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      “As with Margaret De Wys’s first book, Black Smoke, I was again unable to stop reading her second book, Ecstatic Healing. Not only is Margaret’s story compelling in content, but she also takes her readers on a journey, sharing her hopes, fears, dark valleys, and ecstatic heights. The book made me alternately tremble and celebrate. Margaret allows herself to long for the transcendent, and in her courage and honesty as a writer, she helps the reader open up to their own spiritual longings and thus to the possibility of their fulfillment.”

      JOSIE RAVENWING, AUTHOR OF THE BOOK OF MIRACLES:
THE HEALING WORK OF JOAO DE DEUS

      “Margaret De Wys’s Ecstatic Healing is a holy voyage—a remarkable testament of one courageous woman forced by her own sickness to discover the mysterious world of shamanic and spiritual healing. Hers is a journey of surrendering, a journey to faith, and a journey toward accepting herself as a healer. As in her first book, Black Smoke, Margaret writes with utter honesty, which helps us as we join her on her personal journey and question our own life journey as human beings and as healers.”

      ITZHAK BEERY, SHAMANIC TEACHER AND HEALER,
AND PUBLISHER OF SHAMANPORTAL.ORG

      “Read this book if you have any doubt as to whether Spirit exists. If you already know, then read it to celebrate what is true!”

      BRADFORD KEENEY, PH.D., AND HILLARY KEENEY, PH.D.,
DIRECTORS OF THE KEENEY CENTER OF SEIKI JUTSU

      “De Wys’s powerfully written, hard-nosed initiate’s tale whisks readers into the deep wild of one of the most mysterious, miraculous, and misunderstood healing methods on our planet—shamanic mediumship. Daring and hilarious, tragic and miraculous, Ecstatic Healing is a must read for those who like to boldly go where few mystics have gone before.”

      TALAT JONATHAN PHILLIPS, AUTHOR OF THE ELECTRIC JESUS:
THE HEALING JOURNEY OF A CONTEMPORARY GNOSTIC
AND COFOUNDER OF EVOLVER.NET
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        AUTHOR’S NOTE
      

      Although the story I am telling is true, names and places have been changed to protect people in Brazil, the United States, and South Africa. For the sake of the story line, I have condensed several months time period. My early travels to Brazil were made during the period of 2001–2003. During this time I also made several trips to Ecuador and Canada. In 2003 and 2004 I traveled to South Africa, Botswana, and Zimbabwe.

       

       

      
        The soul should always stand ajar, ready to welcome the ecstatic experience.
      

      EMILY DICKINSON
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          One doesn’t discover new lands without consenting to lose sight of the shore for a very long time.
        

        ANDRE GIDE
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      THE NECKLACE

      
        September 1993, Rhinebeck, New York
      

      It began with a string of beads, large, rounded, wooden beads painted white. The string was perhaps two feet in length—a simple, unadorned necklace without a clasp.

      My friend Susan had invited me to a gathering at her house. Her home’s architectural originality, like the majority of the houses in her shady hamlet, was created in the late nineteenth century. I walked into the octagonal backroom, a recent addition about forty feet in diameter. Red, blue, and yellow concentric circles were painted on the floor. This diagram was used for vajra dance, a Tibetan practice performed to harmonize the individual by integrating the body, the voice, and the mind in contemplation. Vajra means both “thunderbolt” and “diamond.” My friends were Tibetan Buddhists and traveled in circles of spiritually like-minded people. There were fifteen other people there, most of whom I knew well. None of us really knew why we were there or what was going to happen.

      Everything twinkled—the glass windows, the polished wood floors, the Tibetan bronze statues placed in a circle around the room. Candlelight illuminated the space. I removed my shoes and walked over to the only person I didn’t know, a tall, middle-aged man who introduced himself as Brad. He was massive, bear-like but not at all fat. His hair was long and unruly, and he wore a kind of Hawaiian shirt and sweater combo over khakis. His smile lit up the room—I was immediately struck by his charisma.

      Brad asked us to arrange ourselves in a circle. On one side of the circle was a makeshift altar. He turned to it and began moving rattles, stones, and feathers.

      “Please don’t touch any of these private artifacts,” he said. Woo-woo time, I thought.

      I’m not much of a group participant. I don’t do workshops. Rituals and mystical experimentation en masse always put me in a rebellious mood. I saw in my companions a longing to believe in something transcendent. For my Buddhist friends the universe was populated with bodhisattvas, celestial deities who assisted and inspired them. What grace, what luck for them, I thought. I didn’t believe I’d ever be able to follow any form of religion.

      Brad began moving among us singing softly, praying, and laying his hands on some. He’d touch one person gently on the crown of the head, another at the shoulders, or pass his hand down along an arm. “I received a blessing and want to share what I’ve learned,” he said. He began singing primal syllables—oooos and eeees and ahhhs. His voice was loud and penetrating, sounding almost like Native American chanting. It created a force in the room. The atmosphere sizzled. From the altar Brad carefully lifted a white bead necklace.

      He approached one of the group members and invited him to touch the necklace, then—still singing—he moved to the next person, and around the circle, one by one. About ten people handled it. I smelled a kind of woodsy fragrance coming from Brad as he sidled over to me with the necklace. I reached out and touched it.

      Suddenly my head jerked. My hands started shaking, then my arms, my torso, my legs. I lurched erratically as if electrocuted. I tried to break free, but the necklace held me. I felt as if a lightning bolt was inside me, and I was fused to it. I couldn’t break away. Grunts and low growls erupted from deep in my gut and turned into howls. I spun around, still locked on to the necklace Brad and I held. I felt I was being consumed by a powerful, mysterious force. I felt no pain. My mind was blank.

      What was happening inside me was as uncontrollable as the contractions of childbirth. Some part of me—separate, watching—felt froth gathering at the sides of my mouth and bubbling over onto my chin. I focused on Brad’s eyes, my mouth open in a bloodcurdling scream. His face grew large, intense. “Hold on to the power. Take it in,” he said. Spit, honks, and rapid-fire utterances flew from my mouth. I shook even more violently. I felt my head snap back, seizing, and my body contorted into an arc. My body felt as if it was plunging from the top of a roller coaster, up and down again. Brad was holding the necklace; it still had me. Interlocked, we began whirling faster and faster, spinning in ever tightening circles. The room, my friends, forms, and colors were bleeding into streamers.

      Suddenly everything stopped. I’d been unplugged. Brad and I were separated. My arms and my legs returned to me. I was stunned but once more in possession of my body. The charge in the atmosphere dissipated, and the group began to move about.

      I was in a state of shock, but I felt very much alive. I looked at my arms and legs almost expecting them to have been charred by fire. What was that energy that ran through me? Why couldn’t I let go? How could I be taken over with such force? I felt embarrassed, as if I’d publicly revealed a strange and intimate history long known between the force and me. It felt almost pornographic, worse than if I’d lifted my dress and peed on the floor while everyone stood watching. Mortified, I wiped the drool from my chin. Clutching the back wall, I slid outside the room.

      Susan crept up, wanting to know what had happened. “Are you all right? You were shaking for at least five minutes.” I couldn’t find words. I felt exposed, humiliated, crazy.

      “You’re in control now,” she said. My head was reeling. My body had behaved in a way I never would have imagined it could.

      “Are you okay?” Susan asked again. She kept asking me questions, and I kept not answering; I couldn’t. Finally, in my most composed voice, I said, “I don’t know what happened. No language to describe it.” I excused myself and went to the bathroom to hide. Inwardly I was vibrating at a high pitch. Half an hour later I searched for Brad.

      “You must tell me about the necklace,” I said.

      “It’s made of holy wood and once belonged to Credo Mutwa, the highest of the Zulu healers,” Brad explained. “The great man placed it around my neck in a ceremony that marked my initiation as a sangoma.”

      “A sangoma?”

      “An African healer, diviner, and clairvoyant.”

      “What made me behave as if I were exploding from the inside out?” I asked.

      Brad told me of a rattle he’d once touched that caused the shaking inside him. “Just like what you felt,” he said. “But after some minutes attached to the rattle I fell to the ground unconscious.”

      “I don’t understand. What was that?” I asked.

      “It’s shaking medicine. Healing medicine.”

      “That doesn’t explain it. I really need to know, Brad.”

      “One day you may learn. There’s nothing more I can tell you,” he said.

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “It’s all heading somewhere, but you can only learn so much at a time.”

      Though I tried, I couldn’t get more information out of him.

      As I drove home I barely saw where I was heading. My God! What had happened? The power scared the daylights out of me. Confused as I was, I couldn’t doubt what had happened. There were witnesses. That was good. And bad! They saw me like that. Something happened to me that hadn’t happened to anyone else who held the beads.

      I recalled at one point my eyes had rolled back into my head, my neck twisted to the right, and I’d foamed at the mouth. If I’d seen this happen to one of my friends I would have taken her to the hospital. Brad hadn’t seemed the least bit concerned. I kept reliving the moment, trying to figure out why, why, why. I felt as if something was pulling me into its world. Beneath my fear was a feeling of exhilaration. That force seemed to have picked me. The necklace recognized me. What did it recognize?

      I felt like Regan in The Exorcist. A victim of demonic possession, she’d spoken in a basso voice, contorted into pretzel-like shapes, and her head swiveled 360 degrees. She had no control of her body; something or someone else was inside her. I don’t remember if she was supposed to be conscious during the possession. I’d been conscious. But I’d felt no evil inside. That’s the difference, I thought. Whatever power had seized me was not demonic. It seemed, instead, like a pure and powerful life force.

      I pulled up to my house—a five-minute drive from Susan’s. I had no memory of getting into the Volvo, or of traffic. I sat quietly in the driveway, engine off, not wanting to get out of the car and go inside.

      My husband, Miles, and I taught at Bard College, a private college in Upstate New York. We lived in faculty housing, an 1829 two-story house. We’d been living together there since 1985. Our daughter, Lana, was eight years old. I’m a composer. He’s a filmmaker. Life felt normal. Settled. We had the usual ups and downs of marriage but nothing extreme. He did his thing. I did mine. We had a good faculty life with dinner parties and departmental seminars.

      I smelled skunk. It worked like smelling salts, pulling me out of my fugue. Our house, painted white with gray shutters, looked like a picture postcard. The porch light flattened everything except the potted red geraniums on either side of the front door. Crickets chirped and water gurgled in the nearby stream. I gazed at the four-foot-high milkweeds bordering the path that led uphill to the school library. There was a crescent sliver of moon in the sky. It occurred to me that I had to go into the house.

      Lana looked up from her schoolbook as I came in the door. “I’m hungry,” she said.

      “Didn’t you eat the dinner I made?” I asked, pecking her on the cheek.

      “I don’t want more spaghetti. I want something else,” she said.

      Miles was spread out on the black recliner watching TV. He nodded in my direction, then rose to get a beer. He’s up. Look at that play, folks. He’s on the ten-yard line. Will he make the touchdown? Yes. He did it. The crowd is going wild! Man, oh, man what a play! I was back in reality with a capital R.

      “Miles, will you please turn down the volume?” I asked.

      I went into the kitchen to make popcorn.

      Okay. Everything is exactly as it should be, and I don’t feel like I’ve been . . . I couldn’t sort out what I felt, but I told myself everything was back to normal.

      I made popcorn.

      “How was your visit to Susan’s?” Miles asked. He was watching a TV commercial—sexy nymphs and Coca-Cola—not really expecting a response. I had a dull headache. But the mundane scene helped me pull myself together. It also irritated me. I felt as if I were still gasping for air as I collapsed onto the couch. I wanted to tell my husband what had happened, but I was afraid he’d make fun of me. The irony was I could hardly blame him. I squeezed back tears. No way am I going to talk about the event at Susan’s, at least not now, with a football game in the background. My body felt drained. Half an hour later Lana and I climbed the stairs and went to bed.

      I couldn’t sleep; the memory of the wild, unsettling sensations haunted me. I tossed and turned, fretting. I wished I had something to rub between my fingers to soothe me and imagined moving my index finger back and forth over the beads, feeling the smoothness. It was just a necklace, an African necklace. I wished this hadn’t happened, but I wanted it to happen again. The raw power awakened my curiosity. Some reckless side of me recognized an urge to break free, to give in to compulsive desires and wild imaginings. Some part of me wanted to act. But how? Hours later I finally drifted off to sleep.

      Near dawn I was suddenly awake and hyper alert. My nightgown was sweaty. A white light expanded and contracted in the middle of the room. I somehow knew that I should go outside. Miles was sound asleep, gently snoring. I rose and fixed the bed covers, the cool cotton sliding through my fingers felt reassuring, normal. Then I gathered my robe and slipped it on.

      I inched my way downstairs. Light spilled into the dining room. It was only a mousy gray light bleeding through the paned glass windows, but my hands looked white and glowing, like porcelain under a florescent light. I opened the backdoor and stepped outside. The air was heavy, hot, and humid. Suddenly thunder rumbled.

      The sky turned a bright orange, and birds, low-flying black crows, screamed overhead. Caw! Caw! Geese flew in formation, honking—as if escaping imminent danger. The trees and grass glowed, the colors and sounds unnerving me. I walked across the lawn in bare feet, feeling the dampness as I made my way to the hostas and wild rosebushes at the right of the yard. The birdbath was filled with algae and water. I felt enclosed and protected in the garden. I stood watching the sky, feeling a thumping and pounding under my skin. Lightning bolted above, turning the clouds neon green. The wind picked up and changed direction. I could smell the ions charging the air. A tunnel of wind caused an eerie whistling and low-frequency roar. I suddenly became aware that I could be struck by lightning. But once again I was frozen in place—it was like the experience with the beads was happening all over again.

      I shivered with fear. Lightning flashed again. Closer this time. I somehow knew it was coming from Susan’s house, where Brad was staying. It was coming from the beads. Again I felt something was after me. Images flickered through my mind. Then, standing in the yard, my nightgown plastered to my skin, blown by gale force winds, I remembered the dream I’d had before the white light woke me.

      
        Crocodile teeth floated in black space. I knew the teeth were African. I said to them, how funny you are showing up in my dream. A black man appeared in a tangle of dense brush and gnarled vines; it was impossibly green, lush, and tropical. Underfoot the dirt was red. Wearing a leopard skin draped over his shoulder and with an air of great authority, he looked straight into my eyes. Credo, the witchdoctor—high Zulu priest—I knew it was him, calling to me.
      

      Before last night I’d never heard of Credo Mutwa.

      In a moment of utter sobriety I walked into the kitchen and put on a pot of coffee. My mind was clear. I began pacing from the kitchen to the dining room and back. It seemed unwise to take anything I’d seen in the last hours too literally or to jump to any conclusions, equally unwise to discount the events. I stopped pacing and looked out the dining room window. The sun was out now. The sky was clear. A male cardinal landed on a branch near the pump not far from where I stood only half an hour earlier. It tilted its head in a way that made me think it saw better out of one eye than the other. Was I projecting that onto him because I’m blind in one eye?

      I have one brown eye and my left eye, the blind one, is blue. I contracted a virus as a teenager, and over the years my sight in that eye had grown progressively weaker. Despite two cornea transplants, glaucoma surgery, and cataract surgery, I became completely blind in my left eye.

      I decided I should write out what had happened the night before. I got out a yellow legal-size notepad intending to make three lists—what had happened at Susan’s, the dream, and anything from my past that might shed light on the evening’s events. First, what happened at Susan’s:

      
        	Shaking caused by an object, a necklace of African beads.

        	Loss of control.

        	But, I was aware.

        	No thoughts while I was being electrocuted. Frontal lobe activity? I don’t think so.

        	Burst of vocal sounds. Like what? Sex moans? Cats in heat? Someone having the daylights beaten out of her?

        	Didn’t happen to the others.

        	Brad is unconcerned, says it’s happened to him.

      

      Not very helpful, I thought. I decided to attempt the next list, the dream:

      
        	The dream is accompanied by weird weather.

        	I recognize Credo, the Zulu sangoma, in the dream and he recognizes me. What is the meaning of this dream, this person, and his relationship to me?

        	What does his name mean?

      

      I pulled out my big Webster’s Third and looked up the word credo.

      It was a word of belief, of faith. His name was like a command to be acted on. Believe. Have faith. Maybe something was forcing me to confront my issues around religious belief. Credo, my credo, my faith had been in question for a long time.

      I never made it to the third column because a realization slowly formed—the shaking and convulsing hadn’t started with the beads. It hadn’t started that moment in Susan’s octagon. It had started a long, long time ago.

      One summer afternoon when I was seven, picnicking with my family in an open meadow near Shelbina, Missouri, I wandered off toward a white tent I saw on the far side of the field. The tent was quaking, and weird, excited voices escaped. I approached, lifted a flap, and looked inside. There were a dozen grownups, people from “the sticks” as my parents would say. Poor but proud. A tall, boney man with dark, slicked-back hair, a plaid shirt, and dungarees raised his Bible. He wore a cap like a locomotive conductor’s. The others looked like farmers: the men wore work boots, overalls, or jeans; the women wore cotton dresses printed with tiny flowers, dresses like my great-grandmother’s. Hand-me-downs that had been washed threadbare. One woman’s bottom teeth were missing, and her shoulders were hunched. Her silver hair was knotted in a bun on the top of her head.

      The man with the Bible shouted and stamped his foot. People were clapping their hands, praising Jesus. Others were praying and begging the Lord to stop the suffering. People yelled and screamed. The Bible says ye shall suffer. The Holy Ghost is coming down upon us in tongues of fire. We’re gonna bind the devil. We shall cast out devils. Amen. Praise the Lord. Amen. Thank Jesus. Amid the hand clapping and pounding feet, a man removed a brown-haired woman’s glasses. She was shaking, stuttering, and hopping on one foot.

      The Holy Ghost is upon us. Born again. We thank Jesus that we’re born again. Spirit tell us what to do. We implore you. Tell us what to do. Praise the Lord. Amen. Thank you Je-sus. The hollerings intermingled in a febrile wailing. Shouts tapered and expanded in volume and pitch.

      I lay on my belly squirming, glad none of them noticed me. I didn’t want them marching in my direction. What I saw seemed too powerful, too alarming. The heat inside the white tent made me feel dizzy.

      The frenzy increased. The brown-haired woman was rolling in the dirt, looking like she was hurt. People shouted, some getting hoarse. The silver-haired old lady swooned and collapsed on the ground. Gabbling commenced, like turkey squawks, and men and women began to shudder. More of them shook and rolled on the ground. Arms flailed in the air. People were bumping into one another, wailing, crying out. Dust was flying, and the strangest babbling I’d ever heard came from them. Their voices rose and fell like siren screams, revving and revving, fast and loud. The shrieks split through the tent.

      I wanted to go into the tent, but I was afraid. I wanted to do what they were doing. It seemed so lively, so free. I loved the sounds. I loved the rolling on the ground. I wanted to roll and roll and roll. This Lord was exciting, fun, I thought. The rhythms, fervor, awe, and the holiness came alive inside me. I was magnetized. I felt these were my people.

      Suddenly I was yanked from the ground.

      “You must never go near these devil worshippers,” my grandmother scolded.

      “Who are they? What are they doing?” I asked.

      “Holy Rollers. They’re doing evil things. Co-trafficking with spirits is a dangerous sin,” she said.

      Grandma yanked me to the car. “That’s the devil speaking through those people. They think it’s God, but it’s not,” she said. But my body had responded to the quaking rhythms. I longed to shake.

      Mom and I went to Sunday school and Bible school every week. We attended a cinderblock Baptist church with whitewashed walls, a pulpit, and hard benches. The church held about one hundred people. It had no graven images, no golden idols. It was the opposite of a Catholic church with fragrant, smoky incense, marble altars, ornate stained-glass windows, tables of flickering candles, sculptures prized for their artistry, swelling organ sounds, celestial choirs, and illuminated paintings of virgins. Our church didn’t have anything resembling art, majesty, or wonderment. Such adornments were considered arrogant, sinful signs of depravity. The way of the Lord was humble, even severe. Our church’s only decoration was a picture of Jesus above the pulpit. We had flowers only at funerals.

      In Bible school we studied the teachings of Jesus. I aspired to embody Jesus’s lessons in love. But the Lord Almighty, fist-in-the-air, unforgiving preacher gave me the feeling I was shrinking. I didn’t like his vengeful God, his judgment, the doctrine of original sin, the exhortations to obedience.

      My family was fundamentalist Southern Baptists from Missouri. Although we lived in Detroit, my mother was from hardworking peasant farmers, salt-of-the-earth types who feared God, damnation, and did a lot of praying; my father’s family, also Southern Baptists, were more of the hell-raising type. My father’s father, Red Daddy, was an ornery drunk. He’d shoot rabbits in back of the house, then with rifle in hand, rage into town. My relatives had names like Lottie May, Minnie, Uncle Cap, Aunt Nelle, Lamar.

      My family’s religion had strict rules about good and evil. Jesus was good; shaking and possession were the work of the devil. No playing cards, no drinking, no dancing—all would land one in the fire and brimstone of hell.

      What I’d experienced touching the beads must have been like what the Holy Rollers had experienced when the Spirit came down in tongues of fire. Maybe I was reverting back to my bitter roots. When I touched the beads, I’d been possessed by a force much greater than myself, which I now realized was the same sort of possession I had witnessed in that tent all those years ago. I felt there was no evil in either place.
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      THE DREAM

      
        1993–2001
      

      Although the Zulu necklace had a powerful effect on me, and I obsessed about it for several weeks, my everyday life took over again. I had a young daughter, a house to run, a husband, friends, music to compose. I thought that was what I wanted. I’d get out of bed every day to tackle the same things I’d left off the day before. There was a roundelay of breakfast making, school bus waiting, house cleaning, food shopping, cooking, teaching piano, and music composing. Home meant comforting smells, daily clutter, cats lying on my music scores, the sense of belonging, the sense of being the fulcrum between my husband and my sensitive, bright child. She gave me joy. Miles and I were cozy, like brother and sister, had the same interests and loved traveling. The fact is, we both liked our life a lot.

      I stored the experience with Credo’s necklace in a far corner of my mind—or at least I tried to. In a haphazard, desultory way I picked up a book about shamanism. Then I ran into a friend who gave healing treatments. Curious, I asked for a session. Surprised to feel a mild current running inside me, I asked her what it was. She said, “Energy. Life force.” “What does the energy do?” “Energy can be passed on and intensified in another person to initiate healing,” she said. Immediately I was struck with thoughts about the necklace.

      Over the course of the next few years I looked into holistic and shamanic modalities. But my dabbling became more serious in 1994 when I discovered the Robert Monroe Institute while reading Monroe’s books. I attended a six-day intensive at the institute, a program designed to “expand one’s awareness, and communicate with and visit other energy systems and realities.” The institute used sound frequencies—which I thought might be a useful composing tool—to help one achieve altered states. While at the institute I had what appeared to be visions, experienced consciousness as being on the threshold of different existential planes, and felt my body morphing, vibrating, pulsating. The changes of consciousness helped me develop deeper sources of imagination and creativity within, and I began to trust my expanded awareness.

      Two years later I discovered anthropologist Felicitas Goodman, whose specialty was religious trance. I worked with her at the Omega Institute in Upstate New York. “Ecstasy is a neurophysiologic state, a physical change that opens the biological door to the perception of alternate reality,” she said. With her I achieved vivid trance states while enacting ritual body postures. While in trance I met an African diviner—in spirit form—who answered questions about the future. To this day whenever I hear a certain sound I find myself in this place where he lives, which I believe is in Mali or Niger. In trance I also traveled to Central America, Greece, and Siberia and met others—in my expanded awareness or in a world parallel to ours—who initiated me during ceremonies. I could visit the alternate reality Felicitas spoke about, and I continued meeting spirits while in trance states at home.

      A year later another experience in shamanic tradition began—working in the United States with a woman from El Salvador whose practices allowed her to see into the future and heal some diseases. In her presence I would spontaneously begin speaking in tongues—she would lightly touch my feet, nothing more. Another’s voice would come through me! I recorded each personality. It would be years before I understood that I’d been possessed. I didn’t know the value of my training at the time, but I had learned to discern which were helping spirits and which were not.
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      These extraordinary encounters were always percolating within me, but mostly I was home with my family, writing string quartets and chamber orchestras. The sounds I’d experienced at the Robert Monroe Institute, however, did have a profound effect on my composing. I began using specific frequencies in the music and listened to preprogrammed tones on headphones that altered my thinking processes while composing. I threw myself into my work. I had stopped performing—I’d played the piano—two years before to concentrate on my composing. I was creating sound installations in major galleries in New York. I had a commission to compose music for performances in Holland. I was richly productive and the work was fascinating, always leading to more curiosity and more work. I took every opportunity that piqued my interest.

      But, at the same time, I was having unusual, occasionally extraordinary dreams. One night I had the dream that turned out to be the event that separated everything that came before from everything that followed. In this dream the vague figure of a man appeared. I saw that he was trying to tell me something. The communication was unusual, though I understood I needed medical help. “Cancer,” he said, repeating the word several times. He pointed to my breast and showed me where I was sick.

      I kept the dream to myself. It gnawed at me, chewed at the edges of my mind. It would not leave me alone, and finally, after some months, I went to see a doctor. I was diagnosed with breast cancer. The course of treatment offered to me was surgery, radiation, and hormone therapy. My husband was supportive, but I didn’t want him to tell anyone. I spent days studying medical journals and researching treatments online. I talked to healers, scientists, homeopathic doctors, osteopaths, health fanatics, nutritional counselors, diet gurus, and wackos who practiced both in and outside the States. Treatments available included hyperthermia, IVs, mistletoe and laetrile therapies, ozone therapy, live cell analysis, juice fasts, and enzyme therapy.

      I wrote music like a demon. To escape. To create. To feel alive. I thought, fretted, tried to find a way free of my fear. My diagnosis forced me to look at everything differently. It was like a big fireball—an explosion inside me that yelled, “Move!” I knew I didn’t want to die, but I also realized that I wanted to feel alive again, really alive, in a way that I hadn’t experienced since I was a child, since the beads.

      Cancer. This was the showdown. The sharp shooters of the universe had me in their sight. Théun Mares wrote about the shooters in one of his books in the Toltec series. I didn’t remember which book, but I clearly remembered them—mythic warrior beings. I knew what sharpshooter meant. We humans could get picked off or maimed at any moment. You could die. No guarantees. No wiggling out.

      For the Toltec’s the path of spiritual practice led through a harrowing gauntlet of human experience. According to Théun we had to rediscover our life’s purpose and participate fully in life. In his first book, Return of the Warriors, he wrote, “We all have incredible abilities and awesome potentials which never surface unless a sword is dangling overhead.”

      I was running on the edges of my life. I had to come to terms with who I was, and I had to do it fast. I questioned all my various identities. None of those active in my day-to-day life could help me. I looked at my options. There was Western medicine, but I felt there were other healing modalities that I needed to consider. I tried to connect to the energy and feelings I’d come to understand in a small degree when I’d touched the Zulu necklace, when I was with Felicitas, at the Robert Monroe Institute, and with the Salvadoran woman. I didn’t understand how these experiences would cure me. But my gut instinct was powerfully pushing away from allopathic medicine.
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