



















         In Lieu of Porches:



      My Search for Connection, Conversation, and Community

       Nancy Howard Cobb

If stories come to you, care for them. And learn to give them away where they are needed.  Sometimes a person needs a story more than food to stay alive.  That is why we put these stories in each other’s memory.  This is how people care for themselves.






Barry Lopez






Crow and Weasel
Author’s Note

Last week on a sunny day in mid-town Manhattan on the southeast corner of 50th Street and Fifth Avenue I waited on the curb for the light to change. In the slow stream of cross-town traffic I watched a cab inch by.  In the back seat two people with downcast eyes nodded and talked — but not to one another.  Half a block later I counted twenty folks on cell phones and at least a dozen others squinting at hand-held PDAs on the steps of St. Patrick’s Cathedral, eyes glazed, thumbs engaged.  Hey, I wanted to shout, Put down those damn things and notice the life around you!  Do you see Atlas, holding up the world in gargantuan art deco glory, right across the street at 45 Rock?  Look behind you, at the magnificent doors of this gothic cathedral, dazzling in the noonday sun; or beside you, at the newborn cradled in his mother’s arms.  Take it in.  Make note.  Pay attention.  You can be an integral part of your surroundings, a player in this momentary drama.  You will never experience this particular configuration again.  Never!  Why not try being screen-free for some part of each day.  Just try it.  Chances are, at the end of the week, you will have a story to tell about something you saw unfold in three dimensions, something wonderful and ordinary and human.  Something to savor, to remember, to hold in your mind’s eye; something to pass along as a spontaneous gift to a person you love.   

I often wonder if our increasing dependence on digital pacifiers will erode our storytelling abilities over time; eclipse the finer points and the subtleties of face-to-face communication in our culture?  Will the details, humor, colors, sounds, smells, and visual highlights disappear from our exchanges, eroding our natural powers of observation?  What if person-to-person storytelling — around the dinner table or the campfire, on the front porch, in the neighborhood pub, over the back fence, or on the steps of a local cathedral — becomes a three dimensional relic, replaced by a series of mobile moments, text messages, and tweets.  How, in the long run, will people all over the planet be affected?  Think about it.  When was the last time you heard or told a personal story with a beginning, middle and an end?  A story that made someone think, cry or laugh out loud; a story that made a difference in someone’s life?

             Stories are at the heart of our heritage; each sustained interaction adding a vital layer to our history, providing a richer, deeper understanding of the world around us as we observe one another’s body language: eye contact, intonation, gestures, the fine tuning needed to enhance our ability to listen and respond to a sustained narrative. 

You, like I, have iconic stories that mark pivotal passages in our lives.  Take a few moments to recall them.  Which ones stand out?  Are they based on chance or choice, astrology or anthropology, intuition or intellect, feeling, fact, fantasy, or some amalgam of the above? 

For better or for worse, we are all formed by a confluence of social and emotional experiences that when combined with genetics and geography, influence our individual choices and life paths. As each of us grows -- in the presence or the absence of family, in abundance or in scarcity — we amass a series of seminal moments that invariably shape our decisions, our characters, and the directions of our lives.  The warp and weave of human stories form the very fabric of every culture in the world.  Indeed, if the new millennium is to be an era of reckoning and reawakening, how do we begin to adapt to the enormous changes that are upon us if we don’t engage with one another eye to eye and heart to heart?  How can we revise, improve, improvise, or build upon our rudimentary ties to better understand one another in our ever-changing environments?   

Of late, I have been reflecting back — not unlike most self-absorbed baby boomers — on the times I sensed I was on the right track, or wasn’t.  This hindsight review has left me with one overriding thought.  When I didn’t follow my deepest instincts, when I didn’t take the time to talk about my questions and hopes and fears, things invariably went awry.  However, when I sat down in real time and hashed out the particulars of the situation; when I was honest and open with myself and with others at various crossroads and transitional passages — whether they were painful or perilous, loving or angry, joyful or provocative—a more informed and grounded perspective inevitably grew out of extended personal talks, and informed my decisions and choices in a more meaningful fashion than a screen and an earpiece would ever allow.  

In Lieu of Porches is my attempt to recover and uncover some of the more personal elements and lessons drawn from spontaneous dialogues and true stories in my life and the lives of others. Despite the pace of the world around me — and you -- I will try to create a portable porch as I travel from place to place, setting up virtual rockers for real conversations wherever I go, and whenever I can.  I hope you’ll join me on the journey.

                                                         Introduction
Two friends and I were scheduled to fly into Kennedy from Toronto the afternoon of September 11th 2001, and had one of them not been an AP reporter, we might have been stranded for days, rather than bound for New York the next morning on a packed-to-capacity Amtrak akin to Noah’s Ark.  Each set of seats held a pair of travelers with new stories to tell --the woman behind us who was headed to New York for an overdue respite from the violence in the Middle East; her seatmate, a chic Parisienne, planned ahead for a week of theater and museums; behind them, an elderly Italian couple, picnic in tow, weary from too many time changes — all of whom had been rerouted to Canada on flights from their respective countries of origin.

The concession car echoed with second and third hand accounts of heroism and happenstance, accounts that connected fellow travelers on the spot and spawned an instant community.  In addition to information, strangers shared cell phones, sandwiches, newspapers, and laptops with uncommon generosity.  It was as if, overnight, we had become citizens of a global community. 

In Niagara Falls, border guards moved through the cars with a predatory efficiency, scrutinizing every passport, barking orders, and finally pulling three dark eyed men from the train with dispatch.  After two hours we were finally on our way, only to stop in every hamlet thereafter, from the Finger Lakes to the lower Hudson.  When we pulled into Penn Station after midnight, it was deserted, save for a few stragglers in yellow “Ministry of Scientology” tee-shirts, who cruised the terminal in pursuit of new recruits, adding to the surreal tableau while a Scott Joplin Rag piped though the PA system.

What was the rush to return to this devastated city?  For my friend who reported on the Port Authority for the AP, the reason was clear.  But what was my motivation?  After some thought, I realized it stemmed, quite simply, from a primal urge to go home.  Like most New Yorkers who were out of town on that terrible day in September -- or like many people across the country who rented cars or boarded busses in order to get back to the places they lived -- I was compelled to bear witness, to pay tribute, to join my neighbors in mourning and in prayer.   On that day, and in fact from the time I was a little girl I have longed for to a larger community, a bigger family, a sense of place that felt like home.

What it is exactly, about a region or a people or a particular set of circumstances, that creates that ineffable sense of belonging?   What is it that binds us in a fusion of the familiar, off-the-cuff or over time, with people we do not grow up with, in towns far from where we started our myriad journeys?  What are these ties about -- the ties of recognition and connectivity, the ties that make one feel heard, understood, and affirmed.  It can happen in unexpected and fleeting circumstances, as it did on the train, or it can happen with old friends and new acquaintances as it did on the morning of September, 11th as we gathered to watch the news in a hotel room in Toronto, or as it did two months later, when I walked uptown on my way home after the theater, on an uncharacteristically warm night in November. I was drawn to a makeshift, half-block altar in front of the firehouse — Ladder 4 and Engine 54 — on Eighth Avenue and 48th Street: the overflowing flowers and drawings, cards and letters sent by well-wishers of all ages from around the world, inscriptions of condolence and compassion for the many fallen comrades from this unit, from all the units in the city, and for the families and firehouses of the 343 firefighters who died in the terrorist attacks.  Standing, in awe and in reverence in the face of incomprehensible loss, I was moved to tears.  A young man emerged from the firehouse to add a new bouquet to the many already crowding the sidewalk, looked at me and shook his head, perhaps recognizing my need to reach out.


“Incredible, isn’t it?” he said.


 I nodded.


“How are you all doing?”  I asked.


“We do what we can. . .one day at a time.  That’s all you can do.  The city sent in grief counselors, but they didn’t really know us—I mean, how could they?  The way we work together, cook together, hang out together.  We’re a team.  When the counselors left at the end of the day, I think they actually needed more help than we did -- we have our own way of doing things, of helping each other.  It’s a mutual understanding, a brotherhood – it’s kind of hard to describe if you haven’t been experienced it.”

I believe this firefighter spoke for firefighters everywhere, or perhaps for any tribe of two or ten or twenty, men and women and children, who work together in a group different from a family, yet still elementally familial.  Sitting here at my computer, trying to pull a mess of words into a cohesive whole, I can only imagine what it might be like to have a daily gathering of cronies with whom I could share a cup of tea or a glass of wine and the vicissitudes of wrestling with the empty page, as I try to make sense of the wonder and the chaos in my own miniscule universe. 

Perhaps my obsession with belonging began when I was a little girl and adults would ask, as they often did, not if, but how many brothers and sisters I had.  When I told them I was an only child, they would invariably regard me with a mix of disbelief and sadness, as if I had an untreatable condition from which I would never recover. Because I was an only child and spent so much time alone, my favorite place to be when I was growing up was at my friend Betsy’s.  She had eleven brothers and sisters — literally a dozen kids including a set of twins. They were warm and welcoming and funny; I wanted to hang around them all the time because just being in their orbit felt like a perpetual picnic, though it probably didn’t feel that way to their mother who was awarded a plaque or something by the Pope for producing so many Catholics in such a short time.   

Many years passed before I realized my dearest friends were my family.  I also learned this as my mother was dying, even though most people assumed it was all the more difficult because I had no siblings, my father had died years earlier, and my husband was far too busy working to be there for me. But the handful of close friends who were by my side throughout became my loyal and trustworthy support team.  Unlike people I’ve met who’ve had devastating, family-dividing experiences when it came to health care and inheritance issues, I was able to make all the decisions myself, decisions my mother had endorsed long before her health declined.  This is not to discount the many families who are supportive and deeply connected, with siblings who are bound not only by blood but also by love and mutual respect.  It is simply to say that there is no magic formula to guarantee a true family’s makeup, no standard template to follow in order to build an authentic community.  But how and where does one go to find these ties, and, moreover, to sustain them, in a world of comings and goings and constant change?

A few years ago, a friend of mine, the eldest of six, asked my opinion about her adoption of a child, “so that her then five year old son,” born when she was forty-five, “would have a sibling,” as if siblings bestowed a divine order on an incomplete family structure.  


“I just keep imagining him at our graves one day, all by himself” she said, half in jest, though I know it was a real concern.


“You assume because he’s an only child he’ll be alone.  Let me ask you a question,” I said.  “If, God forbid, something were to happen to your husband who would be the first person you’d call?”


“My friend Marilyn,” she said, without hesitation.


“Not your brothers or your sister?”


“No.  Marilyn would be the first.  No question.”


 I smiled.  She smiled. “Point taken.”

The Search Begins 
I left my husband in the early fall of 2005, which meant my not so favorite season on the East Coast was approaching.  To get as far away as possible before the snow flew, I headed for the West Coast for a trial run before considering a possible relocation.  Since I know and prefer Northern to Southern California, I jumped at a friend’s offer to stay at her house while she was away, then at another friend’s guesthouse when she returned.

 The little town where they both live is in a remote part of Western Marin County -- a scenic serpentine drive from the Golden Gate Bridge that ends in a peninsula flanking the western side of the San Andreas Fault.  I welcomed the opportunity to try out this new locale, a locale that is difficult to describe let alone locate because its denizens — mostly aging hippies who arrived in the early 70’s to help clean up after an oil spill and never left — removed the official road sign so many times that the California Highway Department finally gave up on replacing it.  Part Brigadoon, part commune, the town, if you can call it that, is a quirky throwback to the past. The surrounding landscape has an enchanted quality: acres and acres of protected land, a little mesa, a big mesa, a quiet lagoon and wild bluffs with views of the Pacific where surfers and seals gather most afternoons, rain or shine. The main street meanders--a mix of ramshackle A-frames and modest Victorian houses belonging to artists, shamans and well-heeled renegades, with a short main street that eventually leads to a one pump gas station, a general store, two small restaurants, a couple of art galleries, a post office, and a library in front of which a handful of homeless people hang out daily.  This may be the only place in America where the homeless intermingle with the locals over Tuesday night potluck suppers at the community center, and are welcomed as the town’s unofficial sentries: their ever-present motley collective discourages tourists from lingering, or worse, from buying property and moving in.  If you have been to this little paradox of a paradise you know it by name.  If not, you should know that the passport for newcomers requires an absence of pretension, an abundance of good will, and a promise to keep its name and whereabouts secret.  No one gives a damn what you drive but it better be fuel-efficient.  In front of the People’s Natural Food Store there’s a “for free” shed -- with a sign above its door that reads Expect A Miracle -- filled with clothes, toys and books.  It’s open to the public twice a week, for givers and takers alike. There’s an old fashioned sense of community here marked by a kind of funky largesse that for me, in spite of being an entrenched New Yorker, made it love at first sight.  But could I live in such an isolated corner of the world and find a community?  I’d give it three weeks and see.

After my arrival and an afternoon of settling in, I suddenly felt very alone in my friend’s small house on the big mesa—very alone, but surprisingly, not scary alone; this alone was filled with a comforting silence, save for the wind caressing the scrub pines outside the door and the purring of my friend’s rust colored calico cat who curled up in my lap every morning like a nautilus as I drank tea and wrote in my journal from an easy chair beside the wood stove.  Each day I recorded my dreams from the night before, trying to make sense of their objective and subjective reality, the symbols, the archetypes, and the clues to my shaky psyche in order to share them with my Jungian therapist during our weekly hour-long phone sessions.  Ever wise and competent, he helped me decipher the images in a way that enabled me to rely on them like a series of internal roadmaps in the throes of post-marital melancholy. 

I was surprised, however, that not once during this period did I doubt my decision to leave the marriage, not once, no matter how alone, how mate-less, how forlorn I felt from hour to hour, from day to day.  Granted there were times I wanted to put my head in the oven, but then, even then, I did not want to go back to my philandering husband or use his six-burner Viking to do it. 


When my friend came home, I moved into another friend’s guesthouse on the little mesa, a one-bedroom dwelling cantilevered over the Pacific on a rocky outcropping with wraparound views of land, sky and sea. The place seemed tailor-made for say, Anne Morrow Lindbergh or Bilbo Baggins; it even made me feel like writing again, a miracle in itself.  It also made me feel, well, almost happy.  The following journal entry gives you a glimpse of the place and my sense of wellbeing on a glorious October afternoon. 

As I write, clouds and fog have settled over the distant hills, pelicans soar, crisscrossing the sky, the surf rolls back and forth on gentle waves below this circular flagstone terrace where I sit in a small Adirondack chair, surrounded by low-lying pines, moss-laden oaks, and purple lupines.  A breeze caresses me.  I feel safe and at peace for the first time in a long time; safe with myself, safe on this journey to who knows where. Who knows where? You don’t have to know where. You just have to be.  Surrender.  Detach from the outcome, the destination is unknown. Surrender. Breathe.. The water is dotted with surfers in wet suits today, but the sea is far too calm to serve them.  A freighter sits on the sits on the far horizon; fishing boats are moored in the shallow lagoon below.  

 Most mornings from the kitchen window I spot a hummingbird sitting on the same branch of a small oak that stays for a minute or so—a winged benediction along with the monarch butterflies that bob and weave around the fragrant blooming jasmine framing the house. I am the hummingbird and the butterflies. Or I’d like to be.  What a way to travel.  Watching them, I realize I have regained a certain dignity here, trying to be who I am.    But where do I belong? How do I find my way?  The thoughts creep in again, threatening to tarnish the purity of the moment but I will push them aside, fill my lungs with sea air and my heart with gratitude for this sacred spot, this sanctuary that is helping me regain my bearings, bit by bit.   If only I could stick with my contract to embrace the unknown—really welcome it—I will feel more settled over time.  Won’t I?

Right about now you may be thinking -- because I think it all the time -- hey, you’re one lucky dame.  You don’t have to worry about going to a cheerless 9 to 5 job or about paying the light bill or the rent, for now at least.  You just have to sit there and breathe in and out, for starters.  So if you’ve been thinking this, you are right, I am fortunate to have the luxury of time, to write, to travel, to spend with generous friends, to talk with a therapist who helps me on this fragile journey toward transformation.  I stopped feeling guilty about it long ago though.  What’s the point?  My mother, a “recovering Catholic,” used to say that she was “raised on guilt, a fruitless pastime if ever there was one.”  Now that she’s gone, I take comfort in her words, her wisdom, and her choice to leave the church.  She was a person whose spirituality shone through in the way that she dealt with people—with humor, kindness, and compassion.  

I call on my mother and friends who have died when I need a lift—a spirit boost if you will—or help with a problem, which may seem farfetched, but it’s what I do.  Call me crazy, but it gives me comfort and helps me realize that this little blip of time I’m on the earth is just that, a blip, so why not talk to the departed? 

I am but a blip on the cosmic screen.  

It really helps put things in perspective.

The morning I moved into the new cottage on the small mesa, as I headed to the beach, I passed a house with a blue door that belonged to woman named Martina.  I never met Martina.  She died three weeks before I arrived, in her forties, of metastatic cancer, two years after her husband died of the same disease.  I know this because I stopped at the tag sale Martina’s friends held at her house that day.  Martina was beloved.  A force of nature, they said, an eternal optimist, an inspiration to the end.  Walking through her house, the eclectic belongings of her life -- a cheerful hodgepodge of an active mind and heart—made me feel like an interloper, a voyeur, as I combed her bookshelves and CD collection.  But I kept at it.  I wanted to know Martina.  What were her favorite books?  Music?  How did she spend the last weeks of her life?   Was it reading or listening to the very book or CD I decided to buy? Could she hear me talking to her each day thereafter as I passed her house on my way to the beach, telling her how much I had come to love this place that she loved, that I realized this path was her path too, that I walked it in her honor now?  One night, when I danced around the kitchen to her Coleman Hawkins CD I wondered, was she dancing beside me?  When I read her copy of Eckhart Tolle’s The Power of Now did she know it was helping me through one of the darkest periods in my life?  Understanding that the past and the future must give way to the present is at the heart of Tolle’s teaching, but it was Martina who helped me truly understand and value the lesson.  In her absence there was a presence I’m still hard-pressed to explain.  

My last night in the cottage I had a dream.  I was a passenger on an old prop plane that resembled a plump Airstream trailer with wings.  It had been circling over a small airport in heavy rains for months.  Suddenly it began its descent, and after a long bumpy landing, finally lurched to a stop.  As I stepped off the plane, wobbling down the steps on rubbery legs, I remember actually feeling the fresh air — a relief after being strapped in an airless cabin for so long -- just as the sun broke through the clouds.  I walked across the tarmac, feeling stronger with each step, heading west towards the sun.  I walked on with increasing conviction, though I had no idea where I was going.  I only felt certain I had to move forward, change direction; move away from the old plane towards a new one.  I guess the metaphor is clear, even if the destination isn’t.  The dream represented a psychic shift.  In spite of my fear, I sensed a new start, sensed I had finally emerged from captivity in that chunky silver chrysalis, albeit dazed and rumpled, but emerged on my own nonetheless -- like the sun breaking through the clouds.  It may sound corny, but I’m still blown away by it. Even now as I write this, even though months have passed and this never-ending process of maturing continues, there are actually days when I think I hear Martina whispering her encouragement and her blessings; giving me hope from afar.

 




California
At the end of my three week sojourn, just before I was scheduled to fly back to New York, while driving around Sausalito with a friend and declaring that this was the very area that might convince me to move West, we spotted a flyer tacked to a telephone pole advertising a “charming two bedroom rental apartment with water views and a fireplace in the Sausalito hills.”  My friend assured me that the price was right, the location was excellent, and that it was only a stone’s throw from her own house and the Golden Gate Bridge.  We went to see it after lunch and before dinner I had written the landlord a deposit check, telling him I would fly home on Monday, pack up my car, and drive across the country, arriving sometime in mid-December.  Synchronicity, it seems, was at work.  To me that word -- coined by Carl Jung and popularized in a song by the Police thirty years later — means that a sign or a confluence of positive signs from the universe suddenly underscore the rightness of a particular decision or direction, frequently marking a life transition -- a kind of karmic message delivered in accordance with one’s own personal destiny.  Synchronicity.  Divine affirmations.   Whatever you believe or however you define it, think back to the times in your own life when you were in harmony with your deepest instincts and then cross check to see where, when and if there was a synchronous event you can recall that reinforced your instinctual sense of things.

Abbreviated section: (Flying back home. Packing my car in a blizzard. Crossing the George Washington Bridge in tears (having just bumped into my husband unexpectedly as I was leaving our New York apartment) my friend and I begin our week-long drive across the country (her first coast to coast trip also) with stops in bible belt Virginia (evangelical road signs and Christian music stations and country music lyrics—“My Daddy was a back road Baptist, An angel with no halo and one wing in the fire”-- marked every leg of our journey until we hit Bakersfield) Nashville (great and moving story of a grizzled singer/songwriter in the iconic Bluebird Café who was given a second chance at life) a morning walk around St. Scholastica’s parish labyrinth in Ft. Smith, Arkansas, a stay at a friend’s guesthouse in Santa Fe, then on to a bed and breakfast, The Whispering Pines, run by two of the very few gay men in Flagstaff Arizona, and a final night in a lackluster Motel 6 outside of Mojave, California.  In seven days the America we saw was by turns, revealing, disturbing, extraordinarily beautiful and as different as can be from the two coasts my friend (West) and I (East) had lived on for most of our lives.  We also managed to defy the odds and miraculously survive a monochromatic Cracker Barrel lunch special, a culinary harbinger of the end of the world if ever there was one.)

On a sparkling December afternoon our weeklong journey ended, with a stop in the Marin Headlands where the vistas of the San Francisco skyline and the Golden Gate Bridge reaffirmed my decision to move to this spectacular place. 

        I barely slept that first night in my newly delivered 1-800-queen sized mattress and the next morning, though bleary-eyed, I went into overdrive.  My daughter was coming up from LA on Christmas Eve and I was frantic to have the place feel festive, homey and, dare I say it, as normal as possible for both of us.  Moving at warp speed I unpacked and shelved all my books and dishware, hung my paintings, unrolled four small oriental carpets, put candles and heart rocks on little altars in every room so that by the time the second mattress was delivered for the tiny guestroom, I was ready to make it up for my daughter with the pale green sheets I had brought from home. 

         Home?  NO.  This is your home now I kept telling myself as I raced around Marin County, a deranged consumer in search of the right furniture at the right price — in the land of fully loaded SUVs and homeowners -- furniture that somehow materialized in two consignment shops, each piece, the perfect fit for my tight quarters and equally tight budget.  Synchronicity prevailed.  By week’s end a wreath was hanging on the front door, two stockings were hanging from the mantle, and when I stopped — actually stopped for the first time in two weeks — I considered hanging myself too.  Ho. Ho.  Just a little Yuletide humor in keeping with the season, now that the house was furnished, now that my modest evening meal had been consumed, and now that I was totally, thoroughly, completely, bone-achingly alone. I put on a recording of Handel’s Messiah, threw another log on the fire, poured myself a glass of wine, sat down in my second hand fifty-dollar wicker chair and howled.    

 That night the rains began and didn’t end until March. It turned out to be the worst winter on record in a hundred years.  There were mudslides in Mill Valley and Sausalito, floods in Fairfax and San Rafael, and there was rain, hour after hour, week after week, in tandem with a dense daily fog that eclipsed my spectacular views of the bay.  The natives continually assured me that this was not what winters were usually like in the Bay area. 

So much for synchronicity.

       Christmas 

There were two hours of sun on December 23rd, the day my daughter arrived.  We were with friends for Christmas Eve dinner, which was a comfort, but we were alone in the rain on Christmas morning, which was not -- at first anyway.  Somehow though, after we had exchanged our gifts, shared smoked salmon and good brown bread, opened our stockings and snuggled up in front of the fire, we slowly began to talk with the candor of two people long marooned on a desert island.  At one point my daughter even said she recognized that her father and I didn’t really belong together — “You two are such different people, Mom”-- and that in spite of her sadness, her anger at both of us, and her hurt, she said she was actually ready to establish separate relationships with each of us, relationships that were tougher to carve out when the three of us had been bound in an inviolable family triangle.  

“Mom,” she said, “so many of my friends’ parents divorced when they were little kids.  I’m grateful you stayed with Dad, that you kept the family together for as long as you did.  It’s easier for me now in some ways.  We’re all going to be okay in time.  Maybe better.” 

Tears filled our eyes.  God bless this wise child of mine on Christmas day.  

It was a real mother/daughter breakthrough, and, I told my daughter, the best gift of all, except maybe for that story she wrote when she was eleven, the one that made me cry, the one that also helped to put things in perspective at another difficult juncture in my life and in hers.  What an unexpected pleasure this was, I thought, watching the crackling fire and marveling at the maturity of this young woman now helping me to make sense of my decision to divorce and giving me a kind of permission that I couldn’t quite give myself.  Once again my child had become my teacher.  Here we were having a woman to woman talk like a couple of emotional prospectors, shovels in hand, side by side, unearthing dormant feelings together, each of us recognizing the other’s vulnerability -- as daughter without father, wife without husband, but most of all, as two women on their own and yet together, even without a family unit.  How extraordinary and unexpected that this Christmas day -- the first of twenty-three for both of us without the man who was now in Paris with his girlfriend — went from being a time of melancholy to a time of possibility and hope. 
          Through it all, the fog and the rain continued so that by late afternoon, just hours before my daughter was to board the red-eye from Oakland to New York, we decided to go to a movie in Tiburon, a suburb across the bay from Sausalito that reminds me of the neighborhood in The Truman Show.  Neither of us can remember what movie we saw that afternoon.  What we do remember is that there were three people in the theater and no one in the streets or on the sidewalks as we drove from town to town looking for a place to have Christmas dinner.  It was dark but it was still pouring and because my windshield wipers were completely shot, I could barely see the road ahead. Not to mention that nothing -- and I mean not even a Taco Bell -- was open.  

 In an act of desperation or perhaps blind faith, we headed towards the airport, driving in silence as I strained to see the highway stretching out ahead of us in the downpour.   Having no idea where to go, I turned off at the last possible exit for Oakland, a place neither of us had been before. We were hungry and cranky and exhausted.  When I nearly ran a red light, my daughter snapped at me.  I burst into tears.  Oh, Mom, come on, don’t cry, she said, please don’t cry.  

Okay, okay, I said, sniffling loudly as we navigated through the gloom of the deserted streets of Oakland.  That’s when it appeared, looming ahead like a star in the night sky -- a true Christmas miracle in the form of A CHINESE RESTAURANT-- a sight no less welcome than that stable must have been to those weary travelers in Bethlehem long ago.  But on this night, in lieu of shepherds and kings bearing gold and frankincense and myrrh, there were tables filled with Jewish families and waiters bearing trays of steamed dumplings, fried rice, and lo mien.  Oh happy day.  They even had a decent wine list.  We couldn’t have been more grateful had they wrapped us in swaddling clothes.  

Toasting Jesus on his birthday with a crisp Sauvignon Blanc from New Zealand, we tucked into our tofu with vegetables in garlic sauce and thanked our lucky stars -- and synchronicity -- for providing this heavenly place in our time of need.  Perhaps one day, in addition to the nativity story, my daughter will tell her own children about the rainy Christmas night when her mother, and their Nana, stumbled upon a corner of divinity in Oakland, California, city of miracles.  

     Transformation

I lasted six months in California.  It wasn’t that I didn’t like it.  Despite the rains the terrain was beautiful, the people were friendly, the food was healthy, the air was fresh, plus the Bay Area offered a spiritual smorgasbord to seekers of all persuasions and, as such, I was determined to partake in the bounty.  On weekdays I began writing in the Mill Valley Library, which features a cathedral ceiling, a stone fireplace, and floor to ceiling windows overlooking redwoods and a meandering stream; in short, a writer’s paradise.  In my off hours I took yoga classes, hiked Mt. Tam, walked the labyrinth at Grace Cathedral, meditated at Green Gulch Farm and chanted at Spirit Rock -- a place where everyone looks like a therapist from the Upper West Side of Manhattan.  Weekends I combed Stinson Beach for sand dollars and met friends for Italian food and Brazilian music at DiVino’s on Caledonia Street. An astrologer told me my marriage had been destined to unravel, that I was resilient, and that I would learn to live alone.  I even went to a turn-of-the-century, wood-framed Episcopal church with stained-glass windows in an attempt to reconnect with my religion of origin.  And I walked daily with my green duck umbrella up and down the hills above the Bay. 

 Finally it stopped raining and, along with the fog, my spirits began to lift.  During those months I learned to be more meditative, less anxious, more self-reliant, and less judgmental.  Okay, I’m still working on the judgment part.  

  
So, you see, it wasn’t that I didn’t take to Sausalito.  It’s just that I missed the random encounters, the disorder and possibility of New York, which I didn’t know until I went back in May with the sole intention of getting our apartment ready to put on the market when the next thing I knew, KABOOM—a full tilt coup de foudre.  But isn’t that the way love usually arrives, when you’re least expecting it?

Here’s what happened:  1: The hair stood up on the back of my neck when the plane landed at Kennedy. 2: I had a radical and candid conversation with my cab driver, a young man who had converted from being a member of a South Bronx street gang to being a member of the Muslim faith.  3: I got out of the cab and Rodrigo the doorman, threw his arms around me and said, Welcome back. We missed you.  4:  I walked into our apartment and to my utter surprise thought, Oh my, I’ve come home.  This is my home.  New York is still my home.  Honestly, I don’t remember feeling that happy or sure about anything since kindergarten.  I walked around the apartment in a state of wonder, as if seeing it for the first time, cherishing every corner and marveling over the perfectly imperfect symmetry of those four and a half rooms.

I sat down in the living room, stunned.  I lit a candle. Two hours passed.

Finally, I decided to take a walk.  It was almost midnight, but it was a perfect spring evening.  I walked down the east side of Madison Avenue, past the Carlisle, past the Whitney Museum, past the Rhinelander Mansion that Ralph Lauren commandeered and transformed two decades ago, past Donna Karan’s storefront with distant views of her bamboo garden in the rear courtyard.  I walked as far as the window displays at Barneys, turned and headed back uptown past Calvin Klein, Nicole Miller and Giorgio Armani. Crossing Sixty-ninth Street I beamed at an elderly couple.  They beamed back.  Near the corner of 77th Street I looked down, and there at my feet lay a crumpled ten-dollar bill, which I picked up thinking Bye-bye Zazen.  Hello va-va-va voom.





    Pittsburgh

Reluctantly, my husband agreed that I would take over the apartment in New York and he, the house in the country.  Hardly a Dickensian situation, I realize. After two weeks of wandering around Manhattan in a state of bliss, I returned to California to pack up my rental apartment and drive back across the country, this time by myself.  I revisited the gay guys at the Whispering Pines and friends in Santa Fe.  Then I drove north to Denver to visit my college roommate, and on to Kansas City, where I checked into a Motel 6 for good measure. 

 In my hometown of Pittsburgh I stayed with an old friend, Jayne, an artist living on her own in a section of the city called Friendship, an aptly named spot for the reunion of two women who had known each other since first grade. The day after I arrived we revisited Fox Chapel, the suburb where we grew up in privileged and preppy oblivion, smoking cigarettes, listening to The Four Tops and The Rolling Stones, and playing bridge, in an era — and area-- where entitlement trumped enlightenment and unconsciousness ruled.  Driving past our respective houses, lawns and landscaping still pristine, we both admitted to feeling a kind of nostalgia.  My house, a shuttered white colonial on a hill, was about a mile from Shadyside Academy where I attended day camp as a kid and dancing school as a pre-teen.  White gloves were as de rigueur as gender bias in those days.  Shadyside was boys-only for decades, Pittsburgh being more male-dominated in the mid-sixties than the NFL is now.  I took swimming, golf, and tennis lessons at a country club where everyone’s father, including my own, worked for one of the big corporations headquartered downtown.  Almost everyone’s mother stayed at home, did charitable work, or had a hobby — my mother’s was writing and Jayne’s mother’s was sculpting, but neither of them took their creativity very seriously.

Would I have opted for a scrappier upbringing, given that my own flies in the face of contemporary memoir? It certainly would have made for better material now.  For years, I assumed that in order to be a legit writer you were supposed to eat beans from a can and succumb to childhood scurvy while your cross-dressing mother was on a bender. 

The morning I’m ready to leave for New York I tell Jayne she is a bona fide shaman, a mystic-by-fire and one of the most conscious, grounded, courageous people I know.  She says thank you for understanding — because she knows what I have said is true, knows that her life and near death experiences have given her a grit and independence that is, in the greater scheme of things, why we’re put on this earth in the first place.  

She sends me off on the last leg of my journey with the recorded version of The Power of Now, the very book that I had bought at Martina’s tag sale.  Seven of the CDs take me through the rolling Alleghenies and past Seven Springs where I learned to ski, through Pennsylvania Dutch country, and the horse farms of northern New Jersey, the eighth and final CD literally ending as I turn left on Eighth Avenue at 42nd Street and head north into Hell’s Kitchen.

New York 

By mid-August the heat wave that paralyzed the city had finally passed.  California was not the only coast with extreme weather conditions, but in my state of I-still-can’t-believe-I’m-home ecstasy, I didn’t care how hot it was.  Central Park has been a haven for me since the mid-seventies; the hundreds of miles I logged jogging around the Reservoir are no doubt the cause of my current crumby knee status.  I still walk there as often as possible, around the Reservoir, past the Pinetum, across the Great Lawn, through the Shakespeare Garden, up the steps to Delacorte Castle, down along  the path south of Turtle Pond, and then behind the Met where I saw a ring-necked pheasant one winter morning a few years ago.  There is, however, one section of the park, The North Woods, where I had never been until my return from California.  I came upon it by chance a few days after I returned, walking up the hill past the Conservatory Garden through a remote wooded area that was deserted save for a few turtles sunning themselves on a rock beside a secluded waterfall, one of four, I later found out, that grace this aberrant urban oasis.  

Sitting down on a boulder, I try to be still and meditate a bit but my mind veers off when I realize it has been over a year since I asked my husband for a divorce, over a year since papers were served by a man who wore sneakers, black socks and drove a beat-up Toyota—not quite the uniformed sheriff in the sleek squad car I had expected as I stood my bedroom window, holding my breath, watching this man cross the yard and walk up the stairs to my husband’s office above the garage.  My husband told me later that the man seemed embarrassed as he handed him the papers, shaking his head and saying I’m sorry and good luck.  Suddenly a sharp pain pierces my solar plexus.  All I can do is breathe deeply and sit tight—a paradoxical exercise-- breathe through it, I keep telling myself, breathe through it and pray your racing heart doesn’t crack open your chest; breathe in the present moment and breathe out the past and remind yourself that the sound of the waterfall and this present moment is really all you have, all you need to have. 

 When I open my eyes I am startled to see, sitting ten feet away on a boulder opposite mine, a vision, really, an honest to God vision—in the form of a transvestite who has the most exquisite, otherworldly countenance.  She glances at me briefly, her full lips in a half smile, then returns to the task at hand. Ultra slim with sinewy cocoa colored limbs, she quietly unpacks the contents of a plastic bag: a lacy camisole, a bottle of shampoo, and a boxy handbag she tells me she just scored in a free pile on 116th Street.  “Where you from?” I ask.  “Puerto Rico.” “Are you homeless?”  She nods. “Do you live in the park?”  “Yes, but I work—as a jockey.”  “A jockey?”  “Aqueduct, Belmont, Monmouth Park --I trained six months in South Carolina; I am an excellent rider.”

Sensing my skepticism, she abruptly transforms into a he, crouches down, extends his forearms, and perfectly mimes riding a thoroughbred at breakneck speed.  Elegant as Eddie Arcaro in his heyday, graceful as an Alvin Ailey dancer, he rounds himself into a perfect egg, undulating back and forth in one fluid mesmerizing movement, looking over his shoulder at his steed’s imagined flank, hissing, and flicking an invisible crop.   He is legit and I am astonished.  I stare at him as he just as quickly transforms back to maidenhood, dips his long black hair into the stream, squeezes shampoo on his head, works it into a lather, and smiles.

            I think but dare not say, “Listen you could be screwing up the turtles’ habitat” because, hey, this is his habitat too. I’m the intruder here.

“They let me go after I failed my urine test.” “Drugs?”  “Yeah. Crack.  I used to shoot junk, but I quit, cold turkey, all by myself.”  He grins as he wades towards the falls to rinse out his hair.  

“I like you, Mami,” he yells over his shoulder.  

“I like you too…uh…”  

“Amber, I go by Amber.  But my real name is Angel. Ask anyone at the track.  They all know me.”

I sit suspended in a state of belief and disbelief, as if I just stepped into a Gauguin painting of a tawny native standing beside a waterfall.  But this is not Tahiti.  This is Manhattan. And I am a soon-to-be divorced woman talking to a transvestite jockey named Angel, whose pluck and candor have made me feel less alone and more alive than I did for the entire six months I was away from this curious island we both call home.  

 Connecticut
I’m driving in another biblical rainstorm, but this one’s on the East Coast in September.  The narrow lanes of the Saw Mill Parkway blur as I head north to Connecticut for a four-way meeting with my husband and our two attorneys: three women, one man, and a first in-the-flesh attempt at dividing the spoils of a marriage, face-to-face-to-face-to-face.   The civilized term for this is “asset distribution.” My husband and I are nothing if not civilized, perhaps because our communication has been limited to periodic emails and the occasional phone call.  We haven’t seen one another in months.  Holding the steering wheel in a death grip, I suddenly realize it’s not only the driving conditions that are making me tense.  It’s my old companion, anticipatory anxiety.   

I’m the first to arrive at my lawyer’s office.  She and her assistant greet me, as always, with open arms.  These two women have become allies and friends over the past year, each giving me the encouragement and support I have needed to hoist my courage while trying to maintain an even keel as I navigate the shoals of divorce.  They toss me lines—figurative, funny and seasoned--in person and via email, the latter at my lawyer’s hourly rate, a cost-saving necessity.  I tell her my only child is too old to sell or to use as collateral, so she should attempt to keep our conversations brief, which--both of us being talkers—is impossible and therefore expensive.  Fortunately we laugh a lot, which has kept me from breaking down on more than one occasion—a saving grace worth the price of admission, all things considered.  I’m not really cut out for divorce proceedings, I tell her.   I just want this to be over—fast.  Can’t we speed things up?  As she and I review the particulars of where we stand in this Sisyphean exercise, we learn that my husband and his attorney Jill--Jack and Jill we’ve taken to calling them -- have arrived and are outside in the waiting room. 

        My lawyer’s spacious office is usually flooded with sunlight but today rain streaks the skylights, darkening the surroundings as well as my mood, which I try to amend as my husband and his attorney enter the room.  He and I hug awkwardly; she and I shake hands.  My lawyer shakes hands with both of them.  Then we all sit down at a long mahogany table, each of us shuffling our papers and rearranging our files, each of our gestures indicating various degrees of discomfort.  The collective body language, noted in silence, abates just long enough to indicate we are ready to begin. 


All four of us have our respective spreadsheets before us, our assets now tidily chronicled on a number-filled grid that gives me an instant stomach ache akin to the ones I’d get during the Math portion of the SATs. I begin to waver internally, feeling myself getting smaller and weaker by the moment.  Why can’t this all be Verbal, with no numbers, no goddamn numbers. I try to imagine The Little Engine That Could, try to push past my math-phobic inertia, the paperwork, the tangle of digits that mess with my mind; try to imagine the freedom I will one day feel when I reach the top of this metaphorical marital-dismantling mountain. 

I can’t remember who said what — my attorney and my husband did most of the talking — but I do remember his eyes meeting mine at one point and in that instant I felt a mix of melancholy and empathy.  Tears filled his eyes and his lower lip began to tremble; and then quickly he held up his hand to me as if to say, Stop looking at me, don’t start, don’t move, don’t say anything, lest I really fall apart. 

There is a vulnerability I see in him that belies the indifference and carelessness he displayed in the past.  Suddenly he looks like a little boy.   I feel sorry for him.  The more sorry I feel, the less angry I become.  I put myself in that little boy’s shoes and imagine how confusing it must have been to have a passive father and a mother who invented new realities, rearranged history, deconstructed and reconstructed her family background, always pretending to be someone she wasn’t. Did her parents lie to her?  Did their parents lie to them?”  I imagine a long line of people with the similar features and similar fears that made them lie too. This is the legacy my husband must come to terms with himself. I can’t strong-arm him into consciousness.  Mendacity is part of his legacy.  He can either choose to continue on that path or change the patterns that mark generations of his family, just as anger marks mine.   Suddenly I feel very tired.  I no longer feel any rage about the women he slept with – starting in the second year of our twenty-four year marriage – I just feel sorry for them.  I feel sorry for all of us, acting out ancestral habits, hurting the people we love the most.  And destroying the tenuous connections that were hard-won and then lost in the twinkling of an eye.







Mexico
Three years ago I spent a week kayaking in the Sea of Cortez off the coast of Baja, Mexico, with a half dozen women—New Yorkers all--and two thirty year old Outward Bound instructors.  This is not the sort of venue I would choose ordinarily—I prefer a hot bath, a real bed, and, as you know, a glass of wine at the end of the day--but with the encouragement and repeat participation of a friend who had already been on the trip a few years earlier, I decided to push past my inertia and give it a go.  

Our core group--some who knew each other, some who didn’t--first assembled in the Aero California line in Los Angeles on a sunny spring Sunday.  (Outward Bound would call this The Forming Stage.)  Picture, if you will, six urban women lined up to brave the elements in Baja with nary a mascara wand in tow.  

  Laughing nervously, I asked if everyone had signed the waver warning of potential “poisonous flora and fauna” and “sharks.”

“Sharks?” said the only lawyer in the group.  “I don’t remember signing anything that mentioned sharks.”

The rest of us nodded soberly.  “Sharks.” 

Hours later, after our van deposited us at Ligui, a remote black sand beach an hour’s drive from the thatch-roofed airport in Loreto, we were greeted warmly by our instructors, Terry and Tina, and told to suit up for swimming tests and rescue drills.  

A chill wind had whipped up a substantial chop--I’d say a solid 2 on the Beaufort Scale--which made our impending aquatic mission particularly unsavory.  Shivering, we headed for the shoreline, sporting swimsuits that exposed our winter pallor in ghostly contrast to our orange PFD’s, (Personal Flotation Devices) still clammy from previous use.

I’ll spare you the deluge of details in our rescue and recovery procedures, also known as “wet exits” in OB parlance, and stick to the basics.  After capsizing our respective vessels under our instructor’s watchful eye, we each had to wriggle out of our submerged cockpits, panting, gulping, and clutching our paddles in order to transition into undignified two-part re-entries: flesh-slapping belly-flops—with multiple tries for all--on the stern end of our kayaks followed by ungainly backward slides that exposed every derriere at its worst possible angle. 

Still, when it was over and our soggy lot straggled ashore, there was a budding sense of accomplishment and camaraderie. (The Norming Stage.)  Having cleared the first hurdle, we tucked into our headlamp-lit enchilada dinner and our first night of insomnia under the stars and windblown sand.

The next day was a blur of gear and drills and charts to prepare us for our first official group paddle across the harbor to a hidden cove, where we bought a bunch of red snapper by way of linguistic charades with a local fisherman.  Following a fish taco supper at sunset, we outfitted our PFDs with emergency accoutrements: flares, whistles, mirrors, and strobe lights and learned how to call for help if we were separated from the group, which was sounding like an increasingly appealing option.  I was approaching overload: too many people, rules, requirements, and stuff.  What happened to simplicity and communing with the environment?  Was Shackleton as well prepared for his year in the Antarctic as we were for a few days in this sunny clime?   

By the time Tina suggested a postprandial bonding ritual of writing in our journals, reading our entries, and capping off the evening with a game of HaHa, whatever that is, a mutiny was threatened.  I led the revolt. (The Storming Stage.) Forced frivolity, in any arena, sets my teeth on edge, but at the end of an exhausting day on a windy pitch black beach, with batteries running low and tempers running high, it’s a risky venture. 

 I felt compelled to speak for the group.

“I can’t do this. It’s sophomoric. I didn’t travel 3,000 miles to write in a journal in the dark with this stubby pencil. Can we just sing a song and call it a night? ”

Tina, our looked stricken.  “Can we talk about this?” (Circle Time.)

Although most of the group concurred with me, their protests were far more diplomatic.  Secretly, I think everyone, including Tina, was relieved we didn’t have to play the game, which had been recommended by a senior staffer as a kind of getting-to-know-you exercise, and, as a junior instructor, Tina felt bound by hierarchical protocol. I’m a big believer in breaking counterintuitive rules and allowing common sense and consensus to prevail.  In our case it did.  After everyone had thrown in their two cents, we headed for our sleeping bags and a second sleep-deprived night, complete with small creatures skittering across our campsite and a demented Dingo howling in the distance. 

We arose well before dawn, dressed, had breakfast, stretched, packed our gear and our kayaks and were finally on our way, heading toward the sunrise and Danzante Island on a ripple-free sea. (a welcome 0 on the Beaufort Scale.) 

We paddled in unison (The Performing Stage) and in silence, as an osprey circled and a parade of brown pelicans flew past in V formation.  

Over the next three days we camped, hiked, swam, snorkeled, cooked, carped, and cleaned together; we womanned our single and double kayaks, with dolphins in the lead and the breeze at our backs.  When we weren’t griping about four-legged visitors and  so-so accommodations – various rodents and backbreaking rocky beaches -- we were laughing. Everyone had crabby episodes, but we were usually able to poke fun at ourselves, instructors included, deflating potential tensions before they had a chance to explode.  The days were sunny and hot, the nights cool.  We learned to make cowboy coffee, read a compass rose, and release our hostages at sea. (A most unsavory evacuation ritual I dare not chronicle here, but in comparison a Porto-San seems positively spa-worthy.)

At the end of the fifth day, my carpal tunnel syndrome flared up, causing my right wrist to swell and throb.   I was distraught.  In twelve hours, beginning at dawn and ending at dusk, we were scheduled to circumnavigate Danzante Island, the most daunting physical challenge of the trip.  Tina and Terry, our able young guides, whom we all had grown to admire and depend on for their wilderness skills and toff-the-cuff ingenuity --devised a plan. They would tether a single kayak one of the doubles and the women would take turns paddling around the island with me in tow.   I protested, telling them I’d much prefer to stay behind rather than slow them down, but secretly thinking how blissful it would be to have a day all to myself, with nothing to do but watch the crabs scuttling between the ebb and flow of the tide.  The group, however, wouldn’t hear of it.  Finally, reluctantly, I surrendered my position and my solo fantasy, thereby silencing my instinctual voice.

        The next morning our motley armada set off through the sparkling waters of Baja.  Affecting my best imperial wave with my bandaged wrist, now in a makeshift splint, I bestowed eternal gratitude on my loyal entourage whose towing service had already gone way beyond the call of duty and the original trip description.  Truthfully though, I felt trapped.  By early afternoon, when three of the women got into a lengthy conversation about college admissions, I knew I had made a huge mistake.  I wanted to scream.  I wanted to bail.  I wanted to kick myself for not following my heart and staying put, thinking: I came to the Sea of Cortez to listen to this?  To hear these women paddling around this wondrous natural world talking ad nauseum, about the SATs, their kids’ grades, and college admissions policies?   

It was my own fault.  If I had been honest with myself and the others, I wouldn’t have been stuck without a paddle, my wrist in a splint, my knickers in a twist, miserable because of my own inability to say what I most needed to say.  Why didn’t I trust my own instincts? I will always regret not staying behind that day, my once in a lifetime opportunity to be in paradise alone; a paradise devoid of airplanes, cell phones, and inconsequential chatter.

Still, at week’s end, back on the mainland, our gang of six disparate but determined dames reviewed the highlights of the trip as our instructors listened.  In seven days we had transformed into a more or less cohesive ensemble -- an ensemble who learned about Forming, Norming, Storming, and Performing together, and who lived to tell the tale.  For a short time in a far-flung place I found myself in the company of women who, at the start of the trip, veered toward cynicism and who ended up at the final pin and tee shirt ceremony, grubby, humbled; even a little tearful. (Circle Time Finale)

 
Initially I wondered if Kurt Hahn, the founder of Outward Bound, would have approved of our coping skills?  Would he believe we had accomplished our tasks in accordance with his five still-standing organizational pillars -- an enterprising curiosity, an undefeatable spirit, tenacity in pursuit, sensible self-denial and, above all, compassion?  Perhaps.   But back home, with time and distance between me and the Sea of Cortez, I realized that, as a woman, my own priorities differed from Kurt Hahn’s.  What I had hoped for, longed for, on this privileged journey was a deeper connection that might possibly grow out of the group experience, rather than out of an ethos that kept us locked in a regimen of drills, skills, and checklists.  We had been multitasking in Mexico!  Who had time for being, rather than doing; time to catch one’s breath; time to really talk to each other, time to tell our stories, rather than to rehash boilerplate conversations and bad College Board scores.  But who gives pins for that?  

In truth, I had signed on for this week with the hope of getting to know a new group of women in a way I hadn’t been able to since college.  Had we really honored this rare confluence of place and time, we might have woven the threads of our particular female perspectives as easily as we counted falling stars at night.  We might have created an ongoing community: learning from each other, nurturing each other, and helping each other as women do, as women have done for centuries, not just in packing, cooking and kayaking, but in matters of love, death, fluctuating hormones, aging parents, and growing children. Had there been more time to sit down, face to face, and establish a real sense of trust, we might have developed more long lasting ties, with our instructors and each other, and acquired something more eternal than compass navigation, paddling skills, and the pitfalls of a secondary school education.  

Were I given the opportunity to create a travel outfit, I might well call it Inward Bound.  My goal would be to encourage introspection, authentic connections, emotional consciousness, sensible self-indulgence, and talk that transcends surface details and stiff-upper-lip-stuff.

I know Outward Bound works for plenty of people.  It just didn’t work for me.    But it made me very clear about what I would absolutely require on my next adventure: if there are campfires to be built, I want to linger around them until the embers flicker and the last story is told. (The Warming Stage)  I want to get to the heart of things and talk about what really matters.  And frankly, at the end of the day, I wouldn’t mind a hot bath, 200 thread count cotton sheets, and a nice bottle of Sauvignon Blanc with my fish tacos.

India    

I am in a large windowless room waiting for another lecture to begin, and I am still, one year later, looking for a critical mass of like-minded souls.  Community.  It's the final day of the International Congress on Psychology and Spirituality -- four hundred people from forty countries who have come to the Indian Habitat Center in New Delhi to exchange ideas and business cards between endless power point presentations. Even though the place is filled with shamans, healers, psychologists, and visionaries — people of good cheer and good will — the gestalt is oddly institutional: too many truncated offerings at an overstocked spiritual smorgasbord. The environment of enlightenment I envisioned when I signed up for this symposium six months ago -- mysticism, meditation, and karmic harmony -- is missing in action, particularly on the heels of two transformative weeks of travel to Agra, Jaipur, Ranthambore, and Varanasi aka Benares, arguably the oldest city in the world -- small wonder that my energy and attention are starting to flag. I begin to long for the communal carnival outside these dun colored walls -- the messy, vibrant, surprising contradictions of India, the myriad layers of modern and ancient life all jammed together in the present moment.  Before I lose my namaste spirit, I need to hit the streets.  Holding my breath, I slip through a side door, down the main stairs and out into the smoggy noonday air, feeling a heady sense of freedom as I make my way through littered alleys, around two traffic circles, and along a main street, torn up and ready for rehabilitation, as most of this city seems to be.  Several women in bright saris squat over piles of cobblestones, stacking them in neat rows as others dig through the newly excavated rubble.  Everywhere I have been in this largely patriarchal county — in the fields and the shops, and on the ghats of the Ganges -- women are always working, even the youngest ones.  Around the next corner, two tiny acrobats suddenly appear --sisters it seems, about three and six.  The tiny one contorts her body into impossible pretzel shapes while the older one cartwheels back and forth over a metal hoop wedged between the crumbling curb and oncoming traffic.  Their dark eyes, intense, insistent, haunt me still.  I am mesmerized by their focus, their agility and fierce determination.  I hand them each a ten rupee note, they grin, smudged faces triumphant, clutch the rumpled bills, and run off, no doubt to an adult lurking in the shadows.  The density of people and poverty in India is beyond comprehension. Eighty percent of the country’s 1.2 billion people survive on two dollars a day and forty percent of those eighty on one dollar.  And yet there is something in the open faces of India's multicultural populace — perhaps the feeling William Butler Yeats referred to in his translation of the Upanishads, as the “ancestral in ourselves, something we must bring into the light” — the same feeling that draws me towards this mystical culture and away from my own privileged Western roots. 


 I feel strangely at home over a cup of ginger tea and lemon cake on the small deck of the Turtle Cafe and Bookshop above Kahn Market, and linger until the sun filters through the trees in the the Lodhi Gardens across the road.  I pay my bill and weave my way into the park, where two young lovers embrace on a bench and a handful of men sit cross-legged on the grass chewing betel leaves, their teeth, a startling shade of scarlet.  They stare at me, sullen and suspicious, making me feel uncomfortable and out of place.  Most Indian women travel in pairs, trios and quartets, so a single white female in blue jeans may be an eyesore in the middle of a workday.  Walking briskly to the street, I hail a tuk-tuk, one of those ubiquitous green and yellow three-wheeled auto taxis, and bargain with the good-natured driver before settling on a price.  I hadn't thought it would be so easy, given some of the stonefaced, turbanned cabdrivers and con artists in New York.  But in India, the difference is they know -- and after getting scalded a few times, you know -- it's a con.  In New York, they've been acculturated to pretend it isn't.  Here, it’s the norm to bargain, haggle, shrug, and head bobble -- that metronomic yes/no Indian nod that's the physical equivalent of "whatever."  Face to face with authentic fakery, I can’t help but laugh as this charming conniver funnels his tuk-tuk into the vehicular mayhem ahead.  We are en route to Dilli Haat, the mass marketplace where regional artisans sell their handcrafts: miniature paintings from Jaipur, embroidered shawls and decorative boxes from Kashmir, lush silk from Chennai.  Only temporary denizens in Dilli Haat's cheek-by-jowl stalls, these merchants are replaced weekly by a new crop of sellers who set up shop, hawk, and hope, like their counterparts before them, to offload their inventory on tourists like me.  This chaotic ad hoc mall offers one of the best collective shopping experiences in India, the quality of craftsmanship consistently excellent. 


 It’s hard to imagine I arrived in this anomalous wonderland only a scant week ago and had my first breakfast -- yogurt and fresh papaya amidst turquoise tile columns of the Imperial Hotel’s dining room -- as two-toned Mina birds the size of Buicks swooped down to scarf up half-eaten croissants and sticky buns on the tranquil terrace below.  Later that day, the sheer size and majesty of the Red Fort literally stopped me in my tracks, as I stood slack-jawed on the vast tiled plaza of this sacred Muslim Masja (Mosque) and the Jama Temple; the ancient web of streets lined with shopkeepers in Old Delhi.  Colorful foodstalls, car part and card shops, side by side — a hodgepodge of commerce and communal living in the overcrowded Muslim quarter of this predominantly Hindu city. 


The next day, outside the President’s house and the surrounding red granite buildings that make up the various houses of government, a band of monkeys scavenged for food scraps in a curbside waste bin. When I tried to take one’s photograph, he leered menacingly, chattered loudly and suddenly vaulted towards me, jumping on my back as I turned to run, somehow managing to fling him asunder before he bit me.  

I fled to the comfort of the Hyatt, an ultra modern five star hotel that features a variety of international cuisines, a state of the art health club, only to be confronted again with another anomaly: the view from my room featured a vast squalid campground, half covered in blue plastic tarps, with small dung fires illuminating the dusk. 

The next morning I managed to make my way through three main military checkpoints without an official pass for the annual Republic Day Parade — quite an uncommon accomplishment, I am later told by my Indian friends.  Using good old US/BS I told them I would simply say, Press, show my passport, smile and bow, with hands in prayer formation. With each checkpoint it became a little bit easier, until I got to the actual commandant of the regiment, a handsome equestrian in a Gunga Din get-up that made me want to salute him.  He was most courtly, escorting me to the viewing stands – on foot — just as the parade got underway; a sudden roar overhead signaled yet another incongruity: marigold and rose petals fluttering from the holds of four helicopters flying in military formation above the Janpath, the “people’s road” that stretches from the president’s house to India Gate.  On first glance, the fine red spray looked menacing. (Too many Oliver Stone movies.)  But as the mist got closer and the rosy hues took shape, the gradual realization that flowers were billowing down over the cheering crowd into the folds of saris and shawls and the crease of the small journal I wrote in -- I have them pressed there still -- an audible "aahhh" emerged from the collective.  Military helicopters.  Marigold and rose petals.   That, in essence, is India: one divine paradox after another.  How fortunate I was to be at this national celebration surrounded by Indian families, their faces expectant, exuberant, alive.  Hindu, Parsee, Muslim, and Sikh, cheering together on this day that knew no caste, so consumed were the masses by infectious national pride.

          As I told my daughter, trying to describe India is like trying to describe giving birth. One must experience it firsthand to really comprehend the wonder and agony of it all — the extreme extremes of daily life, the limbless beggars, the eye-burning pollution, the snarl of traffic countrywide, the wandering goats, the sacred cows, the strutting peacocks, the fields of mustard, mud huts, and multicolored cottons and silks, the urban urchins, homeless encampments on the side of highways, the decay, the construction and deconstruction, the silent ashrams and ancient temples, the piles of debris, the prosperity and despair, the dhosas, dhotis, cardamom and cow dung, Mercedes side by side with rickshaws, fifties Fiats, scooters carrying families of four, the tuk tuks, Tatas and overloaded buses -- the sheer density of humanity riding the vast sub-continental behemoth known as India.  And yet, when I returned to New York, I immediately missed the chaos, the mess, the ultra-vibrant colors, the ragtag community of people living and working and scraping along together, cheek by jowl, rather than sitting in a silent room as I am now, alone at a terminal, thinking how unnatural, how artificial it is, in our ultra- modern efficient world, that so many of us spend so much time in working in isolation.  

 
                                                 Africa

The following summer, my twenty-five year old daughter and I went to Africa on a trip that culminated in Tanzania at the Ngare Sero Lodge on the 4th of July.  As fate would have it, that particular evening -- a major departure from the requisite parades and fireworks in America — turned out to be one of the most patriotic and moving of our lives.  Smiling at one another across a square mahogany table filled with American and African teaching artists, some my daughter’s age and some my own, we absorbed the communal atmosphere with a shared sense of wonder. The adobe colored walls glowed from the light of two tall white tapers. A low glass bowl of calla lilies gleamed in the center of the table.   The hum of a dozen conversations filled the air.  To be so far from home, yet to feel so completely at ease, was an unexpected blessing.  As the dinner wound down and the table was cleared, I asked Grace -- a tiny twenty-two year old with cornrows and a wide smile, from Dar Es Salaam -- if she would sing the East African anthem that her sixth grade students had sung a cappella under her direction earlier in the day.  Grace lowered her eyes for a moment, then slowly lifted her chin and began to sing. To describe this occasion as anything but holy would be to undercut the effect it had on our unlikely ad hoc collective.  Grace’s voice stunned everyone.  Even the waiters stopped to marvel at the sound emerging from this shy young woman. When she finished, the silence was broken by applause, Grace accepting our appreciation in the true spirit of her name.  As the room quieted, I glanced over at Grace’s American counterpart, a statuesque apple-cheeked girl from a large religious farm family in Iowa, who, after years of home schooling, was living and working in Rwanda before going back to the States to go to college in the fall.  Earlier in the day Maggie had confided that she was feeling quite homesick, missing her family and her country, particularly on this day of the year.  Glancing at her across the table, I asked if she also had a song she wanted to sing.  As extroverted as Grace was shy, Maggie needed no further encouragement.  She was on her feet, taking a second to smile and scan the room before closing her eyes and starting in on the most stirring rendition of The Star Spangled Banner I -- or I’d venture any of us -- had ever heard.  With a lower register and resonance that rivaled Grace’s in soul and in scope, you’d swear if you heard her on a recording, that Maggie was a gospel singer from Mississippi.  By the time she reached the last stanza, the group’s emotion was palpable.  Even recalling the memory brings me to tears.  For if, as it has been said, that music is the language of angels, never was it more apparent than on it was on that night, in that refuge of calla lilies and candles and overlapping anthems, shining together under the thatched roof of a small lodge in the shadow of Mount Killimanjaro -- a momentary sanctuary and refuge for a handful of strangers who had made the departure from their ordinary lives to bear witness to this brief glimpse of the divine – and forge a home away from home.

Minnesota, Savannah, Richmond Hill, Nail and Hair Salon, chanting to Dalai Lama tapes in the Walmart Parking Lot; golf  rugs and cloying décor… be careful what you wish for/ Sun Valley/Writer’s Conference/ Ad hoc Community/ Ellen and family; grandchildren/ Southeast Asia to follow…Austin, Texas and Boston.  Big Sur and Napa.
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