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To Sheryl, Lili, Susan, and Sowbel— with their shared wisdom I found my way.


And for Nina,
to whom I’ve been writing these pages from the beginning.





INTRODUCTION



the invitation


“It is on a threshold, at the edge,
where we are most able to alter
our understanding of the world
and of our own lives in it.”
—Gregory Orr


I used to have a turbulent brain.


It was the sort of brain that would react to lots of little things, going into overdrive when big decisions came up, or when a day started a bit out of whack and kept moving further away from my narrow comfort zone. This brain liked to be right, even though it shied away from conversation. It habitually woke me up in the middle of the night with its worries, turning and turning like a merry-go-round gone mad. Leaving for a trip produced major anxiety, requiring going over every possible thing and trying both to prevent and to prepare for the perceived mishaps. My default word was No. Taking risks was out of the question. Migraines confined me to a darkened room about thirty days out of each year. Mine was a brain that liked to believe it was in control of things.


In 2007, beginning to understand after a decade that I might be able to do something about my physical condition, I went to my first biofeedback session with hopes that the readings it produced would shed some light on my debilitating headaches.


Victor, the technician, pointed to the computer screen and said, “You have a turbulent brain. It shows evidence of chaos between the beats or pulses—pulse, da da da, pulse, da, pulse, da da.” I found it difficult to look at the jagged lines, difficult to fully take in what he described as, “the chaos between the pulses or beats, a little subconscious, fluttering, emotional thought pattern that comes and goes depending on how and why it is stimulated. And, since it is ‘subconscious,’ you do not see or feel it until it manifests itself as a migraine. Wow, such an attention getter!”


Victor went on to speak about retraining my brain to its original state of non-chaotic beats—pulse, rest, pulse, rest, pulse, rest. He asked me to breathe slowly, regularly, and deeply. The jagged peaks and valleys of turbulence smoothed out into what he called “the resting place.” Here in front of me was evidence of a personal misconception about my everyday health and functioning that needed attention. Right away, I began questioning this turbulence. Where had it come from? Could it be changed, the turbulence calmed?


At the time, I was in the midst of returning to college as a “mature” student, while also enrolled in a coaching program. In my exploration of new fields of study, I came to understand that much about my turbulent brain was directly related to personal stories that I had been minimizing and ignoring for many years. The chaos between the beats was a persistent message from my core to wake up and listen. These stories of unresolved endings, uncelebrated beginnings, and a lot of life in between were suddenly and loudly urging me to hear what they had to say—to look at them with fresh eyes and an open heart, and to bestow on them a newly restored meaning and resilient strength.


As I became more aware of how my body felt in chaos, contrasted against how it felt in the resting place, I gradually discovered the deep sources of my jagged-edged narrative. Turbulence became an unexpected gift, the generous edge from which I’ve learned to seek calm and its steadying rhythm of pulse, rest, pulse, rest. I’ve discovered that being calm enables a stabilizing sense of well-being in this unpredictable world, and it is anything but passive. It’s a firmly rooted yet flexible stance of awareness and presence—a state of wholeness fully engaged with the dynamic, wise power within clarity, compassion, and choice.


The seemingly disparate threads of each individual life story are profoundly intertwined. Each individual life is linked to the lives of others. These lives make up the human community. The human community is in intricate kinship with the innumerable organisms and systems of the natural world, our planet, and the immensity beyond. Pull one thread, anywhere, and the entire woven fabric of experience shimmers and shakes.


This book is a gathering of stories, my own and those of friends and clients. I share them in the spirit of embracing stories as guides and messengers, the soul of storytelling as a spirited path to wholeness, understanding, and wisdom—the resting place. Along with awareness tools and concepts from various fields and traditions that have brought calm to my own turbulence, these pages are an invitation to listen to your own stories in between the spaces of mine. To lean closer to the whisperings that have been tickling your ears and heart for some time, and perhaps for the first time to see the glimmering threads woven between the words that are asking for your attention, curiosity, and care.



~ OCEANS ~



I have a feeling that my boat has struck, down there in the depths, against a great thing.


And nothing happens! Nothing . . . Silence . . . Waves . . .


–Nothing happens? Or has everything happened, and we are standing now, quietly, in the new life?


—Juan Ramón Jiménez
(Translated by Robert Bly and reprinted here with his permission)





inevitable change


Branches block forest
paths after spring storms—now, deer
graze near my garden
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tilting toward chaos


“That thing the nature of which is totally unknown
to you is usually what you need to find,
and finding it is a matter of getting lost.”
—Rebecca Solnit


“Sorry ma’am. But there’s been an accident.”


These were the words that jolted my mother and me awake at three A.M. on a June morning in 1972, when a highway patrolman found his way up the winding mountain roads above Boulder, Colorado, and knocked on our door with the news of my father’s death.


As I encountered them during that long-ago night, seven words uttered in four seconds tilted my life into chaos, producing a numbness that felt like an irretrievable loss of self. We were already a silent family, and my father’s death exacerbated the silence. After he was buried, no one spoke of the suicide note scrawled in red lipstick on my parents’ bedroom wall. The missing hours between that note, a car accident later that night, and the small county medical clinic where his life ended were details wrapped in mystery.


Change is a constant, integral dynamic belonging to all living systems, and it is not, as I’ve vainly wished, an option or something to be ignored. Change is a subtle or dramatic transitioning from one situation or condition to another, the nature of each transition being unpredictable, somewhat orderly or extremely chaotic, the timing sudden or drawn out. The entire randomness of it all contains a fundamental interconnectedness, where the tiniest alterations can result in the most startling results. We may feel this connection, or deem it doesn’t exist. Either way, our lives will be transformed.


Nor is chaotic change that brings about upheaval—the sudden, unexpected loss of people, places, and circumstances we hold dear—any more or less of a constant than the more gradual shifts that come with geologic time, the permutations of societies and culture, seasonal cycles, the mastering of an art or trade, the aging of wine, barn siding, or human faces.


As often happens on anniversaries of consequential events, exactly twenty years past the day of my father’s suicide, I had a dream that opened up the silence and became a starting point for a conversation with my sister and mother around his death. And three years after that reckoning, a terrifying robbery in Mexico propelled me yet further into accepting a new level of awareness around change.


I MOVED TO MEXICO TWICE in the space of twelve years. During the first move, in 1995, Barry—my boyfriend at the time—and I were kidnapped at night on the way to Puerto Vallarta. We’d pulled over, naively, for a police car with flashing blue lights, and instead found ourselves at the mercy of four armed bandits. Waving their huge pistols, two of them pushed Barry onto the back floor of their small white car, a gun at his neck. Squeezed onto our Bronco’s console between the other two bandits, I watched in disbelief as the car holding my future husband did a U-turn and drove off into the night, while the men on either side of me loudly demanded money: “Dinero! Donde está el dinero?”


It was only after both vehicles pulled off the highway onto rough dirt roads and came to a stop alongside a cornfield that I remembered. My wallet, with what little money I had in the world, was under me in the console. When I handed it over, the ugly tension eased a bit in their faces. Once allowed outside the truck, I leaned against its sturdy side and locked eyes with Barry.


For a long time they kept us apart as they ransacked the Bronco, valuables piled on the ground to be carted away, possessions thought to be worthless flung into the gritty dirt. When they finally let us stand together, we clung to each other. I couldn’t stop shaking or crying.


It was a moment of forced learning (don’t ever travel at night in an unknown country), and the beginning of honoring my intuition (prior to the robbery, the whole day had felt like it was tilting). It was the first time that praying ever crossed my mind, and when I asked the moonless sky and whatever occupies that infinite space if this was the proverbial “good day” to die, a voice answered clearly in my head, No! It’s a bad day to die!


With that extraordinary proclamation, my crying and shaking lessened. In its place, a slow anger bubbled up at the thought of my then eleven-year-old son hearing that his mother’s body had been found in a cornfield. But the voice had said it wasn’t in the cards, and I chose to believe that voice. Precarious faith, yet faith nonetheless.


That night was also the first time I consciously witnessed the order within chaos, what I called “miracles” back then. Only a few minutes after my ethereal conversation, the banditos noticed their lookout was no longer standing watch. They turned silently away, quickly scooped up the pile of valuables, got in their car, and drove off into the surreal night. They left the key to the Bronco in the tailgate, Barry’s backpack with passports, credit cards, and cash behind the driver’s seat. And they left us, alive.


After the bandits drove away, Barry went quiet with shock. Handing him the keys that had been left in the tailgate, I took control.


“Turn the car on, honey. Turn on the lights. Let’s just throw everything into the car.”


We frantically shoved what had been dumped on the ground back into the Bronco, from T-shirts to computers to small bottles of medicine.


“Get in the car! They’re coming back,” Barry yelled. In the distance, headlights were headed our way, fast. He took control then, speeding over the rutted roads and then along the highway into the city of Culiacán. By now it was midnight, and we were searching for a hotel or a police station, whichever came first. Suddenly a white pickup truck with three burly men in it pulled up alongside and motioned for us to pull over. Barry turned into an action-movie hero, making left turns from right lanes and careening through intersections, until we found ourselves in the deserted central plaza, surrounded by four trucks of armed men. Only two hours after the robbery, my faith wobbled at the sight of so many rifles pointed straight at us.


“We’re dead,” I whispered. Terrified, I could only think to stuff the cash and credit cards into my underwear.


“No. We’re okay. We’re safe, honey. It’s okay,” Barry said as he got out of the car and began speaking in English to the uniformed man who seemed to be in charge. More miracles. The policeman understood, and believed, our story. Escorted to a police station, we answered questions in the spooky green glare of an ancient computer screen. Escorted again, this time to a comfortable hotel, we tried to wash off the night’s horror with showers, swallowed two Valium each, and fell into bed, speechless.


THE GREEK PHILOSOPHER HESIOD left us this reminder in his poetic theory of creation: “Verily first of all did Chaos come into being, and then broad-bosomed Gaia.” Likewise, the Old Testament’s words depict emptiness preceding the visible: “Let there be Light.” At the heart of these and many other creation stories around the world lies the enduring concept of something appearing from seemingly nothing, the blessing of light after darkness.


In the language of chaos theory, the phenomenon of something spawned within the chaos of nothing is called “self-organization.” It occurs when all signs of calm seem to have disappeared, when what seems to be tumultuous or baffling bumps up against something, be it physical or otherwise. Called “bifurcation points,” these often sudden and unforeseen events become turning points, uncomfortably fertile departures from what had been planned.1 Like stories of a night’s sleep lost to deadlines, financial worry, or caring for a sick family member, I’d wager that bouncing off one or more turning points into unknown territory is familiar to most of us.


Shoved up against such points—naive decisions and gun- toting men, in my case—events become amplified, and in that intensification, the underlying organization present in all change begins to bloom. It still amazes me how Barry and I self-organized within the chaotic aftermath of the robbery, each of us able to rise up out of our fear at different times, grab hold of the situation at hand, and take action. I didn’t know the term self-organization back then. We simply did what came naturally.


It had been my choice to move to Mexico. However conscious or unconscious, spontaneous, or triple-checked on Excel spreadsheets, our choices have consequences that, regardless of human plans—and often in a split second—can shift and zigzag into a future beyond recognition.


In the months following the robbery came the realization that change and I were intertwined. It was the inevitable, constant accumulation of life-changing events—and the layered wisdom resulting from living those events—that demanded of me a specific, generous attention.


When I’m aware enough, my body tells me when change is afoot. The world seems to tilt, a physical sensation as if the floor from the kitchen to the living room has dropped an inch, or the items on my desk have rearranged themselves overnight. What once was stable is suddenly mercurial. I know, too, that some form of loss will accompany change—something distinctly known will disappear and strangeness will take its place. The unknown will knock and stand waiting at my door.


Seen through the eyes of chaos—with its underlying order, the creation stories of all-was-darkness-then-came-the-light, and turning points that create something from nothing—startling events can redirect a life onto a trajectory most certainly not chosen in any conscious, logical way. Over the years, the accumulated wisdom born from experiencing these surprising events has turned into skills of astonishing value, strengthening and expanding my ability to be calm and flexible and rooted as things tumble and sometimes crash around me.


Now that I’ve grown into the habit of gathering stories instead of pushing them away, I realize how the constantly increasing depth and breadth of that attention, in mysterious sync with the fundamental interconnectedness of chaos, will forever inform who I am, continually welcoming and forging a lasting friendship with change.


Such is my respect and gratitude that I watch for these unknowns like I watch for the vermillion flycatcher in our yard each morning, or the different phases of the moon. For each time my world tilts toward turbulence, I experience a deep remembering that bubbles up from my core—to come out the other side is to emerge wiser, stronger, more intact, more humane.


~ AWARENESS QUESTION ~


The darkness surrounding an
unexpected event can be blinding.
What past experience can you draw on for strength?
Who can you ask for support during this time?
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welcoming paradox


“A paradox is not only a conflict within reality.
It is a conflict between reality and
your feelings of what reality ‘ought’ to be like.”
—Richard Feynman


However much I wanted to put death and robbery behind me, the fear I’d felt in both circumstances remained a persistent companion. When fear took hold, my attitude about everything became frozen in silence, negativity, and inaction. I stayed in various stages of that frozen place from age nineteen until my early forties, unable to shake off the losses or the silence. Yet after the robbery, remembering and writing about the brief moments when miracles were the focus—the keys, the backpack, the goose-bumpy fact of our lives being spared—I was slowly able to feel the symbiotic relationship between the good and the terrifying, what poet Ben Okri expresses in his poem An African Elegy as life lived “. . . gently / With fire, and always with hope.”1


Gently. With fire. These are paradoxical words. They speak of opposites, of contradiction, exactly the stuff of life. Paradox is the connective thread that weaves through the vast inevitability called change. Who has not experienced those moments when events around us, whether chosen or uninvited, are speaking in tongues of flame, the heat of the unknown threatening to burn us, and our surroundings, into insignificant ashes?


If we are true to our experiences and the voice inside of us, it can be the same searing heat we fear that brings light to this other side of things, a light reached by moving through uncomfortable transitions and paradoxical events. Sometimes those sudden realizations of clarity require being singed by flame. Generosity and compassion become known by way of the eye-opening smell of fear. Long-overdue adjustments appear after unexplainable events both large and small. Again, from The African Elegy and the sustaining words of Ben Okri, “There is wonder here / And there is surprise / In everything the unseen moves.”2


Embracing these inconsistencies and contradictions, we’re taken to the space between gentle and fire, to paradox with a capital P, as if it were its own country, vast enough to contain all seeming opposites, all glaring contradictions. Yet living amid the torrent of technological advances and media onslaughts means often feeling stressed, confused, and engulfed in seemingly incoherent events. Add these to everyday challenges, and we can easily feel overloaded.


What moves us to action despite this enormity?


I believe we all have at least one, if not several, bifurcation points in a lifetime that give us a chance to move in the direction of making whole what has become undone. Bumping up against these crossroads leads to grabbing upheaval and transition by the arm, changing directions, and taking charge in an intensely personal way—at first despite its paradoxical nature, and then with practice, because of it. This is a practice of faith that requires a profound trust without proof or logic.


Curious inquiry into what can seem inexplicable, and personal action that stems from an often unrealized, inner strength can override crippling emotions and lack of direction. It is a personal commitment to take gentle and fiery action, action that can’t help but ripple out and touch family, friends, strangers, and one’s community. The resulting wholeness grows exponentially as it moves outward into the world.


A life dismantled. That’s the description of events leading up to the pivotal night of the robbery. My freelance contract had just ended. I’d sold my car, furniture, and most of my personal belongings. A new relationship and a move to a foreign country had combined to jolt my introverted personality and my less-than-optimal communication skills. Two years after a divorce and suddenly bereft of daily life with my son, my heart was torn in half from the choices I’d made. Then the bandits showed up in my life.


The magnitude of my circumstances and decisions hit me hard. It was a cosmic joke of staggering proportions.


Want to make some changes in your life?


Let’s see what you’re made of, sweetheart.


Luck was with me in the months that followed. The chaos of a dismantled life provided a multitude of material that made me stretch and grow: the hilly terrain of a new love, the bittersweet reality of being a long-distance mom, the constant bump-bump-bumping into myself from living in another culture. The known had tilted into an unsettling day-to-day existence in a strange environment full of contradiction and blind spots. My life was like the beautiful green-and-tan leather coin purse given to me by friends a couple of weeks after the robbery, a symbol of new abundance, waiting to be filled, the “how” nowhere to be seen.


We all have a soul-filled core that is tougher than we think, committed and aligned to our individual well-being, informing and infusing our unique wholeness with self-organizing principles and paradoxical states that have similar rhythms to other natural systems. Plant life dies off in the winter and vigorously reemerges in the spring. A flock of birds twists and turns in whirring tumult that on first glance seems destined for a mass collision, then suddenly rearranges into a synchronized flight of beauty.


There is an invigorating spirit in us also, imbued with an energy that, alongside our soul, propels our being outward toward connection and a larger wholeness. Their combined flow moves through our body in a loop of infinitely expanding wisdom.


Writing became my doorway to the invisible “how” represented by that small coin purse. First came poems, poured out in the desire to weave the clashing threads of incoherence and ambiguity into the coexisting facts and mysteries of smiling photos and family secrets. I wanted a whole cloth of acceptance, not the worn and ragged scrap of fabric I’d been carrying for decades. The private and almost hermit-like atmosphere of my first years in Mexico nurtured this craving as I kept writing. I was aware at some deep level that I had not yet arrived at the truth of things, and that the poems would lead me there.


Then came the chance to write a few articles and share what I was learning. I created a monthly writing workshop, attended by a handful of women around my kitchen table. As I wrote more poetry, the opportunity for larger workshops presented itself. Returning to college in order to fill an often mourned “knowledge gap” and simultaneously discovering the world of coaching were the best actions I’d ever taken for myself. My graduation ceremony dovetailed with a small voice that whispered, “Now it’s time to write a book.” Each of these was a “next step” complete with upsets and joys that I couldn’t have foretold.


In the midst of tumultuous events, when our stories and the feelings that arise alongside them often feel so radically jarring that the first reaction is to push them away, the choosing part of us must be exponentially stronger.


One of the consequences of my father’s sudden death in that summer of 1972 was my inability to care much about anything, much less discern the worth of going to classes. In the throes of my first semester back in school thirty some years later, what I see now as a decisive bifurcation point, I wrote a series of five critical papers with accompanying poems revealing insights and actions that then cascaded into what I call my paradox poem.


According to authors John Briggs and F. David Peat in their book Seven Life Lessons of Chaos: Spiritual Wisdom from the Science of Change, the chaos of my family history had “suddenly branched off into order.”3


Focusing down and down over the years, each poem written had been its own “point of departure” until the unbidden, surprising lines of Facing You released me from the strangle-hold of trying to understand something that could never, ever be understood. I wrote about what I did know of events from my mother, and the last time I’d seen my father:


If on another day you had taken a deeper breath
and gathered yourself
had the word divorce
been more mourning dove than vulture
had her words
and those unsaid by both of you
not roosted
and built nests in your head
had they not eaten away at your heart
on another day you would not have worn
such haunted eyes . . .


The last lines surprised me, the turmoil inside making a visceral turn toward acceptance:


The choices taken so different—
I might have made the mountains home
Your grandson would not have been born
I would not be the woman standing here
if on that day so long ago
you had been someone
other than yourself.
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