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What Goes Around Comes Around
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I write to you from an eight-by-eight-foot weather-battered deck at the back of a little scrap-and-wallboard cabin near Flagstaff, Arizona. I would have come to this work sooner, but the dishwater began to boil on the woodstove—when you live in a home with no running water, you wash dishes when the water’s hot.




It takes forty-five minutes to wash three days’ worth of a single woman’s dishes. And only four gallons of water, which, in a land whose rains are both ferocious and skittish, whose aquifers are being drained by development, gives me great joy. As does the half hour of carrying water from the shower house, plunging my hands into warm suds, and seeing the mismatched plates and glasses shine in the rack.




Now I sit in perfect sun. Long blue shadows weave across what’s left of snow in the little meadow just beyond the two-trunked pine. It is mid-January, just past noon, at 6,900 feet. Cats wander through golden wild grasses. Harold, the tabby Forrest Gump; Buster, the hapless cat union organizer; Bluto, a suave Felix who moves like Jackie Gleason; the divine and terrible Miss ChiChi, her disposition and her sapphire eyes those of a forties movie empress.




I have come to what sometimes feels like paradise, other times like a difficult and inarguable exile, through no longer belonging anywhere else. I’ve moved through a hundred doors of dislocation—most often in pain, hanging on for what I believed was my dear life. Rarely, but joyfully, I’ve gone into surrenders so deep they felt like pure love.




Through all of this, there were no snipers. No one bombed my town. No one burned down my home. My children were not killed. We had more than enough to eat. More than enough of everything. I was one lucky American.




Now, luckier still, I know this red earth under my feet and the sweet light around me are gifts of shelter. And the work it takes to live here, a spiritual practice.




 




If you happened to look over from the old suburb a few hundred yards south of my back deck, you would see me, a sturdy woman, a Baba Yaga in black tights and hiking boots, perhaps the grownup your parents warned you about. Or you might see a woman in part, or very much, like yourself. This woman will be writing.




Thatyou can count on.




In twelve days, if I am lucky, I will be sixty-three. For fifty-two years of this life, I have written—sometimes randomly, sometimes more faithfully than I ever kept a lover. Poems. Stories. Essays. And journals. My daughter and my second best friend know they are to burn the journals when I die because the words in their pages are inseparable from my spirit. They are part of an intimate conversation with What I Serve. They are medicine. They are my best friend.




Earth and writing. I am held by them. They have carried me safely from my family, from serving as a mother, from the hope of connection with a partner toward a life in which I serve them. Earth and writing. My homes in human wilderness. My gratitude to them has become reason to live.
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The morning sun has moved behind the tall pines. The shadows are cobalt. I go back into the cabin. Juniper burns in the wood-stove. Light pours through the big southern windows. There is no television, no washer, no dryer. There is an answering machine and fax. I have lived here sixteen out of the eighteen years I have been in the West. Not from noble environmental beliefs, but because this home in this plateau clearing is the first place I felt I truly belonged. The first home in which I could freely draw breath. The home in which I daily renew my vows to write and to fight for the earth.




I am a deeply devout woman. I pray with words, but more often with actions: picking up garbage from the forest roadside, dancing alone to the blues, using every drop of water I bring into my cabin, writing the ugly and essential, cutting up my big-box discount club card, being arrested while trying to stop a uranium mine from being sunk in a meadow known by a local tribe as the Belly of Mother Earth.




And I pray with inaction: Doing nothing. Faking patience. Keeping silence. Letting the next second, minute, hour unfold, in its own hard, its own sweet time.




Often, far too often, my prayers have been the muttering of a woman in passionate monologue with a man—or a slot machine—“Come on, baby. Give it up. You can do it.”




I pray with a multitude of holy beings: the emerging dawn; Pan and the grasshopper nestled in his beard; the sound of ravens in flight—thehusshhh of living feather on living wind; August thunder; the anger that flashes in my blood.




I serve the Goddess of the West, Our Lady of What Goes Around Comes Around. She informs every word, every silence in my work. She knows I stand firmly in the lineage of the obsessed, in the company of all who are hooked on anything we like. She asks me to live in this moment.




And in the long run.










SCHEHERAZADE:


A WOMAN TELLS STORIES TO SAVE HER LIFE
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Scheherazade
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I warn you, I am an addict, a woman obsessed—by anything I like. Cilantro. Good gin. Smart men with black hair. E-mail. Slot machines whose wild symbol is a sloe-eyed Cleopatra. Adrenaline and the tsunami of beta-endorphins that follows terror.




A woman obsessed is rarely bored. And she is difficult. She needs patient friends, solitude, a talent for something. But more than anything, she needs a place to slow down, to stop, to take a breath. She needs shelter.




My brilliant mother suffered “nervous breakdowns.” They were episodic and cyclical. They plunged her into psychosis, into terror so great she believed death to be the only release. She never succeeded in her suicide attempts, though not for lack of trying. The psychiatrists of those days could not help, nor could my overwhelmed and baffled father.




There were no reliable adults in my world, certainly no confidantes who could be trusted not to take my terror as accusation, no religious counselor who assured anything but punishment. In that world, books became shelter, stories my lifelines. I was in training. Unwitting. Going to words as root to soil.




 




The girl is in her parents’ bed. Her coloring books lie around her. She has a fever, perhaps not. Sometimes she is kept home from kindergarten to give her mother company. She hears her mother singing in the kitchen. The voice seems to waver, the words make no sense. She knows the singer is her mother. And is not. Her mother has been changing. Like a queen under an evil spell. It is better when her father is home, but he is at work. Her mother is not her mother. Her home is not her home. She wishes she could fall asleep and wake up when everything is safe.




She hears footsteps coming from the kitchen, coming toward her. There is nowhere to run, and she knows she must escape. She picks up a coloring book and pretends to read.




What happens next she will never remember. Except this: Mother is shelter, and a mother who is no longer a mother is a threat.




What she has learned to do she will never forget: how to disconnect.




 




I came into reliable shelter first in October 1946—though now it seems as though it came to me. I was a sturdy six-year-old with fierce hazel eyes, sitting in a circle of other children in Miss Adams’s reading class in Reuben Dake Grade School in Irondequoit, New York—a child brutally in need of haven, a home in which a mother did not shape-shift, and a father was a grown-up who would hold me close and whisper, “You’re safe. I won’t change.”




What came to me in that first-grade reading circle was better. A little boy read aloud, stumbling through: See … Jane. See … Dick. See … Spot. Suddenly, his voice seemed to fade. I watched the words on the page in front of me begin to connect. See Jane. See Dick. See Spot. See Jane run see Dick run see Spot run—as if the words came alive and raced down the sidewalk between the grassy lawns of Jane and Dick’s tidy neighborhood.




I checked to see if Miss Adams was watching. We weren’t allowed to skip ahead. She was focused on the boy next to me. Stealthily, I turned the page. Jane and Dick and Spot were running down a long green hill toward a bright lake.




“Mary Elizabeth,” Miss Adams said, “it is your turn.” I looked up. She smiled. In that instant, I saw the bookshelves lining the classroom wall, and I knew I was not alone. I have a place to be safe, I thought, I won’t ever be scared again. Ever.




 




Here is a living room of a small apartment in early January of 1947. An Xmas tree glitters in the corner. The mother sits on the sofa. She pats the cushion next to her. The girl knows she is to sit down. “Can you see me shaking?” the mother whispers. “Can you?”




“No,” the girl says, “you’re not shaking. You’re okay.” The girl looks at the Xmas tree. She hopes the colors will help. She is not really crying, but when she squints, the lights explode, are colored stars, red, green, pure white as the possibility of real angels. She goes toward them, toward the possibility of losing herself.




And finds herself calm. Knowing there is more than one way to go away.




 




When I was eight, my beloved grandfather Bill Foltz took me into his den. Bookshelves filled one wall. We sat on the floor and he pulled a thick leather-bound Bible from the bottom row. “There are stories here,” he said, then waved at the shelves, “and here, and here.”




I opened the Bible. It seemed alien. My father was Catholic and I was Catholic, and the Bible wasn’t for Catholics. The pages of this Bible were crowded with spidery black-and-white drawings of sinking ships and lightning, empty deserts and clouds of fire. They scared me. I closed the book.




My grandfather smiled and took down another book. “Jules Verne,” he said,“Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea.” He put the book in my hands and left. I read. Slowly. Carefully. It took nearly all summer, while my father was in graduate school and my mother, afraid to be alone, had brought us here to her father’s house.




I don’t remember much about Verne’s world beneath the sea, but I do remember how, in the thick, wet heat of an Eastern summer, my grandfather’s den was always cool; and no books were forbidden to me; and on the day my father came to take my mother and me home, my grandfather opened the old roll-top desk, handed me a freshly sharpened pencil and a blank pad, and said, “I don’t have to tell you what these are for.”




I won the local library’s summer reading contest when I was ten. By three thousand miles. The librarians had posted a big map of America on the bulletin board. Each kid was given a paper car. For each book I read, I was allowed to advance the car fifty miles west. The prize was beyond price: the librarian would take the winner to a downtown bookstore to buy any book she wanted. By the end of the summer, I had gone across country three times and found my passion for the Road West—and for winning.




 




The hallway is dark. The door is locked. The girl knows her mother and baby brother are in the apartment. And she knows her mother is again changed. She has no way to reach her father. He is at work and she has never been given the phone number.




There are grown-ups in the hardware store below the apartment. But the first rule is:You never tell.




She goes carefully down the stairs and sits on the bottom step. The light outside softens, goes cool. She imagines the light holds her safe. She takes a comic from her bookbag. She tells herself this story: all she has to do is read till the light is gone and her father will be home.




 




In those days, comic books were for boys. Except for Archie and the Gang, and those were boring. I loved Red Ryder. He was a redheaded cowboy with what I now would describe as great cheekbones—and a gentleness that often landed him in trouble. Trouble from which his Indian sidekick, Little Beaver, would rescue him. I now know a great deal more about cowboys and beautiful cheekbones and men headed for trouble, but then all I wanted to be was Little Beaver, who I believed against all fact was a girl named Pocahontas.




Yet more, I longed to be Scheherazade. I met her first in the Classic Illustrated Comics version of theArabian Nights. Many of the story panels were set in a frame of gemlike flowers and fruit. I knew each picture by heart: a genie whose glowering presence filled a whole page; the servant Morgiana, who transformed herself into a dancing girl saboteuse. Amethyst grapevines curved around one image, jade leaves and garnet berries sprung from the corners of another. The pages seemed to glimmer, as though lit from within.




Scheherazade herself was a phantasm, simply the teller of the three or four stories in the comic. I wanted more. I pursued Scheherazade to our little town library, where the library lady, more a saint than the mute statues in our church, found a children’s version of the tales, a version in which Scheherazade told her own story first.




I held the book carefully to my heart, then began to read. Here was a woman who told stories to save her life, and unwittingly won the love of a powerful man. I had already learned to become the girls I read about, Mary Jemison and Jo March, Maid Marion and Joan of Arc. I knew this shape-shifting meant I was a girl who could keep herself safe for as long as there were stories to read.




Now I saw there was an even greater hope: to make up stories and to tell them—in order to save my life, and win the love of a prince.




I read the first tale, stopped and fanned open the pages of the book: three dozen stories, maybe more, a treasure chest. I would read one tale a day, for three weeks, then the book would be due. I would return it, and there would be more books, always more. In that moment, I understood the nature of perfect shelter: perfect shelter contains hope.




 




The mother is gone. Someone decides the girl is old enough to visit her. They tell her she is going to a place called the state hospital to see her mother. They do not tell her the full name of the place: New York State Hospital for the Insane.




She is led through the big doors. Into a room that holds light that is not light. Everything is gray, the faces of the women who wear gray dresses; the whispers; other sounds that could be crying or screams, except they are eaten by the vast gray space.




The smell is not gray. It is not of this earth. Later her mother will come home and she will carry that odor for weeks—of terror and old, old sweat and the purple medicine the doctors give her to sleep.




The girl asks to be taken back to the waiting room. “Don’t you want to see your mother?” someone says. The girl shakes her head. But what if her refusal kills her mother? What then?




“I’ll see her,” the girl says. At home, there are five books piled on the floor near her bed. She will go to them after this is over. They will be there. Her heart slows. She walks toward the visiting room.




Her mother sits on an ugly old couch. “Hello,” she says. “Do you know why God hates me?”




The girl shakes her head. She tells herself this is only another story. Only that.




“God hates me,” the mother says, “because I smell bad. That’s why.”




The girl is silent. She and her mother are in a story. Only that.




 




Sometime during one of my mother’s winter descents, I was given a glimpse of a different shelter, one I would not find in books. It was the heart of January twilight. The kitchen window glowed soft yellow. I could smell dinner cooking. My body yearned toward warmth and food. My spirit crouched joyfully in the bitter cold.




I carved blocks from the damp snow and placed them in a small circle. I set a second row of blocks on top. I remembered the Eskimo diorama in the old museum, how a cookfire shone inside the igloo, how the huge Arctic light curved like an ice-blue bowl over the little shelter. My mother called me. I didn’t answer. I sat in the imperfect shelter of my snow house. The winter sky held me in its perfect beauty.




 




The girl is almost grown. On this October afternoon, she comes home to a silent house. She knows the nature of the quiet, as though the silence were an iceberg, so much of its massive cold hidden. One does not go below the surface to find the truth, one goes up, up the stairs to her parents’ bedroom, where an empty pill bottle lies on the rug, and her mother is a gray sprawl on the daybed.




“Die,” the girl whispers.




And she runs out of the room, down the stairs, out of the house, along the dirt path to the back of the high school where her father is finishing up his teaching day. She is running, her heart pounding against her ribs—as though words beat inside her, “So what. So what. So what.”




And she learns that “So what” makes a shelter of its own.




 




These events are a template for one childhood, for a series of true stories that were part of my training. I do not blame my parents. My mother was a witty, gifted, and loving woman tormented by the neuronal tides of her brain, her brilliance, and the stories she was told about the way to be a woman. Nothing more, nothing less, my mother’s world was too often a universe of dead ends—until her seventies when death took her, then let her go. Into life. Into gratitude for the next fifteen years she lived on this earth.




My father was a frightened man, no more, no less. Control lay just beyond his reach, his wife an adorable madwoman, rich psychiatrists less knowledgeable and, in that, more cruel than witch doctors. There was no health insurance. My father worked three jobs to make ends meet. And he worried till the day he died.




My brother was a quiet boy. I still barely know him. I have searched for him for decades. In lovers. In friends. Sometimes I have found connections running deeper than blood. In all of this, I disappeared into books and was brought to life. By becoming Sacajawea and young Thomas Paine and the urchin inCannery Row who teases the old “Chinaman” and meets a world beyond worlds, I became more real than myself. Becoming Scheherazade, I became the woman I am now. Light contained us—the books, the characters I occupied, the alchemizedme reading in the blue evenings of a lakeshore winter, through long summer twilights, or by flashlight under aurora borealis spinning green silk across midnight.










Red Canoe
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In the drenched heat of a late upstate summer, my father drove our family on what seemed to be a thousand miles of northern New York dirt road into a dark pine forest. I was nine, my brother four, my young mother silent. Years later, she told me she was afraid he had taken us there to get rid of us. To this day, I haven’t known if she was joking.




My father pulled the old Buick into a clearing on the shores of a tiny Adirondack lake. There was no sign of a house, no sign of anything human. I wondered if he had taken us into a fairy tale, one with bears and Windigos, the huge keening monsters of the Northern forests.




He grinned. “Follow me.” We stumbled through low bushes and fallen branches to a clearing in the pines. A lake of pewter water shone at our feet. An old boat was moored at shoreline. My father stepped into it and beckoned us down.




We followed him. It was the first time I had ever been in a boat. I trailed my hand in water so clear I could see the long stems of the water lilies, and the dark lake bottom below. My father rowed us to a little island a few hundred feet from shore. A two-room shack was perched there, dwarfed by old pines and huge granite boulders.




“Here we are,” my father said quietly. “Boyd’s Pond.”




I walked to the dock and saw a red canoe, and pale water lilies, and how light caught in the ripples moving toward me. It was like standing at the door to the library—or opening a new book. I sat on the edge of the dock. I did not need to pretend I was Mary Jemison. With the red canoe and bright water, I was enough.




My mother came to my side, slipped off her shoes, and sat on the dock, dangling her naked feet in the water. She lit a cigarette. I watched smoke catch on a soft breeze and drift. “Liz,” she said, “this is heaven on toast points.”




 




Now 2,200 miles and fifty-four years distant from that moment, I have an altar on the west wall of my cabin bedroom: a petroglyph rubbing from a drowned canyon, an orangeLa Santisima Muerte candle, a Mexican skeleton jack-in-the-box—and photos of my beloved dead.




My mother’s picture is black-and-white. She sits on a glacial boulder at the edge of Boyd’s Pond. She is perhaps forty, and she wears a white bathing suit, the straps untied, and a white fisherman’s hat. Her lush breasts and elegant legs are suntanned. She smokes a cigarette. An old aluminum coffeepot sits next to her. An unbroken treeline rises on the opposite shore. I know the woman I see is happy. Unqualifiedly happy.




She is tan. She is smoking. There will be a cup of coffee. And there is sun.




If my mother was happy, I was happy. If she was happy, we were all safe. My mother was never depressed during the two weeks we swam and fished for perch, played checkers by the smoky yellow light of a kerosene lantern, watched water lilies hold dawn, glowing like the Morning Star. She, and those of us she too often despaired of loving well, seemed to be held in a thousand forms of light.




I think now of Boyd’s Pond, how that dark shining water carried us. Everything made sense—whether it was pretending I could breathe in the water an inch above a granite boulder, or reading mildewed Hardy Boys mysteries I found in the little cabin. There was certainty—every morning, huge brown bass hung in the water off the dock, light fell across them, lake grass swayed beneath their still bodies. Every twilight, the lake grew absolutely still. Whippoorwills called from the shore. My father stood in the shallows, casting again and again for fish he never caught. My mother was a dark shape on a darker boulder, the tip of her cigarette a garnet.




And, always, the timeless time alone in the red canoe—floating through pale water lilies, moving so silently frogs and birds did not startle, paddling through pure dusk in a solitude that was anything but lonely—held my soul together and carried me.




For those moments, I knew I was part of something, an infinite shelter that could never be destroyed.










The Morning in the Heart of the Dark
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A half year later, Christmas held us in its heart. For one brief morning we were safe as we had been on that northern lake.




I have since learned how our ancestors made feasts in the icy heart of winter, putting aside enough of their precious store of food for celebration, building huge fires to encourage the sun’s return, and watching through the longest night with hope and uncertainty, in hope of a new dawn.




The first thread of silver along the eastern horizon must have seemed a miracle. “Thank you,” they might have whispered, afraid to frighten away the light. And then, I imagine, they went back into their caves, their hide shelters, and curled into the long winter’s sleep.




My mother’s heart was ancient. It moved to the implacable rhythms of the sun. She was a woman living out of modern time, not knowing her interior clock was run by light and the long, hard pull of the dark. She staved off her inevitable descent with ritual. With light and scent and baking, with ceremony that would carry her daughter for years, toward first light breaking into dark canyons, toward the moment a woman pushes through a casino’s doors.
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The girl and her brother lie warm in their beds. They have been awake for hours. Blue-black cold fills the sky outside their windows. They would dive into it naked if they thought it would bring their father’s voice ringing up the stairs. Hours, days, centuries go by.




“Kids, you can come down now.” His words are a magic spell.




The girl and her brother make their way down the stairs. The house is dark. They cling to the handrail and make their feet go carefully, slowly. Their full descent takes another century. They stand in the hallway. Their mother’s voice comes out of the sweet dark.




“Wait a second.”




They bounce on their toes. The scent of pine, of oranges and peppermint fills the hallway.




“Okay,” their father says.




They step into the arch between the hall and the living room. “Merry Christmas,” their father shouts. Light explodes: scarlet and green and silver shimmering in the dark branches of the tree, in the windows and on the fireplace mantel. For an instant, there are no details, only light and scent and the golden notes of “What Child Is This?” as though music was light, and their mother’s fingers on the keys of the old piano, slim candles.




The girl lets out her breath and morning comes into focus. There are stockings and presents, and the different joy of watching her father and mother and brother open the gifts the girl has given.




There is a plate of butter cookies on the bookshelves, a bowl of homemade truffles on the buffet. The dining-room table is set with her mother’s beloved silver, good plates, and sprigs of holly whose shining leaves and berries seem like jewels. There are mugs of hot chocolate. A bowl of real whipped cream. Sausage and eggs. WAFFLES. For once, her father says nothing when she and her brother take seconds, and thirds. He doesn’t remind them how much butter costs. His generous silence seems a blessing.




As delicate light begins to warm the indigo morning outside the frosted windows, the girl knows the greatest joy of all. For this day, her mother is with them. She is laughing. She is calm. When she lights a cigarette to go with her cup of coffee, her hand does not shake.




 




It would be years before I understood that Christmas morning, like a contrary solstice, marked the beginning of the growing dark in my mother’s brain. But then, the promise of joy seemed assured, bright as the lights on the living tree.
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