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for Clark and Sophie and Jonah


may we always return to each other
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Making Space



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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“My inheritance,” I laughed ruefully.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


The conversation wasn’t over.


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


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


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





Dear Dad,


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Oh,” I thought. “How strange.”


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


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


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


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


“Something basic. Foundational,” I suggested.


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


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


“That’s it!” shouted Anne.


“What?!”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“The soap opera about vampires?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


“What else can you feel?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


In my heart I already knew who she was.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Stop the train! Open the doors!”


“Call an ambulance!”


“I’m dialing 911!” someone yelled.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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





Dear Dad,


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Are you with me? I think you are.
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