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            First Telling:

            Magic Words

         

         
            Magic words are the most difficult to get hold of, but they are also the strongest…Magic words or magic prayers are fragments of old songs or apparently meaningless sentences heard in the days when animals could talk, and remembered ever since by being passed from one generation to the next. In the very earliest time…when all spoke the same language, words were potent and the mind had mysterious powers. A word might suddenly come alive, and what people needed to happen would happen. Nobody could explain it. That’s just the way it was.

            —Nalungiaq (nineteenth-century Iglulik elder)

         

      
   


   
      
         
            I. Dead Mother’s Son

            (Portland, Oregon, 1958 to 1968)

         

         
            Assume you write for an audience consisting solely of terminal patients. That is, after all, the case. What would you begin writing if you knew you would die soon? What could you say to a dying person that would not enrage by its triviality?

            —Annie Dillard, The Writing Life

         

         EXTREMELY IMPLAUSIBLE ACCIDENTS do not feel innocent. When, for instance, an inch-long steel bolt shook loose and fell from an AeroMexico DC-8 cruising at 38,000 feet, drifted seven miles to Earth, and embedded itself in the skull of an eight-year-old girl hoeing weeds with her widower father in a Mexican cornfield, killing her almost instantly, the term “freak accident” did not begin to appease. The minds of everyone who loved the girl groped for explanations. A thunderhead shook things loose…An airline skimped on maintenance inspections…A skilled maintenance man, distracted by a coworker’s tale of a secret affair, failed to torque down the bolt despite the thousands he had faithfully inspected…But no rational explanation, not even a “correct” one, purges the preposterousness from the event. An inch-long bolt. Seven miles. The perfect timing. The tiny target. Chance veered so far out of its way to kill this child that some sort of premeditated attack seemed to have been committed.

         The question then became: By whom? Who was the unseen attacker? Destiny? Fate? God? One wants to know. And one doesn’t want to know. Because say it is God. Suppose that not a sparrow or human-made meteor falls without His knowledge. Suppose the winds are His breath, and His exhalations oh-so-carefully steered the steel throughout its drifting, twisting, high-speed fall. Now say you’re the girl’s father. Suppose you call out to your daughter when she drops in the dirt, wondering what crazy game she’s playing, smiling at her histrionics as she briefly writhes, then lies perfectly still. Suppose that, as the game grows protracted, you grow irritated, stroll over to her—and find the small, blood-filled cavity amid the raven hair you braided that morning. Suppose you look skyward as you shatter and glimpse, miles above, not even the departing jet but only a fast-vanishing contrail.

         Now start trying to love that all-knowing, oh-so-careful God.

         Suppose you’re the Jesuit novice from El Norte, summoned in the old padre’s absence to console the mourners at her grave. Suppose that, after heartsick consideration, you fall back on your Jesuit training, draw a troubled breath, but try to sound confident as, in your stiff foreign Spanish, you tell the girl’s father and handful of ragged friends, “Yours is a terrible loss. I’m more sorry than I can say. But God loves those He takes as well as those He leaves behind. His purposes are beyond us. We must trust, even so, that all things are meant to bring us to holiness.”

         Suppose the father grows wild-eyed, leaps forward, and smashes your face repeatedly till you fall to the ground. Say he then sobs, “You must trust that my fists have brought you to holiness!”

         How can you answer? Some human beings are singled out to suffer agonies of the heart. We don’t know why. All we know is that any even slightly confident explanation or consolation we offer in Spanish, English, or any mortal tongue sounds glib in the face of every such event, and so merely insults the hearts in agony.

         
              

         

         THE PORTLAND ACTOR and playwright James Lee Van Zandt once suffered a highly implausible blow: Jamey was born on January 30th, 1958, at Providence Hospital in Portland, Oregon. On January 30th, 1963—five years later to the day—his mother, Debbie Van Zandt, died of leukemia in the very same hospital.

         When any conceivable Divine Being or Random Fate deletes your mother in the very place she gave birth to you, and on your birthday, the extreme odds against it suggest that a premeditated attack has been committed. The five-year-old Jamey struggled for months to grasp that his mother was never coming back. He struggled for years to accept that she’d been ripped away like a sweetly offered, viciously retracted birthday gift. His acceptance of these two facts, after all that struggle, led him to conclude that Fate, God, or whatever Power rules earthly life is so farcically cold and cruel that only a fool would place faith in “It” or “Him.” He then began losing faith in other things the ruling Power was said to bestow upon humans—things as basic as the reality of his own feelings and experience; reality of his face in the mirror; reality of his very world and life.

         This early wound began weathering Jamey’s identity the way winter storms and summer thunderheads weather granite peaks. Psychologically, his wound sensitized him to farcical situations, disingenuous behavior, and cruel illusions of all kinds. Philosophically, the wound bequeathed him a seething hatred of any and every formulaic, theological, New Age, or piety-ridden consolation. Socially, the wound turned him into a sometimes hilarious, sometimes self-destructive iconoclast so unemployable that he had no choice but to employ himself, becoming a playwright, actor, and theatrical director. The wound also bequeathed his comedy a ruthlessness that at times delighted and at other times appalled his audiences.

         But before any of these influences were clearly recognized by Jamey, his early wound and fierce rebellion against it nearly killed him several times over.

         
              

         

         A BOY OF five, after suffering a heart-wound, doesn’t rant and rail at the heavens. A boy of five plays the hand he’s dealt, and if it kills him, oh well, and if it doesn’t, what do ya know? The strongest suit in Jamey Van Zandt’s hand was his nature. The weakest was his luck. An example of both:

         When Jamey was born, his head was seventeen inches in circumference. The opening in his mother’s pelvis was not. Debbie needed an emergency C-section to deliver him and days of rest afterward. Baby and mother were separated. In the hospital nursery, Jamey contracted staph boils, which were treated with sulfa drugs to which Jamey proved allergic. He ended up in Intensive Care. Prolonged separation delayed lactation. By the time mother and child were reunited it was impossible for Debbie to breastfeed her son. This was Jamey’s luck. He grew into a big, happy, resentment-free lug of a baby anyway. This was his nature. Jamey’s was not the sort of heart that cried out, Where are the breasts that I deserve? His was the sort that said, Bottle? Cool. Formula? Yum! From birth Jamey was blessed, despite his wretched luck, with a nature easily pleased by the world within his reach. If the kid in the backyard next door had a twenty-dollar action figure with kung-fu grip, fully articulated joints, and power-action waist, and Jamey had an old wet dishrag, Jamey set to work exploring the properties of his wet rag, inventing a personality for it, interacting and teasing and yucking it up with it till the neighbor kid would be pleading to trade his action figure for Jamey’s rag.

         Another of Jamey’s strong suits: indefatigability. An invaluable asset for a lad destined for a life in the arts. An example: Jamey loved to crawl as an infant and became unusually proficient at it—so proficient that, long after other kids his age were walking, he took no particular interest in uprightness. Jamey was fifteen months old and his parents, Debbie and Jon, feared he was developmentally disabled in some way before he began to experiment with walking. But his experiments met with an odd setback: vertical toddling struck little Jamey as hilarious. Trying to convey a toy across a room by placing one tiny foot in front of the other when, on his hands and knees, he could nearly carry his mother on his back, made him laugh so hard he’d lose his balance, teeter into walls and furniture, bang his knees, hips, head, fall on his ass, laugh hysterically, stand back up, leg it into more crashes, and laugh even harder. When neighbors and relatives witnessed his hilarity-sabotaged toddling, word spread and small crowds would convene, soon laughing so hard that the future thespian experienced an early love of his ability to amuse an audience.

         One morning during his Walk, Crash, and Laugh phase Jamey sat down on the floor, fell silent, and after a few minutes began to cry—a nearly unheard-of act for this ebullient little person. When Debbie tried to figure out why, the toddler could articulate nothing, but the crying grew so inconsolable that she took him to an emergency room. The problem was a hernia. Jamey underwent surgery that night. The operation left a seven-inch scar reaching from his groin’s ground zero to his right hip bone. The surgeon warned Jamey’s parents that it would be days before he tried to walk and that it would hurt like hell when he did. But this was where his indefatigability kicked in: on Jamey’s first night home from the hospital, Jon woke to an eerie sound in the bedside crib, wakened Debbie, and in the glow of the night-light they beheld their son gripping the crib rail in his chubby fist as he staggered back and forth like King Lear in his late madness, cheeks streaked with tears, belly shaking with laughter. Even in pain, two-leggèd locomotion continued to strike Jamey as a scream.

         
              

         

         THE BIRTHDAY DEATH of a mother does not unmake such a nature. Once in a while, though, his native ebullience would vanish, leaving him so inert that he appeared physically or mentally damaged. Not surprisingly, the worst of these cripplings came, as regularly and cynically as Santa Claus, on the birthdays that were also his mother’s deathday.

         On his first post-mom birthday his dad, Jon, and older sister, Judith, attempted to blow the family grief to smithereens by throwing Jamey an extra-big party. They decked the halls with synthetic jollies, hired a professional clown, amassed solid and liquid arsenals of multicolored forms of sugar, and invited an army of gift-bearing kids. The revelers buried Jamey, as planned, in hypoglycemic cheer. When the birthday boy began dashing about as gleefully and idiotically as his guests, Jon and Judith’s plan seemed to be working. During the post-cake opening of presents, however, an officious-looking neighbor girl handed Jamey a gift and—with the cool neutrality of the mathematically precocious—announced, “You’re six today, Jamey. And your mom is minus one.”

         Negative numbers. What a fascinating concept for the birthday boy. The instant Jamey began to consider Debbie’s negative first deathday the gift in his hand vanished, the sounds in the room grew muted, the unopened mound of presents morphed into an emaciated body on a mechanical bed, and his mother’s hollow eyes and chemo-swollen face turned to stare into and through him. Lost, Jamey stared back. He saw the blue eyes shine with love for a moment; then the head grew naked, the face turned yellow and puffy, and he saw himself faltering in his efforts to love this frighteningly changed face in return. Her hollow eyes saw him falter. In desperation he said to the face, I love you, Momma, but felt only fear of her state, causing the pained eyes to hurt even more.

         Minus one.

         Jamey stood frozen so long the math whiz finally tapped his shoulder, a wag called out, “Anybody home?” a circle of sugar-smeared faces burst into laughter, Debbie’s swollen face vanished—and Jamey grew soul-sick. Mumbling to Jon that he didn’t feel good, he deserted his guests, tottered to his room, put himself to bed, and remained there till every trace of the celebration was out of the house.

         Jon and Judith’s would-be exorcisms of Jamey’s haunted birthday escalated like warfare: over the next three years they tried a swimming pool party, a roller rink party, and a Barnum & Bailey Circus party. But the neighbor girl’s formula stuck:

         I’m seven this year—and Mom is minus two…

         I’m nine—and Mom’s minus four…

         The parties, for Jamey, were sulfa drugs. Allergic reactions made him more and more erratic. The day he turned eight, for instance, when it came time to make a wish and blow out the candles, he leaned carefully over the flames and stayed there, unflinching, until his hair began to singe and stink. When his father pulled him back and asked what he was trying to do, Jamey blurted, “Get my wish!” and ran from the room sobbing. When he turned nine and his big boisterous party was leaving the Barnum & Bailey Circus at Memorial Coliseum, Jamey eyed his entourage with allergic distaste, melted into the exit crowd, and vanished so completely that Jon, after a long and frantic search, called the police. Jamey was picked up after midnight by a squad car on a street three miles away. When his distraught dad again asked what he was trying to do, Jamey felt an answer, but couldn’t yet speak it: what he truly wanted from his birthdays was a chance to grasp, by and for himself, the maddening gift he’d already been given: a dead mother.

         A few weeks before Jamey’s tenth birthday, Judith, in front of Jamey, began to query Jon, not Jamey, about the upcoming celebration. Jamey blew up. “Those parties are for you, not me! I hate them!” Judith then exploded in return, shrieking that their mother had given Jamey parties so she was doing the same. “Go ahead, Jude!” Jamey roared. “Play Mommy on my birthday. But I won’t be there to watch!”

         Jude fled the table in tears. Jamey stomped to his room. Jon gave his son time to cool, then went in and asked what he most wanted to do on his birthday. With great earnestness, Jamey said, “Treat it like a regular old day. No party, no nothing. I want to spend the day alone with…with whatever’s left…you know…of Mom.”

         Jon Van Zandt was a Stoic. His face showed nothing as he slowly nodded. But his voice quavered as he murmured, “Permission granted.”

         
              

         

         ON HIS FIRST party-free January 30th Jamey slept late, woke slowly, then remembered his new birthday freedom. Sighing with satisfaction, he stared up at the ceiling and commenced, as planned, to conjure every last thing he could remember about his mother. He managed to recall, at least faintly, a pleasing voice. He recalled a benign warmth bending down to praise him. He vaguely glimpsed a blue-eyed, pretty face. But before he could study that face, memorize it, convey his love to it, it broke up and melted into mist.

         Distressed, Jamey summoned his indefatigability, jumped out of bed, dressed as fast as he could, and called to the mother mist, “Come on!” The mist made no reply—was no longer even a mist, really—but Jamey made a show of coaxing it downstairs even so.

         He found Jon in the process of making his favorite breakfast: strawberry crepes topped with whipped cream. He found that Judith had placed, on his plate, a three-by-five card upon which she’d typed: “Happy Regular Old Day. —Jude.” He noticed her staring at him so blankly she resembled a three-by-five card herself, and grinned. “No kidding, Jude,” he said. “This is the best present you ever gave me! So thanks.”

         Judith stuck out her tongue, then bent to her crepes with seeming distaste. Jamey plowed into his with relish.

         Jon joined them at the table. “So what will you do today, Mister Regular?”

         Jamey peered out the window. “It’s not raining and not too cold. I’d like to just go out on my bike, if that’s okay, wander around all day, then come home for a regular ol’ dinner here at the regular ol’ ranch.”

         Poker-faced as ever, Jon said, “Two quick confessions. One, I broke the Regular Ol’ Day Rule and got you a present. Two, I broke it again and gave Jude permission to bake a cake. If we ban all guests except Gramma Nan and if we don’t sing ‘Happy Birthday,’ could you stand to blow out ten candles and eat a piece of the cake?”

         Jamey tried to look put-upon, then grinned. “That’s regular enough!”

         “By four the daylight’s going,” Jon said. “I want you home at three. And no disappearing this year. Disappearing is not regular, Mister Regular.”

         “Deal,” Jamey said with another grin.

         
              

         

         HE SET OFF into Southeast Portland through a morning as bland as his plan for the day. The sky was a white so dull it looked like a ceiling, making the outdoors feel like the indoors of a giant unheated building. Jamey’s bike, an old English three-speed, made a pleasing clicketa-clicketa-clicketa when he stopped pedaling, so he began to seek residential streets with downhill slants. Riding to the crest of each, he would put on a burst of speed, then glide, enjoying the clicketa-clicketa for as long as possible.

         He’d been at this for half an hour and had set a record glide of three blocks, when he realized he hadn’t thought of his mother once. Blushing with shame, he pulled up to the curb and looked at the empty air. “You’re minus five today,” he said softly. “Is there anything you’d like for…for your negative fifth deathday?”

         He listened to the air’s lack of answer long enough to grow sad. But sadness activated his indefatigability. “Come on!” he said. “There’s gotta be something.”

         The nothing remained nothing. But Gramma Nan, Debbie’s mother, often remarked that Debbie had been stubborn. Jamey refused to grow downhearted.

         Looking around the neighborhood, getting his bearings, he realized he was only a block from the Woodstock public library. This struck him as more than nothing: Debbie used to take him and Jude there. Jon too had taken them a few times after Debbie died, but with Jon the visits had felt hollow—a Good Husband dutifully maintaining his Departed Wife’s rite. Debbie had taken them to the library for an incomparably more enjoyable reason, and Jamey, briefly, could picture her declaring it: “I love books!” Then she’d prove it: every time they went to Woodstock public, Debbie checked out the maximum number from both the grown-up and kids’ sections. She read Jamey and Jude to sleep every night. She also abandoned Jon at the TV most nights, preferring the novels she devoured in bed. Recalling all this with growing hope of contact, Jamey rode fast to the library, locked his bike in the rack, and stepped through the double glass doors.

         Once inside, he stopped in the entrance area and stood quiet, hoping to sense Debbie somehow. He felt a faint pull from the children’s book section but decided it was a memory, not a presence, so he stayed rooted where he was. You’re the booklover, he thought. Show me where you want me. He then spread his feet a little, folded his arms over his chest, adopted a pleasant expression, and waited.

         The library was nearly empty. A couple of codgers, winos to judge by a faint pall in the room, slumped in armchairs, perusing newspapers strung on wooden poles. The checkout counter was untended. Hearing a creak to his left, Jamey turned to see a gray-haired librarian halfway up an aluminum stepladder that let out rodent-like squeaks when she shifted her weight. On the wall before her was an enormous cork bulletin board topped by the words AROUND THE WORLD THIS DAY! The woman was push-pinning wire-service news clippings to the board.

         Want to read those? Jamey whispered in his head.

         Feeling no response, he waited a full minute—and felt more nothing. The librarian kept push-pinning. Invisible ladder-rodents kept squeaking. AROUND THE WORLD THIS DAY! the bulletin board kept proclaiming. Another minute passed. Jamey’s hope for a prompt gave out. Still, he waited. He no longer believed anything was going to happen but felt that his patience, at least, and the pleasant expression he tried to keep on his face were gifts he could give to Debbie.

         More minutes passed. The nothing responded with more nothing. The librarian turned twice and smiled at Jamey. Both times he dropped his eyes, knowing she was going to speak to him if he didn’t move soon. He had a feeling her first words would be: Waiting for someone? If those were her words, he looked forward to replying, Yes. My dead mom.

         I’ll read anything you like, Jamey told the nothing.

         Dead air.

         Does this mean you want me to read what I wanna read? he asked.

         Nothing moved or urged or whispered.

         Taking care not to sigh with exasperation, keeping his expression pleasant, Jamey stepped up to the big bulletin board. The news clippings, he saw at once, all pertained to events of the past twenty-four hours. They were divided by continent. EUROPE had the most stories, but the librarian had cheated a little: she’d filed all news of the Soviet Union under EUROPE, but Jamey knew that most of the USSR was in Asia. AUSTRALIA had just four clippings. ANTARCTICA had nothing but a yellowed old photo of a blizzard-blown penguin with a chick standing on its feet. Jamey was surprised to see that the United States was not included under NORTH AMERICA. He guessed this was because the dozens of US papers, over where the codgers sat, contained too many stories to include.

         He closed his eyes before the continents.

         You choose, he thought. Then waited. And, as a special gift, waited some more. He faintly remembered the tone his mother had used, and glow he’d felt, when she’d tell him he was “such a good boy.” But again, this was memory, not presence.

         Sensing nothing, he opened his eyes, maintained his kind expression, and stepped up to ASIA. There were clippings from Hong Kong, Singapore, Taipei, Saigon, Peking, New Delhi, all telling of events that had taken place on this same January 30th. But Jamey’s fifth grade teacher, Mr. Yaw, had explained how what he called “the make-believe known as the international date line” enabled certain news stories to travel impossibly fast. Inspecting the ASIA stories more closely, Jamey saw that several had partaken of “date line make-believe” by out-racing the clock. Something newsworthy would occur, a reporter would write it up, and if the story was wired from west to east, it could cross the date line and appear in print before the clocks said it had occurred. One such story, reported by the New York Times, was fresh in from India. On the library clock Jamey saw it was 10:50 a.m., yet in a Times photo taken at 11:00 a.m.—ten minutes into the future—a flood of humanity was washing through the streets of Calcutta.

         The flood itself seized Jamey’s imagination. “More than a million people,” the caption said. A crowd twice the size of the entire population of Portland. Hard to believe. Yet the aerial photo showed a sea of dark heads and white clothes veering and sheering through the city streets in patterns that brought to mind vast flocks of migrating birds. Skimming the article to find out what had summoned the human flood, Jamey found they’d gathered in honor of a man shot to death, twenty years before, on this same 30th of January. A man named Gandhi. Not having heard of him, Jamey whispered it to rhyme with “candy.” Another small photo showed the fallen hero to be a bald-headed, spindly-leggèd, grandfatherly little fellow in wire-rimmed glasses, smiling charmingly though he stood on the cold streets of London dressed in what looked like a dirty sheet, sandals, and no socks. The Times reporter praised this humble figure with a lavishness Jamey found distressing: “The father of a revolt based on strategic mass harmlessness.” “Impossible odds against him from his first day in India to his last.” “A once-invincible Empire brought to its knees by one man’s weaponless rebellion.” How was it weaponless, Jamey wanted to ask, when Gandhi had been shot dead? The vast crowd, worshipful praise, and murder of the sweetly grinning old man began to create a panic inside him. Was it random coincidence that Gandhi died on Debbie’s deathday? Or was another premeditated vicious coincidence in the works? Feeling a desperate need to show “God” or “Fate” that he was keeping an eye on His or Its shenanigans, Jamey marched across the room to the checkout counter, borrowed a pencil, fished his library card out of his toy wallet, flipped it on its back, lay it on the counter, and in the humorless manner of a traffic cop filling out a reckless driving ticket, wrote:

         
            Jan 30, 1948, Gandhi shot dead

            Jan 30, 1958, Jamey VZ born

            Jan 30, 1963, Debbie VZ dies of leukemia

            Jan 30, 1968, Dead Debbie Dead Gandhi and

            Live Jamey meet in Woodstock Library

         

         He glared at the empty air of the room, daring the Author of these vicious synchronicities to show His smirking face.

         “Are you interested in Mahatma Gandhi?” an audible voice asked.

         Jamey froze. The gray-haired librarian. She’d come down off the ladder and followed him to the counter. The way she had said the name surprised him, softening the a’s to rhyme with “awe”—and that’s what Jamey felt as she pronounced it. Mahatma Gandhi. What a string of syllables to own for a name!

         But was Jamey interested in this man who, twenty long years after his assassination, was still adored not by a few forlorn mourners like Jamey, Jude, and Jon but by millions? Could he afford to learn more of this hero when, despite an ocean of adoration, he’d been murdered on Jamey and Debbie’s already ridiculous birth and death day?

         “Please follow me,” the librarian said.

         Jamey nearly snapped, No! But this was his mother’s special library and day. She would have insisted on politeness. Directed at last by a palpable mothering force, he tagged along to the Young Adult section, where the librarian located and handed him a volume titled The Man Who Won a War by Not Fighting. But when the cover photo turned out to show him the same grandfatherly, sheet-and-sandals, happily grinning Gandhi he’d seen in the Times, everything that was happening felt deathly wrong. Hyperventilating as he spoke, Jamey reeled off the dates, “1948! 1958! 1963! 1968!!”

         “What was that?” the librarian asked.

         Jamey shook the book at her and blurted, “Does this tell about the killing of Gandhi?”

         The woman stepped backward as if Jamey had physically shoved her. “I-I’m sure his death is mentioned.”

         “No! I mean, does it describe it? Like how many bullets? Where they hit? And what Muh…Maw…what he did after each bullet? And how long it took him to die?”

         The librarian’s jaw dropped. She took two more steps backward.

         Seeing he’d horrified her, Jamey dropped the book, picked it back up, shoved it in her hands, turned to flee, but was so cramped up and burdened that he could only stagger toward the door. His plan for the day had succeeded! The instant the librarian had pronounced Gandhi’s name correctly, Jamey felt magic in the sound. The word “Mahatma,” especially, struck him as strong. So strong it had lured a million people into the streets this very day. So strong that even the likes of leukemia and bullets might have trouble dragging such a word to its grave. So strong that Jamey burned to know precisely how much violence was needed to tear the word from the man who’d answered to it.

         But this was only half of what struck him: the instant he sensed the strength in the word “Mahatma” he compared it to another word: “Debbie.” And his mother’s yellowed face and wasted body grew so present, and her name struck him as so weak, that she collapsed onto him with a physical weight that caused him to sicken and stagger and sink. By the time he reached his bike he was too stricken to even stand, let alone mount or ride.

         Deadly coincidence does not feel innocent. On January 30th, 1968, a million souls surged through the streets of Calcutta, pouring adoration into the legacy of a man who’d answered to the word “Mahatma” as, half a planet away yet in the same surging moment via date-line magic, an equally adoring boy hunched alone by an old English bicycle, crushed by the weight of his yearning to save his mother, even now, by giving her a more powerful name.

      
   


   
      
         
            II. Risa’s Immaculate Conception

            (Seattle, Washington, 1985)

         

         
            She saw the lightning in the east and she longed for the east,

            but if it had flashed in the west she would have longed for

            the west... The east wind whispered a hadith handed down,

            successively, from distracted thoughts, from passion, from

            anguish, from tribulation, from rapture, from reason, from

            yearning, from ardor, from tears, from my eyelids, from fire,

            from my heart:

                  “He whom you love is between your ribs.

                  Your breathing tosses him from side to side.”

            —Ibn al-Arabi, The Tarjumán Al-achwáq: XIV

         

         A UNIVERSITY OF Washington coed named Marisa Stella McKeig began an affair on the very first day of college. Her lover, for several years, was the ancient Indian language known as Sanskrit. Risa (rhymes with Lisa) was drawn to the old tongue by an even older lure: smitten by the look of a dark-eyed boy she saw registering for Intro to Sanskrit, she slipped in line behind him. The attraction came to nothing: Risa fell for the tongue instead.

         On the first day of class the professor, Dr. Chagan Kuldunchari—a seventyish, hawk-faced, outwardly calm, inwardly intense Indian—strode into the room carrying nothing but an old-fashioned, yard-long wooden pointer. The instant Risa saw the pointer she imagined it to be a relic of the defunct British Raj and guessed—correctly as it turned out—that the dignified man before her had been unjustly beaten with it.

         Dr. Kuldunchari did not introduce himself. He didn’t make any sort of statement about the aims or methods of his course. He just walked over to a movie screen that stood in front of a blackboard, moved it aside, and the students saw words, written in pale blue chalk, covering the board. Standing to the left of the words, Kuldunchari set his body as if against a strong wind. He then began chanting—to a roomful of ad-whacked, hormonally skewed young Americans—in the incomprehensible, rhythmic, prehistoric tongue of ancient rishis as he tapped with his pointer on the corresponding English. The translation read:

         
            The Lord of Love said, Let Me be born, Let Me be many!

            And in the depths of His concentration He entered everything.

            He the formless assumed myriad forms.

            He the All-Knowing became ignorance.

            He the Infinite became finite.

            He the Real became the illusory.

            He the Unseen became the universe.

            The Lord of Love, unmanifest, became manifest,

            drawing Himself out of Himself.

            Therefore is He called “the Self-Existent.”

            Were He not here, who would breathe?

         

         As the words entered her mind in English and her ears in Sanskrit, Risa felt what she could only describe as the main Mystery enter the room. For an unbounded moment, a Vastness breathed inside and outside her body, pervading campus and city, touching everyone and everything, near and far. She didn’t understand any of this. She’d had no previous inkling that such experiences were possible. She just fell, sudden as a drunk into a swimming pool, into a glorious sense of connection and floated in it, blissful and effaced for a while.

         When, in the silence that followed, Dr. Kuldunchari relaxed his stance, slid his wooden pointer like a sword into his belt, smiled the slightest of smiles, and asked, “Any questions?” Risa’s heart did a little cartwheel and she had a new favorite professor as well as a new favorite tongue. Eighteen years old, guardedly fond of Beat poets, and a very occasional smoker with a weakness for menthol, she dubbed the tongue Skrit and the prof Dr. Kool.

         
              

         

         AS HER SKRIT studies commenced, India’s oceanic scriptures, poetry, and mythology began whispering sweet nothings to Risa’s entire sense of self. When she began learning, in other classes, how the world’s last surviving oral cultures, Sanskrit included, were being obliterated by Maoist Mandarin, “Free Market” English, and a few other commerce-coronated tongues, she began rooting for her underdog language with the fervor of a sports fan. Enthusiasm intensified concentration. She grew aware of how inexact her American Teen English had been, and of what a muzzle it had placed over her thoughts. Like, was it helpful, she asked herself, for my high school friends and me to like, use the word “like,” like, four or five times per sentence? The logic and structure of Skrit grammar soon brought such a powerful ordering force to her mind that her English, her thinking, and her daily life soon fell into unprecedentedly good working order. Then came a day and definition that changed her life.

         On his same blackboard, in the same pale blue chalk, Dr. Kool wrote the word sad. No sooner did Risa ask herself Why’d he do that? than he changed the situation entirely by adding a dot under the s, converting the English word sad into a Sanskrit syllable he pronounced “shod,” and with the same blue chalk defined ṣad like so.

         
            to sit down inwardly, and breathe, and attain the True

         

         Dutifully writing down, “sad, ṣad, ṣadness,” dots and italics included, Risa had whispered the words, pronouncing them, “Sad, shod, shodness” as Dr. Kool advised, when something more happened: as the English word “sad” became the Sanskrit word ṣad, English and Skrit mated, the two words fused in a nonce word, ṣadness, and she experienced an intuition she sensed might be profoundly true.

         Feeling guilty to have gone mentally walkabout, she renewed her focus on the lecture and would have thought no more about the incident. But over the next few weeks, every time the sight of life’s cruelty or humanity’s inhumanity made her sad—a mother slapping her child in a supermarket, a homeless man babbling hundreds of words to no one on a rain-soaked sidewalk, a group of teen boys stoning a flightless gull on a Puget Sound beach—a transformative dot appeared beneath the cause of sadness, transforming it to ṣadness, and ṣadness caused her breath to come with a calm fullness, her mind and body to fill with a serenity she hadn’t previously known how to summon, and interior doors to open in what had once seemed solid walls.

         Risa was an exacting student. She knew the immaculate conception and birth of the word “ṣadness” constituted the kind of magical Student-Think that drives language professors to liquor cabinets and Vedic rishis to remote mountain caves. The night after the word was born, she opened her English and Skrit dictionaries, discovered India’s ṣad and England’s sad to be as alien to each other as red roses and yellow catfish, and set out as dutifully as one of King Herod’s soldiers to kill her bastard word. But before carrying out the execution she learned from a Skrit text that ṣad doesn’t exist by itself: its meaning is created when preceded or followed by other letters. When, for instance, the ṣad in Upaniṣad becomes ni-ṣad, dot added, it does mean to sit down. Once she knew even this, her mind’s attempts to sunder the sad/ṣad/sadness connection failed, and she recognized the cause: the serene inner state she called ṣadness had not been born of an A-student’s mental process; it was born of an elemental process. Cream is a far cry from coffee, but dump a little in a hot black cup and the coffee turns tan and stays tan whether you want its blackness back or not.

         Ṣadness proved the cream in every subsequent cup of Risa’s sorrows. She developed a nightly habit of retrieving the thoughts that arose in response to spirit-soaked old Skrit words Dr. Kool had unpacked in class. If, say, vyāna or dharma-kāya set off reverberations over her nightly cup of green tea, she began, in the manner of her junior high anti-hero, Jack Kerouac, to write whatever the word’s magic moved her to write in what Kerouac called secret scribbled dumbsaint notebooks for yr own joy. Her first such dumbsaint entry:

         
            In Dr. Kool’s class last week, in about two seconds flat, some old Vedic magic sprang to life & nuked my Constitutionally guaranteed right to feel like an Amerika-betrayed piece of crap. It was the words sad, ṣad, & ṣadness that did it - & I know! Ṣadness isn’t even a word! So should I be worried? Are joss sticks, saffron robes, & Hare Krishna chants on street corners next? Or do most folks never try, when smacked by a wave of sadness, to sit down, breathe deep & slow, & sink into the black heart of it? And if they don’t, how would they ever find what I’ve been finding in there?

            I’m not asking for bad stuff to happen. (Hope you heard that, Grampa Shiva!) But when I sit quiet with my saddest feelings, letting them be what they are till they & I become silent & immovable, that little Skrit dot now & then appears beneath my sadness like the world’s dinkiest Flying Carpet, wafting me into a place so dark, calm & spacious I not only don’t dread it, I fall willingly inside it, growing dark, calm & spacious myself. To be honest in a way that pretty much terrifies Skeptical Me, this sad, sad, sadness mantra has carried me so deep into darkness that I have twice felt an expansion, looked inwardly skyward, & glimpsed some kind of actual inner stars. So what a rush it was, researching my Desert Fathers paper last week, to stumble upon this famous old saint, Isaac of Syria, who comes right out & says:

            Make peace with yourself & heaven & earth

            make peace with you. Take pains to enter

            your innermost chamber & you will see the

            chamber of heaven, for they are one & the same,

            & in entering one you behold them both.

            Wow! Or as Dr. Kool says, “Om shanti shanti shanti! That is full, this is full, peace! peace! peace!” By which I think he means: Wow!

            Of course no inner chamber or starry sky solves an outward earthly problem, or even addresses its causes. But what if the way through the unending sadnesses—long wars, short lives, Congressional drivel, Seattle traffic—was never a matter of solving anything? What if it was always a matter of how small even the greatest sadness feels when you sit down without hope or fear, breathe in the darkness no matter how deep, & keep on breathing till blackness opens unto heaven’s starry chamber & you realize, My God! I’ve got infinite insides!

         

      
   


   
      
         
            III. Jamey’s Gravitationally Collapsed Mother Object

            (Portland, 1971)

         

         
            I believed in God,

            but I also believed that God was malign.

            —Nick Cave

         

         ONCE IN A while, during the immeasurably long life of a galaxy, a random star is destroyed by a slow-motion explosion, burning for a while at thousands of times its former brightness, becoming the anomaly known as a supernova. Once in an even rarer while, a very large supernova—three times the mass of our sun seems the minimum requisite size—stops throwing its brilliance outward, turns on itself with inconceivable force, and collapses inward, causing this brightest of interstellar objects to vanish. Though the conflagrating star has disappeared, its inward collapse continues, creating a nuclear-powered gravitational implosion so fierce that not even that 186,000-mile-per-second speedster light can escape it. John Archibald Wheeler, the physicist who first discovered one of these unseen implosions, dubbed it a “gravitationally completely collapsed object.” While giving a lecture one day, though, Wheeler had repeated his awkward term a few times when a woman in the audience called out, “Why not call the thing a black hole?” The nickname stuck.

         Black holes, like God, are imperceptible. But the same light-devouring power that makes them invisible renders them detectable. Though astronomers have never seen a black hole, they chart their locations with precision when they detect the light, gases, and fire from neighboring stars or nebulas being sucked toward an invisible but specific point in space.

         
              

         

         AFTER DEBBIE VAN Zandt died on her son’s fifth birthday, her body was cremated. Her remains were then driven by Jon and his children to a headland Debbie had loved on the Oregon Coast, where they were to be thrown, handful by handful, off a cliff into the Pacific. The family’s notion had been to watch the ashes fall to the waves so that, for the rest of their lives, they’d see something of blue-eyed Debbie every time they beheld the blue sea. But the Pacific that day was a gray-green riot, a twenty-knot wind was blowing straight onshore, and when Jon began flinging Debbie’s remains toward the sea, little Jude and Jamey were soon hacking incinerated bits of Mom into the thrashing sedge grass and fingering her out of their eyes. Their misery sent the normally stoic Jon into a rage: with a roar he hurled the half-emptied urn as far as he could off the cliff. But how feeble, human fury, in the face of an ocean’s power. The urn smashed on cobble far short of the breakers, startling a lone, napping harbor seal. When the seal then galloped like a quadruply amputated horse for the waves and disappeared, Jamey, from that moment on, identified his graceful blue-eyed mother not with the vast Pacific but with the land-hampered galumphing of a terrified seal.

         Despite this mythic glitch, Debbie Van Zandt ceased on that day to exist by any method of measurement dealing with the perceptible. But one day each year—January 30th—the same disappearance that rendered Debbie invisible made her astronomically detectable, so to speak, when the light and energy of her son was violently drawn toward an invisible but specific point. To be as precise as possible: every year on Jamey and Debbie’s joint birthday-deathday, a “gravitationally collapsed interior object” became his mom.

         
              

         

         BASED ON THE evidence accrued, black holes don’t make good mothers. But this isn’t to say that they don’t mother at all: on the day Jamey turned six, when the neighbor girl said that Debbie was now “minus one,” a gravitationally collapsed interior object began to mother him so fiercely that the energy was sucked from his body in seconds, forcing him to abandon his guests and drag himself to bed. On the day he turned ten and compared the names Mahatma and Debbie, an interior force mothered him so vehemently that her unseen body added its mass to his own, making it impossible to mount and ride his bike. On ensuing birthday-deathdays, Jamey’s link to his collapsed mother object grew increasingly problematic. Having loved and been loved by a physically appealing flesh-and-blood woman, Jamey longed to go on loving and being loved physically no matter how invisible she had become. Not only was he willing to be haunted by his vanished mother, he craved such a haunting. He wanted to feel noticed, feel watched over, sense maternal mists and ghostly emanations. He yearned for things as straightforward as an intuited voice saying: My, you look handsome today! Or: You seem a bit down. Or: Good grades! Good game! Good joke! But gravitationally collapsed interior objects implode so ferociously that not even light, let alone voices, can escape them. If Jamey’s black hole mom was ever to emit a love palpable to her son, love’s escape velocity would have to prove even faster and more powerful than light’s.

         There was also, in Jamey’s mind, an increasingly troublesome “God factor” interfering with his efforts. When Debbie had died in his Providence Hospital birthplace on the day he turned five, a vicious invasion seemed to have been inflicted and his psyche received a stab from the Unseen. Whether the stabber was the loving God of his mother, the Random Fate of his father, or the ill-tempered heavenly Republican of his maternal grandmother made no difference to Jamey’s psyche: the fifth-birthday blade had been driven in deep.

         To add to his pain and confusion, Jamey deployed his indefatigable good cheer with panache, seeming never to have been wounded at all but on this one cursèd day of the year. His charming denial of his wound, however, created a profound interior blindness. And as generals, kings, presidents, popes, CEOs, and others have demonstrated throughout history, when the deeply wounded go inwardly blind, then pretend, with panache, that they can still see, they become monumentally destructive.

         
              

         

         JAMEY’S THIRTEENTH JANUARY 30th dawned unseasonably bright and sunny despite the cold. Jon served up the usual strawberry birthday crepes. Judith grimly presented Jamey with her now traditional three-by-five “Have a Not Too Happy Regular Old Day” card. Jamey then set out, with the blitheness of a flamboyant blind man, in pursuit of the remnants of his gravitationally collapsed interior mother object.

         Late morning found him riding a new Schwinn ten-speed—his birthday gift from Jon—down a small hill in Southeast Portland. No plan, no need to rush, no place he had to be. He was just gliding down the incline, enjoying the bike’s speedometer and effortless twenty-mile-an-hour speed. But as he neared the intersection at the bottom of the hill, Jamey saw that the cross street was busy, that his own street had a stop sign, and that a four-story office building and parked truck blocked his view of cross traffic. Time to brake. His effortless glide was over, and something in him suddenly resented this. It was his and Debbie’s thirteenth birthday and negative eighth deathday, damn it. January 30th owes us! he thought. Mom and me have a God-caused or Fate-caused right to glide straight through this damned intersection. No slowing. No looking. No hesitation. Pure gift.

         So that’s what they proceeded to do. Taking belligerent aim at the quiet street beyond the intersection—seeing that street as a kind of Hereafter he and Debbie deserved to reach and share—Jamey locked his arms, legs, brain, body, shut his eyes as if in prayer, shot past the office building and truck, shot past the stop sign, felt a presence on his right, felt hugeness, heat, doom on his right, opened his eyes, saw a Franz Bakery truck astoundingly close, coming very fast, the bulging-eyed driver swelling toward him, yards away, standing on his brakes, tires screaming, the braking not nearly enough. Expecting impact, expecting death, Jamey froze in terror, which kept his arms locked, kept the Gift Glide going. He watched the driver reef with all his might on the wheel, causing the truck to spin and miss him by an inch, then looked back over his shoulder as the now-out-of-control truck smashed into a parked pink Mustang on the cross street, flipped it onto its side, rammed it across the sidewalk, the truck flicking the shrieking, shattering car before it the way winds flick a dried leaf, candy wrapper, ashes of Mom, smashing it through a picket fence, over small trees and border shrubs, into the wall of a brick apartment house with a thud Jamey felt in his geologic roots, yet still the physics of truck mass kept crushing the car, trying to ram it through the bricks, out of this world, on into nothingness. Meanwhile the Cause of It All—young James Lee Van Zandt—shot unscathed as God up the side street, his deathday Gift Glide to negative-eight-year-old Debbie as intact as the intersection behind them was blighted.

         Pedaling fast now, but repeatedly looking back, Jamey saw people pouring from houses, cars slamming on brakes, heard a chorus of horns, shouts, burning rubber, yelping dogs. Then—a sight that would follow him for life—the bakery truck driver, limping to the curb, holding his bleeding head and face in one hand, pointing at Jamey with the other, shouting, “Come back here! You! Come back here!”

         Jamey tore on, turned a corner, zigzagged for six blocks, raced straight for several more; crossed a park, a ditch, a railroad track; reached a dirt driveway leading to an abandoned house; pulled into the overgrown yard behind the house.

         Letting the birthday bike fall in winter-dead grass, he sank to his knees, covered his face with his hands, began reliving the scene, and fell into a chasm of feelings he’d never dreamed possible. Gargantuan defiance of he-knew-not-what ripped through him in shock waves. He began to babble and laugh convulsively: Poor little bakery truck driver! Pointing at me! Bleeding at me! Bleeding and pointing. You! Come back here! And the culprit just rides on!

         “Fuck you!” Jamey roared into the palms of his hands, sobbing a little, choking a little, then laughing some more, for the world, his life, his grief, loss, birthday, felt wildly different. Better. Almost perfect. Why? Because this time I didn’t wait, he told himself. No more innocent Jamey, tethered like a goat to the stone altar of his birthday, waiting for the God-Fate-Nothing Thing to come stab him and suck out his happiness. This time he’d sought the power. And found it. And worked it like a god. Hadn’t he? Hadn’t he?

         Seeing the driver’s bloodied face, tumbling pink car, crushed bricks of the apartment building—knowing real damage had been done and the driver’s self-sacrifice was all that had saved him—Jamey felt waves of remorse. But with all his strength he defied them. He could have killed someone—sure! Could have died—of course! But what was real, now, was this surging power that filled him.

         “Screw you, little driver, and screw me!” he roared into his palms, the smashed sound of his voice blasting hot back into his face. “Screw the nice little job you’ll prob’ly lose, an’ your nice wrecked bakery crap, an’ the cute little Mustang we obliterated!” Jamey screamed, his palms dripping tears and snot as the power tore and thrilled him. Because…because the Franz truck was leukemia, wasn’t it? And the parked car, pretty pink car, was Debbie, wasn’t she? But who was the birthday maniac who had shot, blind and uncaring, into the cross traffic? Who was the senseless terror on the inexcusably speeding bike? The answer to this was what sent the surges blasting through him—because the world’s most inarguable polarity had for once been reversed. The role of Random Havoc-Maker, Ruling Leukemia-and-Wreck-Bestower, All-Powerful Worldfucker, had been usurped, for a few shattering seconds, by Jamey himself.

         “See?” he laughed and sobbed into his hands. “You’re not the only One who can crush and maim and ruin!” Defiance fueled his implosion; the black energy billowed in on itself, and Jamey rode it blindly, letting the gyre spin him deeper down than most survivors ever go. He saw the bloodied driver, felt terrible guilt, kept gliding; saw his mother’s lovely face melt into yellow hospital ruin, kept gliding; felt enraged love devouring his guilt, felt his stabbed heart devouring his humanity, felt the dark power plunging in and in till it was no longer Jamey, it was Collapsed Blackness itself that turned to any Being who dared visit such ruin on a young mother’s face and shouted, “You! Come back here! Because see? Even I can destroy for no reason! It’s so easy! Sooooo easy! So screw You! You’re Nobody! Do You hear me? Nobody!”

         Ah, Jamey, the half-good son, keeping the Fifth Commandment by smashing the First. Honoring the gravitationally collapsed implosion that was once his blue-eyed mom. Showing any conceivable Holiness how much he adored her still. “Anybody can wreck, smash, and ruin!” he sobbed into his palms. “God! Shitheads! Nobodies on bikes and nobodies in heavens! So happy birthday to me and Mom, and screw You! Do You hear me? Do You hear? Come back here!”

      
   


   
      
         
            IV. Veda U

            (Seattle, 1985)

         

         
            Not by the out-breath nor by the in-breath does any mortal live. By a mystery immortal do we live, on which these two breaths depend. Come! I will show you this secret formulation!

            —anonymous Vedic rishi

         

         FOR HER FIRST eighteen years, Risa was an unusually bright but otherwise typical American child of TV, rock and roll, A.P. English and math classes; child of FM radio love songs inseparable from clogged Portland malls and sprawls and hi-speed girl chatter; child of parents whose dysfunctional marriage led to a divorce that simply chopped the dysfunction in two, bequeathing Risa two untenable homes instead of one; child increasingly aware, therefore, of the deep bewilderment of her parents’ generation and the binge consumption, binge investment, binge drinking, eating, sex, religiosity, to which bewilderment led; child who, from the age of thirteen or so, was virtually self-raised amid a circle of smart, irony-addicted peers desperate to at least make black comedy out of their nation-state’s willingness to sacrifice life, including children’s lives, in the name of global markets, global shopping, tumorous growth, global golf.

         But at eighteen a little Sanskrit sent some primordial magic into Risa’s life. The myths and texts of ancient India soon struck her not as tales of an “exotic East” but as legible maps and gazetteers leading toward a preposterously wonderful yet conceivably reachable home. Her concept of the Divine leapt from Kerouac’s adolescent “God, the Guy who ain’t a guy” to the Rig Veda’s “Unseen Unborn Guileless Perfection.” Her descents into sorrow became occasions not for despondency but for a sad/ṣad/ṣadness-fueled dive into “a space so calm, dark & spacious I not only don’t fear it, I fall willingly in, growing calm, dark & spacious myself.” Her nights, after long days of diligent study, grew haunted by Skrit repetition loops that played like music on the edge of sleep: Know the embodied soul. Though it hides in the hundredth part of the point of a hair divided a hundred times, it is infinite. Not female, not male, not neuter. What body it takes, with that it is united. It is the great in the sun, the food in the moon, the radiance in lightning, the sound in thunder, Indra in the wind, the fullness in space, the truth in waters, the resemblance in a mirror; it is the companion in a shadow, life in an echo, death in a sound, Yama in a dream, Prajāpati in the body, speech in the right eye, truth in the left. Though most of her fellow students seemed satisfied, amid the U Dub’s smorgasbord of intellectual goods, to have their brains filled like hard-drives by a sequence of professorial downloads, with Skrit as her ally Risa began to conduct herself more like a cagey barterer at a Rajasthan bazaar. Declaring an Art major and Asian Religions minor, she made Skrit scripture and mythology not her “academic focus,” but her living guide to her inner self and native land, and as a result became almost constantly happy. Migrating into the old wisdom texts as instinctively and completely as a salmon migrates up its home river, she grew less and less interested in keeping up with “modern America,” and ever more aware of the living continent and creatures upon which modern America remorselessly gorged. She studied Skrit each night as if her life depended on it, and by day the testimony of her senses pollinated the passions that bloomed by night. The marine light and vapor pouring in off Puget Sound moistened and localized the wisdom words. Mount Rainier and the peaks of the Olympic peninsula became a Himalayan realm of unmet gods. The meticulousness with which Dr. Kool and his rishis unpacked an ancient forest world inspired a meticulousness in Risa’s love for her own world. She began keeping field journals of careful drawings and notes, capturing “swinging doors” she hoped to convert to canvases. She bought beat-up North American field guides to birds, plants, trees, mammals, bugs, and beat them up further. Her dad bequeathed her an old pair of binoculars that turned vague vistas into perceptible places, high-flying specks into migratory birds, and the moon into an intimate new neighbor.

         She discovered certain Skrit words and teaching stories that telescope mysteriously inward, revealing ever more potent secrets the closer one looks. Remembering this as she poked around in a pawn shop one morning, Risa was drawn to an enormous old magnifying glass. The thing looked as goofy in her grip as Dr. Kool’s wooden pointer in his belt. She bought it for that very reason, lugged it everywhere in her backpack, and the world poured forth subtleties in response. She trained her lens on the life-rife soil under compost piles, on the sand under rocks on the Puget Sound tideline, on the back sides of rotting tree bark, gravel beds of streams. Every such nook and cranny turned out to be crawling with weird little unmet citizens. She met a bright crimson spider, the size of an average freckle, that could sprint almost as fast as humans walk, though its legs were nearly invisible. She found inert brown obtect pupae she’d mistaken for rat turds without her glass, out of which the preposterous beauties known as butterflies much later emerged. She found lumps on cherry tree leaves which, broken open, revealed teeming feedlots of pale blue aphids being bred, fattened, and milked by ants who were basically dairying, using the trees as farms.

         
              

         

         SHE MET A bumblebee she befriended for five entire days. The friendship began one fall morning as she was walking to her Roman history class as Seattle was getting pounded by a massive Pacific storm. Though most every pedestrian she passed was scowling, Risa couldn’t stop smiling. The storm-driven raindrops were showing off like birds, flying sideways and even upward in places, and the rush hour traffic had lost its internal combustion roar due to shoals of water the myriad tires kept displacing. When she closed her eyes to listen, each passing vehicle became the foam fingers of a wave shallowing out on a Pacific beach.

         As she was about to enter the history building she noticed a single autumn narcissus amid a bed of hundreds of motionless blossoms nodding vigorously, as if encouraging her pleasure in the storm. Imagining an invisible Vedic creature stashed in a subtle flower inside the ordinary flower, Risa returned the nods—causing her powers of reason to pull her over and issue a Woowoo Ticket. The fine was to get down on all fours, muddy her knees and the heels of her hands, and peer up into the blossom in search of the nods’ rational cause—and there was a being present: a bumblebee had crawled into the narcissus to escape the torrential rain.

         Risa reached for her magnifying glass and trained it on the blossom’s occupant. The bee’s hairy rump, bulging in the flower’s gold corona, looked like a chunk of garish shag carpet stuffed in the bell of a tiny trumpet, but six surrounding white petals prevented the rain from reaching that bell, insulating the bee in a double wall of dryness. “Ingenious!” Risa murmured. With which she went to class.

         An ordinary student wouldn’t have given this encounter another thought. But at Green Tea Hour that evening, as the storm continued to pound Risa’s dorm, an unseen thread flew from her interior, through the night, to the bee tucked in the narcissus. “Poor guy!” she whispered, grabbing her Field Guide to Insects to gauge her friend’s chances. The dense hair that covered the bumbler, she learned, was called pile, and its obvious purpose was to insulate, but a more surprising function was to help the bee gather food. As a bumblebee flies, its pile gathers an electrostatic charge from the air. Because flowers are grounded, the instant the bee lands on a blossom, pollen leaps onto its pile, electromagnetically propelled by the grounding. As Risa marveled at this, rain smacked her windows with the violence of a carwash. Before reason could stop her, she closed her eyes and spent a long time sending well-being down invisible threads to her bee.

         Two mornings later—after a Roman history lecture during which Risa’s prof struck her as clinically obsessed with Emperor Caligula’s spectacular gruesomeness—she checked the narcissus and found the bee still jammed inside the gold trumpet. “You okay?” she asked, lightly touching its pile. The bumbler remained motionless. Holding the narcissus stem to steady it, Risa blew warm breath into the little gold chamber. The bee responded with a whirring so faint she couldn’t hear it, only felt it in her fingertips. “Please help us!” Risa prayed to she couldn’t say what.

         The storm lasted four days. On day five, a Friday, dawn sent Homeric rose fingertips up into a blue sky. Thanking Surya the Sun, Risa set off early on her morning run and arrived at the narcissus shortly after the first solar rays struck. The ground had begun to steam. The bee was still in the blossom, but motionless. Taking hold of the narcissus, Risa breathed into the trumpet. When a weak whir again met her fingertips, a Skrit verse came to Risa. Into the corona she whispered,

         
            There is a path, extremely fine and extending far.

            It has touched you, you have discovered it!

            That beneath which the year revolves,

            the breathing behind breathing, the sight behind sight,

            the hearing behind hearing, the thinking behind thinking,

            the first, the ancient. With the heart alone, behold it!

         

         The bumbler didn’t move. The hands of Risa’s watch did. It was time to jog home, clean up, eat breakfast, and prep for more Roman Empire, post-Christ, pre-fall. But her bumblebee, she’d learned, was a Bombus terrestris. The Latin term and its small owner struck her as more interestingly Roman than anything likely to occur in class. She kept watch instead.

         And a quarter hour later—on a far better Friday for her bee than Good Friday was for Jesus—it finally backed out of its sepulcher into a shaft of sunlight. Its wings turned out to be blades of thinnest ice. Its back legs wore jodhpurs of orange pollen. Its pile shone black and brilliant gold in the morning shine. “Five days!” Risa marveled. “You broke Christ’s record!”

         Bzzzt, her small friend faintly replied.

         Balancing on the lip of a white petal, the bee cleaned its head and body with its forelegs, tested its wings with a few more bzzzts, and with no further ado flew up the shaft of sunlight till it disappeared through the trees—no extra credit, no grade, no tenure.

         But Risa stayed on in the same beam, gathering some kind of static charge, till she found herself whispering to an Unseen Guileless Unknown, “I can’t name You or see You. But You have touched me. With the heart alone I just felt it! Keep touching me. I’m coming to You…”

         
              

         

         MUCH AS SHE prized moments like this, Risa continued to throw herself not just into Sanskrit but into all her classes. She remained as capable as most of her professors and peers at asserting, denying, analyzing, explicating—attacking and deriding too, if necessary. She also continued to enjoy the hurly-burly of campus life—including a couple of hurly-burly boyfriends. Even so, the wall separating her inner and outer lives grew increasingly permeable, and her mental makeup began to change:

         There’d been a time when Risa, amid groups of intellectually amped peers, enjoyed flaunting her mental adroitness and caustic wit as much as any raucous young scholar. But when Skrit Lit cautioned her with statements like “Restrain the mind as the charioteer restrains his vicious horses,” Risa took the admonitions to heart. The difference between a stimulated mind and a frenetic one became obvious. Her behavior changed accordingly. She still enjoyed it when she and her classmates got amped up during a free-form discussion of, say, corporate oligarchy, or Milan Kundera’s take on women, or Camille Paglia’s on men, or Richard White’s on the American West. When the word slinging and idea spraying grew wild, Risa had a fine old time tossing her own rhetoric around—until the moment her brain began to feel frenetic. She would then hear the ancient echo (“as the charioteer restrains his vicious horses…”), feel a loyalty to deep forest and nameless rishis, rein in her mind-horses, detach from the hubbub, slow and deepen her breath, and sink toward a peace that “hides in the hundredth part of the point of a hair divided a hundred times, and is infinite.”

         She dubbed these shifts of consciousness “strategic withdrawals.” And her friends sometimes saw her make them. When this happened, they’d tease Risa, calling her “spaced,” “sleep-deprived,” “oversexed,” “undersexed,” anything to coax her back into the fray. But once she withdrew she was impervious to goading. At a time in life when most of her peers were only interested in making their mind-horses gallop, she was determined to learn how and when to rein her horses in.

         The effort bore immediate fruit. Her ability to retreat to a calm center, for starters, enabled her to stay focused amid the irritations of campus life right in the presence of the irritants. This contemplative triumph would have earned her an A+ had Isaac of Syria been one of her profs. Her ability to occupy a place of observant inaction amid frenetic action helped her conserve energy she had formerly squandered. Her intellectual endurance increased dramatically as a result.

         Strategic withdrawals also enabled her, in a genuine if temporary way, to drop out of college whenever she felt a need to do so. This in turn removed the pressure so many students feel to literally drop out, giving her even more focus and energy when she turned back to the college experience. The same brief but total internal retreats enabled Risa to grow less and less caustic, more and more patient, more capable of being kind, and more willing to risk revealing a childlike curiosity even in classes and in social groups. If her curiosity was then scoffed by the galloping mind-horses of a would-be cynic or sophisticate, another quick withdrawal enabled her to target the hurt caused by the scoffing, remove it like a silly hat the cynic had stuck on her head, and remain free of emotional stews.

         Another fruit of her strategic withdrawals: Risa could, when needed, confront other people so gently, justly, and helpfully that, rather than humiliate them into a combative stance, she frequently earned their gratitude. An example of the sort of diplomacy she learned to bring to bear:

         During her sophomore year Risa requested a note of recommendation from Dr. Kool to apply for a 400-level class called Intellectual History of the England-India Interface. All Dr. Kool ever told his students about the give-and-take between these nations was “India gave and gave and Britain took and took—until Gandhiji.” Risa figured the exchange must’ve been more intricate than that. A quick thumbing through a biography revealed Gandhi wearing Western suits when he lived in South Africa, looking the proper British barrister. And it was the Westerner Henry David Thoreau whose “Civil Disobedience” cross-pollinated with Gandhi’s beloved Bhagavad Gita and sent him back to India, and the astonishing life that ensued. Because of her equal loves for verities Eastern and landscapes Western, Risa loved instances in which the West had inspired rather than exploited the East and wanted to learn more about them.

         The Interface class, it turned out, was taught by a Dr. Hans Dybok, a prof whose former students characterized him as “hard,” “dry,” and “unbearably encyclopedic.” Though this sounded far from promising, Risa went to the University Book Store to peruse Dybok’s proposed reading list. And she did find it “unbearably encyclopedic.” But she also found an impressive list of the kind of positive cross-cultural East-West exchanges that fascinated her.

         So it happened that, during Dr. Dybok’s next office hours, she knocked on his door, heard him say, “Come in,” and encountered an exceedingly tidy, slight-of-build, bespectacled man looking dead serious behind a meticulously trimmed beard. Taking a chair at his bidding, she smiled and studied him until he, growing uncomfortable, asked, “How may I help you?” She then greeted the poor fellow with this:

         “My name is Risa McKeig. I’m an Art major and Asian Religions minor. England’s relationship with India is a big deal to me. So I’m really interested in your Interface class. But when I checked out the reading list, I saw that you assigned six thick books of mostly theoretical, scholarly prose.” She paused to shoot the prodigiously scowling Dybok an encouraging smile. He did not smile back.

         “I’m here for a strange reason, Doctor. The speech I’m now making, when it’s over, will have consisted of about three hundred words. I rehearsed it and counted. Weird of me, I know. But feel the effort needed to grasp all these words? Tiring, isn’t it? Yet, believe it or not, you’ve asked your Interface students to grasp roughly three thousand times more words than I will have spoken when I’m done. Imagine me running up to your office three thousand more times in the next ten weeks to deliver speeches as long as this one. I’d lose my voice! You’d lose your mind!”

         Risa and Hans Dybok began to laugh, she gleefully, he very nervously.

         “I have no idea what’s going on in your life, Professor. But I figure happy students could only brighten your life, no matter what. So I looked at some of your published articles. And wow! You’re amazing. The one on ‘East-West zingers’? Loved it! Bertrand Russell on Rabindranath Tagore. ‘Unmitigated rubbish about rivers becoming one with the Ocean’! And that essay on Prince Albert? That guy was a saint. And who but you knew? You know so much we’ll want to probe you with questions and mull all the cool stuff dancing in your head. But the glut of prose, I’m afraid, will prevent that. So. My hope, in visiting today, is that these three hundred or so words might convince you to cut back on the million or so words you assigned. If it does, see you in class! Thanks for considering this!”

         With that, Risa jumped to her feet, shot the professor a gat-tooth grin that delightfully deconstructed her iconic beauty, spun on her heels, and vanished.

         “Thank you, Miss, uh? Miss?” the “unbearably encyclopedic” Dr. Dybok sputtered to the energy, fragrances, and statistics still reverberating in his office. In response to three hundred words and a grin he couldn’t stop seeing, he cut half a million words on cross-culturally influential art and architecture from his reading list, replacing them with films and slideshows he realized could accomplish the same purpose in one-tenth the time. Inspired now, he added a sort of anti-talent show of Raj-era Brits and Indians objectifying, slandering, lampooning, and deconstructing one another in editorials, verse, and drama, but balanced that with an equal-sized display of mutual Indian-English respect and détentes. For comic relief, he also showed, in class, the Beatles’ inane treatment of so-called Indians in the aptly named stoner flick Help! Though he was too late to change his catalogue description, he advertised the course revamp on a poster he hung on the History Department bulletin board, on his office door, and at the University Book Store. And at his first class the following week, Dr. Dybok’s stony face broke into a surprisingly boyish grin when he spied Risa beaming at him, as promised, from the second row.

         
              

         

         THIS ABILITY TO charm, disarm, and sometimes reorient others improved the mood in some of Risa’s classes immensely. As a result, a growing number of astute peers began to approach Risa and ask what classes she’d be taking the next term. By her junior year a small tribe of familiars was galloping through the U Dub curriculum alongside her, generating their own nourishing little subculture in class, and, after class, gently pressuring profs—via close attention, intrepid playfulness, truthfulness, and good-heartedness—to solicit student thought more, play and joke more, and expound less. Risa never connected this tribe to her own amiability, diplomacy, strategic withdrawals, radiant energy, crazy grin, or anything of the sort. She believed she’d just lucked into an unusually cool circle of friends. But though many people spend energy in search of some sort of calm and stable center, a very few people simply are such centers. Without realizing it, Risa had become one of these rare ones, and as a result was encircled by friends in almost every milieu she frequented.

         Another Green Tea Hour reflection from the college-within-a-college she called “Veda U”:

         
            The flavor, rhythm, feel, taste & smell of Sanskrit doesn’t sit in my head a little while, then evaporate like dew on a summer day the way most of what I study does. For two plus quarters now, the shapes, sounds, myths, dreams of Skrit Lit keep diving down into my heart, glands, gut, sex, hands, feet & maybe into some kind of fire underground. These full-bodied, high & low, inner & outer sensations are what “learning” now means to me. So to be asked, the way too many profs ask, to treat my brain as a Be-All & End-All leaves me feeling heartless, glandless, gutless, sexless, handless, footless & groundless. Paramatma gives each Atman its life sure as Ocean gives the cloud its raindrops & Fire, Earth, Water, Air give students the fluidity, solidity, spirit & sparks that carry us to class to learn. Giving thanks to Paramatma & the Elements therefore makes even academic sense. I have no wish to be “brainy.” I wish to attend not just classes but the entire day, night, world & universe & not just with a brain but with my head, hair, aura, heart, glands, gut, organs, hands, feet & fire. That’s why I keep stepping outside each dawn & dusk to sing little Skrit songs to Mt. Rainier, the Olympics & their gods.

            “Inexcusable!” my A-student brain huffed at me this morning. “Singing to mountains is a complete waste of time!”

            “Think again, little brain,” my heart told it. “When I’m done with this university & this body, the mountains & gods will still be here & might fondly remember some silly girl-soul’s songs to them—whereas you won’t be anywhere remembering anything at all.”

            “You need me!” my brain shouted. “Sanskrit’s making you loony! Without me you’ll flunk every class but Dr. K’s & lose your scholarship money & end up sleeping on the couch at your mom’s!”

            “Loony,” my heart told my brain, “is an English modifier stolen from a northern waterbird because the non-English tremolo songs of that bird stand human hair on end & the Atman that hides in the hundredth part of the point of every one of those loon-triggered hairs is infinite. Whereas you’re not. Explain even to yourself, dear brain of mine, how partaking of a behavior you just likened to the cry of a bird that stands my hidden infinities on end is a waste of time?”

            My heart waited a long time for a reply.

            None came.

            I love how quiet it gets when my brain can’t answer my heart.

         

      
   


   
      
         
            V. Theology Face-First

            (Portland, 1972)

         

         
            He has broken my bones…He has shut out my

            prayer. He has closed up my exits and ways with

            square stones…He is become to me like a bear lying

            in wait, as a lion in hiding. He has…broken me in pieces.

            —Book of Jeremiah

         

         I, THE HOLY Goat, narrator in chief of these chronicles, have become so fond of the adult Jamey Van Zandt that I’d love to defend him from the shame of his potentially lethal teen responses to his mother’s death on his birthdays. But at this early stage in his life I can only call a spade a spade: Debbie’s death turned Jamey into a Grief Imbecile. For many birthday-deathdays to come he was given to such grandiose defiance that he felt he was waging war, sometimes successfully, upon God, whom Jamey conceived as a heavenly Couch Potato peering down upon Earth and His mortal children as if at a dull TV show. When God inevitably grew bored with humanity’s clumsy attempts to find happiness, He’d then spice up the program by randomly assailing them with natural disasters, plagues, famines, wars, senseless loss of life, ceaseless injustice, obscene synchronicities, and so on.

         On the day Jamey closed his eyes and rode blind into a busy street, wreaking havoc, he felt he had successfully stolen the remote control unit right out of the Divine Couch Potato’s hand, switched a bunch of lives onto an unprecedented new channel, and forced the Old Despot to watch someone else’s stupid script and idiot violence for a change. “Stealing the Remote” became his code phrase for spontaneous insurgencies of this kind—and as his fourteenth birthday approached, Jamey was fully determined to obtain God’s Remote once again. True, the death-defying side of his plan made him queasy. He’d had nightmares of the bloody-headed bakery truck driver (“You! Come back here!”) whose self-sacrifice had saved his life. But nightmares didn’t diminish his loathing for the heavenly Boob-Tube Addict created by his hormone-jangled blood and brain. “Why should I feel guilt over one hurt driver,” he’d tell himself, “when God, if there is one, smashes entire cities and countries whenever the whim strikes Him? How come if a human hurts and kills somebody, it’s a broken commandment that damns us to hell, but when God maims and kills, it’s some big Power we’re supposed to fall on our faces and worship?”

         At thirteen Jamey had considered this kind of defiance daringly original—thus condemning himself to learn that fomentations like his were no more original than mating in the missionary position. On the day he shot blind into an intersection, scores of hermeneutical texts, had he studied them, would have forced him to concede that all he’d done was enact a street theatre version of the old “God’s will versus free will” question, an existential dilemma so redundantly posed that it has created a veritable wallow in humanity’s intellectual history. In the suspicious warmth and smell of that wallow, entire armies of the mud wrestlers known as “theologians” have been tossing one another about for centuries—and there are reasons why Nathaniel Hawthorne called theology “stupendous impertinence”; and Jim Harrison said, “Theologians and accountants, the same difference really”; and Emily Dickinson wrote, “They talk of Hallowed things…and embarrass my Dog.” On the day Jamey turned fourteen and Debbie negative nine, he encountered these reasons face-first.

         
              

         

         ON JANUARY 30TH, 1972, after the strawberry crepe breakfast from Jon and the “Have a Not Too Happy Regular Old Day” card from Jude, Jamey set out to anti-worship his mother’s Unmaker via a rebel act that would rearrange Portland’s plebeian script, God style. Exactly how he would ape God’s havoc-wreaking Jamey didn’t yet know. He couldn’t know, he figured, or the Almighty would read his mind and usurp his will, turning it into God’s own will. To avoid this, Jamey reasoned, his rebel act must be perfectly spontaneous.

         Gliding out into the city on the same theologically inclined ten-speed he’d ridden the year before, again seeking the dark energies of Black Hole Mom, Jamey warmed to his task by trying to reverse habitual behaviors. Since he normally went out of his way to take quiet streets, he spontaneously decided on busy ones and headed for Powell Boulevard—a four-lane truck route leading to one of the Willamette River bridges that join the bustling East and West sides of Portland. But Powell turned out to be fuming with traffic spewing so much noise and pollution it was hard to even remember his name, let alone conjure a deathday gift for his gravitationally collapsed mother. Gulping carbon dioxide and monoxide, sulfur dioxide, benzene, formaldehyde, polycyclic hydrocarbon, and soot with every breath, Jamey exhorted himself by gasping the chant, “Be spontaneous! Be spontaneous!” only to recognize to his theological bewilderment that spontaneity becomes absolutely unattainable the instant an anti-theological rebel nonspontaneously makes it his stated goal.

         “Our nature,” wrote the famed French accountant John Calvin, “is not merely bereft of good, but is so productive of every kind of evil that it cannot be inactive.” Unaware of the company he was keeping, Jamey took it into his head to start playing Chicken, right there on Powell Boulevard, with oncoming cars. Considering possible repercussions not at all, lest he diminish his spontaneity, Jamey steered his bike immediately toward a red Dodge Charger, forcing the driver to veer and nearly strike a truck in the lane beside it. Horns blared, curses were roared, every kind of evil grew potentially active, Jamey’s pulse rate tripled, he sucked more exhaust, and his mind and his gut writhed with a queasiness born of shame.

         “Whatever is in man, from intellect to will, from the soul to the flesh,” averred J. Calvin, CPA, “is all defiled and crammed with concupiscence…[so that] the whole man is in himself nothing but concupiscence.” Lusting ungovernably to prove his mother had not been a mere pawn sacrificed to the boob-tubular viewing whims of the Divine, Jamey chose as his second target a big black pickup. But when he swerved at this vehicle, the driver didn’t notice or respond at all, causing his side mirror to miss Jamey’s face by two inches, nip the shoulder of his winter jacket—and the ferocity of this light brush ripped a nine-inch gash in the nylon and nearly sent Jamey to the pavement. Two inches closer and his shoulder would have splintered.

         Wobbling to the curb, our young accountant spent the next few minutes fighting an urge to vomit, and when the nauseousness passed, his theological condition worsened, for he now recognized that any close shave with death, when one’s aim is close shaves with death, is entirely nonspontaneous. Surprising God, he hated to admit, was bloody hard and dangerous work. Worse, even if his shoulder had shattered, even if he had been pulp on pavement, his Chicken playing as a surprise attack on the Divine was no surprise at all.

         Exhausted by adrenaline rushes, exhaust fumes, and theological futility, Jamey wheeled in to a Plaid Pantry convenience store feeling desperate need for a Coke. But when he stepped inside and an enormous goateed cashier called out, “Mornin’,” Jamey was seized by a cruel but, he hoped, spontaneous urge to rewrite the plebeian Plaid Pantry script.

         “Good morning,” he answered back, strolling up to the counter. He then looked the cashier in the face, snatched a pack of cigarettes off the stand right under the man’s goatee, grabbed matches, chirped, “Thanks,” and sprinted for the door.

         With a roar the cashier set out after him—and he was fast for a human haymow. Because Jamey had to grab and mount his bike, the big fellow nearly caught him. “Get cancer, ya punk!” he bellowed as Jamey streaked away. “Smoke till ya die, ya snot-nosed punk!”

         Hoping the cashier would call the cops, creating unplanned complications for the Powers That Be, Jamey rode a diversionary zigzag through a maze of streets, just as he’d done after the Franz truck wrecked the pink Mustang. Pulling into a vacant lot, he dropped his bike in the grass, knelt beside it, covered his face with his hands, and started yelling at God as he’d done the year before. “Fuck You, Ya Punk!” he roared into his palms. “Go to Your own hell and leave Mom and me and everybody on Earth alone, Ya snot-nosed invisible Punk!” But his performance felt ludicrous. No surges of power, no righteous fire, no unstoppably fierce love flying into interior blackness. Jamey had stolen a pack of cigarettes from a friendly-looking overweight fellow, run away, and that was it. He was thirsty to the verge of pain now but, thanks to theology, had a pack of smokes in his pocket instead of a cold Coke in hand.

         His attempts to Steal the Remote were failing so miserably that he began to second-guess his triumph of the previous year. Had his blind glide through the intersection really enabled him to seize hold of a greater-than-human Power? Had Jamey, Son of Debbie, stood defiant in the presence of the Great Leukemia Giver, exposing “God’s love” as a monstrous hoax? Or had an idiot delinquent caused a senseless wreck, injured the driver who’d heroically saved his life, then fled like a coward to stand in dead grass, blubbering profanities and mucus into his own hands like a literally snot-nosed punk?

         “I have no fucking idea!” Jamey muttered.

         He was really doing some theology now.

         
              

         

         IT GOT WORSE. Reasoning (incorrectly) that self-criticism leads nowhere, then reasoning (even more incorrectly) that there can be no act so spontaneous as an act one has already determined to be totally nonspontaneous, Jamey mounted his ten-speed, rode straight back to Powell Boulevard, and started playing Chicken again, this time with a vengeance. “Here’s a present from a snot-nosed punk!” he yelled at God as he forced a man in a green sedan to veer so hard he nearly struck a power pole. “Fuck God, fuck me, and fuck you too!” he snarled as he forced a woman in a white VW van to wallop a curb and stop with two wheels on the sidewalk—then felt sick when, checking his mirror, he saw her turn to console a child in the back seat. He kept on, forcing more drivers into terrified responses, and saw ever more clearly that the spontaneity he sought was never his: it was all theirs, the drivers’. What’s more, their spontaneity was invariably compassionate! Stranger after stranger, white-knuckled and gaping, veered reflexively to save the life of a lethal idiot threatening theirs. They began to move him like music, these drivers, began to shame him like saints. Their impulse to preserve life made him so sick with self-disgust he couldn’t see straight.

         He turned south off Powell, rode into a residential neighborhood, and spotted a stately old maple tree overhanging the street. Its naked limbs somehow beckoned. He pulled up to the tree, placed a hand on the ancient gray bark, and felt an immediate emanation of calm. Peering up into the barren branches, he glimpsed himself as a little boy walking with his mother, holding hands under trees like this one. Is everything I’m doing wrong? he asked, but she vanished as fast as she’d appeared. Only the maple remained, exuding silent integrity.

         I’m dying of thirst, Jamey thought, or maybe whispered to the tree.

         I’m drinking sweet water out of the earth, plucking sunlight out of the sky, and playing with a cold breeze, the tree silently replied to Jamey.

         I’m screwing with people’s heads and risking their lives playing Chicken, he confessed.

         The tree heard, but didn’t judge. This brought solace. His quick, shallow breathing began to deepen. The awful buzzing in his head and body eased. Gazing at the maple’s sidewalk-shattering roots, he felt supported by the life force rising from below. Gazing at its massive limbs overhead, he felt sheltered from the heavens against which he was at war. “Is it a miracle I’m alive?” he asked the old tree.

         The maple didn’t speak, but neither did it turn away.

         “All those people risking their lives for me, before they can even think,” he whispered, “are as perfectly good as a tree in a breeze. I don’t know shit, Tree. I don’t know anything! Can you help me? If I stop thinking, can I become as good as you?”

         The cold breeze picked up, sending a chill through him. Jamey turned up his collar, then leaned his face against the maple’s bark. Rough ridges imprinted his cheek, making it feel a little like bark when he lightly touched it. He pretended he was the maple’s child, a sapling. Though her roots were tearing up pavement with ease, she was also gently supporting him, bathing him in fresh oxygen, gestating latent leaves, kneading the sky. Mothering, Jamey thought, and he kept leaning, and he felt the first real solace he could ever remember feeling on his birthday-deathday. But his hands had grown cold, so he stuck them in his coat pockets—and discovered matches in one pocket, cigarettes in the other.

         Smoke till ya die, ya snot-nosed punk!

         He fished them out. Larks. He hadn’t noticed he’d stolen a brand that named spontaneous frivolous actions. He turned skyward. “Are You fucking with me again?”

         No answer. God was like Debbie that way.

         Jamey had never smoked in his life. His father said the latest science proved it was deadly. Debbie was nine years dead. What better birthday-deathday gift, Jamey more or less prayed, than to smoke my way closer to you?

         He struck a match, lit a Lark, drew his first-ever mouthful of smoke, went “Blech!” as he spat it out—and recognized his first truly spontaneous syllable of the day.

         He looked up into the big maple. Such integrity. Looked at the smoldering cigarette. Such stupidity. Looked for traces of Debbie in the world. Such invisibility. He felt utterly defeated, but at peace with his defeat somehow. He had just decided to spit out the cigarette, enjoy the stately tree’s presence a little longer, then ride carefully, nonvictoriously home when, no idea how it happened—a nicotine trigger, maybe?—Jamey’s thoughts flew into hyperdrive:

         To spit out the cigarette and ride home is sensible. But to be sensible is predictable, to be predictable is normal, and to be normal is to be obedient to the insane Sky Bozo and stand, head bowed, like all the other goats, sheep, and people waiting to see which of us will be Bozo’s next meaningless sacrifice!

         He lost contact with the beneficent old maple. He gripped the Lark in his teeth and his handlebars in his fists. “God damn God!” he shouted. “I love Mom! Fuck You!”

         He set out to play Chicken a third time.

         
              

         

         THE CLIMAX OF Jamey’s theological bicycling career took place on Milwaukie Avenue, a two-lane thoroughfare that winds briefly along the bluff over the Willamette River. “A scenic place to die!” Jamey jibbered when the river came in sight.

         Tightening his bite on the cigarette, he set out alongside the guardrail, picked up speed, passed a few cars without reacting, then spotted an oncoming gray utility van. Making eye contact with the burly, brown-bearded driver, Jamey swerved violently toward him. The man’s eyes bulged as he hauled on his steering wheel. Jamey felt a wind as the vehicle’s rear end whipped past, just missing him. He then turned to watch the van spin so hard it lifted onto two wheels, nearly rolling before it bounced back onto four. The van crossed the oncoming lane doing a 180-degree half spin, accidentally parking in a driveway with such precision it seemed a stunt driver was at the wheel. The white back-up lights flashed on. The engine roared. The rear tires screamed the driver’s rage.

         Jamey gulped, “Uh-oh,” and set out to escape, as he’d done last year, via a diversionary maze of side streets. But as he picked up speed he glanced back at his pursuer, brushed his cigarette against his upturned coat collar, and the bright coal fell inside his shirt and began burning his stomach. Slapping wildly at it, he heard a horn, looked up—and saw a maroon sedan about to kill him. The trajectories and speeds left but one split-second choice: Jamey turned his bike, head-on and hard, into the riverside guardrail.

         During the slow-motion seconds that followed, an inordinate number of things happened. First, the white steel guardrail crushed Jamey’s front wheel as if it were made of cardboard. Next, he and the ten-speed flew high over the rail and entered thin air above an incline that in the plains states would have qualified as a cliff. What a terribly long way to the ground, Jamey sadly noted as he let go of the handlebars, freeing his hands to try to deal with his reunion with Earth. As if seeking solace in Jamey’s company, the Schwinn remained between his legs even after he’d freed it.

         He landed, hands and chin first, on Himalayan-briar-and-gravel-covered reject asphalt, snapping both wrists even as he bit his tongue so hard he nearly severed it. He bounced twice, though human bodies filled with blood and bone are anything but bouncy. As the gravel-covered asphalt peeled his chin and the heels of both hands to bone, he shot toward a wall of solid briar trunks. Striking this wall face-first, he fractured his clavicle and nose, then slammed to such an abrupt halt that the sprocket of the faithful ten-speed drove itself into his right calf, leaving a half dozen chunks of meat poking out of a neat row of grease-blackened sprocket holes.

         When he could move again—which was not soon—Jamey rolled onto his back, looked heavenward, and tried to groan, “Fuck You anyway!” But what flopped off the end of his gushing tongue was a faint “Flhhuhhnehwuh.” Angered by his failure to voice defiance, he spat a mouthful of blood at the sky. After an exceedingly negligible journey, most of the blood plopped back onto his own face.

         That pretty much spelled the end of Jamey’s career as a renegade theologian. To his post-theological disbelief, however, Jamey sensed a presence, opened his eyes, and beheld a heavily bearded visage glowering down into his face. “You are so damned lucky you trashed yourself,” the being growled. “Otherwise I’d do way more than this!”

         With which the utility van driver kicked Jamey with what doctors later guessed was a steel-toed work boot, given how easily it cracked two of his ribs. The pain of simple breathing then caused Jamey to black out.

         
              

         

         WHEN HE CAME to, Jamey tried to free himself from the briars by rolling onto his stomach and inching forward. He had failed to progress even a foot before he was so pierced and hemmed in by briar trunks that he couldn’t move at all. He tried calling for help, but the pain of a mere moan caused him to black out again.

         The second time he woke, Jamey elected to just lie there and assess. The good thing about this was that the January cold began to numb some of the pain in his mouth, face, hands, wrists, collarbone, ribs, knees, calf. The bad thing was the assessment itself. The maroon sedan’s driver had clearly failed to stop or Jamey would have been discovered by now. The utility van driver who’d kicked him had surely left him for dead. Jamey had left no sign of his existence up on the street except, possibly, a tiny black bike-tire scuff on a rusty white guardrail. He now lay thirty or so feet down an abrupt incline, unable to move, his body concealed by both brambles and the steep slope. I’m going to die on Mom’s negative ninth deathday, he concluded. And I deserve it.

         Then he pictured Jon and Jude throwing his ashes off the same Pacific cliff that had rejected Debbie’s, missing the ocean and sending another seal galumphing into the waves. Realizing his dad and sister loved him and did not deserve another death in their family, his eyes filled with tears. How swiftly the tears grew frigid. He remembered, from a Jack London story maybe, that a person begins to feel warm as they begin to die of cold. He closed his eyes, looking forward to that warmth.

         As he waited, he passed into a dream in which various creatures came snuffling through the briars that entrapped him. The possums, raccoons, and rats he expected, and silently thanked for not yet feeding upon him. A small vigilant bird of a kind his father called “little brown jobs” he also expected. But the three men in navy-blue jackets with crimson breast patches he did not expect. They were loud. They were gruff. Having already been savaged by a work boot, Jamey was terrified by the violence with which they stomped down the brambles as they came closer and closer to his head. When he began to pant with fear, his ribs electrocuted him. The men were rogue cops responding to phone calls from outraged motorists, he decided, come to off the snot-nosed punk who’d been terrorizing the city.

         A stretcher appeared on the stomped briars beside him. Stunned to realize the men were paramedics, Jamey tried to say Thank you! but his wrecked tongue bleated, “Llehlloo!”

         One of the men said, “Easy,” as the other two touched him here and there, discussing injuries while the first man produced a syringe. “This will hurt a little,” he said. “Then it won’t hurt a lot. Sound like a bargain?”

         Jamey faintly nodded, in went the needle, and the bargain came wonderfully true.

         Six hands eased him onto the stretcher. More hands strapped down his ankles, thighs, chest, and forehead, then tied a rope to the uphill end of the stretcher. One man scrambled, with what sounded like great difficulty and lots of cursing, up to the street and vanished. An unseen tow truck then began winching Jamey up the near-vertical slope while the remaining two men did their best to keep the stretcher balanced as they free-climbed the nearly vertical embankment, using the winched stretcher to keep themselves upright.

         The painkiller was stout. By the time Jamey reached the street his brain was a fuzz ball. He noticed two small mysteries he wished to solve even so. One: the front wheel of his defunct theological ten-speed, now crushed into the shape of a sloppy infinity sign, had been tied to the guardrail by a length of dirty yellow rope. Two: as the paramedics prepped the ambulance, Jamey heard a distant but familiar engine roar. He tried to lift his strapped head, couldn’t, but by rolling his eyes managed to see, a hundred yards up Milwaukie Avenue, a gray utility van pulling away from the curb. Piecing it together, Jamey smiled, hurting his tongue and face terribly: the same bearded stranger who’d broken his ribs had somehow removed his bicycle wheel, found a length of plastic rope, tied wheel to guardrail to mark the spot where Jamey had flown off into oblivion, then driven to a phone booth and called for help—anonymously, no doubt, given his treatment of Jamey’s ribs. He’d then returned and waited, making sure the twerp who’d nearly killed him was discovered and saved.

         As the van’s engine sound faded into the distance, Jamey’s heart tried to leave his chest: he wanted to chase the driver down, embrace him, plead his forgiveness, thank and thank him, then run around Portland seeking and embracing every person he and his bike had terrorized. All day he’d placed people in danger as if their lives meant nothing. All day those same people had unthinkingly risked their lives to save his.

         Act after act of spontaneous self-sacrifice does not feel random. When probabilities are defied to save us again and again, we feel blessed whether we believe in a Blesser or not. Feeling more like a tree in a breeze than he had since his mother lived and thrived, Jamey surfed waves of gratitude into unconsciousness.

         
              

         

         AND WHEN HE woke in a hospital that was, thankfully, not Providence, the gratitude remained. Studying the faces of nurses, visitors, doctors, his dad and sister, other patients, he thought, There’s something good in people. Something way better than the way the people look and talk and feel. It’s buried deeper than thought. But it was in every single person who swerved to save me, so it’s in every one of these people too.

         
              

         

         AFTER SIX WEEKS of liquids sipped via straws through a wired jaw, Jamey returned home in dual wrist casts, possessed of a multitude of chin, heel-of-hand, and tongue stitches, with six permanent sprocket scars in his calf, a slightly asymmetrical but rather handsome forced-aquiline nose, and, due to tongue injuries, a slight speech impediment that would cause people to imagine a charming if not-quite-identifiable foreign accent for the rest of his life.

         In the months and years that followed, Jamey also found he’d contracted a powerful new allergy: strong theological assertions of every kind—his own especially—had become as noxious to him as sulfa drugs. The symptoms? The instant he heard a knowing statement about God he felt as though he was about to fly off a cliff, smash his face, grind his flesh, snap bones, chomp his tongue, and send muscle meat gushing out of sprocket holes. This in turn sent him into a nauseated silence, in which he would wander off to seek such theology-free companions as stately old trees.

         There are less helpful allergies. Sometimes the best a good boy can do is be bad, then be sorry. It’s hard to lose your mom on the very day you turn five.
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