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Foreword


It has been a delight to work with Marsha Scarbrough over the many years as we both lived our studies inside Native American spirituality. In our work after a while we become the sacred dances, the chanting light of sound and of holy vibrational states of land.


Medicine Dance will take you, the reader, into beyond the deeper states of sacred reverence.


I saw in one of our ceremonies Marsha’s personal resonance as that of:


-   land


-   of washing light in the summer rain and


-   of the radiance of the landscapes.


I encourage all to read this new book.


With loving blessings and much appreciation,


Joseph Rael (Beautiful Painted Arrow)


Southern Ute/Picuris Pueblo Indian









Preface


This story is as true as any written story can be.


In the course of my adventures in Native American mind-body healing, I learned that truth is fluid. It’s constantly shifting energy that flows through a cycling universe. What’s true for me today may not be true for me tomorrow. What’s true for me may not be true for you. An idea may be true for someone next week but not be true for them next month. When we try to capture the truth with written words, we freeze it. The universe moves on, so the written truth becomes untrue for some people at times and true for others some of the time.


Everything I write about here actually happened to me. It happened in a spiral right-brain world where languages only have verbs. By writing this true story, I translated it into a left-brain language of nouns and verbs that describes a grid-based world of frozen facts.


As much as possible, I use real names, although I changed some names to protect certain people’s privacy. The character of Phoebe Johnson is a composite of two different women. The events I describe occurred over a period of six years. I condensed the time frame to quicken the pace of the story. Of course, it’s filtered through my memory and told from my point of view.


I struggled with how to describe the work of Joseph Rael. He is a genuine Native American shaman, although he doesn’t want his work described as “traditional” because he adapts the techniques he learned from his ancestors to fit contemporary times and people of other ethnic origins. I dislike the word “shaman” because I feel it has been overused and appropriated by well-meaning people who do not have the lifetime of rigorous training that is the source of Joseph’s supernatural talent. Joseph describes himself variously as a mystic, visionary or healer. Sometimes he calls himself a medicine man, a term that some Native Americans feel is politically incorrect because of its misuse in popular entertainment and association with the scurrilous “medicine shows” of the wild American west. The cultivation of personal “medicine” is central to the healer’s power and effectiveness. This focus on developing intuition, inner peace and sensitivity to energy is what distinguishes the shaman. To me, “medicine man” is the term that most accurately describes Joseph’s complex abilities. I’ve consciously chosen to use it…politically correct or not.


Some readers may be offended by the idea of a white woman “playing Indian,” a criticism leveled at me by my own family. Please trust that I have the deepest respect for the sacred traditions and ancient wisdom of all people. My way of honoring that wisdom is to attempt to experience it as best I can. I also respect your way of honoring other cultures.


Finally, I want to be clear that I am not an anthropologist or academic expert on Native American spirituality. My story contains information I gleaned from various teachers. Anyone who writes about another culture can only be as accurate as the information shared by informants who tell only what they want us to know. The information I share may or may not be accurate or complete. Nonetheless, these ideas have truth for me.


My prayer is that these written words create a mirror that reflects your truth back to you. M.S.











CHAPTER 1


BEAUTIFUL PAINTED ARROW


I smell smoke. I look for the telltale plume of a brush fire in the hills above a modest California bungalow. I don’t see one. I take a deep breath, gather my courage, step up to the door and knock. The strange pungent smoke I smell is drifting out through the screen door. A man appears and ushers me in. It’s hard to tell how old he is, but his dark skin is weathered. He’s probably in his fifties or early sixties. He’s dressed in a sport shirt and jeans. If you passed him on the street, you wouldn’t look twice. You’d think he was just one of the many Latinos who live in Los Angeles. He’s actually a Native American medicine man.


He says, “You must be Marsha.”


“Yes. You must be Beautiful Painted Arrow.”


He says, “Call me Joseph.”


“Is something burning?”


“Yes. Sage.”


He shows me dried leaves smoldering in an abalone shell. As he fans the smoke over me, he explains that it will purify me and make me sacred. He’s soft-spoken and unassuming.


He asks me why I’ve come to see him.


“My mammogram came up bad. Suspicious shadows. The doctors have been jerking me around for six weeks. They can’t figure out what’s going on. I’m having an ultra-sound tomorrow.”


I stop talking, but he continues to listen. Deep silence fills the space between us. Finally he says, “So what do you think is going on?”


“The spot they’re looking at is over my heart.”


“Well, let’s see if you have a wounded heart.”


He asks me to stand, so he can brush my back with an eagle feather fan to clean my aura. He wields the fan with strong, bold strokes. Whooshing gusts of air cause tingling sensations across my shoulders and along my spine. I feel like something has been lifted off my back.


He asks me to lie down on the sofa.


“Tell me what images come into your mind as I work with you.”


I worry that I won’t see any images at all. Maybe he’s a quack who just soaked me for a hundred and fifty bucks, or maybe I’m a spiritually deficient white woman who has no talent for this game.


My fear doesn’t last long. He holds his hands over my solar plexus. I close my eyes. The blackness behind my eyelids begins to glow like he turned on a television screen.


“Wow! I see light! Turquoise light…it’s moving…into a ball. Now it’s changing into…a cube. It’s in 3-D…like a laser light show. And it’s glowing…blue. Now it’s shifted into a pyramid.”


“Good.” He moves his hands over my chest.


“I see a black panther in the jungle. She’s laughing at me.”


He moves his hands over my stomach.


“I see some petroglyph-looking people. They’re dancing…like they’re having a party.”


He laughs and says, “That’s good. I’m going to move energy through your body. Tell me when it gets to your feet.”


He puts one hand at the base of my throat and one hand at the top of my solar plexus. Warmth flows between his hands, but my feet are cold. He moves one hand to my stomach. Warmth flows…but not to my feet. He moves his hands again. Energy flows as far as my knees, but it still doesn’t reach my feet.


“You’re not quite ready to walk your talk, because there is something lodged in your heart. Do you want me to take it out?”


“Yes.”


“I’ll suck it out.”


Wait a minute. Have I just agreed to let a man I hardly know suck on my breast? Should I object? His intention doesn’t seem sexual at all, and I’m fully clothed. I decide it’s OK.


He places his lips on the spot over my heart and inhales. The image of an obsidian arrowhead decorated with a soft feather and a tiny piece of turquoise appears in my mind. He pulls away from me and spits into his hand.


I say, “I saw what you took out. It was a little arrowhead. I don’t know why I’m saying this, but I feel like my mother put it there.”


“Just think of it this way. You are your mother, and your mother is you. So there’s no one to blame but yourself.”


That statement pierces me like an arrow. I begin to sob. I’m crying for myself and for my mother.


“Is your mother in the spirit world?” I nod.


“Would you like to bring your mother back? We could call her, and you could have her energy work through you to accomplish something you want to do. You could work together. It would give her a chance to help you.”


“I’d love that.”


“Good…but first let me show you what it’s like to have your ancestors’ energy work through you. I’ll show you some of my ancestors who work through me.”


He dims the lights.




“I’ll sit in this chair. Squint your eyes and look at my face. You’ll see it change into different faces as my ancestors come through me.”


So I squint…and sure enough, his face changes as though transformed by shifting shadows or flickering firelight. His face changes into a handsome brave, an elderly chief, a wise healer, an ancient crone, a beautiful young woman. It changes quickly. Each new face is just a flash as though each character is illuminated by a strobe light.


He’s taking me into mystical territory. He’s showing me his magic. This is the “non-ordinary reality” I’ve read about. He’s for real. My skepticism vanishes. I feel honored that he’s let me see this secret world.


“Wow…that’s amazing.”


He turns up the lights.


“It’s just energy. If you want it to come through you, you have to ask your ancestor for help.”


“How?”


“When you go home tonight, make your mother’s favorite food. Then take the plate out into your backyard. Using your right hand, drop five handfuls of food onto Mother Earth and say “Hay May Way Who”…that’s Tiwa for “Mother, I feed you.” After you do that, just talk to your mother like you were talking to her on the phone and ask her to help you with some specific task. Sometime within the next two days you’ll have a sign from her to show that she’s agreed to help you…maybe a dream. After that first task is accomplished, she’ll be available to help you anytime.” I ask him to write down the words I’m supposed to say, then I thank him and leave.




As I drive away, I wonder, “Where am I going to find persimmons at this time of year… at 10 o’clock at night?” I go to a 24-hour supermarket. There are no persimmons…but there are strawberries. On Mother’s Day, she always asked us to make her strawberry shortcake. I buy strawberries, shortcake and whipping cream. I go home, whip cream, make a plate of strawberry shortcake and take it out into the night.


I feel absolutely ridiculous, but I pick up some strawberries and whipped cream in my right hand, drop them on the ground between the herbs in my garden…and say “Hay May Way Who” out loud. I look around to be sure that the neighbors are asleep and no one is watching…and do it four more times. Then I say, “Mommy, I need your help. I want you to come back to this world and work through me.” Then I realize I need to come up with a task. Should it be something easy…or something hard? I consider asking her to heal my breast, but I feel like Joseph has already taken care of that. I want to be able to know for sure when this task has been accomplished, so it should be something specific…and I want it to be something I haven’t been able to accomplish on my own…something really hard for me…like making writing into a lucrative career. “Mommy, I know you want me to be successful. I need you to help me sell a screenplay…or write a book and get it published…please?” I immediately feel embarrassed because my task seems shallow. Maybe I should have asked her to help me end war in the Middle East. That night, I have no dreams.


I’d heard about Beautiful Painted Arrow from a friend who met him in New Mexico. Joseph Rael (as he’s also known) comes from seven generations of Native American healers. He holds a BA from the University of New Mexico and a MA in Political Science from the University of Wisconsin. He’s the author of five books. His mother was Southern Ute and his father was from Picuris Pueblo. Native American tradition requires that healers somehow bridge two worlds. Many are gay, bridges between masculine and feminine. Beautiful Painted Arrow is straight, but he’s a bridge between two tribes. The other requirement is that the healer has been wounded, either physically, mentally or emotionally. Healers learn to heal by first healing themselves. When Joseph was a boy, he fell off a horse and hit his head. The accident knocked a hole in his skull that never healed completely. Now the hole helps him with clairvoyance and psychic seeing. At eighteen, Joseph was diagnosed with cancer. He cured himself with the help of tribal healers. His name refers to a special arrow carried in the quiver of spiritual warriors. This arrow was painted with designs indicative of supernatural power. The arrow was never to be shot unless the warrior was in a situation so desperate that there was no other alternative. Once the arrow was released from the bow, its flight would shift the conflict into a different reality. When Joseph says his name in his onomatopoeic native language, you hear the sound of the arrow hissing through the air and hitting its target with a vibrating twang.


Joseph does not consider himself a “traditional” Native American healer since he adapts what he learned from his elders to be effective in evolving contemporary society and for people of many cultures. He describes himself as a “visionary” or “mystic.” He says he uses Native American techniques simply because “they work.”


My ordeal with the mammogram made me desperate enough to try anything. I was caught in a downward spiral of fear when my friend just happened to call with the news that Joseph was in Los Angeles to do private healing sessions. I booked one on the spot. At least, it was something I could do about my health instead of just waiting for doctors to get around to caring about me.











CHAPTER 2


BAD MEDICINE


Six weeks earlier, the nurse had called from my doctor’s office. “There’s a question about your mammogram.”


My knuckles went white as I tightened my grip on the receiver.


“What’s wrong?”


“There’s an area that the radiologist wants to take a closer look at.”


The floor fell out from under me. My stomach sank. The nurse’s voice had a patronizing “now don’t panic” tone. I gulped air and modulated my voice so she wouldn’t hear how much I wanted to panic.


“I’ll come in this afternoon.”


“We can’t take you today. We’re booked up.”


“When can you see me?”


“In two weeks.”


I saw cancer cells crowding my breast, spilling into my blood and floating into every part of my body. I wanted to do something to stop them right now. Today! This minute! How could I live in utter terror for two whole weeks?


I watched my mother die of lymph cancer. She had been complaining about stomach pain for a year before that. More than one doctor had treated her for gastritis or gallstones. When she didn’t respond to their treatments, they dismissed the pain as psychosomatic. Finally, her dentist told her that the sores in her mouth were typical of cancer patients. Then they gave her a CAT scan. They found lymphoma in the tissue that connects the stomach to the inside wall of the back. By then, it was too late. The cancer quickly spread into her bones.


As far as I’m concerned, the medical establishment’s talk about early detection is hypocrisy. How can doctors find suspicious “shadows” on my mammogram and put me on hold for two weeks? Practitioners of healing arts? Quite the opposite. They practice a form of torture designed to create fear.


My mother was 70 when she died. I’m only in my mid-forties. If I do have breast cancer, what have I done to bring this on? I’m in good shape. I eat right. I exercise. I do work too hard at my job. Have the long hours, stress and sleep deprivation compromised my immune system? Both my parents died five years ago, and my 18-year marriage ended just months after that. I haven’t been in a romantic relationship that’s lasted more than two weeks since. I have two sisters, but we’re not close. Except for a few good friends, I don’t have much emotional support. I’ve been through more than my share of tough times, but I’m not unhappy. Sometimes I’m lonely. Does loneliness cause cancer?


During the next two weeks, I think about my mother a lot. The day she found out she was dying, she was in one hospital, and my father was in another a few miles away. My father had undergone a triple heart by-pass, knee replacements, cornea implants and many other surgeries. Our family had spent every major holiday in hospital waiting rooms for ten years. My mother was always the healthy one. She took care of him.


While my mother was in the hospital for diagnostic surgery, my father decided he would get some surgery he needed to repair an arthritic shoulder. It was minor surgery, but his general health was so poor that any surgery was dangerous. My sister had a new baby to care for, so I took a few days off between TV production jobs for hospital duty.


I went to see my father first thing in the morning. He’d had rheumatoid arthritis since childhood and was pretty crippled from it. His hands were gnarled with swollen joints. His wrists and ankles were fused. He tottered when he walked and sometimes leaned on a cane. He’d checked into the hospital the night before. My main mission was to be sure the nurses had given him his cortisone. He’d been taking it for his arthritis for years and was completely addicted. We knew from previous experience that without cortisone before surgery, his heart would stop while he was on the table. He assured me that he’d taken it that morning. Although he was fragile and elderly, he was still a handsome man with thick white hair and a silver mustache. I sat on the bed and held his misshapen hand. He said, “I’ve been thinking lately that I’d like my ashes to be buried with Aunt Anne.”


I was dumbfounded. My parents had decided they wanted their ashes scattered over the Mojave Desert where they had lived when they were courting. I wasn’t even sure who Aunt Anne was or how she was related to us. She had died when my father was a teenager during the Depression. I didn’t know where her grave was, and he wasn’t too sure either, but he thought it was somewhere in Riverside. I said, “Daddy, I’ll see what I can do, but I don’t think it’s going to be easy to get permission to dig up somebody’s grave…and you’ve already paid the Neptune Society.” He sank back into a white mountain of pillows with a big sigh, “I knew it would be too much to ask.”


They wheeled him off to surgery. I waited for a couple of anxious hours, then his doctor came out and told me that he’d come through it just fine. He was in recovery and out of danger. I drove over to the other hospital to report the good news to my mother. When I got to my mother’s room, she was sitting up in bed looking pale and sickly. Her eyes were teary. She clutched a soggy tissue in her hand. I told her Daddy had come through his surgery fine. She began to sob.


“My doctor says I’m terminal.”


“What?”


“I’m going to die.”


“Oh, Mommy…” A few tears slid out before I could get control, “What do you mean? What else did he say?”


“That’s all he said.” She dabbed at her tears and then twisted the tissue with both hands. I had suspected, from what the doctors said, that she had no hope of recovery, but this was the first time we had faced that truth directly.


She passed the tissue from hand to hand then stopped and looked me straight in the eye, “When I’m gone, you might as well throw away all my origami.” I’d told her that the Japanese believe that if you make a thousand cranes, you can cure any illness. During her year of stomach pains, she’d made a couple hundred. Now she was weeping. I had to do something. I went to talk to the doctor myself.


I marched to the nurses’ station and demanded to see the doctor. It took a while for the nurse to find him. His “may I help you” sounded insincere. I introduced myself.


“Did you tell my mother she was terminal?”


“Yes.”


“Can you give me some more information?”




“What would you like to know?”


“How long does she have?”


“We don’t make predictions.”


“What? You just say ‘You’re terminal’ and walk away?”


Now tears brimmed up in my eyes. My voice broke. The tears spilled over my cheeks.


“I can’t talk to you now. You’re emotional.” He turned on his heel and started to walk away. My tears froze and turned to burning rage. I leaped in front of him. In a voice as hard as stone I said, “You bet I’m emotional. Wouldn’t you be if you found out your mother was about to die? Now do your job and answer my questions.” I had him nailed to the wall. I laid out my questions like a Las Vegas dealer. “How long does she have? What can we do to help her? Does she need to stay in the hospital?” He told me she had three to six months. He suggested a convalescent home.


Just as I got back to my mother’s bedside, her phone rang. It was my sister. She’d had a call from the other hospital. Our father’s heart had started beating irregularly and he’d been moved to ICU in critical condition. I told my mother I’d talked to her doctor and would tell her about it later. I rushed back to my father. He was unconscious, hooked up to a wall of beeping machines. I sat by his bed and listened to his slow raspy breathing until his heartbeat stabilized, and once again, the doctor told me he was out of danger. I knew I should feel relieved, but I just felt numb. I still had to go back to my mother with the news that my father was going to make it, but she had no more than six months to live. I don’t know how my own heart managed to survive that day.


After that, my mother hated doctors more than ever. She refused to die in their hospital. After one weekend in a convalescent home from hell, she told me to call an ambulance to take her home. The nurse said, “She can’t go. The doctor hasn’t given his permission.” I said, “You don’t understand. She’s leaving.” She lasted a year and finally died at home. To punish us for our defiance, the doctor refused to sign the death certificate. It took ten phone calls, but I found another doctor who agreed to sign it.


I know exactly what death by cancer looks like. I fought death for my mother and father. I lost the battle both times. I’m exhausted from all I’ve seen and been through. I pray I don’t have breast cancer, but I know I need some kind of healing whether I have it or not.


My friend Christy offers to go to the follow-up mammogram with me. I’m grateful for her company. Her calm presence feels reassuring. We sit in the pale green waiting room reading celebrity gossip magazines. I feel like the grim reaper is looking over my shoulder while we make conversation about movie star marriages in trouble. Christy stays in the waiting room when the technicians call me in.


“Take off your blouse and your bra.” I feel vulnerable and exposed. It’s cold, and the paper robe they give me is a joke. It doesn’t really cover me or keep me warm. The technicians don’t introduce themselves or explain the procedure. I don’t really need an explanation since I went through this three weeks ago, but a little human feeling would be nice. One of the technicians is short and round with ample breasts spilling out of her open lab coat. The other is a brittle middle-aged blonde who’s so skinny that she seems to have no breasts at all. The blonde handles my breast like it’s an object that isn’t part of me. She lifts and examines and rolls it between her fingers. She lays my fragile flesh on a cold piece of clear plastic, puts another piece of plastic on top of it, then squeezes the pieces of plastic together with a vise and asks “Can you take more pressure?” The spot they are magnifying…on the outside of the left breast…is a place where I had a cyst that became inflamed and then disappeared a few years ago. I remind everybody about the cyst. They don’t seem interested. When my breast is flat as a hamburger patty, the round technician covers the rest of me with a lead apron and shoots X-rays through my painfully squashed flesh. It’s humiliating, and it can’t possibly be healthy for my breast. After that, they squeeze my breast from the sides and do it again. I grit my teeth. They finally release the vise. I’m grateful that this time they don’t have to do the other breast. When they’re finished, I feel like I’ve just rolled off an assembly line. I don’t know the people who’ve been handling my body, and they don’t seem to care about how I’m feeling. No one offers any information, so I ask, “When will I know the results?”


“Someone will call you in a couple of days.”


I feel disconnected from my own body, disconnected from my future.


Christy goes to pick up her kids from school. I go home alone. I’m not sure what healing is or even how to define it, but I know what I’ve just been through definitely isn’t it.


I want to talk about what I’m feeling, so I call my friend Phoebe who lives in Albuquerque. She’s not home. She doesn’t have an answering machine.


Three days later, a nurse calls. “We have the results of your mammogram.”


“What are they?”


“They’re inconclusive. We’ve made you an appointment with a specialist.”


“Fine. Who and when?”


“I made an appointment for you with Dr Snow. Come by here first and pick up the film.”


“OK. When?”


“In two weeks.”


“You must be kidding! Can’t you get me anything sooner?”


“Sorry. He’s a specialist. We were lucky to get you in.”











CHAPTER 3


DEATH…UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL


During the next two weeks, I had even more time to think about my parents’ deaths. We were one of the “happy” families. At least, we weren’t obviously dysfunctional. My parents were not alcoholics, drug addicts or gamblers. They didn’t smoke or drink or beat us. They never argued. Never! I’d always thought that was a good thing. As they were dying, I saw that it was the problem. All the anger and resentment that had been stuffed during forty-eight years of marriage was brought to the surface by the stress of confronting their mortality.


My father had been sickly since childhood. My mother wasn’t all that healthy herself. When she was a child, she spent a year in the hospital with tuberculosis that had settled in her spine, yet she played the role of his caretaker. Ruby was the strong one, the power in the family. Friends found her vivacious and intelligent. She laughed easily despite being self-conscious about her imperfect teeth. Although she didn’t consider herself attractive, she was always smartly-dressed and neatly-groomed with thick wavy hair combed into a striking pompadour. Floyd was quiet, gentle and passive-aggressive. Although they never fought with each other, she would quote the old joke, “When I married him, I thought he was the strong silent type. Then I found out he didn’t have anything to say.” He thwarted her attempts to control him by hiding behind a newspaper or getting lost in TV. The truth was that their neuroses fitted together pretty well, but when she got sick, it threw off the balance. She needed a caretaker. He wasn’t willing to be one. The last year of their marriage became a competition to see who would die first.


My mother’s hatred of hospitals dated to her childhood. In the year she battled tuberculosis, she was not allowed to see her family…which was the policy in those days. She was bullied by nurses. She had an aversion to tomatoes that went back to the time a nurse had forced her to eat some stewed tomatoes that gave her food poisoning. During her recent hospital stays, she became agitated at the sight of elderly people kept alive on respirators and force fed through nasal tubes. She researched how to keep herself off life-support systems and had a lawyer draw up a living will. Her doctor had a copy. I had a copy. She always carried a copy with her whenever she had to go to the hospital.


My father did none of that. He took no interest in her research. He avoided making a decision when the lawyer asked if he wanted a living will too. When I asked him directly if he wanted me to give him CPR if he had a heart attack, he said, “It’s up to you.”


After her lymphoma metastasized to bone cancer, my mother became bed-ridden. Her pelvis had become so soft, it was impossible for her to stand or walk. She had to be lifted onto the commode which caused her much anxiety, humiliation and pain. One day, I arrived just as the nurse we’d hired was putting her back in bed after an unsuccessful attempt to go to the bathroom. She asked me a question that caught me completely off guard.


“Marsha, when am I going to be able to walk again?” She spoke with the innocence of a child. I searched her eyes for doubt or irony or sarcasm. There was none. I wondered if she wanted me to lie to her, but telling her less than the truth seemed patronizing in light of the courage she’d shown so far. I chose my words carefully.
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