dark or out in the woods or the deserts by ourselves, experiencing those places where we might receive prophecies and divinations from the earth, if we could still remember how to hear them. Yet, we continue to crave a connection to the unseen, to that which lies both beyond the realm of the everyday and is completely interwoven with it. A child dies. A lover vanishes. A series of inexplicable hurdles arise around us. Sometimes neither science nor psychology can offer us satisfying answers in those moments. Why is this happening to me?

“Everyone who comes to me is desperate in one way or another,” Suzan would later tell me.

She had also validated my sense that, while the dead might die, their personalities were not extinguished. They came through to Suzan with a predictable sense of humor or familiar irritability. They were still themselves in death—unique and recognizable. But what seemed to shift on the other side of the veil was their perspective. Now they saw the big picture, the long story, that expansive view that changed everything. The drunk finally saw the consequences of his actions. The narcissist realized she should have cared for others. The skeptical doctor was now consulting psychics for healing.

Our relationships with the dead are never over—they are only unfolding in a different dimension. There is all the time in the world for reunions, forgiveness, mercy, and love. There is always a new story to tell and an old story to tell in a new way.



Dear Dad,

I gave up asking you for help when you were alive. It was always a dead end. What you did gift me with was a spirit of can-do self-reliance and a belief in a cold and comfortless universe.

So forgive me if it took me a while to realize that everything changed when you died. How could I possibly imagine that you, my difficult stingy father, would on the other side become the most generous and thoughtful of ancestors? How could I imagine how ready and willing the dead are to connect and collaborate with the living?

One of your favorite bleak quotes, Dad, was from existentialist author Samuel Beckett. “Fail, fail again, fail better,” he wrote. When I was supervising teachers, I often reminded them that failure was an essential part of education. I found that those teachers who had struggled to acquire skills and competencies were the most understanding and creative at helping their students learn in the classroom, just as the best coaches had often been lesser athletes who could not take technique for granted. Maybe we have lifetimes of failure to empower us with different kinds of compassion and empathy.

Still, I’ll be honest: after you were gone, the first time I asked you for financial help I had no faith that you would deliver. But that very afternoon there was a small royalty check for a book I’d written years ago in the mailbox. I asked again—and out of the blue I was offered a remunerative editing job. It became a joke between Clark and me how quickly you responded to my requests. “Another Matt Finn miracle,” Clark would laugh. We went to our accountant of many years and discovered we owed far less in taxes than we imagined. We stepped outside, still stunned by the news, and saw a statue we’d never noticed before of an old man holding a book on a dilapidated brick building. “Who’s that?” I wondered out loud. We went over to have a look and discovered a decommissioned church to St. Matthew, your namesake, the tax collector turned gospel author. After that, I began asking you for help with my writing and my book with Suzan was optioned out in Hollywood.

Eventually you and I were collaborating on so many different projects that even the need for forgiveness felt beside the point. We were beyond all that.

These days I have teams of the dead involved in my life—from keeping my old cars on the road to helping my children find loving partners and meaningful work to navigating the coming catastrophes of climate change. I call on the dead when I am fretting in the middle of the night. I call on the dead when I am worried, anxious, concerned, helpless, and overwhelmed. And they always answer. They always show up. They always let me know that they are there.

The more I connect with the dead, the more helpers there are. These days I don’t go anywhere where they aren’t present. All the dead that have ever been reach out their hands to help. The whole world is nothing but an ancestor altar to the dead. Every day is the day of the dead. Thank you, most of all, for helping me recover this healing wisdom.

The dead have liberated me from delusions of self-reliance. I no longer have to go at life alone. None of us do.
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The Column of Saints
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Less than a month after I met Suzan, Clark began talking to the Virgin Mary. I don’t mean he started praying the rosary with me and offering up his petitions to the Mother of God. I mean the actual Madonna began appearing to my husband, and having prophetic conversations with him, at night in our living room while I was fast asleep upstairs.

Clark was the last man I expected to have a midlife crisis. By the time we met in our early thirties, he’d sowed his wild oats—from experimenting with hallucinogens to dating ballerinas to renouncing the world and becoming a Zen monk. I knew from the moment I met him that he was not the kind of man who would wake up one day feeling like he’d missed out on something, throw away the old wife and kids, and marry a younger woman and get a faster car. I knew he wasn’t like my father. But it took me a long time to understand what the difference was between them—why Clark could feel so settled despite the inevitable disappointments and failures of everyday life.

When our kids were growing up, Clark immersed himself in questions about God. He wrote a book about a Buddhist approach to the Bible, treating its stories as Zen koans. In Clark’s approach, if you meditated on these stories deeply, they would reveal hidden, mystical answers that expanded, or exploded, your understanding of reality and would lead to your enlightenment. He was meeting with rabbis, theologians, monks, scholars, and even a lovely older woman from the Jehovah’s Witnesses who came to our house every week to discuss scripture and try to convert him. Our bookshelves overflowed with different annotated versions of the Bible, books about the Bible, and so many other sacred texts. But Clark finished his book on the Bible only to arrive at the other side of it fundamentally disillusioned with the world’s religions—none of which seemed to offer any real answers to the world’s problems. No theology, no doctrine, no practice, no idea, and no spiritual technology possibly seemed up to responding to the imminence of ecological collapse.

Over the years I became accustomed to Clark hiking up mountains in the middle of the night without a flashlight or heading out for a stroll through the woods at 3 a.m., as he had done since he was a very little boy. Clark isn’t frightened of the dark. He has the usual anxieties that we all do, but outdoors in the middle of the night, with the owls swooping low and the bears crossing his path and the moon glowing in the sky, he is utterly serene. His joy in the deep mysteries of the natural world, in all the wonders and miracles the night holds, is the real basis for his spiritual authority and satisfaction, not the Buddhist credentials he had accumulated over the years.

He had begun working on a book about the lost experience of darkness—and what it meant that the lights were always on in our lives, both literally and philosophically. Not only were the screens of our devices glowing through the wee hours, but we prized enlightenment over mystery every time. But Clark was also documenting how so many spiritual traditions had a custom of waking up in the middle of the night to experience what he called “The Hour of God.” He wanted to investigate what it meant that people were no longer in touch with that part of their existence, that experience of their souls.

Except in the early hours of June 16, 2011, Clark discovered that the Hour of God was not so much about God as it was the Goddess.

He described his first encounter with the Lady to me the day after it happened. He’d been about to go for his usual nighttime walk when a man’s voice told him to stay inside and be very still. He lay down on the couch and meditated until he felt a presence beside him and opened his eyes. The room had vanished, and there in front of him were two reed stalks gently swaying as if touched by an invisible wind. A moment later a young woman appeared, with a short auburn bob and an X of black electrical tape over her mouth.

As a Zen monk Clark had been trained to ignore makyo, or illusions, that might arise after long hours of meditation. “But this wasn’t an illusion,” he said to me. “She was the realest thing I’ve ever seen, the realest thing in the cosmos. I had to get the tape off her mouth.”

“Of course you did,” I said reassuringly. But another part of me wanted to scream, “Snap out of it!”

So much had shifted since I had met Suzan. Now, only a month or so later, I could feel myself careening into a whole new universe of experience. I wasn’t sure I was ready. I tried to normalize what was happening. I decided the woman must have been a ghost, some dead ancestor of Clark’s maybe, but he shook his head. “No,” he insisted. “She was alive.”

I became fixated on her bobbed hair and remembered that Suzan had seen Joan of Arc beside me at my psychic reading. “Maybe it’s Joan,” I decided.

“Maybe…” said Clark reluctantly. “If Joan of Arc were… well…”

“What?” I pushed impatiently.

But he only sighed, reluctant to commit to anything.

I began reading every book I could find on Joan of Arc, to ground myself in research. I needed to make sense of it all. But I couldn’t even make sense of Joan of Arc. I had seen various plays and movies about her over the years, but somehow, I hadn’t taken in the fact that she had been tried and executed by the Catholic Church. “They sainted her, too,” I told Clark a few weeks later. “But only six hundred years after they burned her at the stake and, even then, only because the French were more devoted to her than they were to their religion. She’s more like Jesus than any other saint. I mean, if Jesus is the feminine face of God, then Joan is the masculine expression of the Goddess.”

“You know what her real miracle was?” Sophie added. “Getting men—soldiers, courtiers, cardinals, and kings—to actually listen to a seventeen-year-old girl.”

What struck me most of all about Joan was that, historically, she stood at the midpoint between a vanished way of experiencing reality and what we call the modern world. No one she met doubted that the voices she heard were real. No one thought she was crazy. The only question for those medieval people was whether the voices speaking to her were of God or the Devil. But the voices and visions themselves were most definitely happening.

Once the Lady began appearing to Clark, each day was filled with startling synchronicities, peculiar animal encounters, and waking dreams. People showed up in our lives whom we felt like we had known forever. Squirrels fell asleep in our beds. Rare black vultures spent the day staring in through the windows. A fire drake blazed across the sky. Out of nowhere, the wind would shake the maple trees. One day soon after the Lady’s arrival, I was walking down the hall upstairs in our house, the laundry in my arms, when I saw seven stars shoot across the wall in front of me, arcing from the ceiling to the floor. As they vanished, I felt the weight of what must have been galaxies above me, a heaviness I could not resist, which forced me to my knees full of awe and confusion.

I don’t know how long I stayed there, stricken of all thoughts and all sense of time, but eventually I staggered to my feet, retrieved the scattered laundry, and went downstairs to wait for Clark to return home from a doctor’s visit with Sophie. I put dishes away, scooped the kitty litter, and swept the kitchen floor. I was happy to have a broom to hold on to. If I were going crazy, I would know it, wouldn’t I? But everything else around me felt real and ordinary. And the stars, too, had felt real—bright, come-straight-from-the-heavens stars, like the beating hearts of their own solar systems.

I didn’t tell my friends or extended family what was going on. When the nice mom at the swim meet asked me what I’d been up to lately, I didn’t say, “Oh, I saw stars, real stars, seven of them, falling in our hallway yesterday afternoon.” I didn’t say that I was beginning to believe, what with all the news about climate change, water shortages, and the sixth extinction, that now was, as she had told Clark, “the hour of her return.”

But who was she, really?

I invited Suzan out to lunch because she was the only person I could talk with openly about all of this. None of what I described seemed at all remarkable to her. Over smoothies at the local vegan restaurant, she described having to learn as a small child how to tell the living and the dead apart. “The dead have tells,” she explained to me. “Their feet don’t touch the ground, or their clothes are wrong, old-fashioned, you know.”

“What about for the rest of us?” I asked. “How do they show up?”

“Oh, you know… dreams, intuitions. They pop into your head. Or their photo falls out of a book. They are trying to get everyone’s attention. All the time. Sometimes that feels frightening, but it’s not.”

She told me about the angel out of Revelation with eyes all over its wings who visited her in London and offered her messages about the fate of humanity, which were not so different from those of Clark’s Lady. She also told me about a man in a wide-brimmed black hat who had been visiting her with messages since she was a child. Ever the researcher, Clark began exploring mysterious messengers in wide-brimmed black hats and discovered a character called the Ankhou from Celtic Brittany, who was known as the Lord of the Dead. Like Hades, Dionysus, Osiris, perhaps even Jesus. He, too, had messages for Suzan about the state of the world and the changing climate.

I began taping our conversations and taking notes. “We’ve got to write a book about your life,” I told her, fascinated.

Suzan grinned. “See! I told you so.”

Suzan became my guide through the underworld. She confirmed my intuitions about how the dead and the living were always exchanging places, about how much the dead longed for healing, and how many lives we had all lived before.

Suzan lived on the margins, selling used clothes, connecting people with loved ones that had passed on, and revealing glimpses of the future for pocket change. In another culture, a bygone era, she would have been honored as the oracle that she was. Now, she was a modern-day Cassandra staring into the abyss.

Years before Flint, Michigan, made news because of its toxic lead levels, Suzan was telling me that the water in American cities was killing its children. One night in 2013, out of the blue, she announced that people all over the world were going to be on ventilators, but they shouldn’t feel bad about it, because everyone around the world was going to need ventilators.

“Ventilators?” I asked, puzzled at such a strange thought. “Those things that help you breathe? Why?”

She didn’t know. She just saw snapshots of the future and reported on what those were. She told a young friend of mine who was just graduating from college that he would be moving to Ukraine. “That’s nuts,” he laughed. Until two years later, when he got a job as a social worker in New York serving a community of displaced Ukrainians. “She was right. I mean, it’s not exactly Ukraine, but everyone is Ukrainian and speaks Ukrainian to me all day long. I feel like I’m in another country.”

Suzan saw these freeze-frames of the future, which she described, but the future itself was a moving picture. She didn’t always know what she was seeing, and sometimes even the snapshots could change.

Cassandra, the Trojan princess, was cursed to see the future but never be believed. These days, it’s not just the seers making dire predictions but the scientists as well. Still our tired old kings keep telling us they’ve got this under control, the Greeks ships have sailed, open the gates, stop overreacting, you’re hysterical, you’re imagining things, you are such a pessimist.

Why did Cassandra keep trying to get through? Why didn’t she just take to the hills and leave them all behind? Why didn’t she walk out of the gates of Troy and never look back? I can only imagine how much she must have loved them all. Her real curse was that she cared.

One night as we sat together on my couch, Suzan had a vision of a young woman standing at a crossroads in the midst of a terrible thunder and lightning storm. “She is hearing the cries of the world that human beings refuse to listen to. She is listening to the weeping in the oceans and the forests and deciding what to do.”

I shivered. “Who is she?”

None of us was willing to identify her as the blue and white robed Blessed Mother. She felt bigger than that. Wilder. Besides, none of us wanted to be Catholic. But something was going on.

To Clark, the Lady was offering a vision of civilization’s imminent collapse—but with a steadying hand in the midst of it, ready to hold us, guide us, and protect us. One night when we were vacationing on Cape Cod, she told him, “If you rise to say the rosary tonight, a column of saints will support your prayer.”

“You said the rosary last night?” I was amazed. Clark had learned it years ago, but he had long since moved on.

“I did,” he said. “But what does she mean by a column of saints?”

Our vacation house was surrounded by salt marshes, those liminal realms between sea and land where life itself had begun in the fertile muck. A horseshoe crab, a living fossil that was hundreds of millions of years old, slowly slid itself through the sea-foam and the sand. The fecund smells of clams, crabs, sea grasses, and low tide wafted across the deck where we were sitting.

I could feel the whole vast expanse of the dead surrounding me and within me. I sensed not just my relatives, not just my genetic ancestors, but all of the dead who had ever been, since the beginning of time. And it was not just the human dead and the animal dead. Every soul that had ever been was still here, still reaching out to us, still ready to show up again if we asked.

“These saints,” I began. “It’s not just especially designated souls. I think every single soul is a saint. In ways we can’t imagine, from lifetimes we can’t imagine. Every one. I mean, they are part of our DNA, right? They are the ground beneath our feet. They support us within and without. This, all of this,” I said, gesturing at the trees and the marsh and the flowers. “The column of saints is all the dead. The Earth is the body of the dead and the body of the living. The Earth is the column of saints. Our very lives are supported by the dead.”

I had been struggling to understand who the Lady was until that moment. Yes, some might identify her as the Virgin Mary. Who else invited you to pray the rosary? But she was not some obedient girl doing as God had told her. She was the Mother of not just God, but the cosmos—and she had a thousand names. She was Mary and she was Isis and she was Inanna. She was the Shekinah from the Song of Songs. She was Hecate in the ancient world and the Calleigh in Ireland and Kali-Ma in India. All over the world there were traditions of the original mothers—the nine mothers of the Kogi people in Colombia, the nine muses of the Greeks, the many manifestations of Durga, the nine maidens of Norse mythology. To be devoted to the mother was to be devoted to multiplicity, diversity, and possibility.

She was the Queen of Heaven and Earth, the mother of the living and of the dead. “I speak to you with one voice,” she explained to Clark, “but the voices below me are many.”

And all those voices were speaking to us, if we were ready to listen. The voices of saints and angels, gods and goddesses, all were nothing more or less than the voices of the dead. 

Once Suzan and I were coming back from a visit with our film agent when we found ourselves stuck in Grand Central Station at rush hour. We were swept up in a frightening scrum of commuters, all jammed together in a tunnel and unmoving.

“I feel like I can’t breathe,” I said to Suzan, on the edge of a panic attack.

“Step to the side,” she answered.

“What?”

“Somebody on the other side just told me to step to the side.”

So we did, and saw a door in the wall, which we opened, which delivered us into the fresh air of 42nd Street.

“You listen to the dead and you can do anything. That’s exactly how we’ll get through climate change,” said Suzan. “Oh, and the voice says there is a smoothie place around the corner.”

Those who are gone can remember what we have forgotten. They look in the dark corners and the hidden places. They can always show us doors we didn’t know were there. The dead remember everything.

Our Lady eventually explained to Clark that what he had liberated when he took the tape off her mouth was not her voice but his own ability to hear it. He had reopened the portal within himself. I became fascinated by how many psychics, whether they were Catholic or not, prayed the rosary before readings to do just that. The beads and those old prayers helped them hear the voices of the dead—and the dead help us reclaim the long story of our own souls through deep time.

Was that portal open in me? I certainly felt more and more attuned to the intimations of the natural world and the invisible realms. Still, when I tried to talk about my experiences with others, I mostly heard the voice of the skeptic and the rationalist, dismissing all that I felt. I was a nervous wreck when Clark sent off his book about darkness and the Lady’s appearance to top spiritual book editors with an email saying, “The Lady has chosen one of you to publish this book.” Career suicide for sure. Only it wasn’t, and one of the editors, Cindy Spiegel, would meet him for lunch the following week and announce, “It’s me.”

Wasn’t this the path of the deranged lunatic who hears voices? I had one foot in the miraculous and another in the conventional, although more and more I was losing my balance in both. I was Matt Finn’s daughter, after all. Would I end up as disappointed as he was at the end of his life? Would I be as marginalized as Suzan?

One day that fall, amid a cleaning frenzy, I came upon the old leather shaving kit that held the rock. Feeling somewhat nervous, I unzipped the case and unwrapped the rock from the old newspapers. The rock, shackled in its thick iron bands, felt even more violent than I remembered.

Except, through an unexpected shift in perception, I saw for the first time the rock itself—not as a weapon but a prisoner. I could almost feel the iron wrapped tightly around its round black body. Why hadn’t I seen that years ago?

The rock wasn’t a curse, it was a koan. I’d never known what to do with it. But now I did. I wasn’t supposed to throw the rock away. I was supposed to liberate it. Just as Clark had taken the tape off the Lady’s mouth.

“I’ve got to release the rock,” I told Clark. “I’ve got to get the iron off. If I do, something will happen. I’m not sure what, but something.”

“It’s worth a shot,” agreed Clark. “Free the rock! But I have no idea how you can get those iron rods off the rock without destroying it.”

The rock could not be broken. Like a character in a fairy tale, I knew that was the challenge. But at least I had a mission, something I could do in the face of my frustration about the world’s problems. It was a ceremonial gesture that nevertheless felt crucially important.

I started hunting for a local blacksmith, but they were harder to find than you might imagine. I finally put out a call on Facebook, saying I was looking for someone to do some precise ironwork for me. A local woman responded. Her husband was a sculptor who worked in metal.

Feeling more than a little embarrassed, and unsure about how I would explain the whole problem of the rock, I drove over to his studio. Far-out sculptures of futuristic race cars and spaceships filled the large, light-filled room. An old hippie with a white beard came out from the back, wiping his hands on his paint-splattered jeans. He was curious about what I needed done.

I took the shaving case out of my purse and unzipped it. I unwrapped the newspaper. I held out the rock in my hand.

The sculptor whistled. “That’s a complicated piece of ironwork. How’d they do that?”

“Why did they do that?” I couldn’t help asking.

“Old iron railroad pins are what they look like,” he noted, examining the rock. “A couple of them, twisted round and round. And they didn’t smash the rock doing it. That took a fair amount of care and skill.”

“Can you take them off without breaking the rock?”

The artist nodded thoughtfully. “It’s gonna be a job.”

I sighed. “I thought so… How much would you charge for something like that?” This was a real issue for me. Our funds were low, and this was hardly a necessity.

He grinned. “Tell you what? You tell me the story behind this thing… and I’ll do it for free.”

So I told him about my father and the will and my inheritance, and he laughed. I kept the details about the Lady and the tape over her mouth to myself, however.

The sculptor took the rock with him into his shop out back and emerged a little while later with a black stone that fit perfectly into my palm.

When I was a little girl, my father and I would sometimes sail at night—out to the middle of the ocean. The great black circle of the sky fell all around us, while beneath us were the vast depths of the sea. We were at the center of a great darkness speckled with stars—above us in the heavens, reflected in the water’s depths beneath us, and also reflected in each other’s eyes. The stone I held was flecked with bits of white. Looking at it was like looking at all the stars in the nighttime sky or holding the whole cosmos in my hand.

“It’s beautiful,” I whispered, surprised. I wanted to fall to my knees, as I had beneath the stars in the hallway.

“Do you want the railroad pins?” asked the sculptor.

“Can you do something with them?” I asked.

He laughed, pointing at the sculptures around us made from scrap metal. “I can turn anything into anything.”

I put the rock in my pocket, where it felt warm against my body as if it still held the heat of the blowtorch that had freed it.

When I got home, Clark looked up from the book he had been reading. “I’ve discovered the strangest thing,” he said.

“So have I,” I said, a little irritated. I wanted to tell him my story. “The rock is alive,” I blurted out. I didn’t even know what I was really saying.

Clark laughed. “I know.”

“You do?”

“While you were at the blacksmith, I began reading that book about Kali worship in India, Offering Flowers, Feeding Skulls. It’s all about rocks!”

“Rocks?” My fingers tightened around the stone in my pocket.

“Please, listen,” he insisted. He opened his book and cleared his throat.

Although the goddess’s power may be found in temples, burning grounds, and other sacred places, very frequently it is found in black, rounded stones. Stories along this theme are heard all through rural West Bengal: a person dreams at night of a call from the goddess, who is located in a rock at the bottom of a pond, river, or lake. She wishes to get out of the water, and come onto dry land and be worshiped. The person finds the petrified goddess the next morning, sets her up in a shrine, and offers her ritual worship. She is then satisfied, and shows her appreciation by giving miraculous healings and bringing luck. 

“Read that to me again,” I asked, stunned.

“Right?” grinned Clark. He reread the passage, and I tried to take it in.

I found myself remembering the rocks our friend Mark used to paint with the sacred symbol OM, many of which still decorated the bookcases in our house. I thought of the striated bluestone holding the memories of vanished oceans in our backyard. Rocks were not just rocks—and if they were alive, then everything was. It felt like some final opening was happening within me. I felt liberated back into something I hadn’t dared to know in so long. Everything in the whole world was alive. The dead were alive. I was alive.

“If you knew what the Dead had to teach you, you would know how to live,” the Lady would tell us.

But it all began with a stone. The stone. The goddess. The apparition. The miracle. I took the rock out of my pocket and placed it in Clark’s palm.

“It is!” he exclaimed. “It is a Kali stone. I thought it was. It looks just like the photos online.”

“The gift of the Goddess from my father the atheist,” I said.

“Could he have known?” wondered Clark.

“It arrived from beyond the grave. He didn’t bequeath it to me on his deathbed or leave it to me in his will. But somehow his wife knew he wanted me to have it. And I believe her. I’ll give her credit for listening and somehow receiving that message—although I am absolutely certain she had no idea what it meant. I mean, to be fair, I didn’t either.”

In the end, the rock was neither a symbol nor a curse. The rock was the Lady herself. All matter was Mater, our mother. How had she gotten into the stone? When the anthropologist who’d written Clark’s book on Kali worship asked that question of the Bengali villagers, they had responded with incomprehension. “How are we supposed to know how goddesses do that sort of thing?” they replied.

Do we want to know how the magic works… or do we just want the magic back?

My impossible, infuriating, difficult, curmudgeonly father had somehow bequeathed to me, from beyond the grave, a dark jewel. He had sent me the one thing I had always wanted from him… an acknowledgment that we were both devoted to the Lady, that our souls were entangled forever in the body of her love, and that love itself was real and everlasting and would never vanish. He had sent a message, an apology, a declaration as best he could. As obscure as it was, it was perfect.

He had shown me how to fully liberate myself, at last, from all reservations and hesitations about communicating with those beyond the veil. It was time to step fully into my own magic and enchantment.

I placed the stone beside the broken statue of the Virgin Mary on our family altar. My dead father had sent me a stone that initiated wonders.



Dear Dad,

Suzan says that everyone is psychic, and I believe her. Everyone could be in conversation with the dead in one way or another if they wanted to do so. Were you? You stood at the portal between life and death so many times, watching as people exhaled their last breaths or gasped, unexpectedly returning from their revelatory near-death experiences.

Did you see a hummingbird or a moth appear at the window as someone passed away? Did you have dreams of the departed that felt like visitations? Did you feel things you couldn’t describe, see things out of the corner of your eye, hear a bell or a voice that no one else noticed? Did you lean against a tree and for a moment imagine it, too, felt your presence and loved you? Did you say to yourself, “I must be going crazy…” and then shrug off whatever encounter had happened and return to the cold hard materialism of everyday life? Most likely.

Clark and I wrote a book about the Lady and traveled around the country talking about her. The first thing we did at our presentations was ask those in the audience how many had direct experiences of her. Almost all the hands would go up—and people of all ages and religious backgrounds would begin sharing the everyday marvels and wonders that had transformed their experiences of reality. A voice had spoken to them, too, in the middle of the night. A postcard with a picture of the Lady had appeared at their feet out of nowhere. They felt certain they had seen her in the shape of a shell. The only proof they could offer was that their lives were changed forever.

I began teaching people how to connect with the dead, how to summon and collaborate with them, and how to recognize and receive messages when they arrived. But the hardest part of the work was getting people to trust their own intuitions. “I know this sounds crazy, but…,” they would always begin, before describing the moment when they had been remembering their mother and a notice on their phone displayed a long-forgotten message from her. They told me about the foxes that would appear every time they remembered their deceased spouse or the cigar or the package of M&M’s. They recounted the flights of fancy that had led them to healings, insights, and essential guidance of all kinds. They knew certain memories, predilections, and fears they held came from past lives. What they needed to claim these experiences was a belief-sphere that acknowledged and accepted them. The more stories we told together, the more stories there were to tell.

When you died, Dad, everyone was convinced you had left behind some unfinished masterpiece of a novel. A cousin approached me at your funeral and said, “Will you share his writing with us at last?” But Sophie and I searched your house and found nothing—except for a pile of unused journals hidden in your top desk drawer. One or two had an inconsequential line on the first page. That was it. No diaries, no stories, no essays. There was a single poem, about a cat, that you had written with my mother decades ago on one drunken night—typed up and xeroxed three times. But no real writing ever got done. You were terrified to reveal who you really were. There was something you wanted to say and couldn’t.

In everyday life, we fear being mocked behind our backs when we share our supernatural encounters. The dead, and the living who have acknowledged them, were silenced so that all of nature could be managed and controlled. You are imagining that. That was a coincidence. You’re out of your mind. Organized religions have all privileged voices from on high over the legions of messages from below. To begin working with the dead takes an act of courage, not because the dead are dangerous, but because the living are.

We must challenge the narrow reality in which we live in order to speak to the dead. To listen to the dead, to hear their voices, is to know the whole world is alive. The wind whispers. The land has a song. And every tree has a soul. The natural world is the fabric of the veil between the living and the dead.

Together we can take back the magic. But we must also proclaim it, share it, declare it, bear witness to it, and recover a lost way of being… where the dead are real, magic is possible, and the miraculous can happen on any ordinary day.

I have found the courage to do that thanks to you, Dad, and all that has happened since you died. You have helped me find what you yourself never had.

The tape’s not just off my mouth. It’s off yours, too.
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simple gestures of devotion can transform our lives. Devotion—to the living and the dead—calls forth the mothers within us.

On birthdays mothers cook us special meals, ice the cake, and wrap the presents. When we make offerings at our ancestral altars, we are offering the dead our devotion. We bring the dead their favorite foods and spirits; we give them gifts of flowers and incense; and we light candles that help them find their way through the dark back home. When we cultivate devotion to the dead, we become—whatever our gender, our age, our familial situation—mothers of the ancestral realms and midwives of the miraculous. We become the mothers of trees and mountains, rivers and stones. We rebirth magic into the world.

When she appeared, the Lady did not ask for our obedience or submission. She called forth our love and devotion. We wanted to celebrate her. We wanted to tell everyone about her. We wanted to honor her and the unfolding experiences we were having with her. But, raised in a culture that has all but obliterated sacred shrines and ancient rituals, we weren’t really sure what that might look like.

One night, before Clark was scheduled to drive our son Jonah down to the city to catch a bus for a big swimming championship, the Lady told him that he would need to go to the Cloisters. The Cloisters is a museum of medieval art in New York City. It was created by transporting a monastery, stone by stone, and reassembling it on the headwaters of the Hudson River. The museum perches above the city on a cliff, just north of the George Washington Bridge, at a point a famous herbalist once told me was the last of the fairy realm left in Manhattan. To enter its doors is to feel as if you have stepped back in time, or perhaps out of it altogether. Our Lady explained that she had something to show Clark there.

Clark put Jonah on his bus at sunrise and arrived at the museum just as the Cloisters was opening. No one else was there on that weekday morning, and he had the entire museum to himself. He made his way to the empty hall filled with nothing but statues of the Virgin Mary. Some appeared serious or sorrowful, others playful or amused. Each had her own personality, as if she had been modeled on a real woman—and each statue was different. The sculptors then still knew that the Lady has so many different faces and expressions. None of these Madonnas was demure and downcast. These Ladies gazed directly at him. They made him feel seen, known. “They felt,” he confessed to me, “alive.”

Unnerved, he stepped out of the room and found an old, worm-eaten wooden Madonna staring at him with blue jeweled eyes. Her shoulders hunched forward, as if she carried the weight of a thousand worlds on her back. She looked weary but loving. Clark wanted nothing more than to press his forehead to hers and hold her.

Once men and women had touched these figures, held them, washed them with their tears, crowned them with roses, talked to them, visited them, and loved them. These statues were not meant to be studied and examined as works of art. They weren’t artifacts. They weren’t mere objects of stone and wood. They were objects of devotion. These were real working Ladies, each of them standing ready even now to hold us, help us, and guide us home. We were meant to lay our hearts at their feet.

When Clark got home, the Lady told us that sculptors used to understand that they were not just creating a likeness of her, but a portal through which she could appear to everyone. Our Lady told us that sculptors needed to learn again what it was to sculpt her… not just to make an image, but to make a Lady who could heal the world. She told us that we would need to find or create such a statue to honor her apparition in Woodstock.

Clark and I became obsessed with learning about the power of medieval Madonnas, particularly the Black Virgins. Each Madonna statue is as distinct and unique as the land upon which she resides, and yet they are all one earth.

Clark and I went on a pilgrimage to the Black Madonna of Rocamadour, and upon our return, Sophie was finally given a definitive diagnosis of her condition—a rare connective tissue disorder. Immediately we were sent to a cardiologist to make sure her aorta was not compromised. While we waited for the results of Sophie’s echocardiogram, we went to the Cloisters, and I promised each Lady individually that I would bring her roses if we avoided the worst-case scenarios. When the results came back normal, we returned to the Cloisters, roses in hand. With sideways glances at the guards, we slipped blossoms behind statues and lay them at their feet. In an act of daring, while I ran interference, Clark was able to place one long-stemmed rose in the hands of the Virgin at the center of the room. Since then, these statues have answered the prayers of other friends who have also brought them roses, and they have answered more of our prayers, too—although now the guards are on the lookout for us. We nearly got kicked out of the museum the last time we were there.

Clark and I shared our devotion to the Lady in a group that we started—and to which people began coming from all over the world. In The Way of the Rose, a book we wrote together about rewilding the rosary and reclaiming the goddess, we shared the wisdom we had learned from this exploration. And just when we thought we were finished with the project, our editor Cindy called us into the city for lunch. Was she unhappy with the book we’d written? We felt anxious and concerned. Our Lady then appeared to Clark and announced that the time had come to install a statue on our property commemorating her appearance—before we met with our editor the following Monday. That felt ominous. What would happen if we didn’t? Would Cindy reject our book?

Clark and I were in a panic. Over the years we’d looked at various statues for sale, none of which had the embodied personalities of the medieval Virgins we’d come to love. In the modern era, depictions of the Lady had become ever more innocuous. When we did find beautiful old statues for sale, they were, of course, exorbitantly expensive, and it wasn’t clear that they could survive outdoors.

I resigned myself. “I guess we have to get one of those awful bathtub Marys.” These were depictions of Our Lady of the Miraculous Medal, originally created by the faithful by partially burying an old tub so that its exposed half framed the Lady’s body. Nowadays the statues came with their own concrete half-tub that rested directly on the ground.

“There’s a place in Newburgh about an hour away,” Clark remembered.

On Saturday morning we researched the name of the shop and called ahead to make sure it would be open. “I’m sorry,” said the owner. “There’s been a family emergency, and I have to close up for the rest of the day. But give me your number and I’ll call back if anything changes.”

“Google lawn statues,” I instructed Clark, already dreading what would pop up. There was only one other store, about an hour north of us.

But when Clark called to see if they had any Mary statues, the owner said, “Yes. I’ve got lots of those, but I have to close in about five minutes. There’s been an emergency in my family.”

Clark and I looked at each other, spooked. “Now what do we do?”

Feeling that we ought to at least try, we began driving around looking for antiques shops or pop-up yard sales—any place that might have a statue—but there was nothing. Then Clark remembered an auction house in the next town over that displayed hideous stone Buddhas and marble angels out front. Fifteen minutes later, we found ourselves staring at a giant roly-poly marble Buddha that, tacky as it was, cost several thousand dollars.

“Let’s look around a little more,” Clark suggested. “Where else are we going to find anything?”

We poked around inside, stepping through a jumble of oversize mahogany furniture to an elaborate marble fountain with giant jumping goldfish. There was a heavy metal door at the end of the warehouse, which Clark reasoned must lead somewhere—maybe to an outdoor storage yard. I leaned against it, and it groaned open.

And there she was—the Lady we had longed for and imagined, but no longer thought was possible.

She was chiseled from granite and about five feet tall, exactly the height of the Lady as she appears to Clark. She seems to be both the Buddhist goddess Kuan Yin and the Virgin Mary. She holds a mala in her hands that has the fifty beads of a traditional rosary. At her feet are two roses, as if she were Our Lady of Lourdes. Her hooded eyes are slightly downcast, but her sly smile seems to let you know that she’s only pretending to meditate. Her hands are raised in prayer, and when I went to hug her and touch my forehead to hers, those hands pressed up close to my heart. I fell in love with her at once.

“How much do you think she is?” I asked Clark.

Inside of the office, a bored young woman was flipping through Instagram on her phone. She quoted a price that was three times what we had in the bank. From our fallen faces, she could tell we weren’t going to be able to buy it. “But you could always make an offer,” she suggested.

Clark and I exchanged a wordless glance before he offered the entire balance of our checking account, which he knew off the top of his head because we’d looked it up anxiously just that morning to decide what we could afford to spend.

The woman didn’t look impressed. “Well, I’ll call the owner and see what he says,” she told us as she went back to scrolling through her phone.

We’d just reached the car when Clark’s phone rang. It was the woman from the first store we’d called that morning. “My mother’s all better,” she told us. “So I’m opening the store if you want to come on down.”

Only we didn’t. “I don’t want a bathtub Mary,” I complained. “I want Our Lady.” I didn’t even want to drive off and leave her alone in the yard behind the shed. I already loved her too much. We were almost to the highway when my phone buzzed.

It was the woman from the auction house. “Yeah,” she said. “The owner agreed to the price. And he’ll deliver her, too.”

“He will?” I asked, stunned.

“You want her, right?” asked the woman.

Clark turned the car around while I wrote the check. How were we going to buy groceries? I wondered, but only briefly. We’d figure it out. We always did.

Or rather, Our Lady did. When we arrived home, waiting in the mailbox was a royalty check for a book Clark had written years ago and forgotten about—because there was no way it was ever going to make much money. He tore open the envelope, expecting a check for 72 cents. But, of course, it wasn’t. It was the exact amount we had just paid for the statue.

At our meeting that Monday, our editor reassured us that our book on the rosary was almost done. But she felt there were certain points about resurrection and rebirth we needed to explore. “You are very forthright about the catastrophes of climate change, but how does devotion to the Lady renew the Earth?”

How could we explain how love calls forth life from stones?

The Lady arrived a few days later on a pickup truck. It took eight young men and a forklift to get her out into the woods to the spot where she had once asked Clark what it was he most wanted. We’d prepared a base for her, in which we’d embedded one of the stones our deceased friend Mark had once inscribed with the sacred symbol OM. When she was positioned, everyone stepped back to look at her. Over the next few weeks, she would become adorned with lipstick kisses, crystal hearts, rosary beads, a prayer shawl wrapped around her shoulders, and any number of feathers, stones, and candles left at her feet.

Clark went to the building supply company in town to pick up some bluestone slabs to make simple benches for people to sit on.

Owls swooped in, and flocks of starlings gathered. One morning a bear lay down and fell asleep at Our Lady’s feet. People left flowers and prayer flags. They came to her begging for homes and healing, consolations and comforts. We grew used to walking up our driveway to find someone with their head in their hands, quietly pouring out their sorrow to Our Lady of Woodstock. We installed a shrine register, with a book for people to write in. Soon there was a growing list of miracles reported by people we didn’t even know.

During all this time, Clark was constantly making discoveries at our local flea market about lost forms of devotion to the Lady. There, Our Lady said, under a grove of old maple trees amid abandoned treasures, the dead liked to gather. Suzan walked through the various stalls, touching an item here or there and feeling the deceased owner’s presence and story. Clark hunted for well-worn religious medals with forgotten symbols, old rosaries with long-lost chaplets and prayers associated with them, and beautiful paintings of the Lady that had once graced family altars and now sold for only a few dollars.

Dorothy, a beautiful older vendor with a bob of black hair, an easy smile, and her own experience of Marian devotion, kept a lookout for items Clark might like. She tucked them away for him until he came by. One day she handed him, for no reason he could discern, an old edition of Charles and Mary Lamb’s retelling of Shakespeare’s plays, including The Winter’s Tale. Given that I was named for one of its characters, Clark purchased it and brought it home.

As a child, my mother had told me that I had been named Perdita because the character in the play was a late-life gift to her elderly parents, just as I was to her. Still, the fact that every person I met asked me why my name meant “lost” led me to believe at any early age that something else was going on. The name felt like a burden—a curse even—that my father, whose idea it had been to call me Perdita, had hung around my life.

When I was finally old enough to read the play for myself, I was dismayed to discover how dark and violent it really was. A tormented king, overcome by murderous jealousy, orders his wife and baby daughter to be murdered. A kind servant steals the child away to be raised on a distant island as a peasant princess. Eventually, she falls in love with a prince who is instrumental in reuniting her with her father, now stricken with remorse, and a tragedy becomes a romance as it turns out her mother the queen has also survived. Imprisoned in a statue for many long years, she comes to life at the end of the story.

My mother’s declaration that Perdita was a blessing was a fabrication that belied the violence at the heart of this strange story—or maybe she didn’t know. My father was another matter. Did his choice suggest that he already understood how his own story was going to turn out?

Perhaps he did. Perhaps he already knew that he would break my mother’s heart and destroy our family. Or perhaps he intuited other mysteries that might reveal themselves in years to come, mysteries that had woven us together for more lifetimes than we possibly knew.

I’d studied the play in college and seen it performed any number of times, but it was only when I read the children’s version from that flea market that I saw the secret at the heart of the fairy tale. Stripped of its poetry, the story is, finally, about the healing and reunion of a family. The statue of the mother comes to life at the end of the story—the Great Mother returns and is crowned queen again. But she has never gone anywhere. She’s been there in the statue all along. The whole horror of patriarchal violence is finally at an end. All could be healed.

I felt shaky, trying to take it all in. My father, the atheist, gave me both the name and the stone that connected me to the truth of my deepest relationship with Our Lady. On some deep level, he knew what needed to happen. He knew the world needed to come to life again… and that I needed to find our true mother, Our Lady.

I started to cry uncontrollably, because this had been at the heart of my pain about my father. I wished he had known there was an alternative to both the obedience of religion and the existential loneliness of atheism. I wished he’d had a way to express his devotion to the ocean and the marsh, and to have felt loved and known in return. I prayed that wherever he was now, a little child somewhere in the world, such devotion was easy for him. I prayed that wherever he was he would feel healed by my forgiveness and blessed by my love.

Clark and I had come to Woodstock, drawn by the spirits of the dead. We began recognizing them and, finally, their Mother had appeared to us. The Mother of these mountains, creeks and kills, hemlock forests, oaks and squirrels, raccoons and salamanders. The Mother of this land to whom we are devoted.

Devotion calls forth from within us the love that endures beyond lifetimes. The love of the Earth guides us back to the Earth. The Earth and the dead together will guide us where we need to go. Devotion calls us home.

I dreamed that I was walking down my road one night, except the road itself was gone. The forest had long ago crumbled the asphalt. Enormous trees arched above me and sunlight dappled into the green darkness. I turned—and there was the Lady. She was moss covered, black with age, and still smiling her playful smile. I had found her, or she had found me. We are always finding each other again. No one is ever lost.

We will all die, and our bodies will join the bodies of the dead—and our souls will all be reborn in the body of this world. This world is our body. This world is our home.



Dear Dad,

Even your grandchildren knew that the perfect send-off would have been to place your body in your boat, light it on fire, and send it out to sea. When you were still with my mother, you told her the only thing that would make the grand finale more perfect would be for her to throw herself, desolate, on the flames. “Humph,” she grunted, not amused.

But in the intervening years you had bought a plot, stipulated a plain pine box, drawn the design for your own gravestone, and let it be known what music and readings you wanted at your funeral. What you could not control were the bureaucratic shenanigans of the mortuary business. State law stipulated that your corpse needed to be encased in a plastic bag before it was put in the box and that the box itself needed to be embedded in a concrete sarcophagus within the earth. It would be a long time indeed before your remains merged with the roots of the scrub pines and the wild roses in the sandy soil of the Agawam cemetery.

Every child comes into this world through the body of a mother. Harder to fathom is the truth that no one dies alone. Death is no less a passage than birth, and it is one that takes us back from the body of the world into the womb of the Great Mother. When the baby is born, the mother reaches her hands out to hold her child, the relatives arrive, the friends send flowers and presents, and the community welcomes the new life that will renew it. It is no different when we die. On one side of the veil is lamentation and on the other celebration.

There are long-gone parents and grandparents eager to hold us and catch up. There are friends and lovers ready to embrace us. So many who have stood vigil with the dying have seen them call out to their beloved dead as if they were already in the room with them. Even the animals arrive, purring, barking, singing, jubilant. All of the dead, all our mothers and fathers from too many lives to count, are there ready to greet us and guide us forward.

Babies are born crying because they have had to say goodbye to those they love in the land of the dead. We are always coming and going, returning and arriving. All is departure. All is reunion.

Once I would have taken little comfort from the thought of you waiting for me on the other side. I would have imagined you impatient, irritable, exacerbated. I was ready, when you died, to be done with you. But here we are, close to the end of this book we have written together, with everything between us transformed. I look now and think, who better to ferry me from the land of the living to the land of the dead than a wild-eyed sea captain ready for another adventure?

You decreed in your will that you wanted inscribed on your tombstone, above the engraving of a winged skull, the Latin words, Ubi Sunt, meaning “Where are they now?” It seemed, at the time, yet another pretentious gesture at the end of your life. You wanted a memorial to your intellect, your artistic sensibility, your despair. But I don’t think so anymore.

In fact, it’s not a bad question. Where are the dead? Where are you, Dad?

Every time I ask, the answer is the same. 

Ubi Sunt? 

Right here. You are right here. The dead are right here. All the dead that have ever been are all right here waiting to welcome us home.
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Becoming the Dead
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Rebirth and Renewal

We’ve all been here before. But we do not remember most of those lives—just as we do not remember most of our days within a single lifetime. We retain impressions from experiences both traumatic and triumphant, but of the vast epochs of ordinary being that have made us who we are, we can catch only the vaguest and most fleeting of sensations.

We cannot catalog or document all our past lives, but we can acknowledge our intimations of immortality. Behind us are vast mysteries. Within us are multiplicities. This is true not just of ourselves, but of every being we meet. That child was once our teacher. This homeless man was once our child. We are all connected to each other in more ways than we can possibly imagine.

Have I only ever been a human being?

Probably not. Our long-ago ancestors seemed to know that they were always changing places with the other beings of this world. Our grandmother becomes the deer who feeds us. The bear returns in human form to become our lover. The trees have always been our mothers. How would we treat the many beings of this world if we knew that we might return to share their fate?

How do I metabolize the traumas of past lives?

With the gifts we have gathered across the ages. We do not just have horrors within us, but also memories of bliss and joy, love and healing, flight and song. When we begin to claim the long story of our souls—to open ourselves to the spirits not just around but within us—we can connect with inner resources beyond our imagining. A woman I know who was recovering from the suicide of a loved one began pouring out her sorrow into weaving—and found the whole experience effortless, as if her hands had always known how to move the threads through warp and woof to create beauty. David Crosby wrote his famous song “Déjà Vu” after going sailing for the first time and realizing how familiar it felt to be on a boat. A number of young herbalists I have met are clearly tapping into knowledge they have been accumulating for lifetimes. We all can do this—if we follow our inclinations and intimations.

How do I remember who I have been?

As modern people, we want the answers, the clarity, and the solutions—and nothing gets us into more trouble than this impulse. To embrace the reality of reincarnation is to acknowledge the great mysteries that surround us on every side. But it is within those mysteries that the magic happens. We may not know who we’ve been, but to know that we’ve been is to realize how much time there is for all our dreams to come true.

Still, we can tap into those mysteries through both our interests and aversions. There are some places we long to visit and others where we will never go. We are fascinated by one period of history and refuse to learn about another. We have fears and phobias, talents and yearnings. All of who we are has arisen from who we have been.

Present Entanglements

Many of us have had the experience of meeting someone for the first time and being absolutely convinced we already know them. Probably we have. A woman in one of my workshops described being in a dicey situation on the subway as a young woman, when a stranger appeared out of nowhere to escort her home safely. “I felt like he was more my father than my real father,” she said. Perhaps once upon a time, in another life, he had been. How many ways would we show up for each other, lifetime after lifetime, if we could? Sometimes as parents, sometimes as teachers, sometimes as momentary guardian angels.

How often are our mothers reborn as animals to feed us, plants to heal us, or trees to offer us shade? What if we could recognize how often souls we have known once upon a time are arriving to aid and guide us? How blessed we might feel by all that is.

Why do bad things happen to good people?

The most honest and helpful answer is that we do not know. We do not see the big picture or the long story. We live inside the mystery. To assert that some people are punished for actions in past lives, while others are blessed, is a kind of karmic fundamentalism. It assumes we can understand and explain why everything is happening and, usually, we can’t.

But how does it work? If someone I love is dead but also reborn, why am I praying to them as an ancestor? Where are they?

How can an electron be in two places at once? How can a place in a dream be both one location and another? We don’t really understand time or consciousness. What we can experience and claim is love.

Future Possibilities

I believe many people, when they hear about the various impending climate emergencies, secretly console themselves by thinking, “Well, at least I’ll be dead by then.” But, in fact, we will all be returning to a world devastated by our species and its insatiable demands. Every being on the Earth will be reborn to face challenges the likes of which we have not encountered for millions of years. But within us are storehouses of wisdom from ages past. Even now, we are gathering the memories of long-ago lifetimes in preparation for the ages ahead.

But what if I don’t want to come back? I’m sick of being alive.

Here’s the thing. While we will live again, we don’t live the same life. Or at least we don’t have to. Perhaps we need to ask how to be released from certain repetitious patterns in our soul stories or how to claim unrecognized gifts and talents that might give us joy. If the thought of rebirth burdens us, we need to explore more deeply the life we are living.

In Groundhog Day, one of the slyest and wisest films about reincarnation, a meteorologist is condemned to relive the same interminable day over and over again. He moves through a variety of reactions to this curse. He rails against it. He decides he is a god who can do whatever he wants. He becomes suicidal. Eventually he surrenders and, realizing he has all the time in the world, takes a single piano lesson. Thousands of days later, thousands of lifetimes later, he is a virtuoso who has won friends, love, and joy and wants to stay where he is forever.

What would we do today if we knew we were stepping onto a different path going forward? What would be our first piano lesson in this lifetime?

Do we have any control over where we are reborn?

Some spiritual adepts—Tibetan lamas for instance—believe that we do. Before they die, they leave behind signs that will help their fellow monks find their newest incarnation. All of this involves a great deal of meditative technology and is designed to ensure that the religious riches are maintained within a carefully guarded system.

I suspect reincarnation is both easier and messier than all that. Love guides us to where we belong, but sometimes it can be hard to figure out why we’ve ended up where we have. I do know that I ask the dead for help guiding me to parents in my next life who will recognize me for who I am. I pray, too, each day, that Clark and I will find each other again and that my children and I will always be close to each other.

May we all be reborn into families we love enough to return to. May we all find lovers with whom we long to eternally reunite. May we all be reborn into a world to which we want to return again and again and again.
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we will all be reborn into the world we have made. This is both my terror and my hope. We will come back to the fires and the floods, the dying oceans, the crowded cities, the war-torn wastelands, the poisoned mines, and the radiated landscapes glowing from nuclear debris. If hell is a possibility, it is the one we will have created for ourselves out of our very denial of the eternal return.

But it is also true that we will carry forward the healing, the connections, the wisdom, and the love we have found and cultivated in this life. Nothing is ever lost to us. What would we do today if we truly knew in our bones that we were coming back? Whom would we reach out to? What actions would we take or not take? What messes would we clean up? What prayers would we send forward into the future that awaits us?

Just before the Lady showed up, Clark founded a group with a ragtag collection of spiritual friends to ask questions like these. Many of them had instigated Occupy Wall Street and found themselves on the other side of that experience not sure what to do next. Excess Anonymous, modeled on a twelve-step format, was dedicated to finding some sober response to a culture hell-bent on ecocide. But even though everyone recognized the imminence of climate collapse, no one was really sure what sobriety from extractive capitalism really looked like. People wanted to limit their use of electricity and their shopping. The younger members discussed dumpster diving. But in truth, none of us was convinced we had the answer. An alcoholic in recovery doesn’t drink. While difficult, the actual prescription is simple and clear-cut. But every decision we made—our work, our eating, our housing, our living—kept us entangled in civilization’s ongoing catastrophe. And even if we did find some way to sober up, it would mean nothing unless entire nations did so as well.

Clark wanted to go on a pilgrimage to Dorset, Vermont, because it was the point of origin for Alcoholics Anonymous, which he had been studying in depth. He was fascinated by the group’s nonhierarchical spirituality and potential to transform our fundamentally addictive relationship to civilization itself. Since he’d left the monastery, he’d been searching for a religious model that didn’t privilege priests or gurus. AA fit the bill. Many people have written about how it evolved from a spiritual community called the Oxford Group. Less well known are its origins in the participatory democracy of small-town New England life. Bill Wilson, the founder of AA, had grown up in Dorset, and his best buddy, Mark Whalon, had been a big proponent of the power of the Vermont Town Hall Meeting, in which every voice was heard. One eco-activist we knew felt that the communities most likely to survive the radical social disruptions of climate change were those that had maintained traditions of self-governance. Clark wanted to see Bill Wilson’s childhood home in Dorset, which had been converted into an AA museum. Dorset is a tiny town on the edge of the mountains, with a picturesque village green, old white clapboard houses, and the feeling of being largely untouched since the nineteenth century.

In a strange coincidence, I’d spent a summer in Dorset during college, at a little theater where I interned as an actress—painting sets into the middle of the night, sewing costumes between scenes, and memorizing lines on beautiful lawns under old oak trees. It was an enchanted summer in many ways, with much laughter and a little romance, but one that often found me, inexplicably, in tears. At the time I had simply attributed this to the general exhaustion of it all.

Still, I was happy enough to return to Dorset with Clark when Sophie was accepted into a teen writing program up in Vermont. We dropped her off at the mountain retreat and, rather than drive home, decided to spend the weekend at a country inn. Clark and I were both thrilled to have a weekend on our own together. We drove along winding roads, chatting away happily about this and that. I had a map open in my lap—this was in the days before phones told you where to go.

“We take the next right up ahead, I think,” I told Clark. “There should be a county marker for Rt. 30.”

“It’s just beyond the red house,” answered Clark.

“What red house?” I asked, peering ahead to see what he was looking at.

“The county marker. It’s just beyond the red house. That one!” said Clark, taking his hand off the wheel as we came around the bend and pointing at an old building.

“How did you know it was there? I thought you’d never been to Vermont before.”

“I don’t know,” said Clark, rubbing his eyes. “I just did. The road’s going to twist a bit up ahead. Then there will be some kind of roadside store. I don’t know. It’s like I’ve been here before in a dream.”

“I drove one whole summer on these roads, and I don’t remember any of them.”

The rest of the weekend passed uneventfully. We collapsed at the inn and were so happy with a respite from parenthood that we never made it to the Bill Wilson House. But the next year Sophie was accepted into the same program, and Clark felt the same sense of familiarity as we drove into the village. We didn’t make it to the museum that time either.

Just after that Our Lady showed up, and Excess Anonymous morphed almost effortlessly into a rosary circle where we followed the mysteries of life, death, and rebirth while we prayed for our hearts’ desires. In ways that were hard to articulate, this felt like a more genuine answer to our questions about climate change and how to navigate the coming catastrophes. Amid all of this, and despite still being ill, Sophie began looking at New England colleges. And so, for a third time, we found ourselves driving through Dorset. We stayed with Sophie at what was now our favorite inn before her interview the following day.

The fall foliage was at its peak, and the inn was crowded. After dinner, we settled down, turned out the lights, and were just about to all fall asleep when a baby began to cry in the room next door. The child was inconsolable, wailing and howling. “Just bring the baby into bed with you,” I whispered to myself. I felt sorry for the young parents, but I was worried about Sophie, who had a hard enough time sleeping. An hour passed, and finally I went down to the front desk and begged the innkeeper for a different room. “Our daughter is sick,” I said. “And she has a big college interview tomorrow.”

“I don’t have another free room.” He shook his head, studying his roster. “I could make up a couple beds in the room above the old stables. It’s not very nice, but it is quiet back there.”

“Perfect!” I said, relieved.

Blearily, we packed up our stuff and headed out into the night, past the cottages and the pool house, until we came to a ramshackle old building on the edge of the woods. We climbed a rickety staircase to a room that was, thankfully, clean enough. Sophie soon drifted off to sleep on the pullout couch. Clark and I lay in bed, trying to settle down with our rosaries.

Clark was clearly agitated, so when we were done, I asked him what was the matter.

“Every time I shut my eyes I am traveling back and forth on the roads around this town. Up over the mountain, back down the mountain, around this bend, back into town, up this driveway, down that road. I’ve been here before. I know I’ve been here before. But what kind of person drives round and round all day long in circles?”

“Is it some teaching about the rosary?” I wondered. “How it maps the same story over and over again, always bringing us back to the same places?”

Clark shook his head, clearly irritated. “No. It’s not a metaphor. And it’s not a teaching. This is real. I’ve been here before in another life, and I’ve traveled these roads so many times that I know every bend and turn, like I could feel them with my feet.”

In the dark beside me, Clark gasped with a great inhale of air that seemed to silence the room. “Oh.”

My whole body was prickling with goose bumps, and I could barely breathe.

“A postman,” he said at last.

“What?”

“A postman travels the same roads day in and day out, winter and summer, year after year.”

“What are you talking about?” I couldn’t help but feel concerned.

Years earlier, when we had first moved to Woodstock, Clark had gotten it into his head to apply for a job as a postman. He was adamant about it. This was just after he had sold two spiritual books, at a time when he was in big demand on the workshop circuit. He insisted that it was because he liked to walk, and as a postman he’d be free to write poetry all day long as he rambled around town. I wasn’t at all sure about this rural postal fantasy. But he dropped the idea eventually, and our life of writing together continued as it had before.

In what felt like a cosmic joke, however, everyone in our little town began mistaking Clark for the local postman who, apart from also being tall, looked nothing like him. “I told you, I should’ve been the postman,” Clark would laugh, especially when our finances were precarious.

“I was the postman here in Dorset,” Clark announced with complete conviction.

“Okay…” Our lives were always taking strange turns, but I wasn’t exactly sure what to do with this one. “So you used to be a postman. Does that mean you are going to try and apply for the job again?”

“No!” said Clark. “Of course not. Why would I do that?” He leapt out of bed and pulled his computer out of his backpack. “But I’ve got to check something. I’ve got to find out when Mark Whalon died.”

“Mark Whalon?” The name was only vaguely familiar to me at that point.

“Bill Wilson’s best friend. He was a lifelong mentor to Bill, but while Bill went off on all his adventures, Mark never left Dorset. He was this ordinary local guy. He was the postman.”

Clark began searching, and I turned on the light. “But why now? We’ve been here so many times before.”

“It’s this room,” Clark said. “I’ve spent a lot of time here. This room above the stables was the key.”

A few minutes later Clark had found an old LIFE Magazine photo essay about one of the first postmen to deliver mail by automobile. It was all about Mark Whalon and his route… up and over the mountain, in and out of town. Whalon was clearly a real character—a postman who didn’t just deliver the mail but wrote poetry along the way. Poetry he published regularly in Yankee Magazine. He’d even written a little book about rural life and published a small volume of his verse.

“He even looks a little bit like you… at least, a lot more than our local postman does. He sounds like an early twentieth-century Vermont version of a haiku poet. And the stables. We are in the stables. Before he had a car, I bet he kept his horses here.”

Clark was still researching. What he wanted to find was an obituary, which he did a moment later. He paused for a long time before telling me what it said. Whalon had died in September of 1956, exactly forty-nine days and nine months before Clark was born. That forty-nine-day period is considered in Buddhism to be the time a soul spends in between one life and another, in a liminal realm called the bardo. Of course, the nine months was simply the length of a pregnancy. Between Mark’s ending and Clark’s beginning was just enough time for the soul to move from one body to another.

“And look at when he was born,” said Clark.

“June 16,” I whispered. “He was born on June 16.”

It was the final tell. June 16 was the day Our Lady first appeared to Clark.

We lay in silence for a long time, trying to take it all in. Direct experiences of the long story of our souls are not always entirely pleasant. In fact, they can feel destabilizing. We ask ourselves, Who am I really?

“No wonder I was so obsessed with AA even though I never had a problem with alcohol,” said Clark.

“Oh,” I said realizing something. “No wonder you were reborn close to another Bill and Lois in this life, too. Something about those names was important to your soul.”

“What do you mean?” Now it was Clark’s turn to be confused.

I pointed out that his grandmother’s name was Lois, the same as Bill W.’s wife. And Clark’s grandmother Lois was married to Bill Walker. Also a Bill W. As a young child, Clark had lived with his grandmother, and she herself had remained a powerful influence in his life until the year before, when she’d died at age 105.

“It’s so strange,” said Clark, shaking now. “What does this even mean?”

“That your soul has been on this path for a long time,” I said.

But something sad and certain had also settled inside of me. “I was looking for you when I came to work in the summer theater here,” I realized. “But I was too late. You’d already gone on to another life. I was just one step, just one lifetime behind.”

“But we found each other,” said Clark, holding me tight.

“Not in that life.”

I knew it. We’d had lifetimes apart. And sometimes that happened. Sometimes we didn’t find each other. More and more I thought of life and death as one of those old-fashioned country dances, where circles are formed and divided, partners come together and are parted and come together again. In them, the dance went on and on, and by the end of the night you had danced with everyone.
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That fall, a Woodstock couple gave us a session of sound healing. They’d heard about Sophie’s illness through the grapevine and were convinced they had essential help to offer. Not only that, but it was also an emergency. They were leaving Woodstock the very next day to live permanently at Findhorn. They had to offer us a session before they left.

We brought Sophie over to their small studio, where she was placed on a meditation table embedded with crystals. They draped her in beautifully colored silk scarves, aligned with her chakras, until she disappeared beneath a rainbow of cloth. Clark and I were seated in a corner on meditation cushions. So that our energy wouldn’t interfere with the proceedings, they wrapped us in heavy muslin from head to toe, treating the cloth like lead x-ray blankets. The man and his wife began to strike gongs and metal bowls, filling the room with sound that vibrated through the crystals and into Sophie’s body. I drifted in and out of some somber meditative state, feeling heavier and heavier, more and more forlorn.

Every time I shut my eyes I was in the same place—a small stone church. The walls were rough-hewn and covered in green lichen. I was sitting at the very back near an opening that functioned as the door. A small window let the late afternoon light fall on the dirt in a heavy yellow patch at my feet. Within me was a vast and terrible anguish, which spread into every chamber of my heart, every corner of my mind, and settled into my soul. Clark was hunched beside me in the church of my vision. Had we come here for comfort? There was none.

The sound healers struck the last gong and unwrapped Sophie from her bed of silken scarves. She stood up, a little groggy. They were eager to know how she had felt, if she had seen the great sea turtle they had summoned, or something like that. As always in such situations, Sophie was painfully polite. We got her home and helped her back into bed. Nothing had changed. No pill ever worked. No faith healing ever took.

Later that night, lying in bed, I confessed to Clark what I had “seen” during the session. Could imagination really be perception? Could a stray fancy be a vital memory? I was still learning to trust my intuition.

“I was in a simple stone church,” I began. “At least, I think it was a church.”

“We were sitting in the back together,” continued Clark. “I was there too. There was a window up high, to the left.”

“It was late afternoon.”

“Yes,” nodded Clark. “A shaft of light from the setting sun was at our feet. As if it had fallen there.”

“We were waiting for the news,” I said.

“Yes.”

A long silence followed as we lay beside each other in the dark. “There was moss on the stones,” said Clark.

“Yes,” I said. “I saw it too.”

Barely daring to bring the truth back into the world I whispered, “We have lost her before.”

Clark began to weep, with choking sobs that wracked his whole body. I reached out a hand to steady him.

How many lifetimes had come and gone with this sorrow we had shared growing ever deeper, ever darker, within us? Had we ever claimed it before or even known it was there? I remembered the dark woman who had appeared to me just after Jonah’s birth, who longed to hold him again. I thought of my friends who had lost children, who had seen the world end and somehow found the courage and the resilience to continue on with their lives, knowing they would carry the pain of that loss with them for eternity. The wisdom these men and women had claimed was hard-won and terrible, but it is the wisdom of the long story. Dig in the duff of the forest floor and fill your hands with dirt. Within that darkness are vanished beauty and tragic ends, all of it just what we need to grow.

“I won’t lose her again,” I said. “Not this time.”

Clark squeezed my hand. “No,” he said. “Not this time.”

One morning later that year, after saying the rosary together, Clark shared a vision he’d had during our prayers. “We had an ordinary life together once,” he told me. “No great worries, no great problems, just a simple life. I saw myself coming home. I’d been at a shop with big upright bolts of cloth, and as I was coming home, I saw you outside hanging laundry. You were wearing a yellow dress and your face lit up when you saw me, and I felt a wellspring of joy just coming home to you. I could draw the dress for you. We were in a French-speaking country, but it wasn’t France.”

“Belgium?” I wondered.

“Maybe,” Clark answered. “What mattered was you, that we found each other again, that we always find a way back to each other.”

I gave him my most reassuring smile, but inwardly I felt unsettled. If Clark had tapped into a lifetime that filled him with a settled confidence in our love, his experience reminded me just how much was forever lost to time. I had no memory of this lifetime. Belgium? I had never had any interest in Belgium at all. Had it even been me, I secretly wondered.

Still, I went downstairs and pulled out one of my mother’s books on fashion history. “Find the dress, or one like it,” I told Clark. “Then we can date your vision.”

Clark’s sense was that it was from the nineteenth century but, in fact, the dresses most like the one in his vision were from the early to mid-eighteenth century—not even a time I’d ever been much interested in. I confessed how disconnected I felt to what he’d seen. But Clark insisted there’d been no drama to make that lifetime stand out. It was an easy, well-off life together. Not one for the storybooks perhaps, but one that gave us the resilience for the challenges of lifetimes to come. “Sometimes we get a break,” he laughed.

I wondered what it had been like to live together without always worrying about money, or the health of a child, or even climate apocalypse. What would an ordinary life even be like? I couldn’t help it. I resented that woman in her yellow dress. Why couldn’t I at least remember her?

Some months later I awoke from a particularly vivid dream that I knew I had to record in my dream journal. In it I was in the back seat of a yellow New York taxicab. We were racing to get somewhere, and there was no time to lose. Zooming along a country road, I felt agitated and impatient. Would we make it in time?

We came to a stone gate, and I was no longer in the cab but riding in an old horse-drawn wagon, now seated next to the driver, who was wearing a wide-brimmed black hat. I looked to my right and saw a sign. On it was the name Dardy. We were on a country estate on a road lined by old elm trees or poplars. Eventually we pulled up before a long, low stone house.

I walked through the front door and there, staring out of a window, was an old woman. On a plate in front of her were three macarons, each one perfectly round. I stepped up behind her and looked over her shoulder out the window. I could see a circle of standing stones and beyond them a high wall of mountains. “Marguerite,” I said. “It’s time to go.” I took the old woman by the hand and led her out to the cart where the driver was waiting. Then I woke up.

In my dream journal I drew the standing stones, the low long house, and the wall of mountains.

“It might have been in Scotland,” I told Clark. “Because of the mountains. Although the standing stones reminded me of Brittany.”

“The clue you need to follow up on is the name,” Clark pointed out, “That was pretty precise.”

I’m a haphazard ancestry.com geek, and from time to time I’ll pursue a lineage of a grandparent or distant relative. I’ve learned a few tricks about old registries and record books, so I began the hunt for a woman called Marguerite Dardy. I looked in Scotland and I looked in France, but all I got were dead ends—until I found a family called the D’Ardys who had immigrated to Nova Scotia.

“There you go,” said Clark. “You can get France and Scotland, too, in Nova Scotia.”

It didn’t take long to find Marguerite D’Ardy. There was only one. She had immigrated in the early eighteenth century from Newfoundland to Nova Scotia, where she married her husband, a Mr. Dubois. “He was a tailor,” I said to Clark.

“The bolts of cloth!” said Clark, remembering his vision of our blissful life together.

I was too stunned to say anything.

“Your dream explains it,” Clark continued. “And the French-speaking country that’s not France is Nova Scotia. And the time period! It all fits.”

“I was visiting an earlier incarnation of myself?”

“I think you were,” said Clark. “Sounds like you visited yourself on your deathbed in another life. That cart might have been the cart the Ankhou, the figure of Death in Brittany, drives when he comes to collect his next passenger.”

Still uncertain, I continued exploring a trail of records online. “Marguerite D’Ardy died in Louisburg, on the other side of Nova Scotia. Look at these stone houses. The one I saw was just like this.” I called Clark over and showed him the photos I had found. Bit by bit, I pieced together the story of a woman who had married a tailor. They had a daughter they named Magdalena and two sons. When the children were young, her husband had died. If his life had been simple and happy, hers was not. She remarried, but then her family was swept up in the Acadian diaspora when the British expelled the French from Nova Scotia.

I had never known about the Acadian expulsion until that moment. It was a terrible event, in which families were rounded up overnight by the British as they claimed new territories. These families were then ruthlessly separated from each other and sent off on ships to faraway French colonies, from Haiti to Louisiana. The famous Longfellow poem Evangeline is about young lovers who lose each other during the raids on the eve of their marriage—and only find each other again years later, as they are about to die. Many families never found each other again. Now there are extensive records to try and help their descendants make sense of what happened to them, and it was these that I relied upon for my research. In the great scope of human tragedies—the genocides and the diasporas—it was hardly the most significant of events. And yet, for those who endured those trials, it was a weight of sorrow their souls would carry forward.

Marguerite did not leave Nova Scotia, but instead retreated north to an enclave in Louisburg. All her children, however, were sent abroad. Surprisingly, they did not go to some French seaport in either Maine or New Orleans like most of the Acadians. Strangely, the children of Marguerite D’Ardy and her tailor husband Monsieur Dubois made their way to Kingston, New York—the town right next door to Woodstock.

I had to read and reread this information when I discovered it. Had children of mine, from a lifetime I did not remember, brought me to this very land? We may never know who we are, but we can know where we are—and that it is no accident. We are where we belong. The land has called each of us to the places of our souls.

The old woman I’d seen had lived a life of such loss and sorrow. I’d felt it within her. What was it that she was seeing just before she died?

Driving home from grocery shopping in Kingston just a few days later I turned a corner I have turned a thousand times, and there in front of me were the Catskills, my mountains. Sometimes covered in mist, sometimes reflecting the passage of the clouds above them. Green in summer. White with snow in winter. Seen from this angle, it was easy to understand why the people indigenous to these parts had called that looming escarpment the Wall of the Manitou—the line that separated the land of the living from the land of the dead.

“That’s what I was seeing with Marguerite in my dream. It’s what she saw as she was dying!” I realized. “I was seeing the future, and the place where Clark and I would live together again.”

But I was also seeing the wall that keeps us from seeing too much.

Our ancestry is so much more complicated and entangled than a biological descent. We are woven together into the land in ways we cannot begin to understand. How many times have we been lost to each other due to one calamity or another—and how often are we finding our way back to each other again?

Along with many other young artists, Sophie moved to Kingston after college, into a pretty little apartment near the Hudson. Near her home was a beautiful old cemetery on a hill, which Clark and I had never explored. One spring day we went there together, because I love to wander among the old stones reading the old names. I wanted to call upon the dead of that place, as I do, to keep our daughter safe.

I expected the usual Victorian funerary crypts and carvings, but was surprised to discover a majestic statue of Mary Magdalene looming over the graves near the back entrance to the cemetery. Often there are depictions of the Virgin Mary or Jesus near tombstones. But to find the Magdalene with her hair flowing down over her robes and a book in her hand is unusual. Even more unusual was another lifelike statue beside her, of the Three Fates or the Triple Goddess—the Maiden, the Mother, and the Crone. “The mother births us, the crone takes us when we die, and the maiden will renew us with another life,” I whispered to Clark. Each of these women felt completely alive. Standing on my tiptoes in the grass I kissed the cold marble feet of the old woman.

“Maybe we need to say all three sets of rosary mysteries,” Clark suggested.

“This feels like the place for the mysteries of birth, death, and rebirth, doesn’t it?”

Clark agreed and we began our prayers. Circling the beads in our hands as we murmured, I began to feel an eerie sense of being watched, not by anyone living, but by the dead themselves. No one else was in the cemetery that day. Even the birds were quiet.

“There’s someone here,” I said to Clark. For reasons I could not explain, I felt tears on my cheeks. I was crying without even realizing it. “Someone we know.”

“I’m sure we know people who’ve been buried here,” Clark said. “I think Dave was buried in the Jewish section over there.”

“No,” I said. “That’s not it.”

I turned away from the statues and looked behind me, called by an unknown force. Crumbling beside a stand of old maple trees was a gathering of old lichen-covered tombstones. But the same name was still visible on each one, repeated over and over again: “Dubois.”

“This is where the Dubois children of Marguerite and her husband were buried.”

“And all their descendants,” said Clark.

“Right here. Right where we have found ourselves.”

Nothing is ever lost. If our long story holds unfathomable sorrows, it also retains unimaginable joys. There are joys within us that bloom unexpectedly for no reason at all. There are joys that guide us from one lifetime to the next. Love guides us from one lifetime to the next. There is nothing lost that cannot be recovered. There is no departure that doesn’t lead to a reunion.

We need to rediscover the wisdom of deep time and our place in the long story. The only way to understand mercy and justice and love is within that long story. The only way to know who we are is within that long story.

The long story, which is always circling around and bending back upon itself, unties the lies of patriarchy and civilization. The long story doesn’t end with a final apocalypse. The long story instead situates us within those healing circles of deep time, where everyone is born and everyone dies and everyone, without exception, returns. We all return. “There is nothing that you have lost, there is no one that you have loved, that cannot be returned to you,” says Our Lady.

Sobriety from civilization means claiming the long story of our souls and living from inside those unfathomable mysteries, with faith in their wisdom. We must remember with our bodies what it means to have a body—one that we claim, let go of, and return to again and again.

Clark didn’t have any trouble finding an old used copy of Rural Free Delivery, Mark Whalon’s little memoir about life in Vermont as a postman, but his book of poetry was nowhere to be found. “There must have been five copies of it,” laughed Clark. “And they have all found their way to the dustbin of history.”

But last year Clark searched for it again on a whim and, of course, there was one copy of Rural Peace available in all of North America—at a used bookstore in a nearby college town. Clark hopped in the car and was home within an hour. The last poem in the book is a love poem—to the woman Mark knows he has not met in this life but whom he knows at some point, somewhere, somehow, he will meet again.



Star Gazer

A meteor fell from a Great Beyond,

Across an evening sky.

Leaving behind its trail or light,

Most beauteous to the eye.

And being ever in my thoughts,

I quickly wished for you,

For they say if you wish on a falling star

Your wishes will sure come true.

But many moons have come and gone,

Since on that distant night,

I wished for you in the pale moon’s view

As I watched the meteor’s flight,

And even as it sped and fled

And disappeared from view,

So, too, have fled and gone my hopes

Of ever having you.

And yet each night of star-light bright

I search the sky anew.

When falls afar, a vagrant star

I feel I’m nearer you.

In some strange way I can’t explain

Nor ever clearly see

These gypsy stars my fortune tell

And seem to promise me.

It seems these stars go whispering

Across the evening sky

And telling of eternal life

And love that cannot die:

That if on earth we meet and love

And fate holds us apart

We’ll meet and love in a realm above

Up where the meteors start.

Everyone we know and love is going to die. The trees in the forest will die. The fish in the oceans will die. Even our sun will one day die. We will all die. No one fails at death. No one misses out.

Most of us do not know when death will come for us—whether we will be old and weary or surprised by an accident or a diagnosis. Already we are, each one of us, preparing for that passage, whether we know it or not. We are sending into the darkness ahead of us our yearnings for love, our desires for healing, our deepest hopes, and our oldest longings.

We will all be reborn. That, too, is a certainty. Woven into the long thread of our souls will be the love we have claimed, the joys we have known, and the dreams still waiting for fulfillment. What would we do today for the lives that lie before us? What purpose would we claim? What mission would we summon? What prayers and spells would we give voice to? What would we have our mothers and fathers in our lives to come know about who we really are and what we really want?

Each one of us followed a path to this moment, led by the star of our heart’s desire. We arrived in this life with prayers on our lips, with parents and children we wanted to see again, with songs we wanted to sing, work we wanted to do, and stories we wanted to tell. No one is here by accident. No life is a waste of time or a mistake. In nature nothing is useless. Nothing is thrown away. All becomes dirt, all becomes nourishment, all becomes life all over again.

The dead will give us the confidence and the courage to step into the dark and look up at the vast black expanse of the universe. Some people believed that the heroes and heroines of old became stars when they died. Some are certain we ourselves are stardust. Perhaps it’s all true: We have been stars. We will be stars. And the stars above us will guide us wherever we go.
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Notes

[xi] In even more ancient days, the skulls of our forebearers: The archaeologist Karina Croucher hypothesizes that such rituals were a way of, literally, keeping the dead close. In discussing mortuary practices from the early Neolithic period (10,000–7,000 bce), she writes, “The dead would initially be buried beneath house floors. But then the skull (or cranium) would be retrieved some time later, once the head had skeletonised and no flesh remained. Then, a face would be skillfully built on the skull, using mud, lime, or gypsum plasters.” This may be the origin for folklore that exists around the world that a human body must be interred within the foundation of a structure if it is not to eventually collapse. Perhaps we are meant to build our lives atop the dead. See https://theconversation.com/ever-thought-about -plastering-the-skulls-of-your-dead-loved-ones-26475.

[11] Ancient stone walls, following ley lines: In his groundbreaking book Spirits in Stone: The Secrets of Megalithic America (Bear and Company, 2018), Glenn Kreisberg documents the “Wall of the Manitou,” which runs for ten miles along the eastern slopes of the Catskill Mountains. He delineates a several-acre area on Overlook Mountain in Woodstock, New York, with a grouping of very large, carefully constructed lithic formations that together create a serpent or snake figure, mirroring the constellation Draco. He demonstrates how this site is related to the Serpent Mound in Peebles, Ohio, and Angkor Wat in Cambodia. Our home in Woodstock is located within a mile of these ancient cairns.

[19] Dagara elder Malidoma Somé: In the summer of 2011, I was honored to attend a workshop at Mirabai Bookstore in Woodstock, New York, with Malidoma Patrice Somé. His book Of Water and the Spirit: Ritual, Magic, and Initiation in the Life of an African Shaman (Tarcher/Putnam, 1994) recounts his birth in Burkina Faso, West Africa, his education in the West, and his return to his homeland to recover the wisdom of his ancestors.

[25] … patriarchal authorities have nearly always sought to suppress: Feminist scholar Max Dashu (the Suppressed Histories Archives) has explored how conversations with the dead conferred power upon women in ancient history. In Witches and Pagans: Women in European Folk Religion, 700–1100 (Veleda Press, 2016), she shows how early religious authorities frequently demonized “witches,” wisewomen who communed with their ancestors at “heathen graves.”

[25] During the two-hundred-year reign of terror: The most extensive and reliable information about the organized mass murder of women identified as “witches” can be found in Anne Barstow’s Witchcraze: A New History of the European Witch Hunts (HarperCollins, 1995). She reveals how frequently communication with the dead became cause for condemnation. From a Scottish midwife executed for helping a neighbor communicate with her deceased mother to an Italian healer accused of speaking to the dead, Barstow documents how often these communions became both suspect and dangerous. Her book is a must-read for anyone wanting to understand the scaffolding of misogynist violence upon which the modern world has been built.

[38] Beads made from stone and bone have been found: In a cave in the western Morocco desert, archaeologists have discovered shell beads dated from 142,000 to 150,000 years ago. But beads made from seeds and wood, long since vanished from the fossil record, were probably even older than that. Every religion around the world has a tradition of using beads for prayer. The Rose Garden Game: A Tradition of Beads and Flowers (Herder and Herder, 1969), by Eithne Wilkins, offers a comprehensive exploration of these most ancient practices.

[39] These women prayed the rosary after all: In German, as documented by Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm when they were compiling the first dictionary of that language, the word rosengarten could mean a garden, the Virgin Mary herself, female genitalia, a collection of stories, and a burial ground. Many rosaries from before the twentieth century had six decades, the final ten prayers being for the dead themselves. More about these traditions can be found in the Stories of the Rose: The Making of the Rosary in the Middle Ages (Penn State University Press, 1997) by Anne Winston-Allen.

[55] The Cathars, or Albigensians, were men and women: One of the great difficulties in studying the Cathars is the success of the genocide against them. No Cathars were left alive; most of their books and documents were destroyed; and a centuries-long propaganda campaign was instituted against them. The Church’s campaign against the Cathars was so successful that seven centuries later the Nazis would study their carefully planned techniques of identification, segregation, and mass murder. Unfortunately, in writing about them, many scholars take the smears spread about them as an accurate account of their beliefs and practices rather than as effective calumnies. Whatever they believed must have been deeply appealing—because so many ordinary people in villages all across Europe wanted to join their ranks. This was not a movement that attracted only mystics and ascetics but whole villages of peasants and, because of that, was deeply threatening to the Church.

[56] The Church would later claim that St. Dominic created the rosary: Many people, even today, believe that St. Dominic created the rosary. However, the legend about him receiving the practice from the Virgin Mary was propagated hundreds of years later by the Dominican friar Alanus de Rupe to legitimize the claims of his order to the rosary. In the nineteenth century, rosary scholar and Jesuit priest Herbert Thurston debunked these myths. Dominic never prayed the rosary and did not convert the Cathars.

[58] And what of the Magdalene herself?: The Golden Legend (1275) by Jacobus de Voragine says that after the death of Jesus, Mary Magdalene went first to Egypt and then to the South of France, arriving near Marseille in a “rudderless boat” with Mary Salomé, Mary Jacobé, Martha, Lazarus, Maximin, and their Egyptian servant Sara. Local legends have her living in a cave at Saint-Maximin-la-Sainte-Baume wearing nothing but her hair, a penitent who ascended to heaven each day in the arms of the angels to receive communion. Her supposed skull is said to be preserved at the shrine at Sainte-Baume, while her relics are on display in Vézelay.

[63] In some Indigenous cultures the word for great-great-grandparent: “Kinship moves in cycles,” writes Tyson Yunkaporta in Sand Talk: How Indigenous Thinking Can Save the World (Text Publishing, 2019). The Aboriginal elder elaborates, “Sometimes it is hard to write in English when you’ve been talking to your great-grandmother on the phone but she is also your niece, and in her language there are no separate words for time and space. In her kinship system every three generations there is a reset in which your grandparents’ parents are classified as your children, an eternal cycle of renewal.” As he continues in this invaluable book about radical ecological sustainability, “In a lifeworld where your great-grandchildren become your parents, you have a vested interest in making sure you’re co-creating a stable system for them to operate in and also ensuring a bit of intergenerational equity.”

[71] Father Fallon and I had never talked about Mary: Vatican II, a seemingly progressive movement, was actually a covert attempt by Church leaders to eradicate devotion to the Lady and to transform the mystic consolations of her beads into a public weapon to fight abortion. Missing Mary: The Queen of Heaven and Her Re-Emergence in the Modern Church (Macmillan, 2004) by Charlene Spretnak delineates the modern war against the Virgin Mary and its connection to both feminism and environmentalism.

[74] Darkness has become synonymous in our culture with ignorance and evil: Clark Strand’s book Waking Up to the Dark: The Black Madonna’s Gospel for an Age of Extinction and Collapse (Monkfish, 2022) explores our modern addiction to light and its catastrophic implications for our souls. The most comprehensive book about the Black Madonna is Ean Begg’s seminal The Cult of the Black Virgin (Arkana, 1996).

[88] the whole story of civilization is nothing but a tale of woe: Many books have documented the catastrophic effects of agriculture. Among the most accessible are the works of Jared Diamond, especially Gun, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies (Norton, 2017). Ishmael (Bantam, 2009), a speculative work of fiction by Daniel Quinn, may be one of the most influential novels about the role of our species on this planet and all that has gone wrong since we abandoned our hunter-gatherer lifestyle.

[106] “On ka ka kabi sa ma ei sowa ka”: Jizo Bodhisattva is most prominent in Japanese Buddhism. The name Jizo means “earth womb,” which may explain why this bodhisattva-saint is often invoked in praying to the dead. A comprehensive article can be found at https://tricycle.org/magazine/who-is-jizo/.

[110] I read a book about dirt once: Dirt: The Ecstatic Skin of the Earth (Norton, 2007), by William Bryant Logan, transformed my understanding of the world around me. Grounded in science, yet lyrical and intimate, this beautiful book offers a wise and informative meditation on one of the most misunderstood and essential of all natural substances.

[111] It was all about abortion rituals in Japan: William R. LaFleur wrote Liquid Life: Abortion and Buddhism in Japan (Princeton University Press, 1994) to explore the differences between the conversations about abortion in North America and modern Japan, a culture that, by contrast, offers its women a spiritual understanding of this important choice.

[117] Time itself is stranger than we know: Time Loops: Precognition, Retrocausation, and the Unconscious (Anomalist Books, 2018) by Eric Wargo is a fascinating exploration of precognition, hypothesizing that what seem to be intimations of the future may in fact be “memories” of our own experiences. If all time is happening simultaneously, posits Wargo, we may have access not just to the past but also the future. Wargo offers a wealth of well-documented stories of ordinary people’s extraordinary prophetic experiences.

[144] I pulled out Animal Speak, a guide on totemic wisdom: The one book I recommend to everyone who comes to study the ancestors with me is Ted Andrews’s Animal Speak (Llewellyn, 2002). An accomplished naturalist, Andrews amassed a broad knowledge of how animals were regarded symbolically and spiritually around the world. He offers detailed descriptions of the animals’ habits and their iconic meanings, allowing readers to tap into their own intuitive sense of what is being communicated to them from the natural world.

[183] I began reading that book about Kali worship in: June McDaniel’s fascinating exploration of devotion to the goddess in West Bengal, Offering Flowers, Feeding Skulls (Oxford University Press, 2004) is a treasure trove of information about the animistic practices of those still devoted to Kali.

[195] retelling of Shakespeare’s plays, including The Winter’s Tale: The Winter’s Tale is one of Shakespeare’s later, “difficult” plays that melds the tragedies of Othello with the pastoral comedy of A Midsummer Night’s Dream with the deep romantic magic of The Tempest.

King Leontes becomes inexplicably jealous of his wife Hermione, convinced she has been unfaithful with his best friend. In a murderous rage he condemns both the queen and his infant daughter to death. Hermione’s friend rescues the baby and hides her away on a faraway island, where the young girl is raised by peasants unaware of her royal birth. They name the child they have found “Perdita,” which means “the lost one.”

Sixteen years pass and Leontes has come to regret the insanity that led him to destroy his family. Perdita, now a young shepherdess, has fallen in love with Florizel, a prince seemingly way above her station. Perdita and Florizel run away together and arrive in Sicily, the kingdom ruled by Leontes.

Florizel turns out to be the son of Leontes’s best friend, someone he had accused of betraying him. Leontes recognizes his daughter, who looks so much like her mother. Perdita is now deemed a suitable bride for Prince Florizel, and the old friends are reunited. As the play concludes, Hermione’s friend Paulina reveals a newly completed statue of Hermione. Everyone, especially Leontes, remarks at how beautiful and realistic the statue looks—and the statue comes to life. The mother has returned, and all is well again with the world.

Many Shakespearean scholars have wondered about where the famous playwright stood in relation to the religious upheavals of his day. As a boy Shakespeare experienced the dissolution of the Catholic Church in England—the primary manifestation of which was the suppression of devotion to the Virgin Mary. Her sacred shrines were decommissioned, and her many statues destroyed. Yet many remained devoted to their ancient mother surreptitiously. Perhaps Shakespeare’s sonnets to the Dark Lady were really for her, the lost Black Madonnas of England. Perhaps this later play was an ode to her return.







Advance Praise for

Take Back the Magic

“I have never read a book that creates a rapport with the dead with such skill and ease. What becomes clear early on in this wonderful book is that Perdita is a rare woman who has found a way to reside comfortably in the world of the living and the dead. This truly is a must-read book.”

—Caroline Myss, author of Anatomy of the Spirit

and Intimate Conversations with the Divine

“What I love about this book is the warm, practical, spirited way Perdita explores the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth. Hers is a wisdom devoid of preachiness, quickened by curiosity, overflowing with love. Beautifully written, luminous, and earthy, Take Back the Magic makes conversations with the unseen world feel obvious, accessible, and our best hope for thriving amid the turmoil of the current age.”

—Mirabai Starr, author of Caravan of No Despair

and Wild Mercy

“In Take Back the Magic, Perdita creates a portable threshold through which you can access the Otherworld and the long history of your soul. Part memoir, part field guide to the other side, this page-turning book will dilate your awareness of the unseen world and help you recognize the helpful presence of your ancestors in your life. Through her own life stories of astonishing synchronicities, karmic connections, and communication with the dead, Perdita shows us how extraordinary all our lives truly are—and how healing is at the root of deep time.”

—Asia Suler, author of Mirrors in the Earth:

Reflections on Self-Healing from the Living World

“Perdita Finn’s startling, exquisitely written memoir invites us to rethink our relationships with the dead and the invisible world that they inhabit. I picked up Take Back the Magic as a die-hard agnostic regarding ghosts, spirits, and posthumous communication with the dearly departed. Finn’s intelligence and integrity opened my eyes to the possibility that I’ve been mistaken. This book is a memento mori for the thinking classes, revelatory, poignant, and lucidly observed. I recommend it highly to anyone interested in the mysteries of life and death, and what happens after we leave this world.”

—Mark Matousek, author of Lessons from an American Stoic:

How Emerson Can Change Your Life

“Perdita Finn is a masterful storyteller who captivates her readers in tales of wonder, enlightenment, and magic. You’re guaranteed to enjoy the adventure.”

—Julie Ryan, author of Angelic Attendants: What Really Happens as

We Transition from This Life Into the Next

“Perdita Finn masterfully weaves a soulful tapestry of stories and reflections that help the reader to viscerally appreciate the grand love story we eternally participate in through many different lives, roles, and forms. Perdita holds up a timely and potent soul-mirror to remind us that the magic and mystery of Being is always accessible and available to us in every moment. This is a book I will cherish and read again and again.”

—Bethany Webster, author of Discovering the Inner Mother:

A Guide to Healing the Mother Wound

and Claiming Your Personal Power

“Our lives are woven with everyday magic that most people overlook as coincidence. Spirits watch over us, guide us, and support us, and the divine speaks to us through symbols and signs, visions and dreams! This is the magic you will find in the pages of Take Back the Magic. Perdita Finn proves herself to be both a fabulous storyteller and a word-witch, as she shares her own awakening to a magical life. Part memoir, part educational manual, this is a book meant to open hearts and minds—something very much needed in this time of global change.”

—Salicrow, psychic medium and author of Spirit Speaker

“In Take Back the Magic, Perdita Finn offers practical, essential advice for those who are seeking deeper connections with their ancestors and the unseen world. Rather than something to be feared or avoided, Perdita demonstrates that the realm of spirit holds gifts for us all, and can be easily accessed when we trust our intuition and listen to the wisdom of the heart. Woven throughout with engaging, sometimes wrenching stories from Perdita’s life experience, Take Back the Magic is a riveting read that will remain with you long after you finish it.”

—Liz Childs Kelly, host of the Home to Her podcast and author of

Home to Her: Walking the Transformative Path of the Sacred Feminine




OEBPS/images/Art_chorna.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_chorn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_45.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_22.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780762482528.jpg
|
\‘4} i/
= \ \\’;‘\\/f,’:

W~ b )

: - )
PERDITA FINN

CO-FOUNDER OF THE WAY OF THE ROSE






OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
RUNNING
PRESS





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
17

fis et
A

% %)

, TAKE
BACK
THE

MAGIC

CONVERSATIONS

WITH THE
UNSEEN WORLD

Perdita Finn






OEBPS/images/Art_55.jpg





