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for Clark and Sophie and Jonah

may we always return to each other
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Making Space

In times past we could not have denied the daily presence of the dead in our lives. Those we loved would have been buried nearby in the village cemetery, or even in our own backyards.

We would have passed their graves frequently, tended their tombstones, and stopped by for the occasional chat. In those days, the bodies of our ancestors were close.

In even more ancient days, the skulls of our forebearers would have been built into the very foundations of our dwellings. We would have known that those who had come before us literally supported and bore witness to our existence. Long before that, tens of thousands of years ago, we still knew that with every step we took across the land, our feet touched the bodies of all those who had come before us. We still knew that the ground beneath us was nothing but the bodies of the dead—our protectors, our guides, our kin, and our friends.

Those who have passed are all around us—beneath us and before us. There are many ways to remember and honor their presence among us. But we are not meant to figure all of this out on our own. The dead are our allies and our teachers; they will guide us to the particular practices and devotions that are suitable for each of us. Over the years, engaging with people from diverse backgrounds in my workshops, I have been repeatedly amazed at how the dead themselves lead us to the teachings that we need. Most of all, they will guide us to trust our own intuition, opening up worlds of possibility and wisdom that we may not have previously thought possible.

This book is not an instructional manual; it is an invitation to every reader to reconnect with their own inner knowing and to call forth magic from the land of the dead. It is also the story of my own underworld journey and the miracles of healing that happened between my father and me long after he died. In addition to sharing that tale, I have also included the intimate conversations I had with him after he was gone and have offered suggestions for how each of us can engage with our own ancestors.

My hope is that through reading this book—through experiencing my journey of opening myself to the teachings the dead hope to share with us—each of you will find your own path through these mysteries and return having experienced magic and miracles of your own. My prayer is that when you reach the end of my story, you will emerge with your own story to tell.

We begin by acknowledging the presence of the dead and making space for them in our hearts.
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Between a Rock and a Hard Place
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After he died, my father left me a rock. It arrived by standard mail, wrapped in newspaper, inside a fake leather shaving pouch. The rock itself was heavy, jet-black, slightly oval, and girded by twisted iron rods. It fit into the palm of my hand like a Neolithic weapon. I marveled at how it might once have been fastened to the end of a club or held tightly in an angry man’s fist. The violence of it took my breath away.

Also inside of the shaving pouch was a handwritten letter from my father’s wife explaining that I should not be angry that my father had left me nothing in his will. He had been a good man, a generous man, she had said. And just before he died he had told her, specifically, that I should have this rock.

At first, I suspected that she had simply searched for the most hateful item in their house as a way of finally expressing her true feelings about me. Certainly I blamed her selfishness for most of the cruelties in my father’s will. But the rock represented a level of creative malevolence I knew to be beyond her. I could feel my father’s hand guiding her to it from beyond the grave. My father had wanted me to have it, she’d written, and I believed her.

“What was in the package?” my husband asked as he came into the kitchen.

“I got a rock,” I said, dumbfounded by the cold heaviness of it in my hand.

Clark took the rock from me. “It must have taken a skilled blacksmith to twist those iron rods back and forth around the rock like that without shattering it,” he said, examining it. “But why would you want to do that anyway? What is it?”

“My inheritance,” I laughed ruefully.

A few weeks earlier I had discovered that my father had cut the children from his first marriage out of his will. My stepmother had been reluctant to share the will with us, and now we knew why. When a copy of it finally arrived from my father’s lawyer, I was stunned by the harsh clarity of the language used to keep us away from my father’s property. “None of my money, my assets, my belongings shall go to Mark Finn, Lucinda Finn, or Perdita Finn. If my wife and son should die, none of my money, my assets, or my belongings shall go to Mark Finn, Lucinda Finn, or Perdita Finn. None of the contents of my home, my garage, or outbuildings shall go to Mark Finn, Lucinda Finn, or Perdita Finn.”

“And if they find any quarters under the couch, Mark Finn, Lucinda Finn, and Perdita Finn are not allowed to keep them,” I had joked to my brother.

In truth I had never expected any money from my father, nor was that what I really wanted from him. I had thought, given our last few years together, that he might have bequeathed to me or my children some token of his affection—at least one of the late-life watercolors he’d painted of the marshlands around his house. I didn’t need or want anything of monetary value, just something that acknowledged the depth and complexity of our relationship. Instead, he left me and my siblings something worse than nothing—a final statement, a threat really, that we should keep away from his stuff. Nothing of his was ours.

Except, of course, his rage.
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“Jesus H. Fucking Christ, what is it this time?” he would answer when the phone rang, racing off a few minutes later in his sports car to the small country hospital where he was a surgeon. A neighbor’s kid had hurled himself off a bridge or crashed his motorcycle. A friend’s tumor had burst. My father’s partner in the practice was a drunk, so he was always on call during my childhood. At home he intoned poetry about death and oblivion and the injustice of existence.

Matthew Finn was a Renaissance man—or so everyone said. He was the doctor who also recited Shakespeare and read Greek. He was the talented painter who could beat any athlete on the field or the court. He taught himself to navigate his sailboat by the stars, jumped out of airplanes, and told amusing literary anecdotes over the fine wines from his own cellar. He was handsome, charming, and cool. Oh, so cool. The coolest guy in the room. He had affairs, of course, with nurses and secretaries. He loved Updike and Roth and Mailer, the men’s men who wrote about men.

He didn’t suffer fools. He didn’t indulge weakness. I learned early on not to ask my father for anything.

If my mother sent me down to his office to show him a cut finger or tell him I had a bladder infection, I’d wait just outside the door, frightened of his fury and his contempt. What’s the matter with you? Don’t you know I’m busy? Don’t you know life is suffering? Why do you expect otherwise? What are you talking about? How come you don’t know the right words for things? I learned not to bother him with my troubles.

He wasn’t one for presents or surprises. When he and my mother got back from a trip, she was the one with dolls and jewelry in her luggage. On my birthdays it was my mother who knew just what dressed-up stuffed animal I’d been yearning for in my heart. Once, my father gave me a book of poems by Emily Dickinson and I treasured it—until he packed it away with his things when he divorced my mother.

“That’s mine,” I said taking it out of the box.

“Jesus H. Fucking Christ, you all think everything is yours, don’t you?” he growled.

He merely shrugged when I showed him the inscription: “To Perdita on her birthday from her loving Da.” He dropped the book on the table and went back to scanning the shelves. And if he had lacked generosity and thoughtfulness when he was married to my mother, he became downright stingy after they divorced.

My father had been raised in a large working-class family during the Depression, and his mother knew how to make things last. She reused tea bags and coffee grounds. On the stairs down to her cellar were mason jars filled with bits of string and wire, random buttons, and even a collection of washed and dried wishbones—never used, always waiting, as if wishes themselves were a kind of indulgence.

Not that my father didn’t give himself the best of everything. A wooden sailboat. Trips to France. Suits from Italy. A house on the marshes floored with tiles from Mexico. If we wanted what he had, we could damn well work for it, just like he’d done, goddammit. Didn’t your mother get the house?

Once, when I was living in Manhattan, I had to call him and ask for money. I’d taken a job at a city high school, only to discover well into my first month of work that at the time the New York Board of Ed routinely held on to the paychecks of new employees for a few months. I had no way to meet my rent, keep my phone on, get to work, or even eat. “It would just be a loan,” I explained to my father from the pay phone on the street, “until my first check comes through. And I’d just need money for food and the subway. I can figure out everything else.”

My father cleared his throat. “Don’t you have friends in the city?”

“They live paycheck to paycheck just like I do,” I said. Of course, I’d asked them first. My mother was in treatment for cancer, or I would have asked her. Deep inside of me I already felt some small, last remnant of hope withering.

There was silence on the other end of the phone. Cars honked, the subway rumbled underground, women gossiped on the stoop. “I can post date you a check,” I offered.

“No,” said my father at last. “That’s not going to be possible.”

“Right,” I said. “Okay then. Okay then.”

He wanted me to feel hopeless and alone, to surrender to his bleak vision of a cold and pitiless universe that offered no succor or solace. He had named me Perdita, after all. He wasn’t just paying homage to Shakespeare’s little-read play The Winter’s Tale. Oh, no. Lapsed Catholic that he was, he had christened me with perdition, hopelessness, and damnation by a god he didn’t believe in. “What else can one call a child born in the twentieth century?” he’d laugh ruefully. But I’d show him. 

My rage at him made me defiant. “Fuck you,” I whispered.

I gave the last ten dollars in my pocket to a homeless person and trusted that somehow everything would eventually work out—which it did. A statement in my mail that very day reminded me of a small retirement account from a previous job that I was able to cash in. I lived my life in reaction—even opposition—to my father, determined to find love and faith, meaning and magic, no matter what.

What little I had confided in him about my spiritual experiences were met with an indulgent skepticism at best and condescending mockery at worst. He loved quoting Émile Zola on the miracles at Lourdes, “The road is littered with crutches but not one wooden leg.” He laughingly described his pious mother making him pray the rosary as a child for his sister whose fever was spiking. “As if a few muttered Hail Marys might make a difference. Thank goodness for Advil or antibiotics instead of sentimental hocus-pocus.”

Of course, those drugs hadn’t been invented yet. Unmentioned, too, was the fact that his gravely ill sister went on to survive and thrive. Perhaps there were amputees whose pilgrimage to Lourdes offered a similar miraculous and otherwise inexplicable healing, the pain from their phantom limbs vanishing at last or at least their having found a new spirit of resilience with which to meet the struggles of daily life.

But none of that mattered to my father. His despair was heroic. His nihilism absolute.
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If there had been any chance that I might have seen in his death some confirmation of divine absolution or eternal mercy and forgiveness, he had assured it would be smashed to smithereens by the rock.

I walked around the house in a state of shock, announcing like a stupefied Charlie Brown in his Halloween special, “I got a rock.”

And not just a rock, but a black rock wrapped in iron. The rock was like some enchanted object out of a fairy tale. If someone had told me it had been ripped from my father’s body before he had been sealed in his coffin, I would not have been surprised. It was the size and weight of a human heart after all.

Clark thought I should get rid of it, as did any number of the friends I told about it. Interestingly, everyone who saw the rock wanted me to do the same thing with it. “Throw it in the ocean,” people kept suggesting, as if it might somehow lose its meaning and its menace once submerged. Something about the rock—perhaps the fact that it looked like it could anchor a large vessel or belonged to a lost civilization—made people want to hurl it into the sea.

But I knew the rock would endure—bound, black, and cold—in the watery depths. It would neither find its place amid the crabs nor decompose to become one with the sands. Some men leave behind monuments to their greatness and others to their desolation. This is my last will and testament. This is all that remains of me. This is how I will endure. This is my last word.

I wasn’t going to let my father have the last word.

The conversation wasn’t over.

No matter what he said or believed, he wasn’t gone.

The dead might be dead, but they don’t go anywhere. It’s the first law of the conservation of energy. I have a feeling my father didn’t get his annihilation after all. No one goes anywhere.

Our relationship wasn’t over when my father died. It was just beginning.



Dear Dad,

By the time you died I was already in regular conversation with the dead. You, of course, knew nothing about this. I didn’t tell you that after I put the kids to bed, I would lie in the dark and recite the names of everyone I knew who had passed on. This strange little devotion arose out of my desire to feel their presence beside me.

Not only had I created an altar where I put photos of everyone I loved who had died—I was encouraging others to do so as well. When we make a space for the dead in our lives, they always let us know they are there.

What would you have said if you knew that I included in my litanies the names of all our many pets, the names of long-gone neighbors (including the old woman who passed out Oreos on Halloween), the names of teachers, friends, casual acquaintances, and anyone I knew who had crossed over to the other side? Anyone. Everyone.

I would stand on a crowded subway platform in New York and find myself offering up blessings to the myriad unknown dead hovering around the living in the dark tunnels. I muttered mantras for roadkill and whispered elegies to dead spiders on windowsills. As I cooked dinner, I placed bits of food before our kitchen statue of Kuan Yin, the Buddhist goddess of compassion, offering up nourishment to whatever “hungry ghosts” might be wandering by. The more I noticed and opened myself up to the dead, the more they came to me.

I pray for the mothers and fathers of incarnations I cannot remember. I pray for the children of past incarnations I do not remember. I pray for trees that have been cut down, species that have vanished, and mountains that have been leveled. I pray for the dead the land remembers but no one else does. I collect the dead and I hold them close. I include people I did not like when they were alive. There is no reason to exclude anyone. No one gets left out—not even you.

Everyone dies, right? You knew that better than most.

As a surgeon you bore witness to the merciless finalities of death each and every day. You bore witness to those who died too soon and those who died too slow, lingering in pain. You loved to talk about death, about how capricious and unjust it was. Rage, rage against the dying of the light, and all that. You were the master and the commander fighting back valiantly against the Grim Reaper.

But I never once heard you talk about the dead themselves.

If I asked you to tell me about death, you would speak of it as the terrible oblivion that awaited us all. If I had asked you to tell me about the dead, I imagine you would have shrugged dismissively. They were of no importance. They vanish in the vast expanse of space and time.

Just after you died, both Clark and I had the same dream about you. You were sitting on the sandy spit at the end of the marshlands behind your house looking out to sea. The waves were lapping at your feet, and all around you was the great darkness of the night and the fathomless depths of the ocean. For a moment I imagined you looking at me and shaking your head. “You call this an afterlife? I might as well be dead.”

Dad, have you finally realized that the dead are real and that no one goes anywhere? Your soul is real. Your story is long.

Tonight, I am saying your name out loud and placing it beside the names of my mother, my grandparents, your dogs, and all of my beloved dead. I am inviting them to come and sit beside you at the shore and welcome you home. I am inviting them to help you remember who you really are.

Death isn’t oblivion. It’s the great remembering.

I pray to the dead to help me remember who I am while I’m still alive.
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