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Author’s Note

The Return of the
Hummingbird Wizard is a work of pure fiction. The human beings
in this book have no relation to persons living or dead. However,
the animal encounters that take place inside the story are all
based upon actual experiences. It has also become a delightful part
of the developmental process of this work to note that a good many
people to whom I gave the original manuscript had personal
visitations from a hummingbird within the first two days of
beginning the book.

I’ve also received some
editorial criticism of this work for turning the last part of it
into a “God book.”

Guilty as charged.

 


 



That’s what the
highest criticism really is, the record of one’s own soul... It is
the only civilized form of autobiography as it deals not with the
events, but with the thoughts of one’s life; not with life’s
physical accidents of death and circumstance, but with the
spiritual moods and imaginative passions of the mind.

— Oscar Wilde
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“There was a healing in its wings

That I could not
define,

Any more than I could explain

The secret of life itself.”

— The Hummingbird Chronicles of Jonathan
Vieren, 2001

 


 



Prelude

As surely as I begin this chronicle, I remain firm in
the conviction that every day of our lives we encounter angels
unaware. It is a blessing for us to receive them. Even more so,
it’s a challenge for us to recognize them and bring them into the
fold of our experience. Of course, it’s the nature of their subtle
grace that they seldom proclaim who they are. That is done to
protect us. Otherwise we might consume ourselves in the fire of our
own expectation.

Revelation is a tricky
experience. And the very least we can do is attune our senses to
the difference between Heaven and mere fragments of light. And yet
it is through those fragments that we catch glimpses of our
hope.

The important issue
with angels is for us to behold them for what they are and,
somewhere along the way, let them know our gratitude with a
kindness in return. More easily said than done, I’m afraid. Because
their very nature mocks us, and lets our egos gesture for all
they’re worth in front of the funhouse mirror. Besides, they’re
brought into our realm of experience to be our cosmic
trouble-shooters. So they often come in our darkest moments, show
us the window to our redemption and then simply fade from sight. Or
else they are with us every day going about their business —
an exquisite unregarded truth that we’ve somehow taken for
granted.

That’s the challenge
for most of us. We consume our days in the slow burn of
subsistence. We overlook the tiny graces that bless us in every
moment.

We would prefer the
illusion of progress. So we find ourselves letting our ambition
drive us like some demon taskmaster. We hate the thought of being
so compelled. Yet in the same patchwork of thoughts, we admire it,
quote it, describe ourselves as “being driven,” so that people will
understand that we wear achievement on our brow; that we are a
force, a power, an obsessed creature constantly striving to
achieve.

That commands us to
“take command,” to show that we’re the boss, that we control the
ground on which we stand.

I wonder. I wonder if
anything we do is more than an orchestra of mutes, the unheard
music in our own empty waltz with chaos.

In this lifetime of
shortening days, I no longer make assumptions. I can only embrace
each moment as if it were made of gold. That was the lesson I
learned to trust. That was finally what came to me in the season
that I shared with the Hummingbird Wizard. It was what I heard in
his wordless counsel and the silence of his song.

What I’m about to
relate to you isn’t a myth of my making anymore than it can be
construed as the psychotic ranting of some misguided fool. Rather
it is the consummation of what I have come to realize is my
personal contact with the other side of my soul.

Each of us possesses
our intimate entry — that gateless gate — that is open to us
through the koan of our own deep desire. We long to see the face of
God and yet close down to our own counsel, until a guide comes into
our lives and obliterates the fear.

It might come in a
whisper or in what the fundamentalists wildly proclaim is a
“conversion experience,” complete with the thumping of bibles and
the boomings of enlightenment that thunder forth in congregations.
Or it could come in the miracle of the opening of a flower, one we
never expected to see in some unguarded dawn.

I believe that
revelation comes when we least expect it — in a thousand different
ways, on a hundred different days every year we live upon this
earth. The secret comes in recognition. Whatever it is, it beggars
description yet cannot be denied. It can only be felt and sung
aloud, even to the deaf.

That is what happened
to me in the winter of 2001. And even though it was Southern
California and, as such, a contradiction to seasons as we know
them, it was on its coldest of days that I found this spirit guide:
what some shamans might refer to as a bird totem.

I recommend this
journey to no one else. Don’t search where I have been. Just have
faith and understand that as surely as sunlight will follow a
storm, your “hummingbird wizard” is there in all his many forms.
All you need do is put your prayer on the wind, and Heaven will
hear the music. But send it with faith and have the wisdom to wait
for the clouds to part.

Patience is the lesson
here; mine certainly, and all of ours as well. And if you must keep
score at all, count your blessings and not the days that mar
them.

I didn’t always feel
this way. I used to push at the Door, tried to force the currents
of my life and found myself rejected in the process.

Life is a dance to
changing music. But one can only master the art if the steps are
second nature. That is what we have our teachers for.

Our teachers of course
are everywhere in every instant we breathe. I believe that now more
than ever. And if this brief uneven record can leave you with one
thought, it is this:

Every moment of every
day is a gift in waiting — to let us see this world more clearly
and what our role is to be. That’s our contract with this life.
That is our soul’s design. But let us hear the music — please! —
and let us dance in the days, with our angels in whatever forms
they take. For Heaven is our destiny, and what goes on until then
is found in the hidden poetry of living. That was this wizard’s
lesson: Take joy in what you do, or surely what you do will take
its toll. All creatures are our teachers and its legacy to me was
simply to save my life, and to give me the courage to complete its
exquisite design.

 


 



Oh glorious stranger!

Though you are no longer at my door,

I hear your song from the mountains above me

And your prayer from the waves below.

Oh gentle soul!

Your furious flight is the laughter of passion

Itself.

Your wings make music

That shatters the sleeping heart.

— Jonathan Vieren

 


 



CHAPTER
1

“A
Willing Suspension Of Disbelief”

The pathway that
leads from terror to delight becomes one of recognition. That is
what happened to me the day I first heard that intimate drumming in
my ear. It was thunderous. It was gentle. It was as if the storm of
my inner voices had come pouring out of me. It felt like a
convocation of falcons had caught me in their flight. And yet it
was no more than a single flutter that brushed against my face.

Flutter! Zoom! A
glancing blow — so confident, so cheeky, yet so gentle!

It passed me closely
enough for a kiss. Its wings whispered wildly, whirring some
couplet in a tongue that I had never heard before. Yet they grazed
my face in affectionate recognition. Even before I could react, it
had taken its place high up in the branch of a thorn tree, the one
that had always clawed at my sitting room window.

In all the years, the
tree had never blossomed, had scarcely even leafed; even on this
morning, it towered over me as if to mourn the stillborn fate that
somehow awaited us both. And yet as if to contradict itself, its
branches caressed this stranger who darted back and forth in its
tips, this little bird whose every gesture infused it with a bon
amité that somehow managed to turn it back into life. Its
branches limbered and swung in the wind as if it were a sapling
crying from inside, knowing that its destiny was to bloom.

Aware yet unconcerned
about the energy it had imparted, the hummingbird bounded freely in
front of me as if to say, “Here is life! Take it now in all its
manifestations! What you have before you is just a sample, and yet
it is everything. We are the universe in small. We are life at
large. Everything we do bears weight upon everything we see.”

The creature turned its
head as if to greet me, to pause in its busy discourse of milking
pollen from the trumpet vines and giving back the same.

In flight it was the
hummingbird — shimmering, iridescent — so joyously defiant it could
have bearded a falcon in the dive. But in this moment it sat before
me, an angel in repose, greeting me not as an equal but rather with
a kind of etheric courtesy that I might have expected from someone
who moved with ease in all the latitudes of awareness. There was a
sense of wonder about this creature, and yet a knowing too that it
carried the secret of serenity on its breath. Its breathing was
tactile. I could almost taste it — quick, fervid, and yet certain
of itself. It was palpable and yet so far removed from this tiny
place in time.

It was not of this
world. I felt it. I’d been frolicked by the contact — by the flurry
of wing and grace in flight that had sent my heart to skip and
calmed it all in the same bright, irreverent flash of light.

For a moment I wondered
if I’d somehow drawn this to me. I had, after all, made a study of
these creatures. In times past, I’d been so intensely fascinated by
the mythology about them that I often felt as the Aztecs did that
this creature had mystical powers.

The Aztecs had believed
that the hummingbird was divine. They interpreted its every moment,
though serene, to be a paradox. In tribute, they thought it the
ultimate warrior and worshipped it as a god — the god of War, the
Sun God, Huizilopochitli (pronounced
Wheat-see-low-poach-it-lee), a creature they reverently referred to
as “The Hummingbird Wizard.” Their warrior allusions were
justified. By every flight and dexterous action, the hummingbird
was fearless. The hummingbird could stand off an eagle or rip
through the seam in a tower of trees. And, with the exception of
one rather large Amazonian spider, it had no natural enemies. It
had no equal in the sky, lived life on its own terms, and flew with
such skill that its very grace on the wing seemed to mock the world
as it did so.

The Anasazi, the Navaho
sages, called the hummingbird “Wind Dancer,” and looked upon it as
a harbinger of transformation. For yours truly it had other
meanings. Somewhere in the ancient hollows of my heart, I knew that
this creature was the gentle soul of poetry itself. Though
whimsical and even comical at times, it was in every dancing moment
an emissary more angelic than any dove could be.

Certainly I knew it was
intelligent in ways no one could imagine, because I believed and
always have that genius was a cellular thing. This peaceful warrior
on the wind seemed to bear that out, caught me in its laughing gaze
and invited me to follow. How clumsy, how earthbound, how caught in
quicksand I came to feel. I felt limited and liberated all in the
very same moment. Why did this tiny dancer mock me in such ways? Or
was it something else? Was I merely finding new ways to ridicule
myself?

I questioned my own
sanity. At least at the start I did. And yet I acknowledged the
shattering truth that it wasn’t speaking in any tongue I could
determine. I wasn’t hearing voices just yet; and yet I felt he’d
begin. The epiphany to which I would soon submit would be one of my
own creation. This hummingbird was the messenger; that and little
else. What it did, it performed by nature — to make us all more
aware. And yet, I also knew that term for messenger in Latin was
Angel.

An angel, of course!
What else could it be? Energy doesn’t lie. And all our clever
rationales can never hope to diminish the simple value of truth
once it arrives.

“Hummingbird Wizard,” I
called out in a mantra of summoning. And every time I did, the
little bird would dart down for an exchange, bringing me the most
lucid expression of delight I had ever seen. It was one of
acknowledgment of a brother in the soul. There wasn’t one instant
of interspecific caution that we ordinarily exchange with any
creature we come across.

His was the conduct of
a consciousness both exquisite and complete, the depth of which I
could only begin to grasp. Conversations were quick to follow,
spurts of badinage, something the tiny bird acknowledged and more
than understood.

Finally, I gave voice
to my fancy. “Wizard, I know why you’re here.” I felt the greeting
flow freely from my mouth. I felt at home. I sensed a brother, and
yet I wasn’t sure why. Why indeed had this wizard come?

Why of all times in my
life would a fellow so evolved as this appear at last to greet
me?

The answer was plain.
And yet I found its simplicity terrifying: the creature was here to
teach me, but would only do so as long as I kept my third eye
open.

I knew there were
lateral planes of consciousness that everyone understood but no one
spoke of. Still in such uncaught moments, I had to realize that I,
as so much of the rest of the world, had come to be so trained out
of my excellence of spirit that now — even in the silk of this
moment — the lower part of me balked. I reasoned (that fatal tool
of mind) that this was my urban fantasy run-amok at seaside. Only
the homeless or holy men talk to birds and trees, and only in those
sacred points of contact when their confidences are kept. Although
I realized that in this permissive era, I would at worst be written
off as quaintly eccentric, it brought me to raise the question
first: What is sanity here? If I broach the conversation who
would dare to note it? And will it matter in the least to anyone
but me?

In the end I accepted
and acknowledged too that this inner debate was simply an exercise.
What we perceive as “reality” is merely a collection of
contradictions. Our lives are the blurred perceptions of seven
billion purblind souls who can’t hear above the din of our own
clumsy commerce long enough to see the world for what it really
is.

I, of course, was the
exception. (At least, I thought I was.) There at my hillside home
above the slow serene Pacific Ocean in Malibu, California I’d had a
chance for some scattered moments to rummage through the debris of
human consciousness and pluck a few slim shards of sanity. There
were glimpses. I could see them — reflections of what was meant to
be, hiding beneath the surface of what we’d become.

Nature. It always came
from Nature. And Henry Thoreau was right. Solitude is companionable
because we are never alone.

That’s what this
hummingbird had come to mean. That was his silent message,
something I accepted as his gift to challenge this hard-edged
world. And though it is our most human failing that we all attach
either too much or too little importance to every occurrence in our
lives, I had to grasp that, in this instant, I had seized upon a
truth. Rather, as truth so often does, it had seized upon me and
had been relentless in doing so.

Still, any truth was
worth a test. So I removed myself from the tree. The phone ringing
in my office had presented me with the choice. And I latched onto
it, even if it meant undoing the magic. I could have let my
voice-mail pick it up, but the serenity had seduced me. And somehow
the din of present time had been a welcome reprieve.

Even as I dashed
inside, I could hear the message firing over the speaker from a
producer friend of mine who always brought mixed blessings. Toddy
LaMont, his voice in bloom, always brought a smile, much like a day
at the circus or a night on the town.

“LaMont here!” he
referred to his own last name. I could feel his voice thrusting
into my message center with that familiar drone of frantic
proficiency.

“I think I have funding
for our Make a Difference project, but I need some budget
revisions. Can you meet me at The Ivy tomorrow? 1:30! I’ll see you
there. And bring your new budgets! I know you will. You’re such an
animal!”

The elation. The brash
assumption. The catching joy in the voice. What convincing urgency.
How unfailingly seductive! I almost believed it myself. I started
to pick up the phone but didn’t. LaMont had his routine down so pat
it seemed rude to interrupt it. Besides, if I knew LaMont, he’d
called just to miss me, hoped that I’d be gone, just so his
pregnant promises could spice the anticipation.

Had I picked up, I
would have asked questions Toddy couldn’t field. This way my
appearance was a command and not a request. That was Toddy’s golden
ruse — the assumption of our goodness, the one that renders us rude
and unfeeling were we ever to resist.

Even though I lived in
Malibu, LA is the city in which I store my dreams, plying my
creative properties in that alternate reality called Hollywood.
Nothing is more of an illusion than that. In a town where
trust-fund babies have lunches in clubs just to be seen in
conversation about deals that will never get done — in a city that
movie critic Rex Reed once described as the only town in the world
where you can die of encouragement — I had come to the numbing
suspicion that I had run my course. There in the “House of Talk”
even the sound of yet another project had started to sicken me.

L.A. was crowded, rude,
unkempt, awash in a sea of cell-phones and the hollow din of
thousands of people desperate to seem important. You’re
tape-measured from the day you arrive, pigeonholed as to age,
sized-up for your contacts and your utility to others. If you don’t
fit inside the lines, you are set outside them, left to rot in the
brine of the vast unwashed. It’s a town best visited when necessary
and only when armored well. And it may vary but will never change
in the sands of a thousand years.

Malibu by contrast is a
safe haven. It’s a citadel against the madness. It’s a village by
the blue Pacific with a heart and soul of its own. Even though it’s
star-studded, even though famous faces fly in and out with the
swallows, and even though entitlement and narcissism rule, the bell
of humanity still rings from time to time.

Here I’ve found a
sanctuary, a reward for some Dharma done in this lifetime. Here I
live in a three-story carriage house on a four-acre French
Restoration estate in Las Flores Canyon that looks like a slice of
Versailles three hundred feet above the Pacific paid tribute by
thundering herds of surf that crash against the shore. Whatever
else I’ve done in this life, I’ve always felt that this small
corner of the world was mine by some accidental stroke of angelic
grace. Even though it is mine by lease and so by nature fragile,
and even though my landlord is a killer doll with an Uzi for a
brain, I question it not at all, for I am blessed just to breathe
the rarefied air. Negative ions fill my lungs. Here the world goes
away. Here I feast on violet sunsets across a coral sea. Here I can
share my poetry with the gods of all potential. Here I will weave
my dreams until the day all dreaming stops.

Here the silence is
sacrament, and what little voices I hear are those of a thousand
creatures who have brought no agenda at all. Deer gently savage the
marigolds that sit outside my window. Rabbits dine on prana and
mist and grow to the size of beagles. Field mice and kestrels seem
to have an uneasy truce between them. Even the powerful red tailed
hawk and the coterie of owls come to perch politely here with no
thought of taking score.

I behold this and stand
in awe at the simple joy it has brought.

Every morning I arise
and say my prayers of thanksgiving that I’ve been granted passage
to spend a decade in a place that people only dream of.

Why then would I even
respond to such pickpocket probes as those of Toddy LaMont? Why
even bother to return his call? I knew what the outcome was going
to be even before I went there. We would dance and someone would
clap and make their mental notes. I would doubtless pick up the
check. Toddy would strut and stutter. And yet another parcel of
dreams would drop down the rabbit hole. Why bother? I hear
the question asked. It’s a Caucus Race of egos. You know the
course that’s sane, and yet you pursue the madness. Where do you
need to go with this? The answer is in your pocket. Stay on this
hill and find the hidden passages to yourself.

My personal office is a
cathedral. Its ceiling is twelve feet high with an entire bank of
windows that look out onto the sea.

Just beyond them, I see
him darting, frolicking in circles, gamboling in and out of the
bushes while keeping an eye on me. He has no voice yet I hear his
voice — this constant little fellow — this Hummingbird Wizard
buzzing before me, inviting me to play, taunting me because I do
not, seeming to point the way. His silent rebuttal inspires me. I
toss the receiver down and surge out into the dregs of day and the
sky of a dying sun.

There he is, the wizard
waiting, making light of my wonder, letting me know that nothing
tomorrow will change.

Be in the
moment, I feel him repeating. Be in this glorious
moment.

My thoughts now flap in
infinite cadence to the endless hum of his wings.

Does he say it? Does
the bird speak it? I call out to question the source, but follow
him nonetheless to the top of the hill.

The wizard becomes my
honor guard now. He hovers about as I plop down on the grass to
behold the miracle of rock and sea beyond. I have seen it so often
before and (God forgive me!) have at times taken it for granted.
But it’s much like loving a beautiful woman — that in those
cherished moments the glory of her gentle power humbles me yet
again.

In the moment, I
release the need to be anywhere else at all, and the rest of the
world seems blocked to its own purpose beneath my feet.

Still, tomorrow will
bring its own truth, and for lessons unknown I will go and join in
the swim. I will take the long elaborate lunch. Foreseeing the
outcome, I will nevertheless attend and wear my mask of wonder. It
is our faith in things absurd that makes us so very human. I know
this, and yet I often rage at my own willingness to be gulled.

Even now, I remember
somewhat proudly that while in the second grade, I gave a
dissertation in defense of Santa Claus. Even against the onslaughts
of what we adults refer to as the truth, even against the vocal
challenges of everyone else my age, I, Jonathan Vieren, stood
steadfast in my beliefs. After all, I’d built my case and even
provided empirical knowledge that the chubby old man in the cheery
red suit really did exist.

How else, I recall
having reasoned well, could my cookies and milk have been eaten?
They couldn’t have just evaporated. Someone had woofed them down,
someone with girth and a monstrous appetite. Besides, I clearly
remembered having heard his footsteps on my roof and the sound of
hoof beats and jingling bells as he merrily rode away.

In fact, my conviction
carried weight. So convinced had I been of my correctness that I
actually reconverted two of the fallen away. I also recalled, once
my movement to faith had regained momentum, that my illusions would
be shattered yet again at last when our second grade teacher Miss
Lawyer took sides with the naysayers and informed them (rather
coldly, I thought) that Santa Claus was a creature of myth, no more
real than the Easter Bunny or Snow White and the Seven
Dwarfs. All I knew from that day forward was that I would hate
Miss Lawyer forever, and that I would never trust another adult
again.

I remember it even now.
And somehow it makes me sad to realize that in some oblique sense
of obligation to innocence, I will run to that lunchroom counter
and make my stand for delusion once again. Someone will spin a
dream, and I’ll find myself believing, flouting the bonds of logic
and all the gods of common sense.

Good job! Comes
the song from the skies around me. Santa Claus exists! Never
doubt it for a moment. And bring some cookies and milk!

The rejoinder delights
me, yet lifts as a canticle that didn’t come from my lips. Instead
it echoes from someone else who shares the hillside with me.

What’s more, the
awareness also strikes home that somewhere along the way I’ve
received contradictory advice; some very good advice to stay, and
another admonition, equally valid, to go and plunge into the orgy
of fabrication that awaits me at some overpriced sidewalk café in
West Hollywood.

So, what counsel should
I heed? Which voice spoke the truth? Should I go? Or should I
stay?

Yes! The answer
comes back.

“Yes?” Uncertain, I
query.

Yes! The answer echoes
somehow just as certain as I’m unsure.

A paradox! At last it
strikes me. And so the choice is my own.

Yes! The word repeated
resounds as if it were sung in chorus — as if that chorus were sung
precisely to mock any conclusion I come to.

And the little bird
around me hovers as if it knew my mind.

Nothing is done to
mock us, I hear. We only mock ourselves, by letting our
little doubts lay waste the courage in our heart.

Such insights on a cool
winter morning jolt me into awareness and reawaken the sleeping
passion to see all possible worlds. Then I remember. That’s why I
chose this eloquent patch of my life — to behold again the world
through the eyes of a child.

How then can I doubt
this moment — this exquisite touch of insight, this messenger who
defies the rigorous strain of human perception? I know that we
prisoners of convention perceive the light of a greater truth to be
a kind of madness. That’s because it comes in guises both ferocious
and uneven, and body blows to our puffed up sense of dominion.

A Hummingbird Angel?
Can it be? The answer follows: Of course! Could the light of
revelation come in any other way? Only fools demand the Thunder,
and I am such a creature — wounded and blind to my potential, yet
thirsting for the light.

“I suppose I should
doubt you,” I tell this bird who refuses to fly away, when I know
that in the past my creature interactions have netted me more peace
than all the human counsel I’ve ever known.

You think one thing
and say another. That’s the maze of illusion! Human beings give
voice to their thoughts and lose themselves in the translation.

The observation
unravels me, and yet it loosens my bonds. Silence holds the
cloisters in which I’m to free myself again. For a moment I
question my sanity for this dialogue I hold with this tiny wizard
on the edge of my awareness. And yet there’s a peace that quells
all doubt — an angel behind all this, one who smiles through eyes
that bring the light to a day gone down.

 


 



CHAPTER
2

Hollywood Shamans

Lunch at the Ivy. All for show. A garden table by the
gate. Quick waves to the cognoscenti in hopes of having the
greeting returned in kind. Toddy LaMont splatters his conversation
around the table like rounds fired from a Glock 9. Names like shell
casings spit into the air and fall to the floor with a brassy clang
that rings of the rich and famous.

“I know we can get
Martin Sheen to play this part, or Robert Conrad. Both are very
good friends of mine. Tim Burton (whom I’ve known for years) would
love to direct this. Or we could get Tony Scott who is also a good
friend. John Daly, who won Oscars for producing Platoon and
The Last Emperor, and who produced the original
Terminator — and is a Hollywood Legend! — said he’d be
interested in producing this. And he met Teresa here and thought
she was gorgeous and talented (as we all do!) and thought she’d be
perfect for the female lead, which of course, she is.

“I’ve already had an
option on the script, which I discovered, but I turned it down
because they insisted on using Ashley Judd for the lead. Now, I
love Ashley, and I’ve known her whole family for years (and that’s
a story in itself!), Wynona — Naomi particularly is a great friend
of mine! — the whole Judd clan. Anyway, Ashley’s a terrific actress
but just too old for this part, which requires someone fresh and
young and new like Teresa — perfect age — 23!”

“Twenty two,” she
corrects, elongating the syllables as if her youth were her
franchise. Ignoring her preoccupations, Toddy continues his
rat-tat-tat of promises from The Hollywood Handbook of Hype,
his hand manipulating its way to cap the knee of this woman,
Teresa, who is sitting back across the table from me, trying to
appear both intelligent and savvy. Instead, she conforms like a
child in votive, kneeling at the altar of promises unfulfilled and
managing to believe every bit of high velocity dreck this man is
pumping out. His imagination is boilerplate, and only he believes
it — as well as those well schooled in the singular art of
self-deception. But Toddy is suave. His looks are de rigueur,
something out of tanning beds and last year’s Vanity Fair.
He’s forty something but tries to act younger. He looks like he’s
trying too hard. Anyone with eyes can see it. But myopia reigns
supreme.

Toddy’s great strength
is his tragic flaw. His patter is rehearsed a thousand times over
yet fired off with such bursts of energy that he becomes one of the
converted.

Teresa tries to make
some sense of it, but ghosts of suspicion haunt her in the moment.
She’s pretty, friendly, flirtatious, kind, wants me to be her
friend just in case I’m someone important whom she might have
overlooked. I bite off my inclination to take her aside to tell her
that

Toddy LaMont hasn’t
packaged a film in five years, that she’s putting out for a
down-on-his-luck producer who is hanging by a thread.

Besides, I’m about to
believe it myself. Even though I’ve heard it all a thousand times
before, even though Toddy is the man comedian Don Rickles once
described as being able to “spit out more famous names in 60
seconds than I’ve met in my entire life,” it’s astounding to see
him in action. It’s even more fascinating to realize that
everything this man says is true — that he does know everyone, that
he has known them all for years, that he is loved by everyone and
taken seriously by no one. What’s more, this town is full of Toddy
LaMonts, players reduced to characters, who dance the jig whether
or not there is music. Charming, absolutely charming! And I am
still the fool, knowing better yet bearing witness to fading
notions of greatness.

Is it possible to talk
a thing to death? Rhetorical questions pall, but hope is the drug
that keeps us in motion however vague the promise.

Another member of our
party sits in his Armani suit and holds up his digital camera,
moving his picture-window video back and forth as if he would sell
it later to ABC. Behind him, a row of manicured bushes obscures the
traffic on Robertson Drive while a waiter who wants to be an actor,
indifferently takes our order. (Toddy knows how to play this too.
He drops a name or two, and promptly the lad perks up and carves a
smile into his face.)

We all order. I will
buy. It seems a small thing to do. Toddy can’t. And this ersatz
entrepreneur knows his own financial leverage automatically grants
him free passes to everything.

“Of course, I can’t
convince Michael to invest in any of my projects — even though he’s
worth at least $200 million.” LaMont throws an importunate jab,
striking air but changing the momentum.

“It’s $300 million. At
least, it was until this stock market tanked. (God! 2001 has been a
disaster thus far!)” Michael is quick to defend his position. He’s
heavyset and smug. “Besides the reason I have $300 million, more or
less, is because I know that investing in entertainment is like
playing Russian roulette. Even if you win a time or two, sooner or
later you’re going to get your head blown off.”

The comparison is
clearly trite. But he’s proud of the fact that he drew it. In fact,
he’s dead right, and everyone knows it; the issue precludes
debate.

Then Michael adds, “In
fact, 19 out of every 20 investors in film lose money. Even if the
film makes money, the film studios find creative ways to pull off
cost accounting roll ups so that any profit you might make in a
film disappears on paper.”

He does so just to give
weight to his comment. Point made, he sits back and keeps taping,
doing exactly what he condemns yet, we suspect, will someday do on
his own.

“Ah but there are some
shows that are worth the risk — like Make a Difference —
which Michael has read, and Jonathan here is my partner on and did
so much of the brilliant writing to create. (And Jonathan Vieren is
only one of the most underrated writers in this town…) And Make
a Difference will make an incredible difference because its
primary goal is to save our planet and our ecology in so many
different ways, and because Make a Difference helps so many
worthy causes. And we already have so many major stars committed to
devote their time and energy to it that we can’t lose. And
we will make this happen…”

Toddy’s voice has
softened now. There’s a kind of reverence to it, one reserved for
those rare and cherished flirtations with Purpose. It’s a cause
that resonates with him. This is a contract made in the soul, and
so he uses it mercilessly to gain cachet in this town.

“I agree. It’s a good
show,” Michael, the savvy entrepreneur, acknowledges. “I just don’t
invest in entertainment properties. It’s an iron rule I follow.
Never invest in anything that you don’t know everything about.”

Toddy presses. Even
now, Teresa is leaning over, revealing a faith that Toddy’s charm
will somehow close this man. “Look upon it as a worthy cause.
Surely, you contribute to charities, to causes. Don’t you?”

“Some.” Michael, the
digital camera stuck to his face like a second nose, now leans back
as if trying to get a better angle, expressing in every joint and
cell his desire to make an escape.

I close my eyes and
send psychic mail for Toddy to turn down the pressure. But Michael
sets the camera down and lowers his guard along with it.

“I’ll make some calls.
Some people I know might be interested. I’ll see what I can do,” he
acquiesces. Clearly, he wants to drop the subject and will make any
gesture necessary to do it, even if it means embracing the language
of attempt.

Toddy relents and
promptly returns to his litany of praise, for Michael, for Teresa,
for me — for anyone he can. He never stops. He never lets up. His
garrulous rant is contagious. And even though I realize that I’ve
been trotted out on this occasion like a parade horse, I find
myself once more suspending disbelief and embracing the Law of
Probability.

Perhaps, I reason, this
could be true. Illusion takes a life of its own. Realities grow out
of pure potential, and there is intention here. This could happen.
This could come to pass, even though it never has before.

Then Toddy smiles, and
that act in itself causes the rash of betrayal to creep through the
pores in my skin. There is something in the eye; the imp of ego
that hovers, that nasty grinning gargoyle that comes to chew upon
our trust. It overwhelms the goodness in us and makes offerings to
itself. This little luncheon has been staged. There’s nothing of
substance here: just another skeptical man and a gullible girl with
a dream that she somehow thinks she can steal with her body.
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Cognitive dissonance
spoils my drive back to Malibu. The blue Pacific is a gembox
baptismal, but the poetry of it eludes me. I gun my roadster up the
U.S. 1 and through the mountain roads. The skies above somehow
become a palette for my rage; the mountains mock my own sense of
smallness and take my ambitions to task.

What weakness is it in
human nature that we allow ourselves to submit to days such as
this, to such a repetition of folly and a perpetuation of myth?
Toddy LaMont continues his pattern of weaving webs around his
latest bimbo du jour as if she needed impressing or was even
worth the trouble. Michael the moneyman expressed his intention to
demur. (Part of the gift of being rich is an instinct for dodging
sham.) He has no need of Toddy LaMont or anyone from his world.

Knowing this I have to
wonder what my tragic flaw must be. What lapse in reason drives me
to believe that some dream will spring from the swill of such
events?

I pull in behind my
carriage house and bolt to the top of the hill, feeling a fraud and
utterly undeserving of such beauty.

I post at the crest and
a peace assumes me — the passion play of life forms. The lawn is
flowing infinite green that rolls in a seamless carpet merging with
the shoals of the shores far below. On the grass just below me some
swallows dance in sensible patterns, pecking particles of grain
from the lawn. They glimpse me yet view me as statuary. I pose no
threat to them. They bob and weave like tiny boxers, punching at
their own shadows, picking specks from the grass. They come to
stand beside me now. I can reach out and touch them but wouldn’t
think to violate the integrity of the boundaries that they’ve
set.

They bring a calm and a
lesson too. They’re indifferent to my distress. If I live or if I
die, they will press on untroubled about their day.

“They are your
teachers,” comes the voice, small, teasing, clearly not of this
world. As I look up I see the Hummingbird merrying above me.

I call him “Wizard” for
the very first time. The sobriquet seems to please him. The little
fellow loops in an arc as if to acknowledge my greeting but takes
my questions as if they are bits of patronizing bait.

“In what way are they
my teachers?”

“You already know the
way. So let’s not waste time quizzing me with answers that you
already posses.”

“They teach me the joy
of simplicity, of the simple pleasure of foraging, of the beauty of
the uncomplicated life.”

I answer but find
myself ripped with doubt. Is this happening at all? Or have I at
last lost my mind?

“I hope so,” I hear the
emphatic reply, a reply that’s made to my thoughts. “I hope so,”
the hummingbird repeats, as if he were beating out a rhythm of
remembrance.

“That I have lost my
mind?” I ask, knowing all the while that by asking back, I’m being
both rhetorical and redundant.

“Hasn’t it gotten you
into enough trouble already?” comes the query, spoken with a
lilting softness that prohibits my taking offense.

“So you’re saying I
should lose my mind…”

“And rediscover your
heart,” the Wizard finishes the thought, as if he’d played it
beforehand.

“I meant people would
think that I have lost my mind, particularly if they’ve seen me
talking to a bird.”

“Not just any bird. A
hummingbird,” the Wizard corrects. “And besides, why not? People
have Conversations with God. They Ask Their Angels. They talk to
the trees and hold perfectly lucid interactions with the dead
through transmediums and channels. So what’s wrong with the likes
of me? We take our angels where we find them. Can this be any
different? Can we doubt that councils of grace come in myriad
ways?”

Is it better or is it
worse? I silently ask, but realize that my thoughts carry their own
noise.

Of course, the Wizard
picks it up. His anticipation is flawless. And games of human
primacy are fodder for his wit.

“Comparisons are
odious,” he apes the sage Confucius, somehow making the epithet his
own.

“I never thought that
you’d resort to quoting others,” I chasten, realizing my judgments
form the cage of my own small view.

“And how exactly can
you be sure that they haven’t quoted me?” comes the trilling reply.
“I’ve been around for a while, you know. This form is a
manifestation — one I choose because it carries its own sense of
the sublime. The iridescent bonnet of feathers, my skills of flight
like a saber of light, the infinite joy in my demeanor, the insight
in the eye that sees the soul in every thing. Even you’ve noticed
that special aura about me, about the little creature that the
Aztec’s thought of as a god. How close to the truth they came in
that moment. How close to the truth you will come when our time
together at last is done.”

“We are all aspects of
God to whom the word of God is given,” I work at finding the answer
and feel a bit pretentious in the process.

“The Gospel of John.
How fitting,” the little bird chides. “Now, who’s quoting others?”
he chortles, dancing in the air, clearly finding joy in the
exchange.

“And how exactly can
you be sure that they weren’t quoting me?” I offer in riposte.

“Because I was there,”
the hummingbird deftly tops me again, even though his calm takes a
serious tone.

The shift in energy
rattles me. “So…” my pause is a prayer, “are you to be my teacher?
Or are you not?”

“Neither more nor less
than all you see. Neither more nor less than these swallows.
Neither more nor less than your family of cats are your teachers —
or Toddy LaMont.”

“How could Toddy LaMont
ever teach me anything — except perhaps how to delude everyone,
including himself? What lessons can he give me other than how to
push the bounds of truth past all possible limits, how to
manipulate others while never managing to accomplish a single
thing? What other lessons can he offer, except how not to conduct
my business unless I want to remove ethics, effectiveness, and
success from my vernacular?”

“I don’t mean to seem
categorical here. But it seems to me he’s taught you a great deal
already. Wouldn’t you say?” Enthusiasm comes with equanimity of
spirit, one that brings me up and calms me all in the very same
breath. “That’s the Fourth Song of the Hummingbird — to
Recognize the Teacher in Everything. But before you learn
it, you’ll also have to extract the good qualities from all your
lessons. I mean, I never remembered saying that all teachers had to
be role models. That’s your personal contrivance, not mine.
Besides, there are truly good qualities about even those who seem
the least redeemable among us. So…?”

“So what?”

“So what are they? What
are this man’s good qualities? What redeems him? (And remember,
what you find to redeem in him, you also redeem in yourself.)”

The challenge causes me
to labor, to reflect upon all my interactions with Toddy LaMont. To
do that, I flash back to the beginning of our relationship and
remember in a few short strokes how very much the man had first
impressed me.

“And only positive
comments this time,” the Wizard stipulates, proud and cheeky that
he has laid down yet another rule in the game.

I recall and find
myself caught in the Law of Pure Potential. I remember how taken
I’d been when I’d first met him. How very much Toddy and I had
shared the same ideals — about fostering projects that would make
this world a better place, about using arts and entertainment to
advance the forum for human evolution.

“He’s the best
networker I’ve ever seen. He doesn’t know a stranger and embraces
everyone as a brother. What’s more, I’ve never heard him say a
negative word about anybody. He is one of the most positive people
I have ever met. And he knows, just knows, what excites another
human being. It’s as if he could somehow tap into their soul’s
desires and promise a resolution.”

“And are these
qualities you admire?”

“For the most
part.”

“And do you possess
these qualities yourself?”

“Not all of them.”

“Would you, if you
could?”

“Of course.”

“And do you accept the
truth that all things are possible?”

“Yes.”

“Then Toddy LaMont has
shown you even more of what is possible for you. Has he not?”

“Possibly?”

“Then, would you not
say that he is a great teacher in your life? As much as the sea or
the swallows or I?”

“Possibly.”

“Ah, but he begrudges
the notion!” The Wizard speaks to the clouds. “Just as he might
begrudge the fact that Toddy LaMont is positive all the time about
everything, and you are not.” His conjugations shift as he begins
to bring home his point. “In fact, Toddy LaMont has always been
supportive, loyal, outrageously complimentary and utterly
dependable where you’re concerned, and you have not returned the
energy in kind.”

“Quite possibly, you’re
right.”

“That makes him your
spiritual superior in many ways.”

“You tell me
comparisons are odious, and yet you continue to make them.”

“Touché! I deserved
that. You see I’m learning too. So we can sing these songs
together. That’s the joy of teaching!” The Wizard delights in my
catching him up, even more than I. “Still, you have to admit that
your old friend is more than your teacher. He is an agent of
transformation for you, and may continue to be for quite some time
to come.”

“You’re right. I admit
it. I probably need to let go of some old concepts…”

“You mean like the
innate sense of moral superiority you feel toward Toddy LaMont and
about half the people you come into contact with. That’s really
holding you back, you know.”

“Am I that bad?” I stop
and think about it. “You know, you’re right. I do.”

“Delightful! Then
you’re already beginning to make a paradigm shift in consciousness.
You’ve begun to transform your perception of your own
relationships.”

“Yes, I suppose I
have.”

The hummingbird darts
up and down the hillside, gathering momentum as he does so, seeming
to grow more joyful with each answer he extracts. Extract them, he
does, much in the way he would pull pollen from a flower, only
sweeter and more softly given. “That’s the premise of the Fourth
Song. Do you think you’ve begun to learn it?”

The solicitation jars
some candor from me that I hadn’t expected. “I don’t know,” I spit
out the response, both unreflected and true. “Does it become me to
do so this quickly?”

“Do you not feel better
exploring the good things about this man than dwelling upon his
negative qualities?”

“I think so.” I say it,
not wanting to appear too easy a conquest.

“Then, I’ll come back
when you know so,” the small wizard sings, making his own taunting
exit. He is the master of leverage, knowing innately that I will
call out rather than risk losing him forever.

“Do you always answer a
question with a question?” I toss the challenge in behind him.

“If I answer your
question, then whose answer is it?” he queries.

“Yours.” My answer
clicks in place like a number in a lock.

“And if you must answer
the answer then whose answer is it at last?” “Mine!”

“Then doesn’t the
question then become the answer in itself?”

“I suppose.”

“Then that’s part of
another Song in the Hummingbird Wizard’s Songbook.”

“How many songs are
there?”

“How many do you want
there to be?”

“How many should there
be?”

The question spawns a
circle dance in the sky replete with singing and laughter, yet not
a word is given in reply. The Wizard arches with ease off toward
the western sun, into an arc of light so bright it blinds me to
behold.

I start to ask if the
bird is an angel but know the certain reply. What else could he be
but an answer to prayer?

“Aren’t we all?” the
Wizard would say, as certain of his mission as I am uncertain of
what the future will bring.

I release the need to
know and just as soon as I do, I feel a rush of power — as if my
very suspension of bias has opened another door inside me.

 


 



CHAPTER
3

Of
Dogs, Dolphins, Rocky Raccoon and other Mystic Moments

All of us have been granted extrasensory gifts. Some
of us are clairvoyant. Some are clairaudient. Others have had their
third eye opened as a camera to the soul; they can see the
corruption in other people and behold their goodness as well. Some
men have instincts for making money. Others for games of chance.
Some have mastered the art of acceptance, while others have tasted
the light, the one that God shines every day into pockets of our
perceptions. Then there are those among us who go stumbling blindly
through life and must be rescued by guides in legion — time and
time again.

I have been such a
fortunate soul. And though I’m certain of little else, I’m
convinced that what has saved me up to now has been my love of our
creature companions and my trust in the messages that they
bring.

I question my own
telepathy. I have it with little else. Yet it is with other living
things — with our friends in fur and feather — that I have somehow
been granted the gift of weaving worlds.

Whenever I pause to
think about it, my life has been a chronicle of mystic moments
shared with our creature teachers. Like so many miracles that cross
us daily, we tend to take them for granted, to shrug them off as
coincidence or an aberration of Nature. And yet they happen as
daily fare — the gliding hawk that lights our sky, the peaceful
musings of horses in a field, the death of an innocent dove. They
are the doges of our darkest moments. They come to render
perspective, to draw us out of our self-absorption and make us
realize that we have our own small role to play in a far, far
greater game.

There are no
aberrations in Nature. There is only the Flow. It’s just that we
poor human beings have lost our sense of rhythm. Yet if we take the
time to think, we can all remember creature encounters that lasered
our awareness.

I’ve heard it every day
of my life, in the lilting conversations when my fellow human
beings, otherwise indifferent to the world around them, start to
recount a moment or two when they creased the hem of Nature. Their
eyes delight. Their voices lift. A new life enters their speech. An
animation overtakes them as they share their encounters with the
other creatures of our world. The child returns. All judgment
pales. All other things become equal. And we are brothers and
sisters in the breath of a loving God.

In all this, the
Hummingbird Wizard was right. If I know nothing else, I know this
to be true. Recollections roam with sweetness along the banks of my
past, cleansing my spirit even as they delight me to recall.

Once when I was not
much more than a tot and the universe was my toy, I was fearless
and destined for great things. It was late autumn in Duluth,
Minnesota, and I was alone in my yard. Back in the days when
telephone calls actually meant something I remember that for just a
moment my mother, the willowy elegant Lauretia Vieren, had gone
inside to answer, leaving me with strict instructions “not to go
anywhere.”

Of course, I ignored
her. I was four and a man. It was time to get on with my life. And
a world of wonder lay just beyond the stripe of my wrought-iron
fence.

Venturesome, more than
a little bold, I had followed my lust for new things and ambled far
beyond the safe haven of my own well-manicured lawn. Down alleys
and streets, through parks and worlds that felt like magical
forests, I wandered until I realized that I no longer knew where I
was.

For a moment I
panicked, until my tiny sensibilities took over and reminded me
that no true heroes ever succumbed to fear. The world was always
theirs to command. And something — I just knew it! — would come
along and show me the way back home.

But time can be cruel.
It has a way of winding itself around you. And in a while — a
minute, an hour — I started to feel unsure. The streets of autumn
were cold and damp, and I’d run out of options. The houses folded
into unfriendly shadows. Their echoes mocked my callings out.
Buildings took on dark gothic faces. There were goblins in every
doorway. And I was lost but far too proud to cry.

Then in my most
perilous cross, a great brown dog appeared. He seemed to come
straight out of nowhere. He was huge as he stood beside me and
carried a classic canine smile that curled across his face. He was
the kind that embraced me at once, that told me he wouldn’t hurt
me; that told me if I just tagged along that everything would be
fine. Even then, even though I’d had no dogs or cats of my own, I
knew that that this chocolate-eyed angel had been sent as if on a
mission to vouch me safe and take me home again.

We were best friends. I
knew it at once. We were meant to make the long walk to sanctuary;
the fates had ruled it so. I put my arm around the dog’s shoulder,
looped my fingers through his collar and trusted the rest to fate.
In an instant the great dog urged us forward, and we started
walking together. His thick body waggled. Its playful swaying
almost knocked me over a time or two. Still I held on with a loving
faith in all things, certain that if I let go even for an instant
that he’d disappear and I would be lost forever.

In time both certain
and quick to come, that chocolate brown marvel of joyous power led
us straight back to my gate, licked me once, turned away and
disappeared from my life. I never saw that great dog again but
suddenly realized that there were creatures that I could trust who
would come into my days, bring me salvation and never judge the
other side of me.

They weren’t of the
human kind. I suspected humans already. They always seemed more
interested in power and self-glorification. There were conditions
to what they did. There were rules they set. Everything was a
harshly written game of right and wrong.

Not without reason, my
return was marked by trauma, the passionate purge that seemed
innate to the post war family dynamic. My mother Lauretia — being
Italian and by nature given to mercurial runs of emotion —
simultaneously lavished me with affection and scorn (as only
Italian women can do) cried that she’d been worried sick and that
she’d had the neighbors call the police. I explained about the
“chocolate dog” but my choice of words was too glib and conjured
the very fairy-tale imagery for which I’d already become
notorious.
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