The Confessions of
Olivia
The Inside Story of an Ordinary
Human
by S.S. Brooke
-Context
Between the middle of the 20th century and the irst quarter of the 21st on
the planet Earth, an ordinary human named Olivia devoted herself to
mapping out her experiences in words.
Writing about herself in third person for perspective, she documented her
travels not only forward in “real” time and space, but also backward,
forward, up and down, and in every other impossible direction of
“imaginary” spacetime. In this way she was able to make spiraling
internal voyages that were far realer and more interesting than her
waking life.
Then, when she was 72, an old lady not to be taken seriously, the dream in
which she had been participating quite abruptly ended.
That dream was not only hers, it was everyone’s, and when it ended, it
was an enormous shock for all humanity, because the dream had been the
only thing standing between human beings and Death.
The collective dream had been a beguiling one, full of drama and intrigue,
sex and violence, money and power. Death had been one of the characters,
but only a minor one who only visited other people, never the individual
dreamer. This allowed the dreamer to basically ignore Death, which was
certainly the easiest way to deal with it.

1

The problem was that in ignoring Death, everyone also ignored Life.
Sapped of its vital juices, Life became mere existence, a depressing
fairytale that went on and on and on until it didn’t. Period.
That was what really changed when the dream ended. Suddenly Death
was very real, and Life became both perilous and precious beyond belief.
When the dream ended, Olivia also vanished, leaving nothing behind but
her word-maps. Although her writings are in large part as illusory as the
rest of the collective dream, they do re lect a sincere desire to emerge
from the fog, which at rare moments she did, coming out into pure
sunshine.
It is the thread of sunshine running through Olivia’s tales and re lections
that makes them interesting and perhaps even inspiring for today’s
earth-dwellers. Accordingly, we have pieced together the following
two-part compilation, for which we offer these guidelines:
● If, like Olivia, you ind our situation remarkable – i.e., being here,
alive, inside a bipedal protoplasmic dwelling moving about along
with zillions of other similar and dissimilar life forms on the
surface of an enormous boulder hurtling through endless
spacetime – you might like to start with Part I, Olivia’s Thoughts.
● If you are easily bored by such ramblings, try starting with Part II,
What Seemed to Happen to Livvie. Then, when you ind yourself
asking “What was she thinking?” you can go back to Part I and
check out how she herself tried to answer that very question.
- S.S.B.
--
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Part One:
Olivia’s Thoughts
--

The Magic Eraser
All her life, she’d refused to believe in the dark side.
Life was so full of delights – like music, food, love, laughter, sunlight,
waterfalls. And children! All the glories. Surely goodness was what life
was about.
So, when things looked bad, she simply told herself she just wasn’t seeing
clearly. Someone was in charge of this reality, and someday, when she was
inally good enough, they would reward her with a magic eraser. Then she
would be able to wipe away all traces of illusory unpleasantness from her
life. That, in fact, was the whole point of living. To get that magic eraser.
Only as she got older, and more and more of the people around her were
plucked willy-nilly out of this time and space, she began to accept that
there might not be any magic eraser.
It was Death that screwed everything up. If things were as they seemed,
Death was the end – the end of everything, good or bad. Anyone who’d
been around a dead body knew what she meant. With a dead body, there’s
nothing and no one there. All the lovely juice of living has been drained
away. That dead body is just so much funk.
Death was all around us, right in the midst of the joy. And if it hadn’t
already, Death would one day blot out all but a glimmering memory of
everyone Olivia and everyone else had ever loved.
The weirdest part was that she herself could very well be next. Sooner or
later her body would become uninhabitable, and then she would have to
vacate the premises. How strange and poignant – she had never known
anything else!

--
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The Peephole and the Picture Window
If you are dismayed at this shadow from the dark side, fear not.
It is true that many chapters of Olivia’s story, especially the early ones, are
dif icult and dark and frankly depressing.
The truth, however, is that she was never as lost as she seemed.
If only dimly, she always knew there was something more, a glimmer in
the darkness. That glimmer was what kept her going.
Because like everyone, from the time she was born, she’d been able to see
two ways: through the peephole of the little “i,” and through the picture
window of the heart.
The trouble was, even though the picture window gave a far better view,
the peephole often seemed to Olivia like all there was, since she spent so
much time peering through it as she zeroed in on her daily doings, like
making toast in the morning or going to the bank. The peephole was
indispensable for the business of living, but its limited view led to a lot of
discouraging misunderstandings.
Those misunderstandings were so convincing that sometimes, in her
waking dream, she forgot that the picture window even existed.
But most of the time she knew it was there, that the big view somehow
stayed with her even if mostly unnoticed, because every night she looked
out that window in her dreams, sometimes even slipping through and
lying among the stars. And in forgotten moments of the day, she also
looked out that window and dreamed.
There was a door that led out, too. For now, it was locked, but someday it
would open, and then, if she chose, she could walk out into the sunlight…
But the door would be later. All she wanted now was to take a good look
out the picture window. To do that, she had to clear away everything
blocking the view: all the mountains of misunderstandings piled up in
front of it.
And so when she turned 70, she began her house cleaning: a thorough
sorting and iling of her archives, a great spring cleaning, resolving to
discard everything that was blocking the big view.
That house cleaning was also preparation for the day when the old husk
of her body would fall away and the door to the outside would
mysteriously open. Then, if her hunch was true, she would walk out into
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the day and ind everything and everyone she’d ever loved, warm and
alive and free as a summer afternoon.
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Olivia’s Gift to Herself
Anyway, she was here. And that was amazing in itself.
How could she have been so lucky? She, out of all the possible souls who
might have been born.
For thousands and thousands of mornings, she had awakened in that odd,
curious body. Every day she’d walked under the ever-changing skies, and
when day dissolved into night, she'd been stymied by the black emptiness
and the in initude of stars. And every day and every night she had loved
and had been loved by people, animals, trees, mountains, rivers, lakes,
seas, the rain, the silent snow, cities and villages, books, poems, paintings,
music, dancing, and breathing, and food, and sleep, and dreams…
She had given back the best way she knew how. And she had failed time
and again, making great wonking mistakes, often inadvertently hurting
her dearest loves. Over and over she’d had to repeat the most basic
lessons. But also, little by little, she had learned...
The best thing she had learned so far was about giving.
Giving was always happening. Everyone gives just by being here, by
breathing and thinking, loving and feeling, speaking and listening.
Even in Dying we give the most enormous gift: the gift of a Life, whole and
complete.
Sometimes the gift of Death came wrapped in Peace. When that
happened, it was the greatest gift of all.
She had irst received that gift, second hand, from an old friend of her
parents’ named Oscar. When her mother came home after sitting with
Oscar as he died, Peace was lowing from her like a warm river. It lowed
right into Olivia, and then she knew Death was not all bad.
When her turn came, that was the gift she wanted to give. When she left
this place, she wanted everyone around her and everyone who had ever
known her to be illed with Peace. She wanted them all to go home full of
hope and the certainty that all was well. Of course her loved ones would
weep, that’s the cleansing the body needs as much as sustenance; but she
wanted her loved ones also to feel joy – the deep joy of a life well lived,
and of the spirit moving on.
--
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Questions
This story is not about visible things. It is an inner story: what happened
in Olivia’s private theater, her “space of representation,” as the master Silo
called it. It is the story of her quest to make sense of things.
That quest began long before she knew she was looking for anything.
Even before she could formulate thoughts, doubt began moving inside her,
sending up tentative shoots in the darkness, searching for light. She
couldn’t just live and ignore those doubts. Her pesky rational mind had
too many Questions.
At irst it was simply “The world is huge and scary – I’m safe here with
Mommy, but what will happen to me if I have to go out there all by
myself??”
Later that question blossomed hydra-like into a whole bouquet of doubts:
What is going on here? What is this body? Does life have a meaning? If it
doesn’t, why are we here? What’s the alternative? Anything? Nothing? If I
don’t ind out, can I be happy? How can all this craziness be OK?
These questions plagued her, would not let her rest.
--

The Answer
They were all the same Question, and there was only one Answer.
Over and over and over down through the years she would ind that
Answer. And each time she found it, she would lose it again, then ind it,
and lose it, ind it and lose it, ad in initum, as if she had some kind of
spiritual dementia.
That was not entirely frustrating.
First of all, it was a good Answer. Whenever she found it, it comforted her
and made her absolutely glad. And the rest of the time, it was there with
her like the ground she stood on, even if she didn’t realize it.
Secondly, the same Answer kept reappearing in new forms, revealing ever
more marvelous aspects of the endlessly unfolding Reality of life.
Of course, despite having found the Answer so many times, she usually
lived in a state of amnesia. It was not an unpleasant amnesia – most of the
time, the Answer gave her faith that all was well, although she generally
couldn’t remember why, and although sometimes her faith dissolved like
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a mirage. So she piddled along, trying to make sense of the world,
suffering and being happy according to circumstance.
But little by little, despite ups and downs, wellbeing kept growing inside
her, illing more of her.
--

Suffering
Remarkably, the suffering she so wanted to end seemed to be part of the
process. She knew it was what spurred her on. If she’d never felt the stab
of fear, or loss, or failure, or doubt, why would she be moved to change
anything?
So she tried to accept suffering as a great ally.
That was the only sensible option, because clearly suffering was there to
stay. Oh, not forever – only until all was well: truly and thoroughly well,
not only for her, or for a few of her fellow humans, but for all the world.
Which was, of course, a tall order. The world was vast, and complex, home
to more souls than the mind could possibly grasp – and almost every last
one of them was mired in suffering, and kept bringing suffering down on
themselves, and on those around them, and on the countless other life
forms, whether intentionally or not… How could all ever be well?
But she knew that suffering was really like everything else: it was a gift. It
existed to give humans something to overcome. That’s how you grew.
Every time you overcame your own suffering or helped someone else
overcome theirs – which was the same thing – you got stronger, and you
remembered that you were free.
So all at once you had to both accept suffering and end it. She knew it was
possible to do this seemingly paradoxical thing, because she’d been doing
it all her life.
Not that the way forward was always obvious. Too often, trying to ind a
clear path through the chaos of daily life was like groping in a dream.
Nevertheless, despite all the manifest agonies of life, she knew that all
was well. All was well, and always had been, and always would be. That
didn’t mean there was no suffering. She knew there was no magic eraser.
But she also knew that somehow the suffering got converted, ended up
being part of everything – which did wonders to rob it of its sting.
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She had long suspected this, but she found it out for sure one day at the
turn of the millennium while lying on the loor, getting her belly rubbed.
--
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Part Two:
What Seemed to Happen to Livvie
-Preface:
We Do Not Die
Young and vital, she was with her friends again, sharing soup and bread
and talking softly around the long plank table in the old adobe. The evening
sun came warm through the open back door, nasturtiums climbed gold and
green around the doorframe, and outside they could see the white dunes,
and hear the sound of the sea.
Once before, long, long ago, she had lived here. But she knew now that in
those days she had not been truly alive. Back then she had been so fearful
and lonely, so wrapped in dismal fantasy, that she had only half existed, a
thin shadow of her fears.
Now, in lovely contrast, she was here, truly and fully here, for the irst time.
This was no memory. This was far realer than anything in “real life.”
Wonderfully, nothing good from that sad old time had been lost. Everything,
all the rich beauty and warmth, was just as it had been before. The only
thing different was that now she was at Peace, wanting for nothing, nothing
at all. Life was pure and good, brimming with “the Peace that passeth
understanding.”
This Peace was far from just a passing tranquility. Solid and indestructible,
this Peace was the blood and bone, the essence and foundation of everything
- of herself and of the whole world. Thrumming with a gentle joy, it illed
every cell and iber of her being like an ocean of contentment.
And she knew, through and through, that all was well, and always had been,
and always would be.
She knew that nothing good is ever lost.
She knew that all the misery we ever experience is simply a
misinterpretation of reality.
And she knew, as certainly as she knew she was alive, that We Do Not Die.
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-Love and Doubt
It was ifty years before this relieving recognition that Olivia had come
into this world, born to good and innocent people.
They were as beautiful as movie stars, her parents. Both born and raised
in Saint Paul, Minnesota, they met in the Methodist church choir, at the
beginning of World War II. Lenore was 25, blonde and pale as a lily, and
Arnold was 30, dark and gorgeous in his lieutenant’s uniform.
Arnold came from the reclusive Hartwell family, a prim clan who lived
behind a strangely enthusiastic lower garden in one of the nicer parts of
town. The Hartwells were proud of their blue blood, although they
disputed exactly where in England their royal roots lay.
Arnold’s father, Henry, was an organ tuner who scared the neighborhood
children with his long white beard whenever he went out. Having long
ago sworn off meat when his mother cooked his pet chicken, he was also a
vegetarian, which made him even weirder.
Arnold’s mother, Olivia, was a tiny woman with her long hair braided
around the crown of her head. She stayed home with his older sister
Eleanor, who had been stricken with child diabetes just as insulin irst
became available.
Arnold himself was a late-bloomer who stayed home all through his
twenties, studying engineering and helping his father on his organ-tuning
jobs. At 30 he got his master’s degree in engineering, and when the war
started, he enlisted.
One day at choir practice only weeks before he was to ship out, and
having some time ago noticed the beautiful blonde with the enormous
smile in the soprano section, he managed to overcome his terrible
shyness and introduce himself.
“Hello, I’m Arnold,” he stammered.
Looking him up and down, the girl declared, “Well, I’m going to call you
Arnie.” From that moment he was lost, hopelessly in love.
Lenore Hendricks might have seemed docile on the surface, but she was a
iery soul. Since childhood she had dreamed of being a singer. Her mother
had told her she didn’t have the voice, so she had pretended to be content
playing the piano, accompanying her two brothers, who had pure boys’
voices, on the piano. When she inished high school, her father insisted
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that she attend secretarial school, so she could learn something useful.
She obeyed and worked as a secretary during the war.
But underneath, the music gripped her soul, burning with a ierce joy. No
one was going to stop her from plunging down that path. She would be a
musician if it killed her.
Meanwhile she had to get married – it was just what you did if you were a
woman. She knew she was at a disadvantage there – she had no
experience with men and was sure she was terribly unattractive.
Nevertheless, she had strict standards: her future husband had to be kind
and gentle, someone who would be good to their children, unlike her
terrible father, who beat her brothers and threatened to beat her too until
she discovered, at the age of three, that if she couldn’t breathe, he
wouldn’t touch her. After that she had asthma until he died, a bitter old
man with a new television.
After her irst date with the tall, awkward tenor, she made up her mind: if
his timid advances led in the direction of marriage, she would seriously
consider accepting. His shyness bothered her, a man should be strong –
but he was kind and gentle to a fault.
It wasn’t long before he proposed, adding that he didn’t care if he didn’t
come back from the war if she wouldn’t marry him. She was appalled by
this ultimatum, but she wasn’t sure she would ever ind anyone else. And
what if he really didn’t come back? How could she live with herself? She
had no choice but to say yes. He was, at least, remarkably handsome. She
would make herself love him.
Leaving Minnesota and their stunned parents, they took the train to Reno,
Nevada, where you could get married at the drop of a hat. The only chapel
that wasn’t busy was already illed with lowers for a Palm Sunday service
that afternoon. They took their vows before the minister and the janitor.
It wasn’t that they were sure of anything. They groped their way into
marriage as blind as newborn pups.
The next day they took the bus to San Francisco, where Arnie boarded a
destroyer bound for Okinawa, and Lenore began teaching music in a
public high school where the boys lirted with her.
For the next many months, Arnie wrote her letters declaring his love,
telling her everything he could think of about his life in the Navy,
explaining carefully how they signaled with colorful lags, which he
illustrated in colored pencil with his precise engineer’s hand, and what
they served for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and what his duties were. She
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answered, declaring her longing for him to return. Little by little, their
letters accumulated until they were enough to ill a suitcase.
When the war ended, Arnie came home and Lenore quit her job. They
bought a bulbous, rust-colored Chevy that they named Homer, and drove
down to Palo Alto, to Stanford University.
When they got there, they parked outside the registrar’s of ice. Arnie
went in to see about applying to graduate school to get his PhD, leaving
Lenore waiting in the car.
Twenty minutes later he came hurrying out. “Come on in, they want to
meet you!”
Puzzled, she went in with him – and was welcomed cordially as a new
faculty wife. Arnie had been both accepted in the Ph.D. program and hired
as a Civil Engineering instructor. He started work the next day at the job
he would have until he retired from teaching 35 years later.
With that issue resolved, they bought a plot of land in the rolling hills
behind the university. In no time at all, Lenore got pregnant, and they
began work on their irst home, which they called Whimsy House.
They called it that because without saying anything, they both agreed that
they knew nothing at all about how to be proper married adults. So the
best tack, in order not to risk too much disappointment, was not to take
anything too seriously, but just ling their hopes into the future like a
whimsy, and hope for the best.
-The Tunnel
Being pregnant illed Lenore with happiness. Proud of her wonderful
growing belly, she planted gooseberries in the garden, cooked on a camp
stove behind the blankets they’d hung from 2x4 frame walls to keep out
the wind, and helped Arnie hammer the little house together. Little by
little, she got to know her quiet, kind, worried husband.
When she went into labor, they rushed to the hospital. There Arnie
languished in a waiting room while the doctors put Lenore in a bed, and
without asking her consent, gave her shots that paralyzed her from the
waist down. That was the routine. It kept things under control.
Control was what they lost. While Lenore’s unborn child, blissfully
unaware, lay cocooned in her warm softness, Lenore lay waiting, fuming.
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The hours crept by, and nothing happened. She could not believe what
they had done to her. If the contractions were continuing, she could not
feel them. She knew that at some moment she was supposed to push, but
if this deadness continued she would never be able to make her muscles
even twitch. Furious, she willed her slack womb to do its job…
At last, whether through her ierce intent, or from the efforts of the
medical team to undo their handiwork, the little life within her began to
move. Micron by micron, it crept toward its irst daylight.
After 48 hours the new child emerged, battered and bloody and beautiful.
They put her in her mother’s arms, and they fell in love.
They called the baby “Livvie,” short for Olivia Ellen Hartwell - Olivia after
Arnie’s mother, Ellen after Lenore’s. Arnie was as smitten as Lenore, and
as soon as mother and baby were released, he drove them home to
Whimsy House. There, trembling with contentment and jitters, they
carried their helpless bundle of adorability across the threshold and
began their stint as parents.

-Mommy and Arnie
So Livvie’s early life was easy. Her parents doted on her, and she was
content as long as she was being held by one or the other of them.
When she began to speak, she called Lenore “Mommy” and Arnold “Arnie.”
When she was older, she asked her mother why she didn’t call her father
“Daddy” like other children.? Lenore told her it must be that she herself
called her husband Arnie, and Livvie was simply imitating her. Livvie
accepted that without question, as she accepted everything Lenore told
her.
Only years later did it occur to Livvie that if that were so, if she called her
parents what they called each other, then her father should logically have
been calling Lenore “Mommy.”
Nothing more ridiculous – Livvie had only ever heard Arnie call Lenore
“Lenore,” and now and then “Honey.” Lenore told her that once he’d made
the mistake of calling her “Little Honey,” but that didn’t last long – Little
Honey indeed! No, Livvie knew Arnie had never been so silly as to call her
mother “Mommy” – she had heard them both laugh at old couples who
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called each other things like that – Mother and Father, Mommy and
Daddy…
Whatever the explanation, Livvie’s mother was “Mommy” and her father
was “Arnie.” They were her world.
And in that warm world, she thrived. Even though Lenore did not have
enough milk to nurse her, Livvie got so fat on formula that they were soon
calling her “Tub o’ Lard.” And after she learned to walk and then to run, it
was not “the pitter-patter of little feet” that announced her approach, but
the “thump, thump, thump.”
Only when they left her alone was she less than content. Her earliest
memory of suffering was of lying abandoned in a dim blue room and
seeing two multi-colored cellophane ghosts iltering through the closed
bedroom door. Petri ied, she knew they were somehow her parents – not
her real parents, but a horrible mockery of them.
But the fearsome moments were fewer than the sweet. Livvie’s parents
loved her and were there with her, and all was well.
-Heaven and Purgatory
The more adept Livvie became at moving about on her own, the better
things got.
The bathtub had a rubber plug on a long chain. She loved to take it from
its place on the rim of the tub and carry it all around the house, swinging
the plug on the chain until she found an empty knothole in the bare plank
looring. Crouching down, she would lower the plug into the hole, let it
swing in the dark for a moment, and let it drop.
After that, if anyone wanted to take a bath they had to crawl under the
house on hands and knees to ind the plug. This happened over and over.
For some reason, Livvie’s parents never put the plug up out of her reach,
and she did the plug trick again and again…
Behind the house, the gooseberry bushes her mother had planted
beckoned. They had grown fast and were as tall as she was. She loved to
wander in among them, picking the crunchy, pale green berries, and
eating them raw; they were wonderfully sour.
Best of all were the walks with her parents when they gave in to her
incessant pleas and swung her in the air between them. Taking a irm grip
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on her hands, they would count – one – two – three – and pull her forward
and up, making her little legs windmill like the road-runner in the cartoon
and swinging her high, high, high off the ground. Flying weightless, she
would shriek with laughter as her stomach did a free-fall loop-de-loop
before they set her back on the ground.
She could never understand why they would not do this for the whole
walk, but instead made her walk most of the time.
-The Outside
If home was heaven and her parents its angels, the outside world was
purgatory. When they were out of the house, Livvie hated being left alone
even for a minute.
Her mother clearly had no idea that this was so. When she took Livvie
with her to the grocery store, she would often leave her alone in the car, a
common practice in those days. Livvie was certain the car was going to
roll away with her in it, and could only sit, glued to the seat with fear, until
her mother returned.
On the other hand, the world was full of fascinating things. One day as
Livvie sat abandoned in the car, she watched an elephant walk by in front
of her and disappear around the corner. This was true. Years later, when
she asked her mother about it, Lenore said that yes, a baby elephant had
actually gotten loose from somewhere that day. She had heard about it
from the grocery clerk...
Most of the time, of course, there were no elephants to distract Livvie
from the vast unknown of the outside world. Even worse than sitting in
the car was interacting with strangers, whether or not her parents were
there. She was dreadfully shy, just like her quiet, kind father. Her mother,
who had always been the leader of the pack, could understand neither her
husband nor her child.
Lenore couldn’t do much about Arnie, but Livvie she took to be socialized
at a state-of-the-art nursery school, the Little People’s School. The
children were supposed to play together in the middle of a big room while
all the mothers sat in folding chairs around the edges, watching, adoring,
and criticizing.
Livvie would have no part of that plan. Refusing to make a fool of herself,
she spent the whole four-hour school day sitting on her mother’s lap,
until Lenore set her on the loor, when she would crawl under the chair
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and refuse to come out. Only when it was time for snack would Livvie
emerge and go to sit with the others at the long, low table. They would
sing “Thanks for juice, thanks for juice,” eat graham crackers, drink apple
juice from little paper cups, and then Livvie would go back to her hiding
place.
In reality, her complaints were few. There were no bad times other than
nursery school, being left in the car, going to the terrible Doctor Cutter for
booster shots, and having to eat lima beans. Her parents loved her and
she was content as long as they were with her.
Then, when she was three, everything changed. A strange, abominable
small creature came to live with them. Its name was Sammy, and Livvie’s
mother held it instead Livvie. For hours and hours Lenore nursed it,
gazing at it and cooing at it as if Livvie were not even there. Livvie was
outraged. She told her mother she wanted to put the new creature in the
garbage.
-Double Identity
By the time Sammy was born, Livvie was already set in her ways, having
igured out the lay of the land early on. Even as an infant snug in her
mother’s arms, she’d watched as the drama played out around her. She’d
seen the way the story went, the cast and characters, and their roles with
each other and in the world.
There was no mistaking who was who. Lenore was the Queen; Livvie and
the King lurked in the shadows, playing supporting roles. Livvie was not
the Princess, since she couldn’t abide pink and had a brain; she was
simply the eldest daughter. But all was as it should be. Lenore was the
rightful ruler, just and magnanimous, and the King and Livvie both
enjoyed a favored position in her court – why should they complain? They
had it made.
The Queen’s love for her little daughter was unbounded and exuberant,
the King’s deep and gentle. At home with her parents, Livvie lourished,
basking in the sunlight of Lenore’s smile and the warmth of Arnie’s
kindness. Playing and drawing pictures, she was anyone she chose. With a
breadbasket for a hat and an orange juice can for a gun, she held the
entire back yard in her dominion.
When they were outside their home, in contrast, Livvie and her father
shrank into pale lowers, wilting in the Queen’s blazing sunshine. Then
father and daughter were as alike as two peas in a pod. Arnie was shy,
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Livvie was shy. Arnie was indecisive, so was Livvie. Arnie was socially
clueless, Livvie was too.
And so Livvie became two people. One was the inside Livvie, free and
happy and full of adventure. The other was the outside Livvie, the shy,
inept persona she wore when she went out into the world. It it her like a
suit of cement armor, impeding her movements in a most inconvenient
way while the inside Livvie peered through the eye-slits, impatient to get
home and take the armor off.
The problem was that the more she wore that armor, the more she forgot
that she could take it off. Finally she came to believe that it was part of
her. Then she wondered why she had taken on such a submissive, fearful
identity facing the world. Did she mostly get her father’s genes? Or did
she get her mother’s only on the inside, and her father’s on the outside?
Did she watch the way Arnie was and imitate his behavior? Was there
some sneaky logic thrown in, telling her that if she wanted to keep
enjoying the Queen Mother’s ministrations, she had to keep on pretending
to need them?
With Sammy, of course, Livvie didn’t need the armor. Agile as a clown, she
watched the intruder from the corner of her eye and tried to igure out
how to deal with him. As he grew, she tried different tactics – teasing him,
hitting him over the head with a toy gun, making him stand still with his
mouth wide open while she poured orange juice down his gullet from a
good height...
Whatever she did to him over the years, Livvie never managed to bend
Sammy to her will. He was entirely his own person. Balancing between
the poles of their parents without taking either one too seriously, he
found his own way.
-The East
Arnie got his PhD when Livvie was four. Not long after that, he came home
with the news that he’d been offered a postdoctoral position back east, at
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.
Neither Arnie nor Lenore had ever been back east, and it piqued their
curiosity. New England was the birthplace of American Democracy, full of
history and the stories of their forefathers. And it was beautiful – they had
seen the pictures of white colonial houses with picket fences, green
forests, and snow-covered hills.
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It didn’t take them long to decide. Lenore could never resist an adventure,
and Arnie would have followed her to the moon.
So they loaded the family into Homer, and began the long trip across the
country. Arnie drove, Lenore sat in the passenger seat with Sammy on her
lap, and Livvie either stood on the seat between her parents or climbed
into the back where she could slide around on the big back seat. It was a
terribly long, hot way, across the deserts…
At last, after many days and nights, they came to the end of the barren
latness. This was the East, said Arnie, and Livvie saw that everything
here was smaller than in the West. They drove through little hills and
towns, along small rivers and through wonderful green forests of small
trees with delicate leaves. At last, entering a small city, they came to a stop
in front of a gray cube on a round green hill. This, said Arnie, was their
apartment building, the place they would live while their house was being
built.
Livvie liked Massachusetts. It was beautiful, all green soft grass, and green
iligree ferns, and green trees. There was a lake where they would go to
swim in the sparkling water and play on the beach under the pines. One
time a policeman scolded Livvie’s mother for letting Sammy run naked,
and Lenore laughed, outraged and incredulous.
Before long they moved out of the apartment and into the new house. It
was down by a wood, with swamp cabbage in back and tall maple trees in
front. In winter snow covered the ground, and you could break icicles off
the maples, and suck the maple- lavored sweetness.
Across the street was a big hill, and a path that went up under the trees.
Livvie was ive, and every morning she would sit on her sled, and Lenore
would pull her up the hill and down the other side, to kindergarten.
The entrance to kindergarten was through a room full of nothing but
boots. Livvie took off her ugly black rubbers and left them there, and her
mother led her into the classroom and left her there.
For some reason, this did not upset Livvie. Every school day for the whole
year that she was ive they repeated this routine, up the mountain and
down the other side to kindergarten, and Livvie did not mind being left
there. There was even one spring day when she felt quite proud. A bee
was buzzing about the ceiling, and all the other children were terri ied.
Livvie, having never been stung, had no idea what they were so afraid of.
She felt satis ied with things.
That was also the year Laurie was born. Laurie was very special because
she was the First Baby of the Year, born just after midnight on January 1,
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when it was snowing out. She even got her picture in the paper, along
with Lenore of course. She got a pretty name, Laura Grace, because she
had a beautiful high forehead and Arnie’s brown eyes. As her parents
marveled at the new baby’s beauty, Livvie’s heart quailed because she
knew Arnie would love her best.
-The Village
At the end of that year, Arnie and Lenore had had enough. New England
was lovely, but California was where their hearts were. Packing their
belongings, they piled their family into Algernon, their new blue Chevy,
and drove back across the desert, back to Stanford University.
They moved into the Village, the on-campus housing for young professors
and staff. Their apartment was stuck in the middle of a long, low row of
identical apartments, and their row was one of a dozen identical rows, all
laid out between dusty lawns and pepper trees. Inside it was dark, with
tall metal cabinets and narrow rooms squeezed between the front and
back doors. The front door opened onto a peeling white wooden porch
under a pepper tree, pungent with clusters of dusky red berries; the back
door opened onto an asphalt parking lot.
Livvie did not like living there.
For one thing, she had to go to irst grade. Unlike her cozy kindergarten in
Massachusetts, irst grade was in a great bleak building with high ceilings
and crowds of strange, unfriendly children. On her irst day, she cried in
protest, but Lenore left her there anyway, alone with her baloney
sandwich in its paper bag.
From the beginning Livvie was an outcast, both superior and inferior to
the other children. She had already learned to read, and in class she
looked down on the doltish ones who struggled, word by torturous word,
through the limited adventures of Dick and Jane.
But at recess Livvie cowered by herself on a bench, mysti ied by the
arcane knowledge that all the others seemed to possess: how to make
friends.
At home, her mother had produced yet another baby. Emily Jane,
“Emmie,” was too cute, with curly hair and big blue eyes. Her name was
too much like Livvie’s, and Livvie was jealous from the irst. Being the
Oldest did have its perks, but the Youngest got way too much attention.
20

Outside school, Livvie had one friend. His name was Harold, he was
Livvie’s age, and the son of her mother’s friend Evie.
Harold and Livvie were in love. Harold lived in a white house with a
gigantic walnut tree in the back yard. When Livvie visited they would
climb high into his tree house, where they would draw pictures of pee and
poo, laughing hysterically and hurling insults down at two-year-old
Sammy who was trying without success to climb the tree. When they
inally made him cry one time too many, their mothers would scold them
and make them come down and they would have to go home, and then
Livvie would cry bitterly.
Back home in the Village, Livvie eventually always got her comeuppance.
She could not venture outside to play without being tortured by Billy and
his gang. Billy, a skinny blond fuzz-headed six-year-old, would appear out
of nowhere and tease her, calling her “Livvie-blivvie” and making his gang
of friends laugh and jeer. Livvie would run back inside to hide.
One day she had her irst lesson in honesty. Lenore would often send her
to the grocery store when she ran out of things, and one day she sent her
for milk. After getting the milk, Livvie had a dime left over. Candy was
forbidden, since her teeth were, as the dentist said, “as soft as cheese” –
but the temptation was irresistible, almost a re lex. After she got the milk
out of the cooler, she went directly to the candy rack and chose a Big
Daddy. She had never had one, but it was the biggest candy bar she could
ind, as long as her forearm, wrapped in shiny brown paper. She paid, took
the milk in its bag, hid the candy bar under her coat, and went home.
As soon as Livvie gave her the milk, Lenore knew.
“What else did you get?” she demanded, scouring Livvie with reproach.
Wanting to shrivel up with shame, Livvie produced the Big Daddy.
Lenore took the thing and looked at it with disdain.
“Well, now you’ve bought it, you’d better eat it. Go on, take it!”
She handed it back.
“No! I don’t want it,” Livvie wept.
“Too late for that. Go ahead, eat it.”
Livvie wanted to disappear. Slinking into next room, she led into the
corner where the door opened inward. Standing in the corner, she pulled
the door as close to the wall as she could get it, hiding in the narrow angle
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behind it. There she ate the Big Daddy. It took forever. Hard as a rock and
sticky, the white stuff stuck to her teeth like sin.
-The Valley
It was spring, and everyone yearned to escape the cramped and dark
apartment.
Piling into Algernon, they drove out into the hills, green with the winter
rains, following a winding road west until the hills opened into a valley.
For some miles they drove between live oaks and ields, here and there an
occasional house, until they came to a lower farm. There, across from a
ield brilliant with rows and rows of red and yellow and orange and
purple snapdragons, they turned left up a steep hill. Up there, said Arnie,
was a lot for sale.
Riley Road was a narrow dirt road, and they bumped slowly up it,
between ields and small houses. Just before the top Arnie stopped the car
across from a big lot full of weeds. Below the lot was a tangle of dark
green oaks, and above it was a small brown house, with a man and a
woman working in the front garden.
Lenore peered at them out the window. “Don’t they look familiar?” she
asked Arnie. “Isn’t that Hank and Sarah Kane?”
It was. Hank and Sarah were old friends of theirs from St. Paul, though
they hadn’t seen or been in touch with them for years. They all got out of
the car and climbed up the hill over the weeds to the brown house, and
the Kanes welcomed them with equal amazement. They had moved here
not long ago with their two little girls, Marie and Janet. Janet was just
Livvie’s age, Marie two years older.
The coincidence dispelled all doubts. Arnie and Lenore bought the lot.
-The House
They began work that summer on their new house, doing everything
themselves. Arnie designed it, a modest box with two bedrooms,
living-dining room, kitchen, family bathroom, and carport. Lenore’s
parents moved out from Minnesota to help, and several neighbors made
themselves available. A bulldozer came and cleared a lat spot in the
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weeds, and there, in the sun and the dust and the wild wind that blew
over the mountains from the sea, the skeleton of a house began to rise.
Together the grownups poured the foundations, laid the pine looring,
pounded the two-by-four frame walls together. Lenore cooked meals on
the green camp stove, the wall-blankets hanging from the two-by-fours
lapping loudly in the wind and knocking things over. Later they replaced
the blankets with sheet rock and hoisted giant pine beams into place for
the open-beamed ceiling.
While the big people worked, and Grandma watched baby Emmie and
two-year-old Laurie, Livvie and Sammy and the Kane girls ran and played
unsupervised, climbing the dirt mountains left by the bulldozer, scaling
the two-by-four frame walls like their own private jungle gym. Wally, a
boy Sammy’s age, came from across the street, and he and Sammy pushed
their toy trucks and cars through the dirt, making sputtering noises, while
Livvie and Marie and Janet burrowed their way through the bushes and
climbed down into the pit of the septic tank to dig the red clay soil and
make Indian pots.
Eventually the house was more or less inished, and Arnie and Lenore
moved their family in for real. Fall came, and school started. Livvie was
seven, starting second grade.
-Solitary
Livvie’s teacher, Mrs. Olivetti, looked like Betty Crocker.
Like last year’s teacher, Mrs. Olivetti pulled out the moronic Dick and Jane
books. At home Livvie was reading the Greek Myths, heavy old volumes
with gilt-edged pages, treasure chests of the imaginary past, full of
enchantment. School, in contrast, was a prison of banality.
It did offer a few modest perks, like when Mrs. Olivetti called on Livvie to
read. Then she could show off. She would read effortlessly, turning page
after page, and then listen, smug, as the other children struggled under
the weight of each word, “R-r-un……….. S-p-ot…. run…”
And there was art, which Livvie was also good at. One day Mrs. Olivetti
read the class a book about sperm whales and had everyone draw
pictures afterwards. You were supposed to have a partner, but Livvie
refused – another kid would only muck things up. Alone at her desk, she
drew a whale out at sea. Humped blue against the sky, he sat on top of the
water, with the sun going down behind him.
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It was when she was using the side of the blue crayon to make the
smooth, dark water that she made a most wonderful discovery. Somehow,
what looked like a long pale shaft of sunlight had suddenly materialized in
her artwork, as if falling across the surface of the water. How had that
happened??
Then she realized what it was. Another piece of paper happened to be
lying at an angle under the paper she was drawing on. All along its edge
the crayon couldn’t touch the paper, and so left a narrow band of white
where the paper showed softly through. It was a gift from the muses.
What luck! Livvie was glad no inept other child had been allowed to
interfere.
Recess, on the other hand, was a lonely punishment. She could think of
nothing worse under the sun than being rejected, and was sure that if she
ventured up to the other children without being invited they would only
stare at her coldly and wait for her to leave. Since that would be
unbearable, she held herself aloof.
While being a loner protected her from the unthinkable, it also
condemned her. She knew her mother, the measure of all things, held all
weakness in contempt. And Livvie was certainly weak. As was her beloved
father.
But there was nothing she could do about it. If she couldn’t avoid being
alone, she would act as if she were choosing her solitude.
For recess she had two refuges. One was an enormous concrete pipe that
lay at the edge of the playground. It was big enough for her to slip inside,
and she would sit there, daydreaming, with her back to the cool concrete
until the bell rang and they had to go in. The other was the ring of giant
redwoods beside the old schoolhouse. There she would sit in the shade on
the soft, fragrant, brown needles, and watch for fairies.
-Mr. Crampton
The next year, third grade, was the irst time Livvie had Mr. Crampton. The
second, and blessedly the last time, was ive years later, in eighth grade,
when he crowned her elementary school education with a D in Science.
Mr. Crampton was a military man, a tidy fellow with a crew cut and
sticking-out muscles under his T-shirt. On the irst day of third grade he
proudly showed the class a big Papier-Mache face he had made just for
them. It had a round hole for a mouth, and any time he took the sequined
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cork out of his pocket and stuck it in the mouth hole, that meant they
were to shut up.
He set the tone for the year by telling his favorite joke. There was this guy
on a motorcycle, and it was really cold. He had on a leather jacket, but the
zipper was broken, so he stopped and turned the jacket around, putting it
on backwards so the wind couldn’t get in. Then he set off again, zooming
down the road until a big curve took him by surprise. Flying off the road,
he crashed. A passing motorist stopped, rushed to help him, and found the
guy unconscious on the ground. The guy was clearly in bad shape, but the
good Samaritan knew what he had to do. Bending down, he took the
man’s head and turned it around so it was facing the right way, with the
zipper in front…
Mr. Crampton paused and looked at the class expectantly.
And obediently, they all laughed.
P.E. was Mr. Crampton’s favorite subject. It was tackle football for the boys,
and just touch football for the girls, but everyone had to get in shape for it.
Out the door Mr. Crampton herded his thirty eight-year-olds, barking at
them to run faster. Endlessly they made the circuit of the playground until
they were gasping, then the whistle shrilled, and it was time to stop and
do a hundred pushups...
-Cookies
That was also the year Livvie had Bluebirds after school.
Her mother had been a Camp Fire Girl back in Minnesota and knew how
to build ires by making a little teepee of twigs. Lenore had loved Camp
Fire Girls, which made sense because she had always been the leader of
the pack. That was the opposite of what Livvie was; regardless, Lenore
was sure Livvie would love Camp Fire Girls. Her mother was always
pretending Livvie was different than she really was.
So she was going to do Camp ire Girls. And that meant being a Bluebird
irst, because she was only eight.
It might have been different if she had been old enough to be a real Camp
Fire Girl. Making ires in the woods was romantic, and maybe they got to
make leather clothes and wear Indian beads...
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Bluebirds only did stuff like gluing construction paper together and
sprinkling glitter on it. And you had to wear an ugly, bright blue vest.
But she had to be a Bluebird, just like she had to go to school. Every
Wednesday she wore her blue vest to school, and afterwards, instead of
getting off the bus at the bottom of their hill, she would ride it all the way
to Mrs. Penney’s, on the other side of the valley. There eight Bluebirds
would sit, packed together on the red vinyl booth seats around the red
Formica dinette table, and glue things together.
Mrs. Penney was a sour, exacting woman with short, penny-colored hair.
The only good thing about going to her house was Treat. Each week it was
a different girl’s turn to bring something special. This week it was Livvie’s
turn.
The day before the meeting, Lenore took Livvie to the Valley Super and
told her to choose a package of cookies. After biting her lip over all the
delectable possibilities, Livvie selected the coconut ones illed with
marshmallow, the kind Lenore never bought because sugar was bad for
her children’s soft teeth. On Wednesday Livvie went to school carrying the
coveted cookies in a paper bag.
Everything was ok until lunch time. Things began as usual, everyone
sitting at their desks and eating their brown bag lunches. But today Livvie
had an extra bag. It was her usual tormentor, Penelope, who noticed.
“Hey Livvie, what’s in that bag?” she wheedled.
“Nothing…” Livvie lied.
“Oh come on, what’s in there? I’ll be your friend! Please????”
Penelope was an expert teaser, and Livvie was helpless in her grip.
“Oh – ok.” She opened the bag and let Penelope peek in. “Just some
cookies.”
“Cookies!! Let me have one! Come on, just one….”
What could Livvie do? With trembling ingers she tore open the
cellophane wrapper and ished out one cookie. Penelope accepted it as
her due. Maybe her father was in the ma ia.
“Oh, give me one too!” That was Hortense, Penelope’s best friend.
Unhappily Livvie gave her one, and tried to put the bag away in her desk
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Too late. It was like being in a ight on the playground. The other kids
began to crowd around.
“Ooo, cookies, me too, me too!”
Unhappily, Livvie doled out more and more of the sugary blobs. There
were only a dozen to begin with…
The capper was the principal, Mr. Sweet. He had dropped in for a lunch
time visit to the third graders and noticed the little lurry of activity. He
was an affable man.
“Oh, give me one too!” he chimed in.
Livvie gave him one too.
After Livvie came back from Bluebirds that afternoon, Lenore got a phone
call. Her daughter had turned up for the meeting with six cookies – just
six! Not even enough for one each! Luckily Mrs. Penney happened to have
some graham crackers in the cupboard…
When Lenore told Livvie about the phone call, and Livvie confessed the
sorry truth, Lenore just looked at her daughter. Her silence said
everything.
-Granny & Aunt Eleanor
Arnie’s mother and older sister were coming. They had sold the house in
St. Paul where Arnie had grown up. Livvie had glimpsed that house on the
way back from Massachusetts, a small house hiding behind an enormous
garden rioting with lowers. Now Arnie had bought his mother and sister
another small house in Menlo Park, only a few miles from the house he’d
built in the valley, and they were coming to live in it.
Grandma Olivia, or “Granny” as she preferred, and Aunt Eleanor came on
the train. On the day of their arrival, the whole family got in Chester, the
big new two-tone brown and beige station wagon with the green plastic
seats, and Arnie drove them all to the train station across the bay to meet
the new arrivals.
It was an old train station, almost lost in the folds of the tall hills that rise
like a wall between the Bay Area and the hot, endless Central Valley.
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Arnie and Lenore and their children got out and went to wait on the
platform. Presently the train came surging out of the canyon and skidded
slowly to a ponderous standstill, making great screechings and hissings
until it gasped and passed out. The doors opened, and people began to get
out all up and down the train.
At last, a couple of cars down from where Livvie stood craning her neck,
two igures emerged and carefully began to descend the steps. One of
them was small and bent, leaning on a cane, the other tall and broad,
carrying two bulky suitcases.
Arnie hurried the family toward the two igures. Up close, Granny was a
tiny, hunched woman, the prototypical little old lady with wire-rimmed
spectacles perched on her hooked nose, and iron-gray braids wound
around the crown of her head. She wore a long black coat and a small
black hat with little lavender lowers and a black net that came down over
her eyes.
Later, more than once, Livvie would be amazed to see her with her hair
down, her daughter brushing it as it fell like a long, rippling silver
waterfall almost to the loor.
Now Granny Olivia gazed at her son with eager eyes, her jaw trembling as
she smiled. Here he was, her beautiful son with his family! Never mind
that the blonde had taught him to drink. He was her boy, the Professor. He
had taken charge of everything, and all was well.
Close beside Granny, hovering like a hopeful satellite, came Aunt Eleanor.
A tall woman in her forties who had been pretty in her younger years, she
had grown large, and wore a tent-like dress of pale green covered with
roses under her gray coat. Her shoulder-length black hair was rolled
under at the ends and fell like a solid mass around her large
white-powdered face with its bright red lips, making her look as if she
might have some vague tie to Japanese theater. She gaped at Livvie and
the other children in an unaccustomed smile while Lenore gathered them
around her like a shield. Arnie bent to kiss his mother, who stood on
tremulous tiptoes to reach him.
They took Granny and Aunt Eleanor home with them irst for dinner, and
later drove them down to their new home, which Arnie had furnished
with beds, a table and chairs, and a sofa. Aunt Eleanor complained that
she felt like a ping pong ball in an empty box until their own household
items arrived by truck a few days later, and the rooms were illed to
over lowing with moldering furniture and trunks and boxes. Most of the
boxes seemed to be full of old papers and photographs, black and white
and dingy, even some ancient tintypes and sepia-toned prints. That was
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the way it always was after that; for all the years they lived there, nothing
seemed to ever quite get unpacked.
But what illed their house more than all their piles of possessions was a
sweetish odor of decay that they had somehow brought with them from
Minnesota, and that made Livvie and her brother and sisters scrunch up
their faces in disgust whenever they had to make the obligatory weekly
visit. Granny and Aunt Eleanor would live there until they died, Granny at
95 and Aunt Eleanor a decade later in her eighties, when she ended a
proud career as “the world’s oldest living diabetic.”
Until then Arnie grimly and dutifully cared for them, making sure they
had what they needed, and inviting them out for dinner once in a blue
moon.
For all the years of Livvie’s childhood after they arrived, the unfortunate
Aunt Eleanor was the butt of her nieces’ and nephew’s scorn. She did have
some talent as an artist; once she gave Livvie a three-foot long plywood
panel covered with whole lock of butter lies that she had drawn with a
black felt tip pen. That delighted Livvie, and she went home and colored
the butter ly wings with gorgeous colors in oil pastels.
But Aunt Eleanor was also weird. She reeked of piety and face powder
and would tell them with wheezing sycophancy that they should worship
Lord Jesus. And once when they arrived for the weekly visit, she led them
to the kitchen and made them taste what she had just prepared for lunch:
curried oatmeal. They each dutifully took a spoonful – and found their
mouths illed with the reeking taste of ilthy socks. Sammy’s face was
desperate - he looked like he had swallowed a wriggling scorpion. They
rushed out to the car, desperate to get home and rinse out their mouths,
and never again consented to eat anything at Granny and Aunt Eleanor’s
house.
Granny, on the other hand, was interesting. She had written a book about
her childhood on the prairie, where she grew up in a sod house. And she
taught Livvie the only thing she ever learned about sewing. Helping her
make doll’s clothes, Granny showed her how to thread the needle and
how to dip it in and out of the fabric, how to bunch the cloth up stitch
after stitch on the needle and then pull the needle through all at once,
leaving a neat line of stitches. That was cool.
And then there was Granny’s hair. Livvie loved it when they arrived in the
middle of a hair-brushing session, and could watch the silvery ripples fall
all about Granny’s shoulders where she sat, a tiny, ancient woman…
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Green-eyed Jesus
Lenore’s parents, Grandma and Grandpa, lived only a few miles from
Granny and Aunt Eleanor. They always said they lived in Atherton, but
really their house was in plain old Menlo Park, between the busy
four-lane El Camino and the railroad tracks. The tree-lined streets of
high-class Atherton were only a few blocks away, true, but Buckthorn Way
was de initely not Atherton.
They lived in a rose-covered cottage, white with red trim, with their four
Pekinese dogs, Leta, Peachy, Jam, and Tanya. The dogs’ names came from
Bach’s Magni icat, from the place where the chorus exults, to the boom of
kettle drums and the shrill piping of trumpets, “Leta, Peachy, Jam and
Tanya! Leta, Peachy, Jam and Tan, Jam and Tan, Jam and Tan, Leta, Peachy,
Jam and Tan!”
Grandma was an industrious person, compact and a bit stout. Her name
was Ellen, and she kept her short gray hair curled in a perm, and always
wore a dress with lowers and lace.
She was a Christian Scientist, Lenore explained to Livvie with a sigh.
Christian Scientists didn’t believe in sickness and would never go to
doctors. Lenore’s brother, Uncle Abe, who lived in Chico, up north in the
hot Central Valley, was also a Christian Scientist, a practitioner whose job
was to heal people. Christian Scientists were perfectly nice people, Lenore
hastened to say, but she couldn’t understand how they could believe that
stuff.
Grandpa was not a Christian Scientist. He was tall and fat, with a bitter,
snapping-turtle face and an imposing belly, and always wore a hat with a
brim like a detective in an old movie. When Livvie was very little he used
to tickle her mercilessly until she shrieked with laughter, struggling and
running away from him and wanting more.
Grandpa had wanted to be an architect and an artist – you could see that
he had talent from the framed painting of a pumpkin that hung in their
living room – but he had had to give all that up and go to work for the
telephone company in order to support his mother and sister, because his
father was a no good drunk and it was the depression. That was why
Grandpa was angry and beat his two boys and sometimes his wife. He was
afraid to touch his daughter because of the asthma, which was why she
had it.
Grandma, in contrast, was patient and self-sacri icing. In their youth,
Samuel had been a handsome man who loved to show off to girls. He had
been engaged to the most beautiful girl in town, but she had run out on
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him at the last minute. Ellen felt so sorry for him that she told him she
would marry him instead, and Samuel took her up on the offer.
It didn’t take long for Ellen to regret that generous impulse. On their
honeymoon they took the train, and in the crowded compartment Samuel
pointed out loudly that her petticoat was showing. She could do nothing
about it, and he continued laughing and jeering at her until they
disembarked, Ellen burning with shame.
But suffering and self-sacri ice were nothing new to Ellen. The oldest of
several children, she had lost her mother when she was seven and had
raised all her brothers and sisters. That was why motherhood was so
sacred for her, Lenore explained to her children. For Grandma, being a
Mother was the meaning of life.
Unlike Granny and Aunt Eleanor, Grandma and Grandpa were normal
people who liked to socialize, and every week Lenore and Arnie would
take their brood to their house for Sunday dinner. There was an order of
ceremonies to those visits. When they pushed open the front door, the
African violets in the window would nod to them, and the louncy little
dogs would surge yapping around their feet. Then Grandpa would appear,
towering over the dogs and scolding them, and Grandma would lutter in,
all warmth and enthusiasm, and they would all hug and kiss.
The greetings done, Grandpa would resume his seat in the big
doily-adorned overstuffed chair, and continue watching the black and
white television, which was never off, even during dinner.
Grandma would take the children into the garden and show them the
lowers, especially the forget-me-nots that grew in the shade under the
kitchen window.
Then she and Lenore would inish preparing dinner, and the everyone
else was free to do as they pleased. Sometimes Arnie would take the kids
down to the tracks, two houses away, to wait for trains to thunder past,
rending the air with their dire wailing.
When dinner was ready, they all reassembled around the huge maple
dining table that took up most of the kitchen under its white tablecloth.
Dinner was always fried chicken, mashed potatoes and gravy, cabbage au
gratin, creamed peas, parker house rolls, apple pie, and ice cream. And
radish roses, the token raw vegetable, made by cutting concentric slits in
radishes so they opened out like little lowers. The radish roses were
arrayed in one side of a small two-compartment cut-glass dish; the other
side held the black olives with the holes for the children’s ingers.
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Grandpa would hurry through the grace – Oh Lord Bless This Food Which
We Are About To Receive Through Christ Our Lord Amen – and then
everyone would fall to. While they ate, Grandma would hover around the
edges of the table, fetching this and that, never sitting down until
everyone else was well on the way to being stuffed.
After dinner was when she would take Livvie into the coat closet. Shutting
the door behind her, Grandma would fumble in a drawer until she found
her special card. Then, standing close beside Livvie with one arm
wrapped tight around her shoulder, she would hold the card up in front of
Livvie’s face.
“Look!”
It was Jesus, his eyes glowing neon green, merciful and all-knowing in the
dark.
-Community
Lenore and Arnie heard from the Kanes that a new church was starting on
the other side of the valley. Someone had decided it would be
Congregational, and they were meeting in the local elementary school
auditorium. Lenore and Arnie had always gone to church and had been
missing that in their lives. So one Sunday they took their family over to
the school auditorium and joined.
After that they would drive there every Sunday morning, the car climbing
the big hill past the nice, boring tract homes, until they arrived at the
auditorium. There they would sing hymns and listen to a guy named Mel
preach. The best part of church was when it was over, and they got to go
down the hill instead of up. Then Arnie would let the car swoop down the
hill so it almost loated over the little rise halfway down, and the kids
would scream with delight.
The church pianist was a dark little woman named Zora who became
Lenore’s fast friend, con idante, and critic. Besides playing the hymns for
everyone to drone along to, she could make her ingers gallop through
Bach’s keyboard works faster than the naked eye could see. She and
Lenore had a lot in common – besides being musicians, both were
Stanford wives with four children, and both were outspoken characters
with iery temperaments.
Zora once called Lenore up and told her she had inally igured out what
was wrong with her children. Lenore was aghast, but although she
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indignantly reported the incident to Livvie and the others, she never told
them exactly what Zora had said their great law was, so it they were
never able to correct it.
-The Pool
It was also at church that the Hartwells became one of the Five Families.
Besides the Hartwells, they included the next-door Kanes, the
Charpentiers from up the hill; the other Kanes, from down the hill; and
the Abernathys, from across the valley. They all had children around the
same age, and they began getting together outside of church, having
potlucks and going on picnics down by the creek up Mountain Road.
When Lenore started the church choir, and later a little Madrigal group,
they all joined both, and Zora accompanied them on the piano.
Livvie was ten when someone from the Five Families had a brainstorm:
they should build a swimming pool together! If they all went in on it, it
would be affordable. The next-door Kanes had room on their property,
between their house and the Hartwell’s. Everyone was enthusiastic, and
the great project began.
It took months, digging out the enormous hole with a bulldozer, lining the
sides and bottom with concrete, and inally spraying the surface mortar
over everything with a giant hose…
Livvie watched it all happen with trepidation. Only last year had she
inally learned to swim, and she wasn’t used to it yet.
She had resisted learning. When she was seven her parents had sent her
to take lessons at the huge public pool down at Stanford, and she had
been so terri ied that she threw up all over the sidewalk. After that her
parents had tried teaching her themselves, but she was not amenable to
being taught to do things she was afraid of. Finally they had given up on
her, which was ine with her. Only then, when the coast was clear, was
there space for anything to happen.
The miracle had taken place one summer day when Livvie’s family was at
the Blacks’ across the road. The Blacks had just gotten a big rubber
swimming pool and had invited the neighbors to come and try it out. The
day was hot and the pool, illed with lovely coolness, stood in the shade of
a giant oak. Livvie had inally learned to put her face in the water and was
just lying face down in the cool two-foot depths, her hands supporting her
on the bottom, her legs loating effortlessly out behind her. As she lay
there, enjoying the sensation of loating, it occurred to her to lift her
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hands off the bottom – and lo and behold, she still loated! She was
exultant.
But that had only been the summer before; it would take a while for her to
get used to the idea of actually swimming, which was still alien to her.
Now, as they worked to complete the pool project, the empty hole above
the house waited for her like a threat.
They kept working on the pool right through Christmas and New Year’s.
Finally, in February, it was done, and they illed it up with the hoses from
the houses on either side. That was when someone from the Five Families
sent the challenge out. The pool was ready, and it was time to try it out,
even if it was still the middle of winter. On the next sunny weekend,
anybody worth their salt would be there, ready to leap in.
It took a while for that day to arrive. That was a year of big storms, with
record rainfall and gale force winds. At school Livvie watched the wind
hurl the metal garbage cans down the covered walkways outside the
classrooms, sending them skidding though the lying rain. And when
Lenore, who had been the music teacher for the district since they’d
moved there, put on a concert with the students at school, the rain
thundered so loudly on the roof that nobody could hear the music. At
home the hillside above the pool turned into mud and lowed into the
clear water like chocolate fudge.
It wasn’t Arnie who had sent out that challenge. If it had been up to him,
the in lux of mud would have been the end of that. Heaving a sigh of relief,
he would simply have started thinking about how to get the water clean
by summertime. But some of the other parents had to prove their pluck…
At last the sun came out on a Saturday in February. Lenore, enthusiastic as
always, pulled on her swimming suit, and the rest of the family had no
choice but to follow in her footsteps.
Shivering, they tottered barefoot up the muddy backyard stairs and across
the freezing concrete to the poolside. Everyone was there – all the kids
and parents, waiting giddy and petri ied beside the pool. When George
Kane, patriarch of the Other Kane family, appeared in a wet suit with a
face mask and snorkel, the others laughed and called him a sissy.
Someone ished out the thermometer loating in the icy murk. It read 48
degrees Fahrenheit.
Everyone looked at each other for a breathless moment… Then came an
enormous splash – George had jumped in! It was like opening the gates at
the races – everyone lurched forward as if sucked by a giant vacuum, and
lung themselves into the icy stew…
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The water hit Livvie like a hammer blow to the chest. Unable to breathe,
unable to cry out, she was held in a vice by the icy water, completely
paralyzed. It was like being frozen in time… Soundlessly she cried for
help…
Then, somehow, she was out, wrapped in a soggy towel, gasping and
shivering at the poolside. The pool monster had done his work, and
everyone else was extricating themselves as quickly as possible. Even
George, after swimming about for a moment peering down into the mud
through his face mask, made for the edge and hoisted himself out into the
frigid sunshine.
They never did that again.
-The Sammy Show
From the time Livvie was eight or nine, Lenore and Arnie would go out at
night from time to time, leaving the kids home alone. Then Arnie would
put on a suit and tie, and Lenore would put on her pearls, her bright red
lipstick, her high heels and her skunk coat. When she leaned forward to
kiss Livvie and the others goodbye, the coat would fall around them with
its heavy, satin-lined folds, and they would be engulfed in the scent of
lipstick and the faint odor of deceased skunk.
After the adults left, everything would fall apart. Abandoning all pretense
at decorum, the three girls would beg six-year-old Sammy to perform his
piece de resistance, “the Sammy Show.”
Sammy didn’t take any convincing. Almost before their parents were out
of the driveway, he was taking off his clothes. Naked, he would run madly
all around the house, jumping on the beds and leaping from chairs and
couches, dancing wildly and making faces, coming up with the most
outrageous and ridiculous antics, like sprinkling salt on everyone, while
they all laughed themselves breathless and silly until they could take no
more.
Afterwards they would take four chicken pot pies out of the freezer, bake
them at 350, set the table with four red Melmac plates, and eat their
dinner.
When their parents returned late that night, they would all be sleeping
innocently in their beds.
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-Books
Livvie made up for her ineptitude in the outside world by spending
wonderful hours alone with herself, marveling at the beauty of the world
and making up stories.
That was the beginning of her publishing mania.
At nine, she wrote her irst book. Jimmy Giraffe told the story of a young
giraffe who had to go to the dentist. He didn’t want to, but he had to. It all
came out ine. She folded several sheets of typing paper in half to make
the pages, printed out a few lines of the story in pencil at the bottom of
each page like in one of those “Little Golden Books,” and painted a
watercolor illustration above the words. For the cover she glued dark blue
construction paper to a piece of cardboard, adorning the front with a
painting of a giraffe in the dentist’s chair, and binding the spine with
yellow cloth tape. She gave the book to Sammy for his birthday.
The next year she surpassed herself. Molly Mouse Finds a Friend was
about a mouse whose tail was too long, and how she found a friend
anyway. This time Livvie printed out the story in pencil across the bottom
of 50 four-inch-square pages, again illustrating each page in watercolors.
When she was done, the pile of little pages was an inch and a half thick.
Laboriously sewing the pages together, she made a cover out of ¼
inch-thick balsa wood and bound it all together with red plaid lannel,
painting a mouse with a long, long tail on the front cover. She was proud –
it was a treasure. She gave it to her little sister Laurie.
By the time Livvie was eleven, she had cooked up a longer story. This time
it was about a rabbit called Periwinkle. She was entranced with the tale,
which went on and on and on… When it was done she decided to give it to
her sixth grade teacher, Miss Jelly, to read.
-Miss Jelly
“You’re having Miss Jelly,” Lenore told Livvie at the end of the summer,
when she found out who her daughter’s sixth grade teacher was going to
be. Miss Jelly! What a name! They laughed and laughed.
But it was good, Lenore said. Miss Jelly was supposed to be a ine teacher.
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And she was. Miss Jelly was young, with a softness about her. She had
short hair, very blonde and curly, and a sweet face. And she was kind and
patient.
The irst day of school Miss Jelly wore something Livvie had never seen
before, a “sack dress.” No waist! In the ifties that was unheard of, and the
peach-colored garment looked like it would be hot, too hot for the
September weather. Livvie went up to her at lunch and asked her about it.
“Oh no,” she said, “It’s very cool – it lets the air circulate.”
Livvie was impressed.
Miss Jelly taught them sentence diagramming, which Livvie found
fascinating. She was good at it, as she was at anything having to do with
language. Something about words grabbed her. Not just English – any
language. She had already learned the Greek alphabet, because of the
Greek myths, and was trying to teach herself German because of the
Valkyries and the Nieblungen…
That year, as it had been from the beginning, school was mostly a
punishment to which she would have preferred not to be sentenced. But if
she had to be there, she was glad it could be with Miss Jelly. Miss Jelly
liked English, and writing, and Livvie liked her.
Livvie inished the story about Periwinkle the Rabbit just before the end
of the school year and gave it to Miss Jelly to read. Miss Jelly thanked her
graciously and told her she would take it with her on vacation. She was
going on a road trip, driving north to Oregon.
It was a few weeks later, just a month into summer vacation, when Lenore
came to Livvie looking puzzled.
“Miss Jelly was in a car crash on her way to Oregon,” she said. “Honey, she
died.”
Oh.
Livvie had no idea what to say.
She knew that death happened, although Miss Jelly was the irst person
she’d known who had actually died. She knew Miss Jelly’s death was a
tragedy, but she couldn’t feel anything in particular.
She did have regrets about her story though. She imagined it languishing
in the trunk of the wrecked white car as the surprised soul of Miss Jelly
lew off to Heaven…
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-Best Friends
Lenore was Livvie’s best friend, as close to her as her own heart. Even if
she couldn’t comprehend Livvie’s shyness, she knew a part of her that
was far more important: the real Livvie, the person underneath. To Livvie
talking with her mother felt like talking with herself. She would have gone
anywhere with Lenore and done anything she asked her to do.
Lenore taught Livvie exactly two practical skills: how to cook and how to
iron her father’s white shirts. That was as far as it went; housecleaning
was not high on Lenore’s list. She kept things more or less clean, but
peaceful co-existence with her four energetic and willful children was far
more important to her than disciplining any of them to do chores.
But she did talk to them, shared her thoughts and feelings with them. And
it just happened naturally that Livvie, the eldest, became Lenore’s
con idante from the time she was able to understand words. Her mother
talked to her about everything - about life, about love, and beauty, and
music, and God. About how wonderful it was to be alive. Look out there,
she would say, looking out the window at the wooded hills. How could
anyone see all that and not believe in God?
And Lenore poured out her heart to her daughter about her husband.
Arnie was a good man, the best, she was always careful to emphasize. And
then she would launch into the list of Arnie’s failings. He was so hesitant
and indecisive, and so shy – shy both of others, and of his own soul. He
didn’t know how to look inside himself the way she and Livvie could. And
he tended to gloom, which, although it was the only reasonable approach
to life for a protestant from the middle west, was the utter opposite of
Lenore’s relentless optimism and irrational joy in life. And there were
little things that drove her crazy about dear Arnie – like the way he was
always getting colds, and making such a big deal out of them, and going to
the doctor to have his sinuses drained...
On the other hand, whenever there was any kind of emergency, he was
wonderfully strong and decisive – he always knew what to do and did
what was needed.
Lenore told Livvie how she had met Arnie, and how he had told her that if
she wouldn’t marry him, he didn’t care if he didn’t come back from the
war. How that had appalled her. She didn’t love him, but what else could
she do? She had tried and tried, and inally she had learned to love him.
He was such a good man. She certainly had no regrets; after all, without
him she would never have had her four wonderful children…
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Livvie was glad her mother trusted her so much – but those talks also
made her feel strange. It was hard to look at her father afterwards
without seeing him somehow crooked, as if through a distorting lens.
But no one could dispute his good points. He was always there, sweet and
strong and quiet, always willing to listen, always a comfort. Like that night
when Livvie was around ten, and found her father sitting in the big gray
overstuffed rocker in the living room. Without a word he took her on his
lap, and they just sat there, silent, as she snuggled into his quiet warmth
and felt his deep goodness holding her…
-Lenore’s Mission
Livvie’s eleventh year was also the year her mother found her Mission.
Lenore had been frustrated ever since her irst job teaching music to
lirtatious high school students while Arnie was away at war. Teaching
music in the public schools was a calling of martyrs, she lamented to
Livvie and anyone else who would listen. Luckily, in the Valley Schools she
didn’t have to do band as well as singing – Mr. Spunk, a tall gangly young
man with a great deal of patience, took care of band. But there was still
singing, and that was no piece of cake.
She had done some interesting things at Livvie’s school, things she was
proud of, and gone up against plenty of resistance doing so. The worst
had been only a year ago. She had been in the middle of putting on a
musical, complete with scenery and costumes and an orchestra, when the
Russians launched Sputnik, the irst ever satellite. Panicking, a group of
parents had sued several of the teachers, including Lenore, the ringleader,
for “wasting precious resources” on “frills” like music and art. Because
after Sputnik, the US had to keep up with the Russians, and music was
demoted to the bottom of the totem pole, while science and math waved
their arms in glee at the top, growing fat on the human sacri ices the
schools provided...
The lawsuit had taken a lot of wind out of Lenore’s sails. She didn’t like
having people accuse her of bad things. It made her nervous. She stood up
for herself and her fellow dabblers in the arts, but it took a lot out of her,
and in the end the arts teachers lost, and the administration cut Lenore’s
hours teaching music and put her in charge of study hall instead.
That was demoralizing in itself; but the worst thing was that the kids
simply didn’t want to sing. Even a ireball like Lenore had trouble
squeezing anything out of them but a low, complaining, dim-witted drone.
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All that changed when Lenore woke up one morning with a new glow
about her, and a new dazzle in her eye.
“I had the most wonderful dream,” she rhapsodized to her family at
breakfast. “About whole new way of teaching music…”
She’d been going about it all wrong, she explained. No one in our culture
sings, so why would the kids want to? You have to start with something
they like – and what do children like more than play? She would have
them play singing games – why hadn’t she thought of that before? Those
old games were tailor made for teaching music!
That was the beginning of a saga that would take over the rest of Lenore’s
life, and Arnie’s as well. And for Livvie and her brother and sisters,
Lenore’s obsession would paint the colors of their childhood until one by
one, each of them leapt out of the nest and luttered away into their own
lives.
For Lenore, the miracle began the moment she launched into the games
with a class of fourth graders. Starting with Eat your Hat, and going on to
Sam Fell Down the Well, Over the Burly Mountains, and the Corn ield
Hags, she had even the most bored and surly kids actually singing, and
falling all over themselves with enthusiasm doing it. “Let’s do it again!”
they piped while their classroom teachers looked on goggle-eyed…
From then on, teaching children to sing became the meaning of Lenore’s
life. Her new work took off like a irestorm. Parents began to notice that
their children were actually looking forward to going to school, and when
they quizzed them, the kids would teach them the latest game they’d
learned. Parents and teachers alike began to ask Lenore to explain what
she was doing, so she wrote a book, pounding away on her typewriter
until late into the night, calling it Everybody Sing. One of the parents, a
publisher, offered to publish it, and it sold like hotcakes. Speaking
invitations began to come in, and she was soon traveling across country to
share her discoveries.
To make it all of icial, they started a non-pro it, the Everybody Sing
Academy. From then on the Academy became the center of Lenore’s life.
Arnie continued to teach at Stanford while he supported his wife with
everything he had, managing the Academy, and taking over the parenting
and housework when Lenore was not there.
And so Lenore’s Mission took over everyone’s life, and everything after
that was different. But down deep, nothing had changed. As always,
Livvie’s mother was the ireworks of heaven, breathtaking to behold, full
of lash and izzle; her father was the good, solid ground.
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-The Music
Whatever else troubled their mother, the Music was always reliably good.
She was always having them sing together; whenever they drove
anywhere they sang rounds and improvised. And they sang in church,
where Lenore was the choir director. Arnie was a tenor, Grandma an alto,
and when Livvie was 13 she became a soprano.
That was the only good thing about church, which was otherwise
supremely boring and stultifying. Livvie and her sisters went dutifully
every Sunday, although for some mysterious reason, Sammy stayed home.
They later learned that their parents had made him a deal: he could stay
home if he would memorize the Lord’s Prayer.
Livvie don’t know why they never offered her that option – it would have
been a cinch, since the thing had long since settled snugly in her brain
after enough bedtime repetitions. It didn’t occur to her that perhaps they
didn’t know she didn’t like church because she had never told them. They
expected her to go, and so she went. At least there was the music…
At home, in addition to singing, they all played instruments. Lenore
played the piano and the cello, Sammy was assigned the French horn,
Laurie the cello, Emmie the violin. Livvie started on piano when she was
six, and violin a couple of years later. Violin was so hellishly screechy that
Lenore advised her to practice in the bathroom, but even so Livvie didn’t
last long as a violinist, but inally settled on the easiest of all instruments,
the recorder.
As long as she could remember, music had been at the center of
everything, all the time. Every morning Lenore would sing everyone
awake to the tune of the reveille bugle call:
“It’s time to get up, it’s time to get up, it’s time to get up in the
mooooooorn-ing!”
And her children would groan as her piercing soprano cut through the
comfortable fog of sleep, leaving no cobwebs in their unwilling brains…
-Dilemma
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Even though music was in Livvie’s bones and in her blood, she never
considered becoming a musician herself. Maybe it was that studying
music would have meant giving in to the juggernaut of her mother. Livvie
loved her mother measurelessly – but she had to be her own self.
Luckily there were other options, equally passionate and powerful.
From the time she was very little she had loved to draw. When she was
ten her parents gave her oil pastels for Christmas, and she fell in love with
their rich density. She impressed herself by drawing a blue woman with
almond eyes and a big hat.
When she was twelve, her mother arranged to have her take art lessons
with Mr. Hamilton, who was reputed to be a ine art teacher. After he
agreed to take her on, she would walk to his house down in the valley
once a week.
Mr. Hamilton and his wife and two children lived in a designer home, with
sweeping spaces and odd shaped windows, stone walls and great wooden
beams. The walls were hung with hand-woven textiles, they ate around a
rustic plank table, and in the kitchen were hand-made ceramics and old
brass and shining copper.
Sometimes he would have Livvie sit indoors and paint a still life, with a
piece of fruit and a vase set in the folds of some rich old cloth. Other times
she would sit outside in the garden and paint what she saw: the lagstone
patio, the tall stands of bamboo and the vines trailing over the lagstones,
the pond full of lashing golden ish, the lavish trees waving in the wind.
And from time to time he would drive her down to the Palo Alto yacht
harbor in his fast little sports car to paint the boats and the water dancing
in the sun…
Livvie envied the Hamiltons’ bohemian lifestyle. Her own house was so
bland, with its pinkish-beige walls. She did love the wallpaper in her
parents’ bedroom, all silver pines and curving Japanese bridges and
swirling water patterns – but even that wallpaper was pink.
After she got her irst taste of Mr. Hamilton’s style, Livvie prevailed upon
her mother to let her redecorate the house. And Lenore, always up for an
adventure, plunged in. They all went to the mall, where they chose a
persimmon-colored plastic Danish Modern couch. Then they repainted
the walls in vivid hues - cerulean blue and Etruscan red in the living room
and kitchen, sunny orange and lime green and mustard yellow in the
bedrooms...
Art was a refuge and a joy for Livvie, and in the summers she would
wander the hills and the valley with her paints and canvas. When she
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found a place that captured her, she would sit and paint for hours. There
were so many beauties. Sometimes she would sit looking out across the
golden hills, sometimes take shelter in the shade of an old oak, sometimes
slip into the special place she called the Plum Forest, a clearing under the
wild plum trees near an old abandoned swimming pool. And sometimes
she would stay at home, put on a Bach cantata, and paint herself in the
mirror, looking serious and goggle-eyed.
Art let Livvie be alone with herself and the beauty of the world, away
from the no-man’s land of other people and the impossible need to it in.
But there was also writing. Since she was small she had loved to write
stories and poems. Sometimes Lenore would send them to the local paper,
and they would appear in their “Youth Said It” column.
Livvie knew she would choose writing in the end. With words she could
also paint the beauties of the outside world – and she could go deep, into
a different dimension. Writing was a refuge, but also a bridge. With words
she could make sense of things, both outer and inner. And she could wield
words in the world. She imagined being a writer when she grew up. Then
she would live alone in a cabin in the woods, like Thoreau, and spend all
her time writing. That would be all she needed.
-Friends
Out in the real world, friendship was still and forever a mystery to Livvie.
She did have a few friends, but the good ones only seem to come to her by
accident. Whenever she tried to “make” friends on purpose, they always
turned out to be duds.
Janet and Marie, next door, were of her irst accidental friends. All through
elementary school they spent hours playing Indians together in the
poison oak that grew ferociously all around their homes, its red leaves
shining. The next day they would all have to stay home from school, their
faces puffed up, hot and red and itchy, eyes swollen half shut. Staying
home was in no way worth the torment, but for some reason they never
put two and two together, but would go back out and play in the bushes
again as soon as they got the chance…
Except for the poison oak, Livvie enjoyed playing with Janet and Marie,
but the fact remained that the three of them were only friends because
they lived next door to each other. And even so they weren’t “real” friends.
Marie was too old by two whole years, and Janet and Livvie had little in
common. Now and then Janet would invite her to a sleepover, but when
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Livvie was with Janet’s crowd she never knew what to say or do, and she
was pretty sure Janet invited her only because her mother insisted.
No, Livvie had to ind her own friends, and she had to do that without
risking rejection. She igured the safest thing was to choose from among
the few girls at school who were even lower in the pecking order than she
was – girls who, for different reasons, were pariahs.
Aggie was Livvie’s irst conquest, in third grade. She was new at school,
and Livvie could tell immediately that she would be easy prey – she had a
dull, vacant look about her, and no one else was paying attention to her. At
lunch Livvie went up to her and asked if she wanted to be friends, and
Aggie said yes. It turned out she lived right across the valley, and a few
days later, she invited Livvie to spend Saturday night at her place.
Lenore said yes without a second thought, so on Saturday afternoon
Livvie put her night gown and toothbrush in a bag and walked down the
hill, across the big road, and down the lane to Aggie’s house.
The house, at the end of a dusty dirt driveway, was small and
weather-beaten, with a couple of rusty automobiles in the yard and
chickens scrabbling in the dirt. It wasn’t like any place Livvie had ever
been, and she felt her insides cringing. But she’d said she would come, so
she forced herself to walk up to the front door and ring the bell…
In a moment the door opened and Aggie came running out, and Livvie
forgot herself and they both jumped up and down in the lurry of the
occasion.
When Aggie brought her inside, Livvie’s misgivings returned. The place
was dark and sour smelling and there seemed to be an indeterminate
number of inhabitants lurking in the shadows – maybe three or four
brothers, a baby, a frowzy mother and a grumbling father. Livvie wished
she hadn’t come, but this was what you had to do if you wanted friends…
For dinner they had fried chicken and French fries, and Livvie ate
everything, shuddering with strangeness. That night, after trying to sleep
in the clammy sheets in the guest bed on the porch, she tiptoed outside
and lay down under a rose bush. When she woke at dawn, she stole back
inside, and no one was any the wiser, and after breakfast she said goodbye
and ran home. She never went back.
The following year Livvie tried again, this time targeting Urna. A slow
child who found the simplest intellectual tasks daunting, Urna was thin,
with stringy brown hair, and a protruding stomach. Livvie did not see
anything remotely attractive in her; in fact, Urna quite repelled her. But
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she was Livvie’s own age, and she accepted Livvie’s advances with mute
compliance.
That friendship also lasted only until Livvie went home with Urna after
school.
Urna’s place turned out to be a brown-shingled shack under a gloomy
stand of redwoods not far from school. Clinging to a steep hillside and
held up on one side by stilts, the house looked as if it had been built there
by mistake and might slide down the hill at any moment.
When they got near enough to see inside, Livvie was dumbfounded. The
entire place seemed to be crammed with towering racks of clothes. She
didn’t see how even one human being could even it in there – until from
behind one of the racks Urna’s mother emerged. Tall and obese and dour,
she acknowledged the girls with a grunt. Perhaps she was a seamstress,
thought Livvie, or sold clothes for a living…
It was then that Livvie realized that they were poor. That was a shock.
How could there be people right here in her valley living like this, maybe
even so poor that they didn’t have enough to eat, and that was why Urna
had that strange swollen stomach? Repelled, she said she’d just
remembered she had too much homework and said goodbye to Urna and
walked home. After that she avoided Urna; there were limits to what she
was willing to pay for friendship…
In seventh grade Livvie honed in on Sandra, a tall, freckled girl with red
hair and an eager smile. Sandra might have been popular if she didn’t
have a shrunken leg that made her lurch when she walked. Most of the
other children shunned her because of that, but she was cheerful and
good natured, and she too accepted Livvie’s advances without question.
Livvie had cautious hopes for Sandra. She was not dull, and lived in a
regular ranch style home nearby, down in the gulch where the plum
orchards were. Her family raised horses and had several acres of land, and
one night Sandra invited her to spend the night camping on their land.
Livvie walked to Sandra’s house that evening and they went out into the
middle of a ield with their sleeping bags and made a ire and roasted
marshmallows. The night was beautiful, the sky soft with stars, but as
they sat by the ire and talked, Livvie’s heart sank. The more they talked,
the clearer it became that they had little more in common than being two
twelve-year-old rejects. Sandra was far more interested in horses than in
poetry or mythology or art, and as she groped for things to talk about,
Livvie tried to ignore the feeling that she should not be there.
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It was the summer before she started eighth grade that the unexpected
thing happened. Livvie’s parents told her that some friends of theirs in
Palo Alto, another Stanford professor and his wife, had a daughter her
age. Her name was Annabelle, and they thought they might like each
other. So one afternoon they drove Livvie down to her house and left her.
Annabelle’s parents were not home; the two of them were on their own.
Livvie liked Annabelle at once. She was friendly and open, and far from a
pariah; in fact, Livvie imagined she must even be popular at her own
school. She looked like the kind of girl Livvie would have liked to be, with
a normal kind of prettiness; she wore her hair short and curled under and
had cute pointy cat’s-eye glasses.
The surprising thing was that Annabelle seemed to like her too. She
showed Livvie around the big house, a Victorian with three stories and an
attic and a basement. They made individual green salads for lunch and
put tuna ish on top, something Livvie had never thought of. After that
they went walking down the pleasant shaded streets, past other lovely old
houses with lush gardens, and just enjoyed themselves. They talked and
talked, and there was no lack of things to talk about, because they seemed
to like the same things and speak the same language.
That was a precious year, the year Livvie was friends with Annabelle. At
the end of it, Annabelle’s family moved away, and Livvie never saw her
again.
-Good and Evil
From the time she was able to wonder about life, Livvie spent her
childhood in the twilight between good and evil. Good was love and
family, the beauty of nature and of the arts. Evil was everything else.
She loved the Good and abhorred the Evil, but it was the twilight between
the two that drew her irresistibly. It was in there, at sunset, when the light
of the Good still shone over the Valley of the Shadow of Death, that the
Evil was approachable. That was why she loved the novels of Thomas
Hardy and Joseph Conrad, who wrote of Darkness with such poetry and
precision, illuminating the places Livvie was afraid to go alone.
She felt safe in that in-between world, but there was a problem. Because
she also knew that the dark, the Evil, was real – that it existed in the real
world, and that if it came for you, there would be no place to hide.
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Even her mother, the enormous, shining center of her world, had Evil in
her life.
Livvie knew that Arnie wasn’t Lenore’s only problem. She knew that
Lenore’s father had beaten her brothers and terrorized her mother when
she was a child. And she knew Lenore worried about her younger brother,
Uncle Chet, who was “different” and lived up in San Francisco with a man
instead of a woman.
On top of her personal woes, Lenore chafed under the outrageous and
inescapable injustice of the world. Unfairness had dogged her since
childhood, when her mother had forced her to play the piano for her
brothers at church instead of singing solos as she longed to do.
That was why, in a it of self-sacri icial rebellion, Lenore had devoted her
life to teaching others to sing, a labor of love that had never been easy and
had sent her reeling on wild ups and downs. First it was the lawsuit over
Sputnik, then the heady success of her new book, until she decided the
book was all wrong, and asked the publishers to take it off the market,
and they too had sued her. What with two lawsuits in three years, she was
a nervous wreck.
Lenore’s unhappiness troubled Livvie, but that dif iculty paled before the
biggest Evil of all: that mythical non-being, Death. Livvie had never seen
anyone die, but she knew Death was out there, waiting for everyone,
including her. And when her parents, with the best of intentions, began
taking her with them to visit friends who were dying of cancer, they
nailed the fear of Death so deep into her tender soul that it haunted her
for decades.
The irst cancer victim they went to visit was Jack, from church. His wife
Betty had sold them the white and gold Wonder Book Encyclopedias that
illed a whole shelf of their living room bookcase.
When they went to visit Jack, he was lying propped in his sunny bedroom.
Everyone was smiling and cheerful – but Livvie knew that on his knee,
hidden under the covers, was the golf-ball-sized lump that was killing
him.
Jack knew it too. Gray and haggard, he grimaced as he tried make small
talk with his visitors. Livvie was horri ied. From then on she was haunted
by a fear of cancer that would only diminish decades later when she
decided enough was enough...
And so while basking in the Good, Livvie was always on guard against the
Evil, which she could always feel hovering in the darkness beyond her
haven. She was never quite sure which of the two would win…
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Until the day she found out.
-The Guide
Little by little, Arnie had been adding on to the house. No longer did the
four children share the same bedroom, as they had at irst. Now, instead
of only two bedrooms, there were ive – one for their parents, a real
“master bedroom” hung with the Japanese wallpaper that was so magical
even though it was pink; and a small bedroom for each child.
That wasn’t all. Arnie’s prize addition was the Music Room, a big room
built on below the old living room. Wood-paneled, it had ive steps going
down to it on one side, walls that fanned slightly outward from the
original house, and an open-beamed ceiling that swept upward from
where it joined the original structure.
The idea of this trapezoidal cube shape was Acoustics. When the Music
Room was inished, Arnie mounted small speakers in the two upper
outside corners so they could listen to records in stereo. When Lenore got
her Steinway grand, the music room was complete.
That was where Livvie went to listen to Bach one day when she was
twelve. Putting the Musical Offering on the record player, she lay down on
her back on the loor, and abandoned herself to the music.
It began quietly, building its sparse, pure melodic structure. As Livvie
listened, that structure kept growing more and more complex, yet it never
lost its exultant simplicity and its depth. Everything was there: Good and
Evil, Dark and Light, Heaven and the Valley of the Shadow of Death. Lying
there, she let the music ill her, and everything else slipped away, until
there was only the music…
Slowly, like water illing up a pool, recognition illed her, and by the time
the music was over, she knew. Bach had graced her with the knowledge
she had been thirsting for. Answering all her doubts, he had erased all
error, all misfortune, all injustice, all fear, and set her free. Now she knew
she was not alone, because this strong, kind, wise spirit of joy would be
there to guide and accompany her always, no matter what.
In the stillness, she lay there, empty and full, trembling with the certainty
that all was well. With in inite gratitude, she gave thanks. Because at last
she knew which of the terrible forces battling to rule the world would
win. There really never had been any doubt: it would be the Good.
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That was how it had to be, because the Evil was really only a wayward
child of the Good. Like a wise parent, the Good was letting its Evil child
play out all its fantasies, imagining itself independent and all-powerful,
never suspecting that its ultimate destiny was to be subsumed by and
transmuted into the Good. But that was, in truth, the only way forward,
because everything, even the Evil, had always been part of that Good, part
of the Plan. So it was that in the end, “Father” - not the God of any religion,
but simply the Nameless One within - really did know best.
That was how Livvie learned that, regardless of all appearances, life was
ok, and way more than ok. Nothing was wrong, ever had been, would be,
or could be. She was not alone; the joyful, undying, comforting presence of
her Guide was with her, and would never leave her. Life was sublime,
brimming with Joy like a shining river that lows into a great, luminous
sea, until the Light is all there is.
-Jude
Lake Pend Oreille, “Earring Lake” in French, was supposed to be lovely.
The Ruddocks from church had a cabin there, all the way up in Idaho, and
they had told the Hartwells to come on up any time, so now they were
going on a two-week vacation. Sammy’s new friend Joe, someone the rest
of them had never met, was going with them.
Livvie was never sure how that had happened, how her parents had
consented to bring along a strange boy they had never met. They must
have known Joe’s mom, but even if they did, Joe himself was an unknown
element, a loose cannon. In Livvie’s own parenting days a couple of
decades later, Joe would have been subjected to a thorough grilling and
psychological pro iling, maybe even ingerprinted…
But back then, in the 50’s, people were clueless and relaxed. Livvie and
her family were standing in the driveway loading their stuff in the back of
Chester, the station wagon, when Joe’s mom dropped him off. Livvie didn’t
remember seeing her or the car she drove, but suddenly there was a
strange boy with curly brown hair standing beside Sammy, grinning.
Holding out his hand to Lenore, he said, “Hello Mrs. Hartwell, my name is
Joe. And may I call you Jude?”
No one knew where he got that idea – but Lenore was enchanted.
“Of course!” she said, grinning back and shaking his hand.
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And so Joe went with them. He was a character, and full of cool ideas, and
they all enjoyed him.
Years later they heard that he went off the deep end with psychological
problems, and were sorry. They had liked him, and he had added a lot to
that trip, in his wacky way.
Livvie and Sammy in particular had been struggling for some time with
the problem of what to call their mother. Until then she had just been
“Mommy” – but suddenly that kind of baby talk had become unthinkable.
The word simply would not pass their lips.
When they asked her what they should call her instead of Mommy, she
responded, “How about George?”
They were appalled. That was just like her. She loved to break all the rules,
and they knew she would have loved them to call her George, but to
actually call her that was beneath their dignity – what did she take them
for?
They had been at a standstill with the issue until Joe showed up. Then,
like an angel from heaven, he had dubbed her “Jude.” It was perfect. It was
a name she didn’t mind being called, especially because it had a good
story behind it. But most importantly, her kids could safely call her that
without sounding like babies.
The trip to Lake Pend Oreille was a dream. When they arrived at the
Ruddocks’ cabin, everything was glowing with summer. The immense lake
lay gleaming right outside the door, the near shores forested with
evergreens and the far shores rimmed with blue mountains. In the
enormous garden everything was at its peak of perfection, and they
picked baby lettuce leaves as tender as butter, and round green peas, and
squash and carrots, and cantaloupe and blueberries. They ate the
blueberries on thick yellow pancakes with real maple syrup, and later Mr.
Ruddock took them canoeing on the lake. Livvie wanted to stay forever
and ever.
That vacation ended, and they returned home – but one thing was forever
changed. Mommy had disappeared, in her place was Jude. That was what
everyone who knew her well would call her from that time until the day
she died.
-Miss Fitz
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Things changed at Livvie’s school when she was twelve. Instead of having
just one teacher for the whole year, seventh and eighth graders would
have different teachers for different subjects. This was to get them ready
for high school, the school authorities explained. Livvie was impressed.
She was dying to become more adult.
Her seventh grade teachers turned out to be a mixed bag. For History and
Math it would be ok, Mrs. Frank had been at the school forever and was
white-haired and motherly. For English and Homeroom, Livvie had no
idea what to expect, since Miss Fitz was new. But for Science and PE, it
couldn’t have been worse. She detested both subjects, and the teacher,
horror of horrors, was Mr. Crampton from third grade, who still wore his
tight T-shirts over his muscles and eyed his charges like a hawk.
On the irst day of school, Livvie reported to her assigned room and took
her seat at the desk with her name on it. Miss Fitz was lurking at the front
of the room. Young, trim, and dark-haired, wearing a crisp white blouse, a
dark straight skirt, and a sneer on her lip, she leaned nonchalantly against
the edge of her desk and surveyed the room from behind dark glasses.
At last, when the hubbub had died an uncomfortable death, she removed
her glasses, skewered her charges with her stare, and, speaking in a
low-pitched, surly voice with a strange accent – later Livvie would learn
she was from Brooklyn – pronounced their sentence. Her name was
Frances Fitz. This was English. This was serious business.
Livvie was in love.
It turned out she was also blessed with good luck. For she would have
Miss Fitz for English and Homeroom not for one year, but for two.
From the beginning Miss Fitz accepted Livvie as a novice in her Order, the
Sacred Order of the English Language, of which she was High Priestess. In
Miss Fitz’ Order, writing was a sacred art, and words were a sacrament.
Livvie counted Miss Fitz her savior.
Miss Fitz had her students read poetry by people who were in love with
life, who could not help themselves. Poets like ee cummings, who mixed
up all the parts of speech and broke all the rules of logic – 2 little whos/(he
and she)/under are/this wonderful tree… And Gerard Manley Hopkins’
with his incomprehensibly lovely use of words - My aspens dear, whose
airy cages quelled, Quelled or quenched in leaves the leaping sun… And
Rupert Brooke, who paid homage to the most ordinary things, like white
plates and cups, clean gleaming… and washen stones and new-peeled
sticks…
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Those poets spoke to Livvie like a gift. She would sink into their poems,
relishing the taste and heft of their language, and the way they weighed
the mysteries of Life and Death…
Compared with the heady realms of English, all Livvie’s other subjects
were a punishment to be endured. The worst was Science, in which Mr.
Crampton gave her a D two years in a row.
She really could not have cared less about the D’s. Although she was not
thrilled about that blot on her self-image, she couldn’t have cared less
about science. The only thing important at school was English, after all.
Art and music were also important, but they were part of her enchanted
private domain, and had no place at school.
At the end of eighth grade, Livvie graduated despite the D’s, wearing a
white dress and white shoes with little stacked heels. Zora played Pomp
and Circumstance on the piano, and Livvie walked proudly down the aisle
with the others, her heels making clicking sounds on the linoleum. Like
the grow-bra her mother had inally gotten her the year before along with
a girdle and nylons, the heels were a rite of passage.
--The Ship
That summer Arnie came home with news. He was due for his sabbatical
leave, and there was a chance the whole family might all go to live for a
year in Istanbul.
Livvie was entranced. She’d just read a novel about the Middle East in
Biblical times, and how the rooftop gardens of the rich were cooled by
ine mists from some long-lost technology…
She was dismayed when Istanbul fell through. A week later, however, she
got to change the landscape of her reveries from the middle east to
northern Europe. Arnie had gotten a post in the south of Holland, and
they were all going to live there for a year.
Istanbul would have been Livvie’s irst choice, but Holland would do. She
had read about that place too, in Hans Brinker and the Silver Skates.
Holland had snow, and tulips. Best of all, it would mean a year’s reprieve
before starting high school.
They found a renter for the house and took the train across the country,
three days and two nights sitting up. It was an adventure, especially when,
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halfway across, the conductors went on strike, and everyone was shunted
onto a bus...
When they inally got to New York City it was the day before they were to
sail, and they went down to the docks to see the ship, the S.S. Staatendam,
of the Holland America Line. Livvie was looking around for a ship, when
Arnie pointed to the gleaming hulk towering over them like a skyscraper.
That was it?! She couldn’t believe it. How could anything so enormous
possibly loat?
But it did. The next day they joined the mobs who iled on board across
the wide gangplank. After inding their cabins and leaving their suitcases
there, they went up on deck.
Standing at the railing as the mammoth vessel crept out of the harbor,
Livvie watched everything familiar slip away. Slowly, slowly, they left Lady
Liberty behind; slowly they inched toward the opening where sea met
sky; and at last America released them from her embrace, and they
headed east across the great empty Atlantic.
They were on that loating skyscraper for a week, and before they were
out of the harbor, before the ship had so much as wiggled, everyone
except Jude was queasy. Even Arnie was out of sorts, although he had
been in the Navy and could go up and down the ladder-like stairs between
decks so fast that his feet lickered.
The queasiness passed after a day, and Livvie put on her new clothes - soft
Italian leather shoes for walking on cobblestones, a white cotton blouse
and a yellow skirt that blew in the wind - and went out to explore the
ship.
That week the whole family spent almost every day outside. The
forbidden upper decks were only for irst-class passengers, but anyone
could go as high as the base of the enormous smokestacks. Walking all
around them, Livvie rested her hands on the gigantic vibrating cylinders,
trying to decipher the language of the great machines below as they
moved the ship ever eastward.
Other times they would stand in the stern and look behind them, at where
they had come from. Above them the seagulls beat the air with their
wings as they waited for scraps from the kitchen, and below them the
deep blue green water churned with foam that vanished in the ship’s
wake…
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More than anything Livvie loved to go up to the bow and let the wind
blow away all the clutter of thinking as she looked out into the sunny
emptiness of the unknown future.
The only things they stayed inside for were sleeping and eating. The
ceremonies of breakfast and lunch and dinner were held in the lofty
dining room at tables covered with heavy white cloths that fell to the
loor.
Their waiter, a tall young Dutchman named Thijs, took his of ice seriously.
After they had ordered, he would pour the children’s milk from a great
height, lifting the spout higher and higher as the milk foamed into the cup
far below like a high diver diving into a tiny pool. It was wonderful to
behold – but no amount of elegant pouring could disguise the taste of
canned milk. That was a problem, because if they left anything, he would
hunt them down wherever they went and stand watching until they
drained the cup.
One evening before dinner, a white-haired gentleman came to their table,
one of Jude’s conquests. While the rest of the family were keeping to
themselves, she talked to everyone she met, smiling her great smile and
getting to know everyone on board before the rest of her family had even
igured out how to say hello.
She introduced the old gentleman as “Umberto.” That was his pen name,
she explained. He was an author.
Standing by the table, Umberto shook everyone’s hands one by one. He
told them he lived in the north of Holland, in an old house on a canal, and
invited them to visit him.
Later Jude explained that he wrote surrealistic short stories, about
women with two heads, things like that. Umberto was more than friendly,
and he and Jude spent hours pacing the deck together, talking philosophy.
Arnie didn’t mind. That was just what Jude did.
But years and years later, after Jude and Arnie and Umberto had all died,
Sam found a typewritten story by Umberto among Arnie’s papers. It was
about a crusty older sea captain and the young couple he ferried across
the English Channel. The man spent the whole story below deck, seasick,
giving his wife and the captain ample opportunity to fall madly in love.
The story ended with the boat charging blindly into a wild storm while
the captain and the young woman leapt overboard together, ending their
lives locked in each other’s embrace.
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Another World
Early in the morning of the seventh day, the ship made landfall. Everyone
went up on deck to stand at the railing in the purple dawn, gaping at the
silent world being unveiled before them. Silently the ship moved at its
geologic pace down the quiet waterways, breaking into the dim newness
of Europe, of Holland, like an icebreaker stealing into a someone else’s
dream. All around them the light glinted on the serene waters that
threaded the lat farmlands, everything still in shadow and bursting with
early morning freshness. Here and there they spotted a real windmill or a
farmhouse with a thatched roof, where the people must just be waking
up. Who sheltered under the heavy darkness of those roofs? What kind of
unimaginable life did they lead?
By the time the ship came to rest in the port of Rotterdam, the sun was
high, brilliant and golden, and passengers and crew and dock workers
were pushing and jostling everywhere. Joining the throng in their family
huddle, pushing their cart loaded with suitcases, Livvie’s family inched
their way down the gangplank toward the strange new world.
At the bottom they found an older couple holding a sign that said
“Hartwell.” When Arnie approached them, they spoke in hesitant English,
introducing themselves as Herr and Frau Zwicker. They led the way to the
parking lot, where they installed the four children in the back seat of one
enormous black car and sequestered their parents in the back seat of
another.
That was when the terror began. Fat Frau Zwicker, sliding into the driver’s
seat in the children’s car, seized the wheel and sped out into the traf ic.
Livvie, peering anxiously over her shoulder, could just make out their
parents as they languished in stodgy Herr Zwicker’s car, which grew
smaller in the distance until he found the gas pedal. Then he began
gaining on them and passed them altogether, and Frau Zwicker loored it
to keep up as they ripped and tore out of Rotterdam.
Out through the countryside they lew, until at last they made a sharp turn
onto a tiny street running along the top of a dike. Here houses stood close
on both sides, and people strolled with shopping baskets on their arms
and babies in strollers, while cars and bicycles wove in and out of the
melee. Using the horn instead of the brakes and narrowly missing scores
of unconcerned pedestrians, the Zwickers proceeded toward their
unknown goal, until both cars suddenly braked and pulled in beside a big
brick house under a large broadleaf tree.
Livvie and her brother and sisters breathed a sigh of relief and their
captors herded everyone into a parlor. There they were fed tea and heavy
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Dutch pastries, undoubtedly laced with tranquilizers, and were allowed to
use the toilet, a strange affair with a chain hanging down. What next?
Surely they were going to stay here for now? No such luck. Loading
everyone again into their twin hearses, the Zwickers headed out again,
over the tiny crowded roads, until they turned onto a highway and took
off southward…
What seemed hours later, they came to a halt in front of a tall gray
apartment building, with everyone by some miracle intact. Across the
street was a ield of weeds, and beyond that rose a dark mass of
smokestacks. That, Mr. Zwicker told them proudly, was the Philips factory,
the pride of Eindhoven.
The Zwickers helped them carry their bags up the stairs to the third loor,
where they unlocked a door. Inside was a two-bedroom apartment,
gleaming and modern, completely furnished, even with a tall cupboard
full of wineglasses and white plates and cups. Long white drapes with
bright blue and green and purple leaf designs fell to the loor over the
picture windows. It was a Danish modern doll house. Livvie was
entranced.
-Eindhoven
That was a year like no other. Jude and Arnie enrolled the younger kids in
the local elementary school, but for some reason mercifully decided that
all Livvie needed was Pem, a young woman from downstairs. Every once
in a while, when she was not otherwise involved, Pem would arrive
upstairs and give Livvie a French lesson.
“Le chien a mordu l’enfant,” she would pronounce slowly, and then, just as
slowly, translate: “Ze duck bit ze child.” The duck? How odd… something
was not quite right. It didn’t matter. Livvie knew this wasn’t really about
learning French but was simply the easiest way to do “something” for her
education, and she was happy to go through the motions.
The year passed like a magical dream. At home in Eindhoven they went to
the farmer’s market for fruit and vegetables, and bought sausages and
sharp crumbly old cheese at the butcher’s, where the children were
always offered “snoepjes,” candies. Whenever they left the apartment, the
other children on the block would wave wildly from their bicycles and call
out “Goodbye Amerikaanse!” and the Americans would smile and wave
back, calling out “Daag!”
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It never occurred to them that those friendly children might actually mean
“goodbye,” that their parents have been griping about these obnoxious
Americans moving into their neighborhood. The Hartwells did not
consider themselves “typical Americans,” whom they despised as loud,
arrogant, uncultured, uncouth, and thoroughly undesirable. When their
Dutch friends said things like “Americans talk like their mouth is full of
ping pong balls,” they laughed along with everyone else.
No, they were not typical Americans. On the contrary, they were
determined to become as European as possible. Since everyone in Holland
rode bicycles, they all got used bikes, and whenever Arnie was busy with
his work, something to do with concrete, the rest of the family would go
exploring. Emmie was still little, and couldn’t pedal fast enough to keep
up, so Jude tied her little bike to her own with a rope and pulled her. Then
they would all spend hours bicycling down the narrow roads between the
corn ields, which were not full of corn, which was called maize, but of
blue corn lowers growing among the wheat.
Soon enough they bought a car, a white Fiat 1100, which the salesman
enthused was very fast. “Fiat - snell!” he assured them. Jude and Arnie
laughed – fast was the last thing they needed. Nevertheless, the little car
it the bill because they could all just it inside – three kids in back, and
one in front between their parents. And it had a sunroof. They named it
“Beetje” – “little bit.”
After that, whenever Arnie was free, which was a lot, they would all climb
into Beetje and go exploring. For Sammy and Laurie and Emmie, school
became at irst sporadic, and then a thing of the past. Sometimes the
whole family took day trips to different parts of Holland, and sometimes
further, spending days exploring Germany or Belgium, and often crossing
into France or Italy or Switzerland. Once they put Beetje on the ferry and
crossed the channel to England.
Wherever they went, they took the back roads, ate in small restaurants
that looked like they had a lot of normal people them, and stayed in cheap
hotels where they supposed the ordinary people stayed, not the rich and
despicable American tourists.
-Eva and Thijs
Eva and Thijs lived in Amsterdam, on the third loor of an abandoned
school building on the edge of the wide river Amstel. Eva, a friend of
Umberto’s, was a music teacher in the public schools, and Umberto had
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thought she might be willing to take Jude around to visit her classes. So
Jude called her, and Eva immediately invited the whole family to visit.
After considerable searching through the narrow Amsterdam streets, they
found the address, 3 Wittenbergerdwarstraat, on a gate in a high brick
wall topped with broken glass. They parked and pushed the button on the
intercom. A cheery woman’s voice answered – “Wait a moment, I’ll come
and get you.”
After a few moments the heavy gate swung open and Eva appeared. An
older woman like Jude, in her mid-thirties, she was compact and jolly,
with a swirl of long auburn hair around the crown of her head. Welcoming
them all with smiles, she led them across the courtyard to a doorway at
the base of a massive old brick building.
“Finding us is a little complicated and dif icult,” she explained, as they
followed her between the dusty hulks of disused furniture and old
cardboard boxes that occupied a former ground loor classroom.
On the other side of the room she led them up a long light of rickety
stairs, and when they reached the top, opened a door into a magical
universe.
Eva and Thijs’ apartment was a cavernous room with large dusty
windows that gave onto the courtyard far below. It was hard to tell exactly
what the place was, living space or warehouse or artist’s studio, illed as it
was with easels and motley furniture and tropical plants with shiny leaves
and old steamer trunks draped with tapestries and canvases stacked
against the walls.
Eva introduced them to Thijs, a gangly fellow with a sweet face and a
bloom of curly reddish hair like a dandelion. He didn’t say much – his
English was partial, he mainly spoke in paintings. But he was friendly, and
invited everyone to climb up the long ship’s ladder into the most exciting
part of their home, their sleeping loft.
That was the beginning of a long and fast friendship. Many times Jude and
Arnie and the kids would visit that wonderful abode, where Eva and Thijs
somehow had room for everyone, bedding a few of them down in a tiny
guest room off the main living space, and the others in the loft, while the
two of them took a hidden spare room. In the winter, there was ice on the
bathroom loor, and the toilet froze, so they had to pour a bucket of water
down it to get it to lush.
Often Eva would cook – she liked to cook, and to eat, which she lamented,
saying “I am too thick!” as she glanced down at her sweetly rounded torso
that Thijs delighted in painting. When the cooking and eating was done,
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she would open the kitchen window and toss out the scraps, and they
would watch the seagulls snatch them out of the air before they could all
fall into the Amstel.
Other times she would take them to an Indonesian restaurant. A lot of
Indonesians had gone to Holland because the Dutch had colonized them
long ago in the 1600’s, she explained – they made the best food in
Holland, where the traditional diet was inedibly bland.
One night, to prove her point about Dutch cooking, she made them
boerenkool, a traditional Dutch farmer’s dish made of potatoes and
cabbage and onions mashed together – very stodgy and boring, she
apologized. It was delicious.
Eva preferred the spicy Indonesian fare. Her favorite restaurant was a tiny
place, two dark and smoky rooms hanging over the edge of a canal, the
loors going up and down, old brass glowing in corners, and shadow
puppets on the walls. They would always order lumpia, spring rolls, and
Nasi Goreng, fried rice with a fried egg on top. Eva would heap on the
sambal, the hot sauce that she warned them was deadly. The famous
rijstafel was too expensive, and she spoke longingly of all the many little
dishes…
Eva and Thijs treated their new friends like family. Jude told them she was
looking for chairs to go with their round walnut dining table. So that
winter they took everyone to a freezing warehouse crammed with ancient
furniture, and Thijs helped them choose six chairs of Dutch elm from an
old church, the backs curved just right to keep churchgoers sitting erect
through the deadly Calvinist sermons. Another time they took the family
to Muiderslot, a perfect medieval castle with a wide moat and pointy
turrets, and showed them an old painting of people with cabbages for
heads, waiting patiently while the castle baker re-kneaded and re-baked
their original heads.
What Livvie loved most about being with Eva and Thijs was the art, which
was everywhere.
One night Thijs hosted an art class with a real nude model in their home,
and invited her to join. Thrilled, she accepted, but all she could think
about the whole time was being exposed as a fraud, since she was so
much younger than everyone else.
Another time Thijs took her to the Rijksmuseum, where he knew people.
They went into a private room and stood at a special table where they
placed an original Rembrandt drawing in her hands. The soft ink strokes
glowed with life.
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-Guys
The more they explored Holland and discovered the wonders that lay only
a short distance away, the more impatient everyone grew with staying
home in industrial Eindhoven. Arnie began taking more and more time off
from whatever held him there, and they set off on trips that could take
days or weeks, journeying to charmed destinations in the surrounding
countries.
On those long drives, the three siblings sitting in the back, when they
were not busy tormenting the one whose turn it was to ride in front by
poking them through the crack between the seats, would entertain
themselves with a game that would become more and more complex and
fascinating over that year of travel.
The game had its origins in the bathtub, when Laurie and Emmie were
very small and made giraffes with their hands, using the middle inger as
the long neck, and the other four ingers as the legs. It was not long before
these aquatic giraffes ventured onto dry land, to emerge not only at the
ends of Laurie’s and Emmie’s arms, but also at the ends of Sammy’s and
Livvie’s, popping up unexpectedly and commandeering everyone’s
attention for hours at a time, especially on long car trips.
Naturally these creatures accompanied the family to Europe, where they
quickly evolved into numerous different species who peopled an entire
world and were collectively known as “Guys.” Macs, Joes, Melvins,
Clambakes, Tinies, Goliaths, Slodges and Ichabods, were the most
common species; Fresh Peas and Rotten Peas were rarer. All the Guys
interacted in daily dramas in the back seat of the Fiat as they drove to
their various destinations, and also often erupted in hotel rooms and at
the dinner table – wherever they happened to be.
The protagonists were mostly Macs and Joes, and sometimes Melvins,
with Tinies and Goliaths seldom if ever playing any notable role, and
Fresh and Rotten Peas making very occasional minor appearances. Tinies,
whose head was at the end of the little inger and who had a tiny voice,
were nothing but average, unremarkable citizens, unworthy of the
spotlight. Goliaths, bullies who spoke in deep and nasty nasal voices and
stood tall on the ring and little ingers with their head at the end of the
thumb, were luckily relatively few in number. Fresh Peas were simply a
ist with the thumb as their lower jaw, and a high, baby voice; Rotten Peas
were cousins of the Fresh Pea but had a deep nasty voice and the ability to
run on their little- and ring- inger legs.
At the head of the pecking order were the Macs, who despised, exploited,
laughed at and constantly tricked and attacked most of the other Guys,
except for the rarely encountered Goliaths. Intelligent, humorous and
ruthless, Macs were tricksters who spoke in a rasping, know-it-all voice.
They enjoyed the most convenient arrangement of limbs, with their head
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at the end of the pointer inger, a strong prehensile grip using the middle
inger and thumb as arms, and an athletic gait using the agile ring- and
little ingers as legs, perfect for swift get-aways.
Joes, Melvins, Clambakes and Tinies all lived in awe of the dominant Macs.
Joes, being direct descendants of the original giraffes, had their head at
the end of the middle inger, and spoke in a gullible and doltish
middle-range voice. Even the most virtuous and admirable among them
didn't stand a chance against your average Mac, and most were clueless.
Even more unfortunate were the weak and timid Melvins, who had their
head at the end of the ring inger, and who spoke in a high, moaning voice
and could do nothing with their useless little- and middle- inger arms but
wave them helplessly about. They did have one enviable ability: they
could spit pins, and waged whole wars against other species with this
annoying weapon.
Finally there were the idiot Clambakes, clumsy oafs with their head at the
end of the thumb, who stumbled about on the ring and middle ingers and
had voices similar to the poor Melvins, but slightly lower, stupider, and
more hopeless. At any moment, any member of these lesser species was
apt to be clobbered for the slightest offense by any hot-headed and
arbitrary Mac they were fated to encounter.
The world of these Guys was a perilous one, where death and
dismemberment or worse lurked around every corner. The worst dangers
were the Monsters, chie ly Slodges and Ichabods, of whom everyone, even
the Macs, lived in terror. Slodges lew through the air like sting rays and
killed their prey by enveloping them in their slushy and poisonous
emanations, while Ichabods lurked high above the ground on their long
arm-necks and ceaselessly ogled the landscape through the bug-eyes at
the ends of their lexible eye-stalks, the pointer and ring ingers. Once an
Ichabod spotted you, it was the end – it would suck you up with its
vacuum-cleaner-like middle- inger nose and devour you instantly.
Other perils included bus rides and surprise packages. While convenient,
taking the bus always involved the risk of falling asleep and letting your
face droop over the side, where it would be rubbed off on the ground as
the bus sped along. This could happen to anyone, and although no one
died from it, certainly no one wanted to live out their days in ignominious
facelessness.
Surprise packages, on the other hand, while their contents could once in a
while be tasty, were generally a bad risk. They were basically a catch 22:
the contents were almost always disgusting and sometimes lethal, but if
you wanted to know what they were, you had to eat everything, all the
way to the bottom, where the name of what you had eaten was written.
Macs in particular, intelligent though they usually were, were also both
greedy and insatiably curious, and no matter how many times they had
regretted opening a surprise package in the past, they could never resist a
new one. Anyone who left one out and then hid to watch was sure to be
rewarded with a gratifying sight. Shortly some hapless Mac would ind it,
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exclaim “Oh! A surprise package!”, open it and gobble it down, forcing
himself to keep going until, upon reaching the bottom, he discovered that
he had just eaten a whole bucketful of snot, or some other gross-out
substance. Then he would choke and gag and stagger about in agony, and
sometimes even kick the bucket.
On the other hand, there were Campers. A simple ist with the thumb as
the door, they looked small on the outside, but inside could contain be an
entire world, full of the most unimaginable and luxurious wonders.
Campers were coveted, and anyone who had one was the envy of
everyone, even the most highfalutin Mac.
But even those with campers could not forever escape the hand of fate. All
Guys died. When your time came, if you had been good, your body would
arch backwards into a boat shape and you would rise quickly upwards
and disappear into the heavens. On the other hand, if you had been bad,
you would double up into a ist and hurl downward, vanishing into the
bowels of badness.
This actually happened to most Guys more than once because death was
not necessarily a done deal. If you had been good, then no matter how you
died, all a bystander had to do was grab you as you ascended and rub your
chest and back vigorously. Then you would revive and go on with your life
as if nothing had happened. Even if a Slodge had completely dissolved you
with its goo, or an Ichabod had devoured you, the ascending soul-hand
could be rubbed back into life. On the other hand, if you had been bad,
forget it – it would never even occur to anyone to try to revive a loser
hurtling toward the hells.
And so, as Arnie or Jude drove them through mile after mile of
unsurpassed pastoral beauty, passing quaint villages and ancient
churches in the lowlands, and walled medieval fortresses on the
mountaintops, the three in the back remained absorbed in the world of
Guys, beating out the meaning of life in a world where the stupid were
rightly and forever felled, and the innocent always revived to continue
their intrepid adventures inside the collective imagination. Whenever
anything truly unmissable would appear on the horizon, their parents
would shout out, “Hey, look you guys! Look at that!” and they would snap
momentarily out of it to ooh and ah before returning to the compelling life
and death drama at hand.
-The North
For Christmas that year they drove up to Groningen, in the north of
Holland, to visit Umberto.
It was freezing when they got there, at midday on Christmas eve, and
everything was icy. Umberto ’s house was tall, dark, and old, jammed in
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between two other tall old houses facing a canal. He welcomed them
warmly, inviting everyone into his living room. As they took in the narrow
interior, wondering where they would all it, he told them he was
delighted they had come, and assured them there was plenty of space for
everyone upstairs, where there were several bedrooms.
That afternoon they went out and found a spindly Christmas tree, a rarity
in Holland, and bought purple and orange chrysanthemums that they tied
to the branches for decorations. For Christmas dinner they roasted a
capon in Umberto’s tiny black oven, and when Jude asked him for a cloth
to cover the bird with to keep it from drying out, he provided a clean
handkerchief, saying, “My handkerchief will be much astonished!”
That night they feasted and exchanged gifts, and when it grew late, the
adults sent all the young ones to bed, looking forward to a quiet evening
of sipping liqueur from little luted glasses and conversing about adult
themes.
Dutifully, Livvie and Sammy their little sisters crept up the stairs toward
the second and third loor bedrooms their host had showed them earlier.
The stairs were rickety, and the walls, covered with ancient moldering
wallpaper, were hung with ominous portraits of miserable people who
glared at them as they passed. Sammy knocked on the wall – it sounded
hollow. What was hidden in there? Surely bodies, corpses concealed by
Umberto ’s murderous ancestors…
Although Livvie was the eldest, already thirteen, nearly an adult, it never
occurred to her to speak sober sense into her siblings. Instead, the higher
they climbed, the darker the stares from the portraits became, and the
more their mock terror grew, until before reaching their rooms they had
reduced themselves to such gibbering idiocy that they all turned and led
screaming down the stairs. Bursting in on the adults, they jabbered all at
once, “There are bodies in the walls, we can’t sleep up there!”
Scolding them with some embarrassment, their parents shooed them
back up the stairs, and they inally reached their beds. Upon inspection,
the rooms seemed to be safe enough after all, no bodies fell out of the
walls, and they managed to sleep the night.
The next day was cold and sunny, and they drove out to explore the
countryside. Far out in the midst of the empty rolling hills they came
across a tiny Romanesque church that stood alone, far from any town or
farm. They stopped and went inside.
No one was there, and it was so cold that they could see their breath. In
that pure, silent space, they stood for some time, awed by the silence and
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the simplicity of the architecture, with its stone arches and the light
iltering through the old glass in the windows.
Then Jude began to sing, inviting them all to join her in a simple round
they all knew – Alleluia, alleluia…. Amen, amen. Their voices echoed pure
and sweet in that cold, perfect space until inally they fell silent, overcome
by the beauty of what they had just been a part of.
-The Secret
That year they took countless road trips, driving over into Germany, and
down into Belgium, France, and tiny Monaco; later into Italy, Luxemburg,
Switzerland, Austria, even minuscule Liechtenstein. Every time they
crossed a border, everything changed – language, architecture, food,
money, the way people thought and acted and looked at you.
Belgium, one of the irst places they went, was the only country where
this radical change was not so obvious. On the surface it was hard to tell
why there was a border – everything looked pretty much the same, lat
ields and farmhouses with thatched roofs, and modest little towns. Even
the language in the north of the country, Vlaams, was a lot like Nederlands.
But Belgium had its charm, and must have made a deep impression on
Laurie, because years later, when she was holding her newborn baby son
Bryan in her arms and someone asked what his name was, she answered
with lustered pride, “Belgium!”
It was in Belgium that they made an important discovery, thankfully in the
early days of the year-long trip. One night way past dinner time they were
driving home through northern Belgium when they got lost under a
strange fog that came down like a roof to just a foot above their heads,
leaving the road clear before them. Despite their hunger they were all
enchanted by the fog – all except Arnie, who was in one of his morose and
hopeless moods. On and on they drove, the rest of the family marveling at
the smooth white roof above them, all of them hoping to ind a restaurant
in one of the little towns, Arnie silent and glowering at the bleak road
ahead.
At last they found a dark old tavern in a village and ordered dinner, half
haan each – half a small rooster – and frites, French fries. Then, in honor
of the night and of getting lost, Jude and Arnie crossed a line that, as
decent middle westerners, they had never crossed before. They ordered a
bottle of wine. While everyone ate, they sipped, and Arnie transformed.
Relaxing, he got warm and happy, and started smiling and cracking jokes.
It was phenomenal.
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After that they knew the secret, and resorted to it from then on whenever
Arnie’s periodic gloom descended.
-Time
Everywhere they went in Europe, it was time that spoke to Livvie . Here
time was full and deep; even the soil under the buildings felt like it must
somehow be deeper than back home. America was so new, its culture so
lat, with its puny four centuries of history, since no one seemed to count
the millennia when native cultures thrived all across the continent.
In contrast, when the irst Europeans landed in America in the 15th
century, the culture they’d left behind was already thousands of years old.
Now that Livvie found herself immersed in this extraordinary cultural
richness, American values seemed even more super icial, so centered on
bigness and newness. She could see why Americans would seem shallow
to Europeans. Yet everywhere the family went, people’s eyes glinted with
envy when they learned where they came from, the fabled California.
They returned home at the end of the year, loading their car and their six
Elmwood chairs into the hold of a Norwegian freighter called the
Westerdam. It was much smaller than the Staatendam, with only a few
passengers, and they all dined at the same big table with the captain, who
was obsessed with the new dance, the Twist. After dinner the music came
on and people began to dance. Livvie was too shy, but Emmie and Laurie
were either less inhibited, or too young to understand the need for
dignity, and consented to be given lessons by the staff. Livviw didn’t know
what Sammy was doing - probably his own thing, like when he refused to
go to church…
-The Real World Again
They got home just in time for Livvie to begin high school. She looked
forward to it with a mixture of edgy dismay and excitement. She was
sorry to be plunged back into the anonymous and doleful daily grind, but
there was nothing for it, that was the way of things. And who knew what
mysteries might be hidden in what was to come – high school was, after
all, a kind of rite of passage…
Woodside High turned out to be enormous. Spread out over several acres,
its classrooms were arranged like the arms of an enormous strip mall.
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Every hour, when the bell rang and the 2000 students spilled out of the
classrooms into the packed corridors, Livvie felt like a grain of sand in a
gigantic concrete mixer. Slowly the mass of learning-hungry youth surged
onward, digesting their latest instructions for becoming good consumers,
good employees, making room for more information.
Since Livvie had spent that whole year lolling about in Europe, the only
people she knew at Woodside were in the class ahead of her. She didn’t
care. She had few friends anyway, and would simply continue her strategy
of social avoidance, immersing herself in books and music and art.
As it turned out, those four years were full of exactly that – social
avoidance and maniacal study. Suddenly she became a straight A student,
even in science, and once that had happened, it was too late – she had to
keep it up or face the unthinkable humiliation of bad grades. That was ok.
Studying was an easy way to avoid thinking about how weird she was.
Although most of her high school teachers were less than memorable, one
of them did make a lasting impression on her. Miss Fulton was a large,
strong young woman who taught social studies courses and was
outspoken about her dislike of what she called “gloppies,” the deep-fried
slabs of dough stuffed with yellow cream that you could buy in the
cafeteria. One day as Livvie was sitting in a daze at the back of Miss
Fulton’s room, minding her own business, Miss Fulton said something
that pierced through her fog.
“Shy people are the most egotistical people there are,” she pronounced.
The barb, aimed straight at Livvie, hit home. Deeply embarrassed, she
knew it was true. It was so true that she knew it was hopeless. She was
the shyest person she knew, and therefore her ego must be invincible. She
knew it would have her in its grip forever.
Despite her invincible ego, one good thing did happen in high school.
Somehow as a freshman she got up the gumption to take Drama I. In Mr.
Ward’s class, she discovered something astonishing: that once she was up
on stage, especially when they were doing “improv,” all her torturous
shyness vanished. It was crazy, it didn’t make sense.
She loved it, and never took another drama class after that. She told
herself at the time that she didn’t have time for drama if she wanted to it
in all the prerequisites for college, including advanced placement classes
in English and French.
But really it was because theater was too dangerous – if she kept going
with it, she might ind herself doing the unthinkable, coming out of
herself and being exposed for the clueless nothing that she was.
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-Sweden
When Livvie inished her sophomore year, Arnie took the family on
another trip to Europe. This time they went to Sweden for the summer, to
Stockholm, where Arnie was involved in a research project.
All summer, while he was working, the rest of the family explored
Stockholm. The Old Town was enchanting, with its narrow cobbled
streets, its tall old buildings glowing ocher yellow, and here and there a
stand of chestnut trees, lavish with dark green leaves and white cones of
blossoms.
It was in a shoe repair shop in the Old Town, Gamla Stan, that Jude, in her
usual outgoing style, met a tall gentleman named Hugo. Waiting at the
counter for their shoes, they chatted, and Hugo invited them all to have
coffee with him. Jude politely declined, and when her shoes came hurried
the kids out the door.
They had not gone half a block before she suddenly turned around,
saying, “I don’t know why I said no!”
Striding back into the shop, she found Hugo just leaving, and told him,
“We changed our minds!” And so they all went to a café together, and he
introduced them to fried egg sandwiches with korv, a Swedish sausage,
and HP Sauce.
That turned out to be the beginning of another lifelong friendship. In
addition to the sandwiches, Hugo introduced them to his wife Agnes, and
their little boy Lucas. Many times Livvie’s family would visit them in their
home in a green birch forest outside the city. Agnes would feed them
herring with sour cream and dill and boiled potatoes, food of the gods.
And once they took them to Drottningholm Palace, on an island in a lake
just outside Stockholm. At the old theater there they went to a
performance of Mozart’s opera Cosi Fan Tutti, complete with the 18th
century sets, with waves carved out of wood that were moved up and
down and around with a crank. In the theater the singers warbled in their
powdered wigs and their costumes like great lowers, and outside the
birch trees trembled and the sun shone on the sparkling waters…
That summer Livvie painted canvas after canvas in the park near their
apartment. And as always the whole family played music and sang
together. Jude bought a cello and a French horn, and with Jude on the
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cello, Sammy on the French Horn, and Livvie on the recorder, they played
Bach and Mozart and Renaissance pieces.
That was also the summer they bought Zorn, a Volvo station wagon that
they named after the famous Swedish painter. In Zorn they drove down
through Denmark to Holland, where they visited Thijs and Eva before
continuing on down all the way to Italy, this time to Rome.
Livvie had exactly three memories from that early trip to Rome. One, that
they visited the Coliseum, which was gray and old and cold. Two, that
from a distance, in a great crowd, they watched two women get hit by a
car and fall over like dominoes as they tried to cross a crowded street.
And three, that they left the cello and the French Horn in the back of Zorn
overnight, and were labbergasted to ind them all missing when they
came down from their hotel room in the morning.
-The Wrong Kind of Friends
Besides Drama, Livvie had one other interesting experience in high
school.
She was good at French, and when her French teacher organized a trip to
France along with other French classes from around California for the end
of her junior year, Jude and Arnie agreed that Livvie should go.
As usual, Livvie did not question their judgment. She would go on the trip
and try to enjoy the food and the sight-seeing, and pay the price of having
to spend time with her classmates.
Purely by accident, things didn’t turn out at all the way she’d planned.
She never knew how it happened, but earlier that year she had somehow
become friends with Emily, a bold and outgoing girl who played lute in
the band and sat next to Livvie in French, and inexplicably liked her. Livvie
was surprised and pleased when Emily came to the trip orientation
meeting the week before they were to leave.
They stood in line together at the airport, and on the plane they found
seats next to a girl named Matilda, who was with a French class from Los
Angeles. On the long light the three of them hit it off, and they ended up
spending the whole trip together.
Livvie couldn’t get over it. Matilda and Emily were interesting people,
people she really liked. She felt like she had won the lottery.
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Livvie and Matilda didn’t ind out what sort of girl Emily really was until
they were in the dormitory at their Paris youth hostel and Emily got an
envelope in the mail. It was from her sister, and it contained something
that sent her into ecstasies. Taking it gleefuly out, she and showed them
what she called a “joint.”
A joint? Livvie had never heard of such a thing. But when she understood
at last, after Emily’s patient and giggling explanation, that it was
marijuana, Livvie was aghast. Her parents had warned her against this – it
was the irst step to Heroin! Matilda felt the same way. They couldn’t
believe Emily was into something so dangerous, so depraved…
Laughing, Emily explained that it was ine, it was really nothing, it was
just fun. And it was great for sex – which shocked both Livvie and Matilda
again, especially Livvie, who had almost never so much as spoken to a boy.
Marijuana and sex, Emily rhapsodized, that was the combination! Livvie
was appalled, and put it out of her mind.
-The End of Childhood
The best things Livvie brought back from France were the phone numbers
of her two new friends. She carefully penciled them into her new address
book, and went back to pecking cautiously at her personal eggshell,
hoping to break out of it without making too much of a mess.
All around her the world was churning with change. She had no idea there
was either a civil rights movement or a peace movement, and if she had,
she would never have imagined her shy, reticent father being part of
them.
But he was. He didn’t make a big deal out of it, but when Martin Luther
King spoke on campus, Arnie was there; and when civil rights and peace
marches took place, he joined them along with the few other left-leaning
faculty members, scandalizing most of his colleagues.
At the end of that year he sat with Jude in the bleachers at Woodside High
and watched Livvie and her 400 graduating classmates march across the
football ield while the band shrieked out the strains of Pomp and
Circumstance.
Sweating under her mortarboard in the hot June sun, Livvie had no idea
that in addition to putting an end to the more or less odious task of high
school, that long, tedious ceremony marked the end of her childhood.
69

-Higher Education
It was decided. Livvie was going to Stanford. She could have gone pretty
much anywhere, since she was a straight-A student and in those days the
children of Stanford professors got a free ride at any of a whole array of
colleges all around the country. She had lirted with the idea of going to
Bennington, the women’s college in Vermont, or Reed up in Oregon, or
somewhere else far away and exotic.
But she was going to Stanford. She didn’t particularly like Stanford, with
its phony Spanish Mission style architecture that was so boringly familiar;
but it was the easy way out.
Even so, even though she would be only ifteen minutes from home and
could run back there any time she needed a family ix, she was petri ied.
She was leaving the only place she had ever known human warmth. She
had no idea how she would survive. Not physically – it was her heart and
mind she was worried about.
She packed her suitcase and her parents drove her down to her dorm.
Branner Hall was a self-satis ied two-story edi ice in the typical Stanford
style, with emerald-green carpet and gaudy crystal chandeliers in the
lobby. Jude and Arnie escorted her down the chilly corridor to her room
and left her there with her two new roommates, Gabby and Liz.
Gabby was a pleasant-faced brunette from New England; Liz was a
honey-blonde Mormon who looked like she could have tried out for Miss
Utah. It didn’t take either of them long to reveal the driving purpose of
their life, and the reason they had both chosen Stanford: they were here to
ind a husband. Wasn’t that why all female Stanford students chose that
elite institution? They congratulated each other. What luck to go to school
at a place where the ratio of men to women was something like three to
one!
Livvie was labbergasted. When they asked her why she had chosen
Stanford, all she could say was that she was there to get an education.
They smiled knowingly. Of course you are…
That interchange appalled Livvie. How could these young women be so
indifferent to the delights of learning, of hunting the treasures buried in
the amassed wealth of human knowledge? Their simplicity validated her
conviction that her family was wonderfully peculiar, and certainly
superior.
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As it turned out, her roommates were right and Livvie was wrong.
Gabby and Liz both set about their task with resolution, and before the
year was out, Gabby was married, and Liz had a nice Mormon boyfriend.
As for Livvie, she quickly lost all interest in education. Studying had been
ine when she was safe and warm at home, but here it did absolutely
nothing to ill the gaping hole left by her family.
What she needed was love, and that meant a boyfriend. She had no idea
how to get one, but she set about it with a will. She knew that until she
illed that hole inside her, her insides would ache with grief.
-Nemesis
Livvie had always loved food, both cooking and eating. Mealtimes at
home, dinner in particular, had always been special, a time to be together,
talk about the day or whatever else came up, and enjoy each other.
Now, with this horrible emptiness that left her cowering before the black
specter of her lonely self, the immediate solution was obvious: it was
Food. Unlike a boyfriend, Food was easy to come by, and best of all it gave
her the sensation of illing that terrible hole. If it wasn’t exactly love, at
least it reminded her of love.
The dorm food was pasty and indifferent, but that didn’t matter. Livvie
chowed down, and stocked up on snacks in her room, M&M’s in particular.
It wasn’t long before motherly Gabby, who knew all about the
undesirability of being overweight, noticed what was happening and
began talking to Livvie earnestly. She drew a picture for Livvie to hang
over her desk. It had two sides, with a line down the middle. On one side
was a drawing of a girl with a nice svelte body, like Livvie’s had been when
she arrived. On the other was a real fatty, like what she would soon
become if she didn’t change her behavior. Abashed, Livvie put the drawing
on the wall, but it did no good. The pounds continued to accrue.
Food wasn’t a new problem for her. Starting in early adolescence, she had
compared her roundly budding body with the rail-thin bodies she saw in
magazines and on TV and had seen with horror that she was getting fat.
For months in high school she’d refused to bring anything for lunch but a
green apple and a block of iceberg lettuce, and had wondered why she
was cold all the time. But no matter what she did, her body would not

71

cooperate and stubbornly continued to swell and curve in the most
distressing ways…
No, food had long been a lurking nemesis. But now it completely got the
better of her. In the bosom of her family, it had been easy to be strong, to
resist the devil of gluttony. Now it was different. She was helpless before
the compulsion to ill the void. If she didn’t keep eating, she was sure she
would ind herself utterly alone, reeling through the blackness of space
like an astronaut whose lifeline has been cut.
-Identity
Eating, however, was at best a distraction. It could do nothing to get her
any closer to the holy grail of love.
She was stumped. Everyone in her all-women’s dorm seemed to be ixated
on one thing: men. Some were seeking a husband, others were just intent
on having a good time. The whole social scene was utterly alien to Livvie.
She would have loved to ind a way to it in, but she felt no kinship with all
those shining, complacent girls.
What was worse, she couldn’t seem to it into herself. She felt as if she
were loating outside herself, looking on in puzzlement, trying to igure
out who and what on earth she was.
She knew, of course, that she was a girl, which was ine with her. And she
was more or less ok with the way she looked, except that she would never
be skinny enough. But there was one big problem she couldn’t get around:
girls were supposed to want sex – and that was something she simply had
no interest in. The only value she could see in sex was that it might be bait
for that faceless monster lurking in her future, the love of her life.
She was sure her mother felt the same. Jude had never been one for
femininity. Sure, she put on lipstick and high heels, but she also railed
against the very idea of “woman’s place” being anywhere at all, let alone
“in the home.” Why should women have any kind of prescribed “place”?
Women should be free. That was how Jude strove to live her life. Free.
Especially of men. She may have had to marry, but that was only because
marriage was the only way you could have children. But no way would
she debase herself by acting like a girlie girl. And if the mother she adored
wouldn’t stoop to femininity, how could Livvie?
It was only decades later that Livvie inally began to understand what had
happened, and why the story had had to unfold the way it did.
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It had started way before Livvie was born, untold ages ago, when the irst
woman was ripped away from her hearth and her children by the irst
crazy barbarian invader. Since then the terror had simply been passed
down and down and down, from one clueless struggling woman to the
next. That was what had happened with her own mother, and hers before
her, etc..
Motherhood, Jude’s mother had proclaimed, was the only thing worth
living for. Over and over she had drummed this into Jude’s head: children
were what made life worth living. Motherhood wasn’t easy, and there
were no guarantees – she had lost her own mother at the age of seven,
and her marriage had put her through the tortures of hell. But it had all
been worth it. Motherhood was holy, and the only path to happiness.
So when it was Jude’s turn, she didn’t think twice. If the path to
motherhood and happiness lay through hell, she would just have to travel
it. But she would learn from her mother, especially what to avoid. If she
had to ind a man, at least she would ind a good one, one who would care
for their children instead of beating them. And that is what she did.
Then, soon as Livvie was old enough to understand anything, Jude had
done her best to pass that black and smoking torch on to her. What it had
blazoned on the sky of Livvie’s childhood was this: womanhood and
marriage were two necessary evils. Being a woman was a good evil,
because it meant you could have children. But watch out for the men. You
didn’t have to let yourself be trampled into the mud. The very idea that
women had to be weak, girlie girls, soft and yielding, sweet and cute, was
an insult. Women were strong. They had to be.
And that is what Jude embodied: unyielding strength and determination.
Glaring into the future through the crosshairs of her will, she squared her
shoulders, stood up straight, cut her hair short, and strode through the
world with a purposeful stomp.
Now, as Livvie set out to blaze her own trail, she followed her mother’s
blind and blinding example without even thinking about it. Livvie was
female, and she had to accept that. But she wasn’t going to dress to show
off her curves or debase herself by lirting with men. Anyway, even if she
had wanted to be more feminine, she didn’t have the irst clue how to.
How could she? She hadn’t been taught.
She didn’t notice that none of that was her choice, and took it all utterly
personally. Being too close to herself to recognize the panorama of her
inheritance, she had no idea where her inadequacy came from. All she
knew, as she thrashed about in the compulsory search for a man, was that
this whole thing of being a woman was a conundrum. What was wrong
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with her? Why didn’t she feel like a girl? And why was being feminine so
important? Couldn’t she just be neutral, just be herself?
-The Manhunt
Whatever the answer, she had no choice. If she wanted to love and be
loved, she had to ind the right man, and to ind the right man she had to
have sex.
Holding her nose, she plunged into the turgid waters of the manhunt.
Gasping and spitting, never having had the most elementary swimming
lesson, she thrashed about, hoping that instead of drowning she would
somehow luck out and swim into the arms of her true love, who would
save her from eternal loneliness.
The problem was, she had grown up in a household where no one ever
spoke of sex, except perhaps to admit, when pressed, that that was where
babies came from. On top of this, her parents, given the dif iculties of their
relationship, almost certainly felt like imposters who were only
ineffectually playing at love. The result was that neither of them had ever
said anything useful to Livvie about what to expect as she set forth on her
own search for love.
Only twice did her mother ever go anywhere near the subject with her.
The irst time was when she found Livvie in the bathtub at seven or eight
years old, entranced with playing with her clitoris.
“Oh, honey, you mustn’t touch yourself there,” said Jude. And after that,
Livvie didn’t.
The second time was when Livvie was ifteen. She and Jude were alone in
a parking lot at night, returning to the car after a concert, when Jude
turned to her daughter carefully and said, “You know, sometime you will
undoubtedly ind yourself with a boy, and you’ll get this funny feeling in
your stomach – kind of like you’re sick…”
Decades later, when Livvie inally got up the nerve to ask her mother
about her sex life with Arnie, Jude surprised the hell out of her.
“Oh, that was one thing we did quite well!” Then, after a pause, she added,
“But afterwards I always felt dirty…”
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The dirty part didn’t surprise Livvie, it was probably just part of the
package in Jude’s day. But why hadn’t Jude ever told her about the good
parts? She spent a moment in indignation, but then told herself it wasn’t
really that surprising – respectable people of her mother’s generation
simply did not speak of sex out loud.
Jude’s well-intended words of warning in the parking lot did not set Livvie
on the path to sexual ful illment. What she did understand was that sex
must be something like the stomach lu. Naturally after that she did her
best to avoid thinking about it. If the question intruded, she contemplated
it only brie ly, and with a shudder.
But now, suddenly, here she was, actually seeking out that distasteful
experience! She had no choice – she was desperate for a relationship
(with a man of course, it never entered her head that a woman might do
as well) and sex was the price she had to pay. Even though she’d never so
much as pecked a boy on the cheek, she was convinced of two things: sex
would be revolting, and she would fail at it.
That was how, out of necessity, through the most embarrassing trial and
error, Livvie learned to invite the attention of boys.
-Turning On
Elliot was the irst one to inally “turn Livvie on” to marijuana.
Friends by default, since his mother was Jude’s friend Zora, the church
pianist, they’d never had much to do with each other. But now he was
going to Stanford too, and one night he called and invited her to listen to
records in one of the listening rooms. He was still living at home, and she
met him in the parking lot.
Get in, he said, and handed her a joint. It was the irst one she’d seen since
Emily had gotten one in the mail at the French hostel. What do I do with
this, she asked, and he laughed and lit it, and they passed it back and forth
until it was gone. Then they went into the building where the listening
rooms were.
At irst Livvie didn’t think anything was happening – she wasn’t surprised,
she was used to failing at things that came easily to other people.
They were settling down to listen to some jazz when the weed clobbered
her. Suddenly the room was swimming and she was sure everyone knew
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they’d been smoking. She gibbered to Elliot that they had to get out of
there or they’d be busted…
He laughed and explained that she was just being paranoid. After that
everything became hilariously funny, and they struggled back to the car
and drove to his parents’ house to raid the cupboard and satisfy the
“munchies”…
It was too bad that she and Elliot were just friends. He was cute in a
homey way, but he just didn’t have what she was looking for: the spark of
romance.
-The Spark
The irst one who did have that spark was Damon, a skinny tenor who
approached her one night at choir practice. He was friendly and sweet,
and it turned out he was a grad student in the engineering school.
It didn’t take much to sweep Livvie off her feet, her balance being so
tenuous that the slightest puff of air would do it. Damon was funny and
attentive, even handsome in a delicate way, but it was his attentiveness
that got her. A boy liked her and wanted to date her!
They went folk dancing, and later on a picnic, driving out to the hills in his
old Chevy, “the Brown Bomb.” For two weeks they dated, and Livvie was
sure she had a ish on the end of her line.
Then the line went slack. He stopped calling, and Livvie was horri ied. In a
panic, she wrote him a love note and stuck it on the windshield of his car.
Gabby was aghast. You just don’t do things like that, she scolded Livvie.
And besides, she said, he’s gay.
Ahhhhh…. Livvie was embarrassed. Why hadn’t she noticed?
Only decades later as she was contemplating her past would the parallels
crack themselves over her head like a raw egg. Of course! Her father had
approached her mother at choir practice, and he too had been a tenor and
a grad student in engineering. The similarities were almost ridiculous…
And she thanked her lucky stars Damon had stopped calling. Who knew, if
he’d persisted, they might have ended up married, suffering like Jude and
Arnie…
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-Lust
The next male to enter Livvie’s orbit couldn’t have been more different.
Dark, lanky, reeking of sex and danger, Mark invited her to his dorm room,
and she willingly followed. There he inserted irst his tongue into her
mouth, then his hand into her pants, making a beeline for that place her
mother had told her never to touch…
And she wanted him to! Stunned by the power of her sensations, she was
powerless to resist – until she felt his inger probe even deeper, into that
damp, forbidden darkness. Then she panicked. Pulling herself away, she
told him he couldn’t do that, and ran out the door.
-Unholy Duality
Not long after that she met a Eli, a short Jewish boy who reminded her of
a faun with his curly hair, goatee, and mischievous grin. He invited her to a
concert at the Fillmore Auditorium in San Francisco. Before they went, he
showed her an elaborate set up in his kitchen where he was simmering
marijuana in butter for brownies; then he gave her a little blue pill. LSD,
he said.
After a moment’s hesitation, Livvie swallowed it. Why not? She was on a
quest to enter the holy land, the land of love and acceptance. If this was
the price of entry, she was willing.
By the time they got to the Fillmore, Livvie was reeling. She clung to Eli as
they threaded their way through the mob under the blinking strobe lights.
Everything in her and around her pulsed and trembled, the sounds
penetrating her body like knives.
Later, back at his apartment, they had sex. It was as blank and featureless
an experience as Livvie could ever have imagined.
When she told him it was her irst time, Eli was thrilled. “Your irst time?
How cool!!”
Livvie had no idea why he was so delighted; only later did she learn that
she had unwittingly vouchsafed him the pearl beyond price.
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After they had sex, he told her he wanted to show her something. Taking
out his wallet, he opened it to a picture of a slim girl with long dark hair.
“My iancée,” he said. “She’s waiting for me back in Virginia.”
The bottom fell out of Livvie’s hopes. That girl was clearly everything
Livvie was not. How could she have been so stupid? She wept inside
herself, and told him, “She’s pretty.”
-Ticket to Transcendence
After that, Livvie lost track. She had sex with every male who expressed
an interest in her – surely one of them would be The One. This was the
age of “free love,” before AIDS, and that was just what you did – sex was
the ticket to the promised land. For months on end she had sex with one
stranger after another, wherever they would have her – mostly in their
sordid apartments, but once among tangles of ivy on a fallen log in the
woods behind the university.
All of it was empty, devoid of every feeling but shame. That was how
Livvie learned that she was abnormal in yet another way, the most
devastating and humiliating way of all: she was “frigid.”
Surely being frigid was the worst of all possible conditions. Surely it
would put an end to all her hopes of getting into heaven – not only the
heaven of married bliss there on earth, but the heaven of transcendence
after death.
The idea that good sex – in other words, orgasm in the missionary
position - was a prerequisite for getting into heaven was not something
Livvie questioned. She merely regarded it as a mournful truth, like a dog
who has been punished without knowing why.
Given the two con licting messages she’d received as a child about
Pleasure, it only made sense.
It was her Puritan ancestors who, from the boxes of tintypes at Granny’s
house, exhaled the warning that pleasure was Evil.
Meanwhile her parents, luxuriating in the pleasures of food and wine,
music and art, nature and secret procreation, were de iantly
demonstrating that Pleasure was Good. Of course since they too were
rooted in the Puritan substrate, they paid for their de iance with
surreptitious guilt and shame...
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With such a background, what could Livvie do but conclude that the
raptures of love were both the key to heaven and the trap door to hell?
There had to be some way out of the dilemma. Somewhere Livvie found a
book called “The Power of Sexual Surrender.” She read it with
desperation, looking for some clue, some trick she could learn that would
turn her into a normal person for whom “the earth would move” during
the empty ritual of coitus.
But all the book did was cement in her the conviction that she was
hopeless. The book told her she had to “surrender” – but she had no idea
what that meant. How could she “surrender”? To what? It never occurred
to her that it might make a difference if she waited until she found
someone she actually cared about...
-James
The brightest light in Livvie’s freshman year was James. A handsome
dark-haired young man with a teasing, kind smile, he introduced himself
one day in Art I, where she was dolefully executing a garish abstract.
Livvie was lattered at his friendliness, and they went out for coffee. They
took to each other immediately, and after that began to see more and
more of each other.
James had rooms in an old house in Palo Alto with his girlfriend, a fat
young woman with a great lack of enthusiasm. That relationship turned
out to be on its way out, and when it died, James and Livvie tried being
boyfriend and girlfriend – but it wasn’t long before it became clear that it
just wasn’t working. He apologized that he just liked boys more than
girls. After that they were just friends – but good friends. They resonated
at a level Livvie hadn’t found with anyone else.
Other than James’s friendship, all Livvie got out of that year was
exhaustion. She no longer had any illusions that she was going to school
to get an education; the only thing she cared about now was inding a way
to ill the agonizing hole in her soul.
If Stanford was the place other girls found the men of their dreams, it
clearly wasn’t that for Livvie. Thinking that a change of scene might bring
better results, she applied for and got a transfer to the University of
California at Santa Barbara for the following year.
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When summer came she moved back home. But she didn’t stay there
much. She had no time to lose – the pressure was on. She would ind love
if it killed her.
-Surprise
Somewhere at Stanford she had met a group of young people who were
followers of the Singing Rabbi, Shlomo Carlbach. Livvie wasn’t Jewish,
though she wished she had that ticket of belonging, but they seemed to
like her anyway. One of them invited her to join them seeing the Rabbi off
at the airport, so Livvie asked Jude if she could borrow the car.
Jude’s car was a racy, bright blue Camaro convertible, utterly unlike any of
the Hartwells’ other practical and dumpy conveyances. It was Jude’s pride
and joy. When her book had begun selling, she had decided she would be
justi ied, for a change, in spending the money on something outrageous.
Much as she loved the car, she was happy to let Livvie take it. She prided
herself on treating her children with an open hand, and seldom asked
where they were going or what they were doing. So that evening Livvie
took the keys and set off for the airport.
After she and her friends saw the Rabbi off at his gate, they all agreed it
was a ine night – why not go up to Mount Tamalpais? Livvie was happy to
join them, and offered a plump young man a ride. It was an hour’s drive,
following Highway 101 across the Golden Gate, and then taking little
twisty Highway 1 all the way up the side of the mountain to the top. But
that didn’t matter – Jude didn’t care when Livvie got back…
On the way up they drove through thick fog, but when they got to the top,
the night sky was clear. They parked and climbed up to sit on the rocks on
the peak. There, under the vast black sky full of stars, they felt like queens
and kings surveying their world. Below them the fog swirled all the way
to the horizon as far as they could see, milky in the moonlight, lapping
around the base of the mountain. They sat in awestruck silence for a
while, and then people got out guitars and lutes and drums, and they
began to sing. They sang and played and marveled at the night, and the
hours passed without anyone noticing.
At last the sky began to pale, and a glow came into the east, until inally
the sun rose, looding the fog with gold as far as they could see. It took
their breath away, and as they sang to welcome the sun, Livvie forgot all
her loneliness and dread, and the world was full only of beauty and
sacredness beyond belief.
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At last someone said they should be getting home, and they all awoke
from their trance and made their way back down to their cars. Livvie told
the plump boy she’d give him a ride home, and they set out driving south.
In San Francisco she left him at his parents’ house and then continued
homeward.
It must have been nine or ten in the morning by the time she got home.
She parked the car in the driveway and went in the front gate. There she
found everyone working in the yard. She said hello, expecting the usual
happy greeting they always gave each other – and was hit with a stony
silence. No one spoke to her or looked at her.
Livvie was horri ied – what on earth was wrong? She went up to Jude and
asked her what was going on. Jude looked at her, her eyes shooting
daggers, and told her in a voice mute with rage, “We were terri ied! Where
were you???”
Livvie was labbergasted. Never had she suspected that they would mind
her staying out, they had never placed the slightest restriction on her
before, why should they care now? She couldn’t believe it. It had never
even occurred to her that she was important enough for them to worry
about.
-Escape
One afternoon that summer Jude told Livvie she’d found her a job. It
would be easy, she just had to go across the street and take care of Lucy’s
kids. It was, in fact, the last job Livvie wanted. But that didn’t matter. Jude
wanted her to do it, and of course she would.
The reason Lucy needed her help, and the reason Livvie didn’t want the
job, were the same reason: cancer. Lucy had cancer, and her husband
Howard couldn’t take time off to take care of their two small children.
They would pay Livvie to come every day for a couple of hours and hang
out with the kids and do small things for Lucy.
Cancer! The very word illed Livvie with dread. She had never forgotten
the visit to Jack when he was dying of that lump on his leg. Cancer was the
end of the world. And now here it was again.
When she crossed the street and rang the bell the next morning, Howard
answered the door. He was an affable man, and welcomed Livvie warmly,
but that didn’t help. The house was cold with fear. Howard brought her to
Lucy, who was sitting up in the hospital bed in her bedroom, pale, with a
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wan smile, her chest lat where the breasts had been. She thanked Livvie
for coming and then Howard brought Livvie to the living room, where a
little boy of six and a little girl of four were playing.
Livvie wasn’t used to little kids, her own brother and sisters being older.
But she sat down with them and asked if they wanted to read a story, and
the little boy brought her a book called The Old Tree, and they sat on
either side of her on the couch. She wished she could just read the Old
Tree Book and forget about the other thing, the Death that lurked in every
room in the house like a haggard monster…
Livvie went back every day after that, and every day she swallowed her
fear and carried it home with her, where she slept with it all night and felt
it lingering over her shoulder all day. The children were not dif icult, but
she didn’t know how to treat them – should she hug them? Or was that
too familiar? Did they know their mother was dying?
Jude would come sometimes and sit with Lucy and talk with her. One time
she told Livvie that Lucy wasn’t afraid of dying, just of the pain. That
didn’t help.
Then one day Livvie woke up and knew she couldn’t take it anymore.
Without a word to Lucy or Howard, she told her mother she had to leave,
took her backpack, and led.
-Haven
It was Matilda’s place she set out for. She was sure Matilda and her
parents would welcome her at their home in Los Angeles, because of
something Matilda had told her just a week ago, when she called to tell
Livvie about her parents’ 18th birthday gift to her.
Matilda’s parents, it turned out, were the parents to die for. Now that she
was inally an adult, they had told her, they could confess something
they’d been holding back from her all her life: they were pot heads, and
had been smoking pot and taking LSD at home since she was a young
child.
Not only had her parents confessed that remarkable fact, but right then
and there they had initiated their daughter into the enjoyment of both
those sacred substances. At last Matilda understood what that funny
smell in the house had been, and why they always kept the drapes so
tightly drawn.
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Clearly that was the place to go. Dressed in her favorite dress, a long
lowing garment she had made from the orange parachute Jude had given
her after retiring it from its role as a “spider web” in her kindergarten
music class, Livvie walked down the hill. At the bottom she put out her
thumb. When someone stopped, Livvie told them she was going to LA, and
they said they could at least take her to the freeway…
After that it was easy – she had no trouble getting rides. That was the way
all young people got around in those days – they knew it could
theoretically be dangerous, but this was the new age, the time of love and
peace, and Livvie was sure no one would harm her…
-Freddy
In Los Angeles, Matilda’s parents welcomed her into their home just as
she’d been sure they would. Ada, her mother, turned out to be a kind of
earth mother igure, and told Livvie she could stay as long as she liked. In
a it of responsibleness, Livvie called Jude and told her where she was,
and that she was safe.
Then she simply sat back and let things take her where they would,
joining a changing cast of visitors who came to pay Ada tribute, spending
hours lounging on the wide couches in their dimly lit, sequestered living
room, smoking pot and talking late into the night.
It was there, in Matilda’s living room, that Livvie met three people who
would become central players in her life over the next few years.
One was Rob, a muscular young man with an ample red-brown afro and
beautiful dark eyes, his upper body naked except for a leopard skin vest
and the elaborate tattoos of skulls and roses on his arms. Wearing hefty
rings on several ingers, and a skull pendant around his neck, he was
friendly and expressive, with a loud and contagious laugh. Luce was his
thin, willowy girlfriend, a soft-spoken quiet person. The last was Freddy,
one of Matilda’s best friends. A short boy of Filipino parentage, he had a
joyful smile that radiated from his eyes and his every gesture.
Freddy and Livvie were especially drawn to each other. It seemed like
serendipity when he told her he too was going to UC Santa Barbara in the
fall. What if they got an apartment together, he suggested, and Livvie was
delighted. A friend to live with, someone to save her from being alone
with her empty self. Of course, she said, and they agreed that he would
ind a place in Isla Vista, the college town beside the university, and Livvie
would move in that fall.
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After a month in Los Angeles, Livvie hitchhiked back home. Jude told her
matter-of-factly, with only a hint of reproach, that Howard and Lucy had
found someone else to take care of their children. Then, a couple of weeks
later, she told Livvie she’d found her another job. This one was a job in a
lab where a friend of hers worked, and she was sure Livvie would be up to
it.
Again Livvie did not object. At least this job didn’t have anything to do
with cancer. She started the job, which meant wearing a white lab coat,
helping keep things clean and sterilizing test tubes. It was boring but not
unendurable, and she stuck it out for an entire week before she somehow
sterilized the wrong test tubes, destroying two-dozen blood samples.
After that they politely told her she wasn’t cut out for that kind of work,
and let her go.
Finally September came and Arnie and Livvie put her things in the
Camaro and drove down the coast to Santa Barbara. All way down they
drove with the top down, letting the wind blow in their faces, canceling
the need to talk.
Livvie treasured that time alone with her quiet, puzzled father. Wrapped
up in herself, she had no idea what he was going through as he tried to
simultaneously understand his daughter’s wild behavior and calm his
high-strung wife’s nerves…
-Pretending
The apartment Freddy had found for them was on the top loor of a
two-story white stucco apartment building. Palm trees waved outside the
bedroom window, the air was mild, and they could see the blue ocean a
few blocks away at the end of the street where dark pines stood over the
water. Arnie helped her move her things inside, and left her there, kissing
her goodbye and looking at her mutely, unasked questions in his eyes.
From the beginning, Freddy and Livvie agreed without saying anything
that they were boyfriend and girlfriend. It seemed like the natural thing to
do - they both loved music and food, and they enjoyed each other’s
company. Sex was part of the deal, of course, but they executed it as a
duty, without passion.
Love it was not, but one never knew, it might turn into something. Livvie
bought a turquoise ring and began wearing it on the ring inger of her left
hand.
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At least school was more interesting here. Her art teacher, Mr. Law, was
wonderful. Livvie spent hours drawing austere still lives, and he praised
her work in front of the whole class.
That year it seemed to be always summer. Embarrassed to show her
plump body in a swimming suit, Livvie went swimming in the ocean in
her clothes, and the water was gentle and held her lovingly.
Rob and Luce, Matilda’s friends from Los Angeles, got an apartment in an
old Spanish colonial house in Santa Barbara. When Livvie went to visit
them, a sweet envy stabbed her. She wanted to live in a place like this,
with red terra cotta tiles on the loor, turquoise tiles around the old stove
in the kitchen, a view of the sea out the window. She wanted their idyllic
love…
Rob took Livvie and Luce driving up into the mountains in his ancient
blue Carmen Ghia convertible, with Livvie crammed into the tiny space
behind the two bucket seats. High into the mountains they drove – the
hillsides were rocky and arid, covered with blue-green scrub. Going down
the steep inclines, his bronze afro quivering in the wind, Rob kept pulling
on the emergency brake. The regular brakes hadn’t worked for some time,
he apologized cheerfully, but not to worry, the emergency had always
worked ine so far...
When they got back, Rob gave Livvie a little vial with pink liquid in it –
mescaline, nicer and safer than LSD, he said. A gift.
The next day, back in Isla Vista, Livvie went alone to the cliffs above the
sea and poured the pink liquid down her throat.
Then there was no time. Livvie simply was. She was one with everything,
a loat in the Clear Light, a pearlescent space where all was forever well.
A loat in the bliss of just being, Livvie did not want to go back… And as
soon as she had that thought, she was back.
After such beauty, such perfection, being back in the regular world was a
letdown – but like the climate here, this letdown was mild. Livvie went
back to her regular life, going to classes, drawing and painting her severe
compositions, living her lukewarm life with Freddy…
After a few months Jude came to visit. They showed her the apartment,
and she looked around with scarcely hidden despair. She prided herself
on being open-minded, but when it came to her daughter living in sin, she
drew the line. When they were alone, she told Livvie, “I saw your little
ring…” Livvie was morti ied.
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Livvie and Freddy’s relationship had never been strong, but after Jude left,
things began falling apart more swiftly. Livvie tried to ignore it, but the
more they fell apart, the more Livvie clung. She couldn’t lose Freddy – he
still might become what she so wanted and needed, a real love. If he left,
she’d be alone, and she couldn’t imagine that. What would she do?
The inevitable happened. Freddy told her he wanted to break up.
Miserably, she could only assent.
By some horrible stroke of fate, the apartment directly underneath theirs
was available, and Livvie moved in. She stood her easel in the middle of
the living room and hung her clothes in the closet. Then she went to the
grocery store and stocked up on staples like peach yoghurt and m&m’s.
At home she prepared for a siege. Her loneliness could batter on the
ramparts with its army of faceless phantoms all it pleased – Livvie was
never going to let it in. When the pounding got too loud, she could drown
it out with food. The rest of the time, she would sit and draw, listening to
Bach on the stereo.
For hours on end Livvie drew the room, and arrangements of fruit, and
her face in the mirror, and the view out the door. As long as she was
drawing, she was ok, absorbed in a purity nothing could touch. But every
time Freddy climbed the stairs outside her window with a new girlfriend,
Livvie felt the building tremble.
-Everything Falling Apart
All Livvie’s life, her mother had been the one person she could really talk
to. From the time Livvie was very small, she and Jude talked and talked,
sharing their deepest feelings without restraint. Jude was Livvie’s guiding
light, and if she sometimes told Livvie things she didn’t want to hear,
Livvie just accepted that as the price of being close.
One of Jude’s favorite subjects was the misfortune of having been born a
woman. Not that being female was all bad, Jude always assure her
daughter – it was only females, after all, who could have babies. That was
why she had married Arnie. She didn’t regret the being a mother, but you
could take the rest of the marriage thing and lush it down the toilet. The
very idea of being a housewife appalled her. That kind of meaningless
slavery was an insult to human dignity.
It was her work that set her free. Teaching music was Jude’s passport to
independence, her ticket out of the asphyxiating atmosphere of home,
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where her children weighed on her with their needs, and her annoying
husband tried so hard to please her. Only when she left and traveled
around the country, igniting thousands with her passion for music, could
she breathe again.
Livvie wasn’t the only one who knew how unhappy her mother was.
When Jude was alone with Arnie she would tell him. He was a ine
husband and father, she would assure him, but she needed to breathe, to
be free, and she only felt free when she was away from the house, and
from him…
Arnie tried to both give her more space and to support her in her work. In
addition to teaching at the University he kept an eye on the workings of
the Academy, making sure the books were balancing and the nonpro it
was operating correctly.
It was after one of Jude’s teaching tours that she brought a new friend
home to visit. Braelynn, a young music teacher from Vermont, was
captivated by Jude’s work, and by Jude herself, and the two stuck together
like taffy. The family welcomed her just as they welcomed everyone, and
the young woman made herself at home. Her stay stretched out into
weeks, and then months...
After Braelynn arrived on the scene, she became Jude’s traveling
companion, and they were away more than they were home. When they
were gone, Arnie became a single father, house husband, and bread
winner. Alone, he struggled to be there for his increasingly wayward
teenagers and to keep the household together and the Academy
functioning. When Jude and Braelyn returned, he added grappling with
his wife’s discontent to his load.
Braelyn did what she could to help. Having some income from a small
inheritance, she paid a modest sum for room and board; but it was her
salvation in Christ that was her true wealth, and she paid generously out
of her store of faith.
Her offerings fell on fertile soil. For both Jude and Arnie, everything was
falling apart. To the family and the world they put on their usual stalwart
happy face, but they both knew their marriage was on the rocks; and their
children were doing things no one had ever warned them about. Livvie
was the worst.
Jude and Arnie had always gone to church, but the lukewarm Sunday
services in the Congregational church had long since ceased to offer any
solutions. People were falling apart there too – the preacher had run off
with a member of the congregation, splitting up a long-time couple,
seeding scandal in the ranks.
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What Braelynn offered was on a wholly different level. Catholicism was
serious, the real McCoy. With her encouragement and patient explanation,
Jude and Arnie began going to mass every day.
If Livvie and her brother and sisters were surprised at their parents’
sudden religious enthusiasm, they all had their own problems, and simply
added their parents’ Catholicism to the list of their many oddities.
-Family Troubles
Jude, meanwhile, was getting worse and worse, falling apart at the seams.
When she and Braelynn were traveling, Arnie wondered if they would
ever come back. It was quite possible, he mused sorrowfully, that they
would just set up house back east, or maybe Jude would even commit
suicide…
Livvie wasn’t helping. Whenever she called to weep on her mother’s
virtual shoulder, Jude would listen and respond as kindly as she could –
but afterward she would be weak and shaking, sobbing in Braelynn’s
arms.
When Jude went to a psychiatrist, he told her she was a “man hater.” That
only made sense, she thought, after the way her father beat her brothers
and terri ied her into having asthma. And certainly Arnie, while not a
violent man, was doing nothing to redeem masculinity in her eyes – he
was so weak and dependent.
The psychiatrist gave her tranquilizers, and she avoided Arnie. When she
did speak to him, it was to remind him that the only reason she didn’t
leave him was that she did not believe he was competent to raise the
children.
To Braelynn the solution was obvious. Livvie was Jude’s biggest problem,
so they had to stop Livvie from contacting her. But when Braelynn told
Arnie that, he simply went to Jude and tried to convince her that Livvie
was just being self-centered and unconscious, and never meant to hurt
her.
Jude loved her daughter, and wanted to believe Arnie, but Braelynn was so
convincing, and surely she understood young people better, being young
herself…
The easiest thing for Jude, of course, was to just keep traveling. Which
only added to Arnie’s problems. A ire with the importance of her work,
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Jude put everything she made back into the Academy, leaving Arnie to
cover all their domestic needs as well as her travel expenses. His salary
was far from equal to the task, but he didn’t dare oppose her for fear she
really would leave. And so she kept traveling, and the hole kept getting
deeper…

-God and Jesus
Arnie had never been much good at conversation, and everyone had
always assumed he just didn’t have anything to say. The truth was, he had
plenty to say, even if he didn’t know how to say it, and he longed for
someone to talk to.
But who? Jude would barely speak to him, and Braelynn always took
Jude’s side. And his children were his children - he could never burden
them with his troubles. Outside the family, he had no close friends.
That was why, after having had only a passing acquaintance with them all
his life, he inally turned to the only other people he knew: God and Jesus.
He did believe in them, and was sure they would listen to him, although
he wasn’t sure how he would know if they answered. They were spirits,
after all, and spirits were so intangible, all in his mind. That didn’t make
them less real, but it did make it harder to hear what they said.
He talked to them anyway, and listened as best he could, unsure but
hopeful. Whenever he had the chance, he would go into his bedroom and
shut the door, and speak softly to them, pouring out his heart. It
comforted him just to talk, and he supposed he would have to be content
with that.
Until one wonderful day it occurred to him – or maybe it was them inally
answering him - that it was simply not true that God and Jesus were only
in his mind. Because he could see God and Jesus in other people!
Why hadn’t he seen that before? It was so obvious - when he looked at
other people, it was God looking back, and Jesus. And when he talked with
them, he was talking with God and with Jesus!
The revelation stunned him. “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” he cried
out inside himself - it was almost too good to be true!
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He was careful not to let his delight show, but sure enough, the next time
he went to the store, there were God and Jesus looking out of the produce
man’s eyes, and the checkout girl’s. They wondered why the morose
professor was so uncommonly friendly…
-Drop Out
When Livvie went home after her year in Santa Barbara, she had no
intention of going back to school the following year. What she was looking
for was not to be found by studying, or in the social life available at school.
School was part of the Establishment, and had no answers about how to
make the world a good place to live.
The only young people she found interesting – the imaginative, creative,
free-thinking people – were dropouts. They were the ones who would
make the world the way they wanted it all by themselves, remake it
without instructions. They had no idea how, but they were determined
that the new world would not be anything like the world their parents
had left them. To ensure that it would be different, they looked for
answers in the forbidden realms – sex and drugs and rock ‘n roll.
Ever like her father, Livvie still found it hard to make friends, even among
her like-minded peers. She told James this, and he told her she should
take better care of her appearance. She should use makeup, and dress
nicely, and lose weight – that would make it easier for her to it in.
She took him up on it, lost weight and began wearing miniskirts and eye
liner. Arnie took her aside and told her he thought her skirts were too
short. She paid no attention, and he was glad. If she was rebelling, maybe
she would learn to run her own life. He was happy to disapprove of her if
that would give her something to rebel against!
In the fall Livvie moved out of her parents’ house and went to live in
Berkeley with Rob and Luce and a number of other young people who
showed up out of nowhere. Someone somehow found the money to rent a
crumbling brown-shingled Victorian on Hearst Street. They moved in –
Rob and Luce had a bedroom, and everyone else distributed themselves in
various nooks and crannies. Livvie’s space was in the living room, where
she slept on the loor between the loudspeakers. They kept the radio on
all the time, even at night. It didn’t bother her.
Drugs were the order of the day. They lived on peanut butter and
marijuana, and their place became a hub for the in-and-out low of LSD,
which was traf icked in various forms – diminutive squares of clear
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plastic, called “window-pane” acid; larger squares of pinkish purple
blotter paper; pills like the Owsleys’ “blue barrels”…
Livvie didn’t remember how many times she “dropped” – LSD was a
necessary ritual. Mostly it was cut with speed, so instead of a smooth ride,
you started off with a gut-churning rush. But after that good things could
happen. One time she saw that all her housemates, there in the purple
darkness, were gods, with the sacred third eye glowing on their
foreheads. Another time a 16-year-old boy named Eric gave her a bowl of
brown rice, and it tasted like the earth itself, full of life.
-Doing Business
Luce and Livvie were in San Francisco, walking down Geary Street, when
the girl approached them. Coming up close, she addressed them in a
con idential voice.
“Hey, you guys know anyone with some acid?”
How had she known? That was exactly what they were there for. They’d
just scored, and they’d gone to the city to see what they could sell on the
street.
What luck, Livvie thought. It was like this friendly young woman had been
dropped from heaven; this was going to be easier than they’d expected.
But they certainly didn’t want to do it right here, out in the open. Even
they were smarter than that.
Livvie was the one who came up with the idea.
“Hey,” she said, “I have a friend who lives close to here. How about we
meet you there?”
The girl agreed. Livvie gave her the friend’s address and she said she’d
meet them there in half an hour. Then Luce and Livvie headed off to ind
the place, which turned out to be only a couple of blocks away.
Jay wasn’t really Livvie’s friend, although she did have vague designs on
him. He was an acquaintance from high school, a skinny, pleasant-faced
redhead. In school he had gone in for sports, not exactly Livvie’s type,
even if she had dared to talk to boys then, and she had never so much as
spoken to him until a couple of months ago, when she happened to bump
into him on the street. Then they’d exchanged phone numbers and
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addresses and gone their separate ways. She hadn’t seen him since, but
she had his address in her book.
When they got to the big Victorian, Livvie rang the bell, and after a bit Jay
opened the door. He greeted Livvie in some surprise, but seemed happy
enough to see her. She introduced Luce and he led them up the stairs to
his second loor apartment.
They were just getting the pleasantries over with and starting to explain
the reason for their visit when the door opened with a loud bang.
Looking up in surprise, Livvie was amazed to see their friend from the
street standing there, brandishing a pistol.
“Take off all your clothes and lie down on the loor,” she yelled, “or I’ll
blow your motherfuckin’ heads off!”
As she spoke, two other young women appeared from behind her. Rushing
into the room they began ransacking the place, stuf ing things into a bag.
“Tie those motherfuckers up!” barked the girl they’d met in the street.
One of the others, looking around in confusion, yanked the cord of a table
lamp out of its socket, ran up to Livvie, and told her to lie down on her
stomach.
Naked, Livvie obeyed, and the girl tied her wrists and ankles together
behind her back. Then she gave Luce the same treatment, using the
bootlaces from Jay’s combat boots.
Jay, meanwhile, had stood up, only to be cracked over the head with the
butt of a gun. When he collapsed on the loor, one of the intruders hauled
a mattress over and dumped it on top of him. They were clearly not
experts, but they were doing their best.
While the three of them lay there, the intruders rushed about the room,
linging stuff around and grabbing this and that. They seemed to have
forgotten all about the acid. All the while the ringleader stood in the
doorway waving her gun at the three on the loor, muttering loudly, “Shut
up or I’ll blow your motherfuckin’ heads off!” even though they were as
silent as lambs.
For an eternity the three girls rampaged through the place. Lying there
naked, the bare planks of the loor against her skin, Livvie wondered if
her life should be lashing before her eyes, and if it wasn’t, if that meant
she wasn’t going to die after all. She couldn’t seem to worry about it – it all
seemed distant and unreal…
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At last, satis ied that they’d done their worst, the visitors left, leaving the
door agape.
It didn’t take long for Livvie and Luce to free themselves from their
inexpert bonds. Standing up, they lifted the mattress off Jay, who was
lying there quite awake and perturbed. His head was bleeding from the
blow and they got some toilet paper and hydrogen peroxide from the
bathroom and cleaned him up as best they could.
Jay looked around at the wreckage while they all pulled on their clothes. It
wasn’t too bad, he said. They hadn’t taken much.
Then he went out into the hallway, where he opened another door and
peered inside.
He returned exultant. “Hah!” he said, “They missed the best part. Come
and see.”
When they looked in the door, they understood. Inside, luxuriating in
giant pots under an array of sun lamps, was a whole marijuana forest.
Livvie and Luce helped Jay tidy things up in the other room, and Livvie
apologized for having brought this disaster into Jay’s life. He said not to
worry about it. They may have made a mess but all they’d taken was an
old TV and a few odds and ends. These things happen. It was just a day
like any other day.
He was exceptionally kind, and probably exceptionally foolish - as foolish
as his guests were.
Thanking him for his understanding, Livvie and Luce said goodbye and
headed back to the house on Hearst Street. After that, Livvie left the
dealing to others; she igured she just didn’t have a head for business.
-Expulsion
The mugging shook Livvie up. Missing the warmth of her family, she
wondered if perhaps she should try a different path. Maybe, just maybe,
her parents had really found something in the church…
Just before Thanksgiving, she went home and told them she was ready to
become a Catholic.
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Astonished, they strove not to show it. That’s nice, they said, they would
see if they could set up an appointment for her at the church. Privately
they congratulated themselves - they been praying for Livvie every day at
Mass for the last month.
The last thing Livvie had told Jude was that she really liked her commune,
where they were all brothers and sisters practicing free love. They were
studying the I-Ching and the Tarot, and everyone said that in April there
would be an enormous earthquake when all of coastal California would
slide into the sea. They were planning to leave Berkeley before that,
though they didn’t know where they would go, but wherever they went,
they would live all together and take care of each other. All they wanted
was love and peace.
Now, hoping against hope, Arnie made Livvie an appointment with one of
the deacons at their church. When the day came, Livvie put on her most
conservative clothes, and drove down to see the man.
He sat her down in his of ice and asked her about herself, and what she
wanted to do with her life, and if she believed in Christ. She said she
wanted to be a writer and that she did believe in Christ. It was when he
asked her why she wanted to join the church that she had to scramble for
an answer. After fumbling about for a while, she came up with something
about looking for guidance, and thinking the church might be good for
her.
He looked at her kindly and said simply, “I don’t think the church is a good
it for you.” That was that.
Surprised but not exactly disappointed, Livvie went back to her parents’
house. She couldn’t just stay home without a plan… With no better idea,
she collected her backpack, and went back to the house on Hearst Street.
Jude and Arnie sighed and went back to praying.
It was only a little comforting when the deacon told them, “You don’t have
to worry about Livvie. She’ll ind her way – she’s just good.”
She may have been good, but she was hardly tactful. The day after
Christmas she and Jude were sitting by the ire when Livvie, seized with a
it of honesty, told Jude everything she hadn’t been telling her: that she
regularly smoked pot and took LSD and had had sex with at least ifteen
different young men...
Silent, Jude listened. When Livvie was done, she asked her what she was
doing for protection.
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Protection? You mean from sex? Nothing! I don’t need it, Livvie told her.
She hadn’t had a period in two years, she explained. She’d been to the
doctor, they couldn’t ind anything wrong with her, but she was sure it
meant couldn’t get pregnant.
That was when Jude looked at her with that long, abstracted look and told
her, “Then you’re no longer welcome in this house.”
Livvie was both shocked and relieved. She’d always gotten along too well
with her mother – at least now Jude was treating her like a normal young
person. Maybe there was hope for her yet.
The next morning, her parents told her they both agreed that Livvie had
to leave. Livvie told them she understood, but that she had to do what she
had to do. She assured them that she was not entirely lost. Then she took
her pack, walked down the hill, and hitched a ride back to the house on
Hearst Street.
-The Big One
Life on Hearst Street continued, passing as if in a dream. The living room
illed with a changing procession of long-haired, deliberately ragged
young people. Coming and going, some stayed for a while, some vanished.
No one knew where the money came from. Drugs lowed like a regular
tide through their days – just pot and psychedelics, nothing hard, no
heroin or amphetamines, at least not that Livvie knew of. But she knew
she didn’t know much. In reality, anything could have been going on.
When April came around, they waited for the day of the Big One, April 13.
They had planned to move away by now, but somehow it hadn’t
happened. At least they could hike up into the hills and watch everything
crumble away at their feet.
The day came. Livvie dressed in her purple velvet dress, put on her loppy
broad-brimmed brown felt hat, and slung her bag over her shoulder. Then
they all set out walking, climbing the city streets, up toward the hills.
They reached the highest point they could get to, beyond the last houses,
and sat down under a stand of eucalyptus trees. Below them spread the
Megalopolis - Berkeley and Oakland and the Bay, and across the water the
hills of San Francisco, and inally the Paci ic, hazy in the distance.
What time was the Big One supposed to happen? Nobody seemed to
know. They sat and smoked some dope, passing the joint from hand to
95

hand. Someone put a little purple pill in Livvie’s hand. Rob had said he
would bring some Owsleys – this must be it. She swallowed it and waited.
The afternoon passed, it grew hot. Finally someone said they should go
back.
When the acid came on, you could tell by the rush, the nervous crawling
inside your gut. That was because it was cut with speed. Owsleys were
supposed to be pure, of course, but with really pure acid, it would have
been a smooth ride. That was what they said. Livvie had never had a
smooth ride.
The others had already gone on, somewhere else. No, Livvie was wrong there they were, walking beside her - Rob, the father; Luce, the willowy
sister-girlfriend-mother; Twin, the dark-curled rocker from Marin; and
Billy, a blond boy with a limp, just arrived from Southern California last
night, who had forgotten where he had left his old VW bug. The sun was
hot and white, they walked on, stumbling down the mountain.
The road became a ribbon of protoplasm, bubbling in the sun. Houses and
storefronts, cars, bushes, clouds, human bodies - everything was
protoplasm, squeezed and mounded into odd shapes. The hat. Livvie had
taken it off, and it was in her hand. Why keep it? It was only more stuff,
without purpose. She dropped it in the gutter. And her shoulder bag another useless object full of useless objects. She dropped that too.
"What are you doing!? You have to keep your things!" Rob appeared
beside her and put the things back in her hands.
OK, Livvie assented. Other people understood the world, what and why it
was, and how to be in it. She hung the purse on her shoulder, that odd
extension of her lesh, and closed her hand on the hat. Then she walked
on, down the hill, senseless noises burping and erupting all around her.
Without her noticing anything change, a shift happened. Now she was on
another asphalt road, in the country. A road by the ocean. Alone, in a tiny
blue sports car like a rickety space capsule, she was going down the road.
It looked like Highway 1, a stretch where she sometimes hitchhiked,
except that this road was a loop. She was going around and around on it,
passing by the sea and then dipping into a valley of green ields. Then
around and up again. She felt carsick. She had been doing this forever and
ever, alone in the car. But she was not driving, there was no way to stop,
no way to get out, no way to leave the road or the car.
She was stuck, with no way out. This she knew, with sickening certainty.
This was life, which she had been trying to get out of forever. Helpless,
exhausted, beaten, she knew she could never leave this eternal circuit.
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But then, even more maddeningly, she would forget that it was hopeless.
Every time she reached a certain point in the loop, she would begin to
hope – to imagine, just barely, that she might escape. Weakly, painfully,
she would struggle to focus, intent that this time she might ind the way
out... Then, too late, just as she reached the curve, she would remember, in
that circular eternity, that she was stuck here. Stuck and alone in an
absurd world that she alone did not understand, a world to which she
alone did not possess the key.
It did not seem contradictory, in that world where she alone was real, that
others were watching from outside – others who knew the answer and
would not tell her. From outside her lonely, impenetrable world, faces
looked mockingly in at her, smiling and inaccessible, shaking their heads,
when would she learn, what a pity, ha ha ha. Around and around, alone,
absolutely alone, the pointless universe banging and bumping around her,
without escape...
At last, days or centuries later, Livvie was back in the house on Hearst
Street, lying on a couch, drained and nauseated. Remembering, she stood
up, found a tape of a Brandenburg concerto, and put it on the stereo. Her
treasured Bach, her Guide whose music had blessed her, long ago, with
the knowing that life was sublimely OK. Since then, his music had never
failed to rescue her from the deepest despair.
This time it was just so much kerplunk.
If that were the case, she might as well be dead.
-Rescue
It was James who came to Livvie’s rescue. He hadn’t seen her for almost
two years when, driving through Berkeley one afternoon, he happened to
notice her wandering down the street, looking utterly lost. Pulling over, he
invited her to come with him, and she did so gladly, happy to see his kind
face. He took her back to his apartment nearby, and after that they began
to spend time together again.
She told him about her acid trip, and how she’d been struggling ever
since. She wasn’t going to take LSD again, that was enough, but now she
had to ind out why she was here, what was going on. She couldn’t believe
that everyone didn’t question this life, didn’t wonder why they were here,
in these bodies, the leshy protuberances that somehow walked around
on the earth...
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Listening, James told her he had a remedy: meditation. He had become a
follower of Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, and meditation had saved his life. It
was easy, all you had to do was go to the ashram with $35 and some fruit
and lowers. If she would do that, she would be ok.
What did she have to lose? A few days later she went with James to the
ashram, stopping on the way to buy some cheap lowers and some
oranges.
At the ashram they accepted her offerings and put her in a little room
draped with sheets. There she sat on the loor and a young man
whispered a sound in her ear. That was her mantra, and she must never
speak it out loud. All she had to do was sit and repeat it silently to herself
every day for ifteen minutes, and she would be ine.
She tried it. It was relaxing, she had to admit that – but other than that,
nothing. She was disappointed – what was the point? On the other hand,
maybe it took time – it was better than nothing, and James swore by it. So
she kept at it faithfully for several weeks…
It was around then that James invited her to go with him and a friend to
Boulder Creek, near Santa Cruz. Livvie was game – nothing was keeping
her in Berkeley, especially now that she did not dare to take another acid
trip.
-Sarah
From Berkeley they drove south into the Santa Cruz Mountains. For
endless miles they wound through deep redwood- illed ravines and
climbed over mountain tops through high coastal meadows, only to
plunge down again into the shadows of the redwoods. When they reached
the little town of Boulder Creek, they turned off on a narrow road and
drove until they came to a cabin hidden under the shadows of the
enormous trees.
They went up to the front door and knocked. Presently the door opened,
and a giant of a woman was there, telling them to come on in. This was
Sarah, said James. White haired, Sarah was at least six feet tall and of
ample girth, with a warm face and a booming no-nonsense voice. As
James introduced each of the visitors, Sarah opened her arms to each in
turn and enfolded them in her massive embrace, welcoming them into her
home.
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That night more young people arrived, all of them scraggly with beads
and headbands and holes in their jeans, and they all sat in Sarah’s living
room while she read to them by candle light - poems by Kabir, and the
Prophet, and other things. Livvie didn’t understand a word, but she
basked in Sarah’s warmth.
The next day Sarah invited Livvie to stay with her, and James and his
friend left. Sarah had an extra room, and only one other girl was living
with her at the time. Livvie called Arnie, and he agreed to send her money
for room and board.
Sarah was a potter and an earth-mother. Her bowls and cups were rugged
and green-glazed, and her home a haven. She let Livvie live with her
without asking questions, but if Livvie wanted to talk she was there. So
Livvie told her of her misadventures with drugs and love, and Sarah
listened silently. Instead of giving Livvie advice, she included Livvie in her
life, taking her with her to do the shopping and visit friends, and once in a
while to see a movie at the nearby drive-in theater. That’s where Livvie
saw the new Beatles movie, “Yellow Submarine.”
It was also at Sarah’s house that Livvie discovered that she was, after all,
normal. Lying alone in the dark in the spare room, she began exploring
her body, playing with that particular place Jude had long ago told her not
to touch, when a bloom of exquisite sensation swept over her,
overwhelming her.
Oh! So that’s what people were talking about... It was an enormous relief.
At last, Livvie thought, she might have a chance of getting into the heaven
she didn’t believe in after she died…
In December Sarah announced that she was going to drive down to the
Mojave Desert to go to an “enlightenment workshop.” Livvie was welcome
to come along. It cost $125, and would last ive days.
Why not? Livvie asked Arnie for the money, and he agreed without
questions. That was lucky, because Livvie would have had no idea what to
tell him.
-The Desert
They left Sarah’s house early in the morning and drove to Berkeley to
meet up with several others who were going to the workshop. At the
home of a friend of Sarah’s they found a whole company of young people
waiting. They all greeted Sarah warmly, and then everyone climbed into a
99

cargo van. Sarah rode in front with the driver, and the rest of them
sprawled on the loor in the back.
Not knowing anyone, Livvie hugged her sleeping bag and spent the entire
eight or nine hour trip alternately dozing and gazing up at telephone
wires and the tops of buildings and trees as they led past…
At last, after an endless interlude, she surfaced from her road trance to
hear someone say they were getting close. She got on her knees and
peered out. It was late afternoon and they were rolling down an asphalt
road, going slowly as if looking for something. All around them was
nothing but desert, bleak and arid, gray earth and gray vegetation
spreading out as far as she could see. To the left the land was lat; to the
right it sloped upward toward a desolate mountain range. They continued
slowly moving forward, until all at once they turned right onto a dirt road.
Nearby a battered sign read “Potentiality Institute.” “Look,” said Sarah,
“you can see the bullet holes.” Bullet holes? Livvie wondered what that
was about…
They drove up the dirt road for several minutes, the slope increasing until
they were bumping up a steep mountainside. After another quarter of a
mile it leveled out, and they pulled up and stopped. The driver shut off the
motor. Could they actually be there?
Someone hauled open the van door and they all tumbled out and stood
gawking, getting their bearings. Beside them rose a large wooden
A-frame, with people in winter jackets and scarves going in and out the
door. All around them soared rugged slopes peopled with small boulders
and cacti. The air was cold, and wonder of wonders, everything – every
rock and every cactus – sparkled under a thick layer of snow. Breathing
the bright, clean air, Livvie felt like she was waking up out of a hundred
years’ sleep. It was incredibly beautiful.
She followed the crowd into the A-frame. Inside, the loor was littered
with boots, and people were milling about in a chaos of greetings and
logistics. A pregnant young woman with a clip board took her name and
her check, and directed her up the stairs. That was where they would
meet later she said; for now, Livvie could ind a place for her sleeping bag
up there. Dinner would be at 6pm in the kitchen, which was downstairs,
over there on the other side of the boots. The outhouses were up the hill,
behind the A-frame.
Livvie deposited her boots with the others and climbed the stairs. At the
top was a large room, empty, with a bare wooden loor and a high A-frame
ceiling of knotty pine. One end of the room was all windows, and looked
out across the desert toward distant mountains that shimmered dusky
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purple in the setting sun. A few sleeping bags were scattered at various
stations along the walls. She put her things down near the stairs, and sat
down to wait for something to happen, pretending to be busy with writing
in her journal. Sometimes someone new would come up the stairs and
greet her, and she would greet them back, as if she belonged here…
At last the dinner bell rang. Dinner was vegetable soup, ladled out of an
enormous pot on the stove, and a hunk of coarse dark bread. One helping
of each, that was all. They sat wherever they could ind space, some
staying downstairs, sitting at a long wooden table against one wall, others
going upstairs. Livvie stayed downstairs, and met Rani.
Or Rani met her. Wandering near the long table with her bowl and hunk of
bread, Livvie fell into Rani’s orbit and was captured by her gravitational
pull.
Rani was a substantial young woman with a regal air and beautiful,
queenly face. Robed in a burgundy caftan, her dark hair gathered loosely
at the nape of her neck in an antique brass clasp, she lacked only a crown.
Her movements were deliberate and languid and welcoming, her grave
gaze mocking and affectionate. She welcomed Livvie to sit with her, and
without knowing what on earth she had done to deserve the honor, Livvie
found that she was one of Rani’s subjects. She didn’t mind – anyway,
resistance would have been futile.
When Livvie sat down, Rani introduced her to the girl to her right. “Allow
me to introduce you to the most beautiful girl in the world,” she said, with
a little bow to the girl, who smiled and laughed shyly.
The girl was her 16-year-old sister Shayna, and Rani was right – she was
as beautiful as a princess from the Tales of the Arabian Nights, lithe and
lovely with long glossy black hair and great dark eyes. She reminded
Livvie of a gazelle. But more than anything, Livvie liked Shayna – she was
sweet and humble, and they connected like sisters.
After dinner they all went upstairs and joined around sixty people sitting
on the loor, their backs to the wall of windows. At the other end of the
room, a balding, short-haired, middle-aged man in a polo shirt and slacks
sat backwards on a chair, facing the audience.
When they had all settled and quieted down, he began to speak. His name
was Jack, he told them. He was the one who had started all this, the
Potentiality Institute and its enlightenment workshops. Beside him was
his ripely pregnant wife Ayla, the one who had taken Livvie’s name and
money when they arrived. They lived with their three children in their
own A-frame up the hill. Two-year-old Mikey, the littlest, could be seen
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wandering the property wearing nothing but cowboy boots to protect him
from snakebite, his round belly leading the way.
Jack explained that they were all about to embark on ive days of hard
work – intensive, grueling work. The whole time, they would be doing
nothing but asking themselves one question: “Who am I?” That was all
they were to be doing, all they were to be thinking or feeling, no matter
what they were engaged in - talking, eating, sleeping, walking around,
working, or meditating.
Most of the time, he said, they would be working together, in “dyads,” two
people facing each other. They would alternate taking ive-minute turns
with one speaking and the other listening. They would do this over and
over and over, for most of an hour, and then ind a new partner and do it
all over again, all day long, until they were sick of it.
The thing was, he said, people had been meditating for millennia, most of
them without ever getting anywhere, a pitiful few having breakthroughs
only after years and years of struggle. That was how meditation was, if
you meditated by yourself. It was an infernally slow process. Because all
your thoughts and feelings got in the way, got stuck inside you like a
massive wad of garbage blocking the exit of a volcano. Sometime it had to
blow, but that could take untold ages.
Now, however, things were changing. Everything was speeding up – time
was moving faster and faster and faster, dragging everything with it –
lifestyle, work, play, entertainment... Why shouldn’t enlightenment be
sped up too?
It was this that had led him to the discovery that would lead to the
enlightenment workshops. The discovery was that if you combined
meditation with communication in a retreat of several days, amazing
things could happen. Using this approach, ordinary people could
sometimes reach different levels of enlightenment in a matter of days.
So that was what this place was all about, here in the desert, he said.
Getting enlightened. He had called his organization the Potentiality
Institute because that’s what human beings are: Potential.
Some people from a group he’d been with before had gotten mad at him
when he went his own way, he added, hence the bullet holes in the sign.
The next morning a monitor woke them all at 6am, and directed them
downstairs for a hasty and frugal breakfast of oatmeal and herb tea. Then
it was back upstairs again to begin ive days of intentional obsession.
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Who Am I - could it really be so hard? Livvie thought it was a simple
enough question. But after several rounds, back and forth with one
clueless and patient partner after another, it was clear enough. This
wasn’t going to be any piece of cake.
Over and over she asked herself the question, telling her partner every
answer that came to mind. She knew the real answer couldn’t be anything
obvious, like her name, or that she was a girl, someone who loved Bach
and art and writing and reading novels, who was deathly afraid of LSD,
who loved her parents and brother and sisters, who had grown up in a
loving household with no problems at all but who had turned out so
lonely and nervous about the future…
It couldn’t be any of those answers, but she had to say them anyway. The
rules were that you didn’t hold anything back, and your partner couldn’t
comment, so there was nothing for it but to spew all that garbage. Of
course it did not bring her one jot closer to enlightenment. Was she doing
it right, she worried, as she watched all her super icial answers fall away
like a house of cards. Frustrated and bored out of her gourd, she waited
for the end…
The ive days were as endless as the endless repetition. Every day they got
up at 6, ate their miserly rations, nothing remotely sustaining or
gratifying. Every hour the monitors would judiciously remind them to
keep focused, to keep asking “Who am I?” Most of the day was spent like
that, either listening while the other person spouted all kinds of
nonsense, or spouting the same nonsense oneself. They did have a period
of “walking meditation” outdoors every afternoon, but that was little
better. But mostly it was just sitting and asking those infernal questions.
Late into the night they worked, sitting cross-legged on the loor, staring
at each other. At last, at midnight, Jack said a few encouraging words and
they crawled to their sleeping bags and passed out – only to be awakened
at six to do it all over again.
Every once in a while, some lucky person would have an “experience” –
something that went beyond intellect, sensations, or emotions. All of a
sudden, after so many agonizing hours plugging away at the blasted
question, something would erupt or bloom within them – a profound
knowing. This might leave them laughing and crying, or speechless, or
blissed out, or relieved, or simply peaceful and re lective. Everyone was
different. And everyone else was jealous.
By the end, many, perhaps most, had had no extraordinary experience at
all.
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Livvie had some interesting insights, but nothing earthshaking. It didn’t
matter – for some reason, she was hooked, and knew she would be back.
Because no matter how grueling it was, this spoke to her dilemma: how to
get out of the hell she had landed herself in with LSD. If she couldn’t ind
the answer to this question, if she didn’t come to a clear experience of
who she was and what she was doing here, it was the same as being stuck
on that absurd loop by the ocean, going around and around and around,
ad in initum, ad nauseam. She had to ind the way out.
Livvie was hooked not only on this work, but on the people. These were
the kind of people she needed to be around. “Ordinary” people may think
they were all off their rocker, asking these questions, but she didn’t care.
She had to ind out the truth about this life, and she would persist until
something gave way – until she either found the answer she was looking
for or died looking.
When the workshop was over, she thanked Sarah for bringing her with
her, and also for giving her shelter for all those months in her home. When
they returned to Boulder Creek, Livvie collected her belongings and took
the bus home to see Jude and Arnie.
They received her with warmth and delight, as if nothing dif icult had
ever happened between them. Then Livvie told them about the
Potentiality Institute, and that she was no longer taking drugs, but had set
out on the path to discover who she was. If they had any misgivings about
cults, they said nothing.
The next morning Livvie set out hitch-hiking on her way to Rani’s house
in Los Angeles.
J&S
-The Institute
Of course Livvie would go to Rani. Rani had opened her heart and her
home to her – where else would she go? There was something
fundamental in Rani’s being that Livvie felt like the earth beneath her feet.
At 24, Rani was a single mom with two little children, Emil and Lisa, the
three of them living in a one-room duplex behind the Institute’s
headquarters. Her tiny home was a haven for wandering young people; at
one time she somehow had six people living there. And there was Fred
Hall. He was a tall, wistful man in his thirties, with his hair already
graying. He slept in Rani’s back yard, in a sleeping bag.
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Livvie arrived and stayed. Emil was six, curly-haired, wide-eyed, and
mischievous, and Lisa was two, a sweet-faced dark-haired elf. One day
they were taking the bus somewhere, and Rani asked Livvie to hold Lisa
on her lap. Livvie was taken aback - me? She had not dared to presume
that Lisa would want to be held. But when she picked her up, the little girl
snuggled into her like she belonged there. It was extraordinary – she just
it, and Livvie felt her body come into its own, as if it had at last found its
rightful place in the order of things. It was then that she knew she might
one day want children.
Another irst for her since leaving home, and a great improvement, was
that her life inally had a focus beyond the blind search for romantic love.
At Rani’s, their social life revolved around more than just having fun and
ful illing the status quo. They would often get together with friends from
the Institute and just hang out, talking, sharing food, being together. And
now no one was smoking marijuana or dropping acid. Instead they talked
about life, and the world, and about consciousness.
That was their common focus: how to make sense of this life. They were
open to everything. Sometimes they went to a nearby yoga ashram or
elsewhere for some special event. Once several of them went to hear a
little boy who was supposed to be a great yoga master. He said in his high,
piping voice, “American people have automobiles, and still they are not
satis ied.” At that point Livvie and Rani looked at each other, stood up, and
walked out, without saying a word.
-Little Enlightenments
Time and again Livvie and Rani and all their friends would go back up to
the desert, to study and work together. Besides the enlightenment
workshops, there were workdays when they helped with repairs on the
A-frame, or wandered the land picking up litter among the rocks and
cacti, or helped in the kitchen, or took care of Ayla’s two-year-old. Other
times Jack led study sessions in which he had them make clay models of
different emotional states, or different ideas relating to human
consciousness. But what captivated Livvie most was the enlightenment
workshops, which took place not only in the desert but at different
locations all around California.
On Jude’s travels, Jude had uncharacteristically learned to knit, and
despite her terror over her daughter’s lifestyle, had made Livvie a woolen
throw in soft brown and beige and tan, patterned in odd-shaped
rectangles after the ields she saw below her as she lew over them on her
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way to speaking engagements around the country. When she gave Livvie
the throw, she made a joke about how mothers obsess about keeping
their children warm. Livvie loved it, and took it with her everywhere after
that. When she went to her next workshop, at a retreat center up north
near the Russian River, she wrapped herself in its warmth as she sat on
the loor, asking and asking, listening and listening.
It was there that Livvie had her irst “enlightenment” experience. She had
been asking the same old question, “Who am I,” for three days straight,
and was heading into yet another round with another partner, when
suddenly it hit her. Who am I? I’m this one, the one who is asking, ME!
It was so obvious, and so ridiculous, that all she could do was laugh – and
that’s what she did, laughed and laughed and laughed til the tears came,
the joke tickling her with its comicalness until after mountains and lakes
of laughter, she was inally laughed out. The whole thing was, for some
reason, an enormous relief.
Over the course of the next couple of years, Livvie went to a lot of
enlightenment workshops, as many as she could it into her life. And at a
few of them, other experiences caught her by surprise. They were always
different, and always welcome, even though they never failed to topple
her off whatever perch of stability she’d been managed to settle on for the
moment.
One of the most intriguing experiences came at one of the desert retreats.
They’d been asking “what am I?” all day, and it was very late at night,
when Livvie suddenly found that she had drifted into freefall, and was
a loat without a body, in black outer space. And she was not alone, but
was wordlessly communing with others, mathematical beings who
expressed themselves as geometrical con igurations, like constellations of
stars.
And she saw that she, like them, did not “exist” in the normal sense of the
word. It wasn’t that she was “nothing” – she was fully aware of being - it
was just that nothing at all could be said of her. She had no attributes, no
lavor or taste or sound, did not move through time, occupied no space.
The closest she could come to describing herself was to say that she was
“no thing.” And this too was a wonderful relief – because how could
anything happen to her if there was nothing to her for something to
happen to? Which meant that she was free.
Like that experience, most of Livvie’s little enlightenments were quiet,
sweeping her out of herself without anyone else being aware of the
monumental change that had taken place inside her.
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One of them, though, nobody could ignore. It happened at an
enlightenment workshop in a big Victorian in Oakland, in the middle of
the afternoon, when the sun was streaming in the tall windows and the
living room loor was packed with people. All of them were sitting
cross-legged on cushions, facing each other in pairs and asking the
question, “What is the purpose of life?”
Livvie was sitting across from Fred Hall, and it was her turn. She sat
mulling over the question for the umpteenth time while Fred stared
tragically at her, his face contorted from days of thinking too hard…
And suddenly Livvie was blinded, and could only cover her face and
scream and scream and scream. Because it wasn’t Fred sitting across from
her - it was God. Out of Fred’s eyes divinity blazed, imperious and glorious
and full of pure, untrammeled, impossible, endless love. And all Livvie
could do was scream and scream…
They took her into another room and sat her down on a chair and gave
her a glass of water and tried to comfort her. And she looked at them
uncomprehending, because what could possibly be wrong, now or ever
again?

-Destiny
Back home in Los Angeles, Livvie went proselytizing. Together with a
couple of friends from the Institute, she went to the City College to pass
out lyers about the workshops. It was there, in a sculpture class, that
Livvie irst laid eyes on Jake.
He was a skinny young man with a pony tail and affable goggle eyes,
standing over a piece of wood that he was carving into some kind of
wave-shape.
What’s this? he asked her, taking the lyer.
Livvie explained. Hmmm, he said.
The following week he showed up at a workshop at the Institute house.
After the walking meditation on the second day, he came back and started
throwing chairs around the room.
“Who am I?” he yelled, “Who did you think I was!? I’m ME!”
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After that he began going to the Institute to see Livvie. One night they lay
on the loor, staring into each other’s eyes. If you stare without blinking,
your vision begins to do weird things. They lay there for what seemed
centuries, staring at each other, watching the scenes and shapes low in
and out of each other’s faces, telling each other what they saw.
They agreed that their visions were re lections from their past lives
together, which were numerous. They had been on a spaceship together,
and one of them had sent the other out the airlock, and watched them
catapult slowly away into the void. They had been farmers in the middle
west, like the two dry seedpods in Grant Woods “American Gothic.” As
they lay there on the loor, life after life lowed through them…
After that, Jake and Livvie got serious. What else could it mean, all those
lives together, than that they should be together in this life too? He began
to spend more and more time at the house on Larchmont. On those visits
he would never take off his shoes, and Livvie wondered if something was
wrong with his feet. But they got along well enough.
At last they both moved out to the Institute in the desert to do workshops
and work and study. They stayed in the big A-frame, which had been
undergoing improvements, and now had indoor toilets. Livvie preferred
the outhouses up the hill – doorless, they offered a superlative view of the
empty desert below and the mountains beyond, perfect for a
contemplative moment…
Somehow during the time Jake and Livvie lived in the desert, they came to
the conclusion that they should get married. Livvie was 24, Jake was 25.
There was no chemistry between them, not the slightest spark. But they
were destined to be together, that had been obvious since that night on
the loor with the past lives. What else could they do?

-Goddess
Livvie was ready. Her brother, who was three years younger than her, had
already done it, marrying his high school sweetheart the year before.
Livvie hadn’t even dated in high school, and here Sam had already found
the love of his life! And they had done it right – Amelia, petite and foxy,
had worn a white dress, and they had tied the knot with hundreds of
onlookers, rice, and everything, at Stanford Memorial Church. Now they
were off in Sweden, doing a year of study, visiting Hugo and Agnes.
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But now it was Livvie’s turn. Even though she’d gotten distracted from the
manhunt by her search for the meaning of life, the manhunt had never
been far from her awareness, and now, with Jake, she had a chance. Surely
marriage would solve all her problems, resolve all her insecurities, and
most of all, protect her from Loneliness...
They agreed to hold the ceremony in April, in her parents’ front yard. It
would be beautiful, with the apple tree in bloom. They asked Jack to
of iciate, and he agreed to travel up to the Bay Area for the ceremony.
Livvie was, after all, part of his inner circle, having recently taken vows as
a “ lat-out.” That was what Jake called all his most dedicated acolytes - it
was biker jargon, he explained, for when you lie lat out on the bike to
lessen the wind resistance and go as fast as possible.
Livvie was proud of being in that inner circle, but there was a deeper
inner circle around Master Jack that she hadn’t been able to penetrate. It
was well known that quite a few of his other female students were being
initiated into Jack’s version of Tantric yoga, and while the rest of his
students were eating their vegetables down in the common house, Jack
was taking the current lady of his choice out for ilet mignon down in the
dusty little town of Apple Valley. Not that Livvie really wanted to break
into that particular inner circle – yech. Still, she felt snubbed. She igured
it was because she was just not very attractive.
Whatever it was, instead of molesting her, Jack seemed to hold her in
some kind of reverential hands-off awe. That was the story of her life.
Everyone always insisted on seeing her as simply good and wholesome, as
if she had been cursed with some kind of untouchable purity. Where did
they get that idea? She certainly didn’t feel pure and wholesome inside,
nor did she particularly want that to be her image.
What she wanted was a new, interesting identity. That was part of the
allure of being a lat-out, since part of the deal was that you got a new
name. All her life Livvie had been saddled with the over-dramatic “Olivia”
and the frivolous-sounding “Livvie” – neither of them re lected the way
she felt inside. She didn’t know exactly how she did feel inside, how she
would describe herself – that indeed was the whole problem with that
damned question, “Who am I” – but she was sure neither “Olivia” nor
“Livvie” re lected that essence, whatever it was, in the least.
For the wedding Livvie made apple cake and wore a long blue hippie
dress that she hoped would make her look thinner.
On the day Jake and Livvie were to be married, Jack slipped a folded paper
into her hand. Livvie unfolded it and stared. Printed on it in pencil was the
word “Goddess.”
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What was that about?? What was Jack trying to tell her?
Only then did it dawn on her. That was her long-anticipated new name.
Goddess?! What an incredible disappointment! Why couldn’t he have come
up with something more exotic?
-Married Angst
The disappointment of her new name was nothing compared to the
disappointment of her marriage. Starting out lukewarm, it took seven
long years to slowly uncurl and die.
To start with, they moved into an apartment in Long Beach. It was dark as
a mole’s burrow inside, with brown walls. A itting incubator for a
relationship conceived in ignorance, without so much as a spark of mutual
awareness.
From the beginning, instead of getting to know each other, they lived each
encased in the shell of their own fantasy. Living together only physically,
in all other ways they passed silently and without touching, moving in
opposite directions, oblivious as ships in the night.
Nevertheless, Livvie was on a quest for perfect love, and she wore that
quest like blinders. Having a good marriage meant putting her husband
irst. The perfect submissive wife, she was bent on following Jake’s lead,
never asking anything for herself or putting anything of herself in the mix.
The problem was, he didn’t want to lead, especially not with a nonentity
in tow.
Instead, Jake had his eye on a distant star that had nothing to do with
Livvie. She was never sure why he chose to be with her, maybe he was
trying to ill some empty space inside him, ind some inner warmth he’d
never had.
She didn’t envy him his childhood. He’d grown up in a family of
discouraged hillbillies who thoroughly disliked each other and life in
general. When he was little, his grandmother used to chase him around
with a butcher knife, yelling, “I’m going to cut your gizzard out, you ilthy
little brat!” Understandably, he feared human contact the way a dog bite
victim fears dogs.
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Even though he was raised in such aridity, there was that place inside him
that yearned to be illed, a place that hurt each time it got emptier. Livvie
and he were in the desert when he got the letter from his parents
announcing their divorce. He wept bitterly.
When she met his parents separately later on, she understood Jake better,
in a bleak kind of way. His mother was a small woman, bitter and
resentful, turned in on herself; his father was a cold man who lived alone
on an avocado ranch making big money. Livvie knew she was a fool to
expect anyone raised by such a pair to know what love was. Yet she kept
trying to make Jake love her, and it was like squeezing blood from a stone.
Why should such a starveling as Jake not look for happiness anywhere but
among people? That’s why he became an artist irst, a human being
second. It was safer.
-The Good Life
They lived in the hole in Long Beach only brie ly. Jake wanted to move up
in the world, make money, stop being just a hippie.
He and a friend in Newport Beach had been talking about starting a
business together painting houses. You could make plenty of money that
way, they said. So they moved to Newport Beach, and Jake and his friend
invested in paint brushes and rollers and started advertising in the local
paper. Livvie got a job as a bank teller.
It wasn’t long before the good life took on a repugnant monotony. Every
morning they went off to work, Jake in overalls, Livvie in a royal blue and
orange polyester suit. Every evening they would come home, Jake covered
with the paint of the day, with paint lecks even in his eyes, Livvie with her
hands smelling of money. To console themselves, they bought a brand
new persimmon colored Volkswagen bug, and Jake built an expensive
stereo system with speakers so big you could sit inside them.
One evening when Livvie was pottering around, adrift in their strange
opulence, she got a phone call from Rani, whom she hadn’t seen since
before her wedding. Sobbing, Rani told her that her little Lisa had been
killed. She had been on her way home with her father when their bus had
been hit by a train. She had died instantly.
The news fell over Livvie like a fog. Numbed, she had no idea what to do
or say. For a long moment, she stood in utter silence. At last, lamely, she
told Rani she was so sorry... A few more words, and they hung up.
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That was the last time they spoke for more than two decades.
It wasn’t that they’d been in touch much since Livvie’s marriage. That
wasn’t Rani’s fault - Livvie knew Rani would have done almost anything
for her. But she understood that Livvie was trying to remake herself, that
she was married now, and her friendship with Rani belonged to her
unstable past.
Now, suddenly, Rani was in need, and Livvie scarcely noticed that she
herself had become something she scorned, a fair-weather friend.
Two decades later, when Livvie did inally call her, she burned with shame
on learning that she was not the only one who had vanished from Rani’s
life back then. Most of their mutual friends had done the same. Looking
back, she shuddered at her callousness and cluelessness. How could she
have been so dead inside, so empty of love?
And yet it was understandable. At 25, Livvie was still only half a person,
someone who only knew love from the receiving end. Still a child inside,
and she was still the center of her own world. It would be years before her
own children would kick her out of the limelight and install themselves
there instead, infusing her life with untold joy and drowning her in terror
at the same time.
Before that moment, Livvie had not the slightest idea what it meant to
love someone else. As for loss, especially the magnitude of the loss of a
child, it was as much beyond her comprehension as life on another planet.
That was why, after Rani’s phone call that day, Livvie stood stunned for a
moment, pondering the incomprehensible, and then gave it up in
bewilderment and went back to the task at hand: her marriage.
-Changes of Scene
Livvie’s marriage was in sorry shape, so fragile that she tiptoed around it
lest it shatter. She knew Jake was dissatis ied, even though most of the
time neither of them spoke of their feelings. Instead they went through
the joyless motions of the domesticity dance, trying not to look at their
feet and stepping frequently on each other’s toes.
The irst time the worst happened, they were still living in Newport
Beach. Out of the blue Jake told her he’d had enough, he couldn’t do it
anymore. Livvie panicked. The specter of her own solitary company was
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more than she could face, and she begged and wept – until at last, to her
vast relief, he relented.
He stayed, but something was missing, as it had always been missing, and
neither of them was about to admit that what they lacked was love.
Instead they decided they needed a radical change of scene. They had
read about people going “back to the land” in Alaska, making good money
in the ish-canning plants. Up there you could just dig in and carve out a
house in the ground, cover it with branches and dirt, and stay warm and
safe all winter for nothing. Why not? It was worth a try.
That April they sold the car and the stereo system and bought backpacks
and a tent and down sleeping bags and down jackets and down booties
and a book about edible wild plants of the northwest. When they had
loaded everything into the packs, they weighed 70 lbs. each. Hoisting
them onto their backs, they staggered out to the street and stuck out their
thumbs.
Hitch hiking up the California coast, they camped in national forests,
subsisting on peanut butter sandwiches and miner’s lettuce and drinking
pine needle tea.
They made it to the middle of Oregon before they’d had enough. The great
dismal forest howled around them, they didn’t like the wild edibles they’d
managed to scrounge, and despite their down jackets and sleeping bags
and booties, they were freezing. One night they confessed their second
thoughts to each other and agreed that they’d made a bad choice. They
weren’t proud, nothing was set in stone. They decided to forget the north
and go to Hawaii.
They spent their remaining savings on plane tickets, and a few days later
found themselves galumphing down a back road on the Big Island in their
hiking boots and wool socks, carrying their mammoth packs, looking for a
place to camp for the night. The sun was hot, the packs were heavy, they
were sweating and tired. Suddenly Jake stopped, staring out across the
ield.
“Look! They’re laughing at us,” he fumed, outraged. Following his line of
vision, Livvie saw some people dancing about in the heat haze on the edge
of a settlement several hundred feet away. “They’re calling us ‘haolies’!”
he exclaimed indignantly.
“What does that mean?”
“That we’re from the mainland. It’s a derogatory term.”
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Livvie didn’t know how he could hear what they were saying at that
distance, but he was her husband. She didn’t argue.
They camped on the beach that night, and the next day went to Honolulu
and began asking around about places to stay. Someone gave them the
name and phone number of a gentleman who took in young people, so
they called him and he was kind enough to shelter them for a small fee.
They could have stayed a while and explored the islands – but Jake had
had enough. He wasn’t going to stay in a place and be laughed at.
They lew home after having been in Hawaii only a week, and took refuge
with Livvie’s parents.
-A House in the Woods
Back in California, they agreed they still wanted to go back to the land.
They weren’t going to give up so easily. Everything would be different,
they reasoned, if they could keep warm and dry. What they needed was a
camper. Why not build one?
Somehow they got the money together to buy a used pickup truck.
Parking it in Livvie’s parents’ driveway, they collected used lumber and
beer cans, and set to work building a miniature house on the bed of the
pickup. Jake was handy with a hammer and saw, and they cobbled their
new home together.
Livvie loved it – it was a work of art, with an English Sunrise window in
the back door, and a bed and cupboards and everything inside. The roof
was steep and peaked, and they shingled it with lattened beer cans,
something they’d read about in some hippie publication like the Whole
Earth Catalog. Then they were ready to set out again.
They said goodbye to her parents and drove north with vague notions of
hunting and ishing up in Washington. Jake had a ri le and a shotgun, as
well as ishing gear. Every so often they would stop at a lake to go ishing.
Once they rented a rowboat, and rowed out into the middle of the lake,
where Jake sat ishing and peering into the depths. Every once in a while
he would spot a lure shining on the bottom, and Livvie would dive into the
freezing water and retrieve it, coming up gasping and exhilarated.
Driving north, they subsisted mostly on ground squirrels that they called
“squeakers” because of the high squeak they made as they scampered
from rock to rock. They were plentiful, and Jake was a good enough shot
to hit them most of the time. They knew enough to check the liver – if it
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was speckled, it was a diseased animal and they threw it out; but if not, it
was easy to roast on a stick for a chewy but nourishing meal.
Livvie didn’t mind eating squeakers until Jake shot one and only wounded
it. It lay writhing at the foot of a stump in front of her.
“Hit it on the head with the back of the axe,” he ordered.
Livvie picked up the axe, but it was too late. The squirrel was looking at
her, had caught her in its gaze, and its eyes drilled through her, electric
and alive. Livvie struck it with the axe again and again, loathing doing it,
until it died. They roasted and ate it – but the eyes never left her.
They continued north, driving through the dense woods, camping and
sleeping in their little house. One night Jake got infuriated at a mouse that
he could hear scratching somewhere under the bed, and took out his
shotgun, determined to wait for it to appear. It never did, and Livvie
thanked the gods.
Livvie enjoyed their small home until somewhere in the northwest Jake
decided it was giving them too much wind resistance. That morning they
drove down a logging road deep into the forest and painstakingly pushed
the structure off the back of the truck. It landed upright, and they left it
for the wild animals.
-The Deer
They spent that summer wandering around Oregon and Washington.
Camping in the Olympic National Forest they got used to being gently
soaked most of the time. Everything was lush and dripping with life even
though the sun seldom emerged.
Then, somewhere along the highway, they picked up a hitch hiker, a guy
from Virginia. His name was Burt, and he had spent the last year in the
Marines, but now he’d had enough – he’d gone AWOL, and was on his way
to Canada.
There was plenty of room on the wide front seat for him, and as they
drove, they talked about living off the land. He had learned some things as
a Marine, he said, and he had a ri le. Why not hunt a deer? There was a lot
of meat on a deer. They would just have to stop at a liquor store irst to
buy a couple of bottles of Thunderbird. You had to have something to
celebrate with afterward.
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Jake liked the idea. They would drive up into the Cascades and hike back
into the wilderness and get a deer. Simple. Then they’d all have food for
who knows how long. All they needed was some salt to preserve it with.
At the next town they provisioned themselves: rock salt, plastic bags,
cornmeal, Mrs. Smith’s powdered soup, a small bottle of Wesson oil, and
two bottles of Thunderbird. They could survive by ishing until they got
the deer. Along with the ish, they’d have soup and fried bread made with
cornmeal and water. They’d be ine.
Driving up into the mountains, they left the truck in a parking lot off the
road and struck out for the interior. It was steep going, up into the granite
mountains. The land was all pines and scrubland, dry and wild.
Consulting a topographic map and their compasses, they plotted a course
up a stream, up and in.
They hiked for several days, gaining in elevation, camping by lakes,
looking for deer. Catching ish they fried them and ate the delicate lesh,
then boiled the heads and skeletons with Mrs. Smith’s potato soup
powder. They ate the soup from their Sierra cups, the loating eyes staring
up at them.
Once, far away across a lake, Livvie glimpsed a black shape that
disappeared into the trees. Her skin prickled – a bear? She wished she
were somewhere else.
Around midmorning on the fourth day, she was scrubbing the frying pan
with sand and lake water to clean up the cornmeal and grease from
breakfast. The guys were prowling somewhere nearby, on the lookout.
Suddenly a shot cracked the empty air, and Livvie heard them running
through the underbrush.
“Come and help us!” Jake yelled at Livvie.
Livvie went. The doe lay at their feet, unmoving, in the brush. Too late, the
weight of their deed hit Livvie. Surely this wasn’t the season for little
ones?
Livvie put the thought as far back in her mind as it would go. She had her
work cut out for her. After the men had done their job, it went unsaid that
the woman, the liberated woman of the 20th century, would gut and clean
the deer.
They dragged the carcass down the hill to the lake, and the guys went off
to do their thing. Livvie took her hunting knife, none too sharp, and slit
the stomach. The guts rolled out, steaming and bloody, onto the dirt. She’d
never had the slightest experience with this sort of thing, but just did
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what seemed logical. Laboriously she cut through the warm lesh, scraped
the meat from the hide, and bathed the slabs of venison in the lake. It took
hours. But the whole time she worked, a strange, primal joy illed her.
That night they broke out the Thunderbird and roasted steaks. The
Thunderbird tasted like gasoline, and the steaks took a lot of chewing, but
the lavor was strong and good, especially after days of ish head soup.
Livvie refused to think that there might be some orphaned little one lying
alone now in the dark...
The next morning they packed the meat in plastic bags and divided the
squashy packages among the three of them. When Livvie’s pack was
loaded, the weight felt immense – the deer couldn’t have weighed more
than 125 lbs. or so, but Livvie felt like she was carrying that much all by
herself.
They staggered the eight miles back down to their truck and said goodbye
to Burt, who had to press on to Canada. Then they loaded their packs into
the truck bed and turned south. Without discussing it, they agreed that
getting the deer meant they could go back to California. They were done
with the northwest.
-Taking a Stand
They drove south through Washington and Oregon, crossed the border
into California, and drove down the familiar redwood coast until they
reached Livvie’s parents’ house.
Her parents greeted them with delight, crossing their hearts with relief to
see their terrifying daughter alive. She had not been the best at keeping in
touch. Livvie and Jake spent the next few days with there, recouping and
making new plans.
Their best bet, they decided, was to try their luck in the south again. Jake’s
younger brother was living near San Diego, and they could stay in his
garage while they igured out what to do next. Just because they were
done with the woods, it didn’t mean they were abandoning their stand
against the Establishment. They would ind a way to make a living that
would not compromise their integrity.
Before they left, they drove out to a deserted parking lot by the Bay and
parked. Then they went and stood by the water. Ceremoniously, they took
their credit cards and lung them, spinning and impotent, into the deep
water.
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That was the end of that.
-San Diego
Jake’s brother Flynn lived out in the hills, in the dry, sun-baked San Diego
suburbs. He was a tall, goofy youngster, and Jake embraced him roughly,
commenting that he walked like a farmer stepping over hills of beans.
It was fall, and Flynn’s garage was small and dank, but it had a lumpy
fold-out couch and a little green kerosene stove that gave some heat. That
was ine - they were glad to be inside. They installed themselves and set
about starting their new life.
They had plenty of ideas, based on the haphazard research they’d been
carrying out in their travels. This research consisted mainly of reading the
literature of the moment, the Whole Earth Catalog and any lyers and free
counterculture publications they could ind in cafes, and listening to other
young people, whatever group they happened to be around, as the joints
passed from hand to hand, and everyone rhapsodized about the different
ways you could live really cheap and healthy and save the world all at the
same time. They were itching to put their ideas into action.
Some of those ideas were easy, like ri ling through dumpsters for food,
and checking behind supermarkets after closing time. When you got
lucky, which was often, it was like Christmas.
That was how it was one time when they found an entire case of potato
chips behind a Safeway. Gloating, they put them in the truck, and headed
toward home.
And then came one of the rare moments when Jake’s humanity burst out
of hiding. They were stopped at a red light, and Livvie was spacing out as
usual, when he shoved one of the big bags of chips toward her.
“Here, give him one!”
Who? What was he talking about? Livvie snapped out of her reverie in
time to see a young man crossing the street toward them, staring
disconsolately at the pavement. As he trudged toward them, Livvie
opened the door and thrust the big bag of potato chips at him. He looked
up in astonishment.
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“Thank you!!” he said, his whole countenance transforming with an
enormous grin. Giving them a thumbs up he walked smiling away, a
spritely stride in his step.
-The Tree
Dumpsters and Safeways were the easy part. You couldn’t ind money in
dumpsters though, and they had to pay Flynn some rent. So they made
signs and put them up around the neighborhood, offering “Yard work”
and “Firewood” for cheap. They didn’t have any wood, but they would
cross that bridge when they came to it.
People started calling, and they went to work – more work than Livvie
had ever wanted. The worst was an exhausting job digging honeysuckle
vines out of a back yard – the ancient, tangled roots held onto the earth
with an iron grip. They struggled and sweated for hours and hours, her
irst taste of real manual labor. Between that and the months of living
outside, she felt herself aging before her time.
Screw the manual labor, said Jake. The real money was in irewood.
Somehow he’d managed to get a chain saw, and he had his eye on a
particular tree. It stuck up out of the bare hills like a claw, clearly dead.
He knew how to get to it, you just had to take a dirt road that branched off
the main road, he knew right where it was. Whose land was it? Nobody
knew, probably some rich guy’s. Nobody would care if they cut it down.
Nobody was using it for anything…
They drove out to the tree in the middle of the day, turning off the main
road onto a bumpy gravel road that went up into the blank hills. No
buildings, and luckily no people, anywhere in sight.
The tree wasn’t hard to locate - it was the only tree for miles around. They
bumped toward it for what seemed miles. When they inally reached it, it
towered over them, an ancient eucalyptus, much bigger than Livvie had
imagined, and dead as a doornail.
Jake jumped out of the truck and grabbed the chain saw from the back,
looking all the time over his shoulder. Livvie got out to watch, and to be
ready in case she could do anything, which wasn’t likely.
Jake went up to the trunk, thicker across than he was, which wasn’t saying
much, but still, it was one big whopper of a tree. He pulled the cord and
the machine leapt into savage life, making a hell of a racket. Livvie
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watched with trepidation as he applied the whirring blade to the massive
trunk.
It took a torturous while, the scream of the saw echoing across in the
empty hills. At last he was through, and stepped back, giving the trunk a
push in the opposite direction.
Obediently, slowly, like an old man giving up the ghost, the tree tilted,
toppled, and crashed to the ground, raising a cloud of dust that billowed
up into the air.
Jake ran to the fallen tree and began carving it into chunks, yelling over
his shoulder for Livvie to start loading. She ran to his side and began
hefting the heavy logs and heaving them into the bed of the truck. The
logs banged and the saw roared – so much noise! They worked without
talking, sweating and bent on cleaning up the evidence of their furtive and
terrible deed like two children who have broken mother’s antique cookie
jar and are intent on rescuing every last cookie before she comes home.
Suddenly, “Shit!” said Jake, looking out toward the distant main road, “We
have to go, now!” Livvie looked, and saw a far away plume of dust rising
into the sky.
She dropped the log she was carrying and they both bolted into the truck.
It started, and they tore away across the hills with no idea where the road
led, bumping and lurching madly into the deepening afternoon. Up and
down and around the twists of the road they sped, lurching, the logs
thumping and banging in the back, until all at once they found themselves
plunging down a steep hill toward a river. The road went right through
the water, and after slowing down enough to make sure it wasn’t too deep,
so did they…
The water rose to the bottom of the doors, and they went slower and
slower, like a toy sinking in the bathtub. They stopped in the middle.
“Shit shit shit shit!” said Jake, madly turning the key in the ignition…
Nothing. The river surged merrily around them, the sun sank sweetly, and
their pursuers were coming for them. Livvie could almost hear them
roaring down the hill with their helmets and machine guns…
With a chuckle the engine started, and they were off again, moving slowly
forward until they were out.
Off again they raced, following the road wherever it led…
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Livvie never knew how they found their way back home, but they did, and
no one caught them. They never heard anything about the vanished tree,
and sold the wood with no problem.
Not long after that, Livvie wrote Arnie and Jude a letter, to set their minds
at ease:
Dear Arnie and Jude,
Thanks, Arnie, for taking care of our mail for us, and both of you for writing,
especially. I love to hear from you. Thanksgiving sounds so ine, I wish we
could be there, but we have committed ourselves already. I’m sure we’ll see
each other not long from now though, can’t say when, but we all move
around so much that we must expect to encounter each other.
From now on, please only send our personal mail here. That is, just what
looks like letters from friends. Because the Financial System has so often
misused us and everyone else, we are refusing to support it. Therefore we
must avoid certain creditors, and would appreciate your not forwarding
such mail as B of A, etc. We’re not expecting you to condone our activities,
only that you understand them.
I expect we seem irresponsible and unserious to you, but “there is method”
behind it all. We see the common standard of living and lines of barter as
being ripe for the big change, and so are learning alternative ways to live.
We do a lot of hunting, got some venison recently. We’re planting a garden,
using the French Intensive Biodynamic method taught at UC Santa Cruz. It
yields organic, succulent, big crops, four times the yield of ordinary
methods, with less work. At a produce stand in town I paint signs for
produce, or trade windfall lemons for eggs. A delicatessen gives us their
meat scraps – we’ve been dining richly on roast beef and pastrami. We do
much shopping at swap meets, and ind a lot in dumpsters.
We’re also learning the skills necessary to survival on the land, on
husbandi ic and housekeeping levels – how to grow and prepare and store
produce, how to hunt and raise animals, how to make soap and candles,
wine, and cloth, use wind and water power for electricity, heat by the sun,
wash clothes in a waterwheel. Raising herbs for many uses, ginseng for
Chinese businessmen. There is a great deal to learn.
On top of that we’re saving money for land and tools. The ire-wood business
is demanding – everyone wants it for the cold weather and the holidays. And
we cut only from areas destroyed by ire, never live trees.
That is what we’re doing, and I wish we could share it all more closely with
you. Letters must suf ice for the present – they’re in ways superior to talking
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anyway; I think more clearly in writing, usually. Anyway, it is all part of our
“grand scheme for independence and grace,” as Jake says.
Much love,
Livvie
Needless to say, they had not the slightest idea how to actually implement
any of the glowing strategies Livvie listed. “Planting a garden” meant
thinking about planting a garden, and “learning skills” meant
daydreaming about how cool it would be when they magically found
themselves with land and money and tools and the expertise to make
good use of the land and money and tools. And “saving money” meant that
they were planning to save, one day when they had enough.
Whether Livvie’s “good news” brought her parents any comfort is
doubtful, but it did have an impact. Arnie kept the letter until he died,
iled away with his most valuable documents.
-Selling Out
After a few more months of yard work, Wonder Bread, and cockroaches,
Livvie and Jake had to admit that turning any of their golden fantasies
into reality might be harder than they had thought. Imagination only went
so far. The real world was so very physical…
That was when they remembered college. Things were supposed to be
easier with a college degree. Could they have been little hasty in dropping
out?
It wasn’t too late. Why not go back to school? Livvie could inish at
Stanford in another couple of years, and Jake could probably get into
some state university in the Bay Area.
Buoyed with these new possibilities, they left the garage and Jake’s
brother, and drove back up north. Stanford welcomed Livvie back with
only a trace of a sneer, and she and Jake moved into one of the on-campus
apartments for married students.
The transformation was nothing short of miraculous. After arriving with
nothing but their backpacks, the next thing they knew they were
wrapping up the day with jazz on the stereo and a snifter of brandy, which
Jake explained to Livvie was the appropriate lifestyle for them now. Livvie

122

could never remember how they’d managed that, neither of them had had
a decent job for a long time, but someone must have done something…
It was, of course, also quite possible that her father had helped them. Only
later would Livvie shudder imagining him reaching once again into his
threadbare pockets to save her.
This time Livvie took the practical approach to going to school. She knew
what it was about now – no more romantic illusions of learning for the
sake of learning. This was all about money. All she had to do was inish the
damn thing, get her BA, and they would be on easy street. And the easiest
way to do that, as she discovered to her delight, was to take everything
pass-fail. Then you didn’t even really have to study!
She got her degree in no time – it turned out to be a piece of cake, if only
of the lavorless sponge variety, something like a Hostess Twinkie. The
important thing was that now, at last, she was done, ready to take her
place in the world, armed with a degree in English Literature from
Stanford University.
As it turned out, the only thing she could ever do with her B.A. was to put
it on her resume. In itself, it didn’t qualify her for zilch. And when she
brie ly entertained the possibility of graduate school years later, she was
chagrinned to discover that her B.A. from Stanford was of no use
whatever. Because, of course, you had to have actual grades, and good
ones, to get into grad school. Livvie would have had start all over again…
But she didn’t know that then. She had her merit badge, that was what
counted. Now it was Jake’s turn. He was accepted at Hayward State
University, and they left Escondido Village and moved into a cottage in the
small town of Newark on the other side of the Bay.
-Toilet Trouble
The cottage was just what Livvie wanted, an old fashioned bungalow on
the outskirts of the town, not far from the Bay. Hayward State, just up in
the looming hills above them, was where Jake would get his degree in art.
The morning after they moved in, they were still deep asleep when they
were buffeted awake by the most deafening noise Livvie had ever heard.
What the fuck? They jumped out of bed and peered out the windows. The
whole house rattled and shook, as if a jet plane were taking off in the back
yard.
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They stumbled outside, scrubbing the sleep out of their eyes, and stared
in every direction – the sky was pale blue, a light breeze blew, the sun was
warm, and the world was ending, being pulverized and crumbling all
around them. The noise was so loud it seemed to be coming from all
sides…
Then they noticed that their neighbor was standing out in his yard beside
what looked like a cement mixer, wrestling with a gigantic hose that was
throbbing and lurching and writhing in his hands as it blasted out an
infernal storm of dust that he was struggling to aim at what looked like an
automobile…
Ah. They hadn’t thought to ask who lived beside them, but if they’d been
paying attention they wouldn’t have needed to ask. Painted in large letters
on the shed in his yard were the words, “R. Brown, SANDBLASTING.”
What could they do? They’d signed a six-month’s lease. They bought
earplugs, and the issue only ended up startling them every few days, and
they stayed in the little house until Jake inished his degree.
They were still there on Arnie’s birthday in March of that year. Around
midday that day Livvie called him on the phone. He was alone at home,
Jude being on one of her trips.
“Oh Arnie, I’m sorry to ask, but we have a terrible problem,” Livvie told
him. “Our toilet is stopped up and I don’t even have a plunger, and Jake is
at school with the truck. Could you possibly come over and help me with
this mess??”
Dear man, he answered with a sigh and just a touch of exasperation, and
said he’d be over as soon as he could.
Then Livvie went back to work, inishing her preparations, a chicken
dinner and a birthday pie. Jake, who wasn’t really at school, set the table
and tidied up.
Forty- ive minutes later Livvie’s long suffering father showed up.
Prepared as always, he was carrying his toolbox, a bottle of Drano, a
plunger and a snake.
Livvie pulled him in the door and made him drop everything, and hugged
him and kissed him and told him Happy Birthday, assuring him nothing
was wrong with the toilet, and she and Jake laughed and hooted with glee.
And Arnie blushed and chuckled and received his due and was happy.
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They had a ine dinner, and a ine evening. Livvie was grateful to be able to
pay her father back, just a very little, for all his bottomless love and his
un lagging kindness over all the years of her life thus far.
-Jake’s Mission
They were driving to San Francisco to hear the Butter ield Blues Band
when it hit them. Hit Jake.
They had to start a magazine. An art magazine, for contemporary art and
artists – unknown, nothing artists like themselves, or at least like Jake.
Livvie wasn’t even a nothing artist. Livvie was a wife. Or trying to be.
Livvie said, as she always did whenever Jake had an idea, that it was a
great idea and she would support him all the way.
That’s good, said Jake. They needed a name. What should they call the
magazine? It would be dedicated to serving and recognizing unknown,
struggling artists, to giving them a place. The name needed to re lect that.
Livvie had been good at German as well as French in high school, and now
a word came back to her.
“How about Quelle?” she offered. “It means ‘source’ in German.”
“Hmmm,” said Jake. “You might have something there, Livvles.”
Livvles was what he called her when he was feeling affectionate. She felt a
twinge of pride. Another gold star to add to the paltry few on her chart.
Two weeks later they were moving to San Francisco. That was the place
for artists, and their wives.
Because that was what Livvie was. An artist’s wife. She was holding on to
that plan, her plan for salvation, for all she was worth. The idea of being
an artist herself was just something from her naïve past, like her old
fantasies of being a solitary writer in the woods. All of that was out of
sight, out of mind, shivering on a leash in the deserted back yard,
surviving on scraps from the garbage pail. The only sensible option was to
nail this artist’s wife thing.
And so far, she was holding on by the skin of her teeth. Jake hadn’t left her
yet…
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They moved into a lea-infested apartment in the Sunset, the sea-side
neighborhood that sleeps under a perpetual blanket of fog. They both got
jobs downtown, Jake at an art gallery, and Livvie at a law irm, where she
stuck colored ile folders in the correct slot for eight hours every day. On
the weekends they hung out, freaked out about the leas, and explored the
neighborhood. A derelict couple who lived a few doors down offered to
teach them to shoplift, starting with small stuff, like toothpaste…
Well, why not? Everything commercial belonged to the devil, the
corporations deserved to have their eye-teeth pulled out by the roots.
Shoplifting was probably the right thing to do. Livvie worried about it and
hoped she would never have the chance. If Jake ever actually did it, he
didn’t tell her. But it would have come more naturally to him – back in
Ohio, in his “greaser” days, he had been in juvenile hall more than once for
stealing cars.
Although she never exactly shoplifted, she did participate in Jake’s other
attempt to ful ill the new moral code. That was what they set out to do
one day when they got in their van and drove to a wealthy neighborhood
overlooking the ocean, the kind of precinct you enter by passing between
two stone lions. Jake was driving, looking around.
All of a sudden, “There’s a nice one,” he said, and pulled up, beside an
opulent-looking stucco house whose windows gleamed like eyes. Leaving
the motor running, he jumped out, climbed the steps to the porch, and
picked up a healthy-looking potted plant with shiny dark green leaves.
Opening the back of the van, he slid the trembling captive inside,
sauntered back to the front, got in and drove on.
No one saw them. Livvie’s nerves tingled, but she did not object. Those
people were rich, they wouldn’t miss one measly plant, and if they did,
they deserved it.
-Project Two
They gave up on living in the Sunset after only a couple of months. It was
too cold, the fog lay too heavily on their hearts, the leas were too
voracious, the neighbors too sleazy. They needed to be around artists.
Project Two was a gigantic brick building in the South of Market area, an
old warehouse that had been bought by an artists’ collective. The
collective leased out lofts. After going to check it out, they signed an
agreement to take a top loor space.
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There was another artists’ warehouse, Project Artaud, just across the
street. They would have preferred to be there, the place had a huge
garden and a gigantic auditorium in one wing. In the auditorium you
could stand on the stage, grab onto the enormous knotted rope that hung
from the ceiling, and soar out over the audience. They had all kinds of
goings on there – performances, celebrations, meetings… Artaud was a
magical place, but they had no room. So Project Two was it – the place
was a rung or two lower on the coolness totem pole, but it would do.
Their loft was a great gaping space with a twenty-foot ceiling and cement
loors and big dirty windows on one side overlooking the street and
Project Artaud. The previous tenants had installed a kitchen area, and the
communal bathrooms were down the hall, so they had the basics. The
cement loors had once been painted, and now were worn and laking –
but they were smooth and cool and felt nice under Livvie’s bare feet. Jake
was occupied with the multifarious vague plans that were gelling in his
brain, and Livvie was shy, so they didn’t meet many of their fellow
residents. They didn’t seem that friendly anyway, being mostly hippie
artists, ragged and unkempt and sordid looking. Livvie and Jake it right
in.
They were still living in Project Two when Jake told Livvie one night, in no
uncertain terms, that art was his irst and only true love; Livvie would
always come second. Just to be clear about where she stood.
It was not long after that that Livvie met Greg. He was an artist too, but
not the serious kind – not like Jake. He lived in Project Artaud, in a space
that was painted in all the colors of the rainbow, and he danced and
cavorted and played a little wooden lute like Krishna. Nothing could have
been farther from deadly serious Germanic Jake, who was clearly not the
only ish in the sea.
-Quelle
The idea of the magazine sizzled and popped in Jake’s head, ready to leap
out and strangle him if he didn’t do something about it.
He did like the name Quelle, and he was happy to have Livvie’s help. She
liked the idea of a magazine, and liked to write. They would interview
other young artists for it, tell their stories, showcase their works.
But Quelle wasn’t going to be just a magazine. It was going to be a
phenomenon, both a magazine and a gallery for contemporary art and
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artists, avantgarde folks, crazy people who had something different to say.
Conceptual art, performance art – none of that outmoded painting stuff.
They began to look for a space for this phenomenon, something bigger
and better than their loft. After some casting about, they found the perfect
spot above a factory that manufactured mechanical hands.
The new space was the whole top loor of a three-story brick building,
5000 square feet of bare plank looring, with high ceilings, white walls,
and big dusty windows all along one side. In the corner by the front door
were a couple of of ices where they could sleep, and far away on the other
side, across the desert of the loor, were a small kitchen and bathroom.
You reached the front door either by taking the freight elevator or by
climbing the broad staircase that led in switchbacks up from the street.
And if you climbed out a window and up a ladder af ixed to the outside
wall, you could get on the roof. Downstairs they could hear their
neighbors’ machines cranking out mechanical hands…
They rented the place straight away, and Jake quit his job and started
making incursions into the art community, going to different art events all
around the city, meeting the key igures in the Who’s Who of the art
world.
Livvie kept working at the law irm and stayed home in the gallery at
night. She knew she was acting a lot like her father, who’d always
supported her mother in her passionate mission. Someone had to pay the
rent; someone had to be the moon so the blazing sun could shine.
Not long after they moved into the gallery, Livvie’s sister Laurie got
married to her guitar teacher up in Pullman, Washington. Livvie put on a
bright yellow dress and lew up to the wedding, up in the high rolling
wheat hills where the couple had rented a cottage. One of the guests was a
young man in a linen suit and wire rimmed spectacles, attractive despite
his short stature. Livvie and he wandered out into the wheat ields and lay
down under the tall tall grass and made out.
Her sister was married under one of the only trees in that part of the
state. Livvie wished her well, maybe her husband would be an easy one.
Back at home, Jake was lourishing in his new role as sun king of the avant
garde art world, with Quelle as the royal child and Livvie as the hired
nursemaid. She learned years later that when Jake met other luminaries
of the art world, he generally neglected to mention her. Most people didn’t
even know he was married.
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The Art Times
Nevertheless, Jake must have had Livvie somewhere in his awareness,
because he told his friend Earlie Milestone about her. Earlie worked at an
art magazine in Oakland, across the Bay, and one day Jake came home and
told Livvie that Earlie had a job for her if she wanted it. The job was doing
typesetting and layout for her magazine; it was ok that Livvie had zero
experience – Earlie would teach her.
Well, why not? It would be a welcome far cry from iling.
So Livvie went to work for the Art Times.
Livvie did at least know how to type, since her mother had made her
learn, doing her the same favor her father had done her when he insisted
that she go to business school. Typing was something Jude both resented
and was grateful for – a horrible waste of long hours that should have
been spent on music, but also a handy skill that allowed her to clatter out
her most compelling thoughts on the typewriter at three in the morning.
A necessary evil. So she had bought Livvie a teach-yourself-to-type book,
and Livvie had obediently plunked away for long hours of misery at the
kitchen table. Later she had typed her way through school; she wasn’t
fast, but she could get by.
At the Art Times of ice, Earlie sat Livvie down at a keyboard built into the
side of a four-foot-square blue metal cube, and gave her stories to type for
the magazine. As you typed, you could watch the words unroll across a
tiny strip of screen set in the wall of the cube. When you were done, you
had to walk around the cube, open a little door in the other side, take out
a canister, and carry it into the dark room to develop the ilm, which
would come out as a long galley of type.
The whole process reeked of a mysterious alchemy. What could be inside
the blue cube but some kind of sentient being? Perhaps a black dwarf who
read the words on the little screen backwards and copied them out in
invisible ink on a long roll of white paper that he fed into the metal
canister. Then in the darkroom you would insert the canister between the
jaws of another metal monster, who would suck the paper out through its
teeth, bathe it in its noxious stomach acids, and spit it out the other side
as a long, white galley, marvelously covered with columns of type.
The magical appearance of type on paper was remarkable in itself, but the
most satisfying part was doing the layout and paste-up. Exiting the
darkroom, you took the galley to the waxing table, where you waxed its
back using a hand-held roller illed with melted wax. Then you went to
the light table, where you cut and laid the galleys side by side in an exact
pattern on a giant white paste-up board, itting all the stories into each
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other both logically and spatially, like a cross between a crossword and a
jigsaw puzzle. Trimming the columns of type with an Exacto knife, you
would piece them together just so, aligning and adjusting everything with
the help of a T-square and the back light shining through from the light
table. Finally, when everything was perfect, you rolled everything lat,
sticking it down with the wax. It was picky, gratifying work. Earlie said it
reminded her of being a dental hygienist, picking away at someone’s
teeth.
-The Art Life
The art magazine didn’t pay very well, but it was enough. Jake kept
spreading the word about Quelle, and soon they had the material for their
irst issue. Livvie typed it all up on a typewriter and pasted it all together,
and they had 500 copies printed at a small print shop.
Little by little, more and more people who called themselves artists –
though they never would have been recognizable as such in the
conventional art world – began to come around, and they found
themselves at the center of the avant garde art cyclone.
In and out of their lives lew a colorful lock. There were two kinds of
birds – the stalwarts, and the rare birds. Carole Horn and Jade Frisbee
were stalwarts, friends and comforting presences who were there to help
with whatever needed doing, whenever they could. Art wasn’t about them
– it was about something else, about what they were doing, what they
were part of, a new way of looking at life, odd as it might be.
The rare birds were the performers, the exhibitors. They were in it for the
show – not that that was a bad thing. It was their thrill, their passion, and
they ranged from sincere people who just wanted to communicate
something, to psychopaths who just wanted to toot their own horn.
Whoever they were, wherever they were in the evolution of their own
consciousness, they were memorable.
There was the sweet-faced young woman named Millie Custard who did
postage stamp sized art pieces and published a magazine named Wreck.
And B.B. Blameworthy, two young men who bolted two chairs, both
painted purple, to the outside wall of the gallery, dressed and covered
themselves in purple – purple suits, purple faces, purple glasses, purple
hair – and climbed into the chairs one afternoon, to sit there, three stories
above the street, as long as they could stand it, each speaking an incessant
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monolog into a microphone to record it for posterity. They came down,
slightly shamefaced, after about two hours.
There was Alex Ainsley, the man who made an art piece out of his old
Victorian by stripping all the paint and varnish down to the earliest
layers, laying it bare, and living in it.
And there were many, many others –as many as the mind of any waking
dreamer can dream up, which is to say an in inite number.
Livvie tried to it in. Some of it she enjoyed – she loved interviewing
people, getting their story, and then writing about them and publishing
their story with photographs of their work.
But she couldn’t get into being one of the rare birds, although she did try.
Once she dressed all in white, coated her face and hair with white, and
went out parading around the city with several other people, all of them
also dressed in white. Livvie didn’t really know what they were trying to
do, other than make some kind of indecipherable statement. That was
about as satisfying as eating a lukewarm bowl of lour and water for
dinner, and she gave up being an artist after that.
-Moment of truth
Only once during all the years of their marriage did Livvie and Jake come
to their senses. One night in the gallery she was minding her own
business, getting ready for sleep alone in her of ice, when a yell broke
through her reveries.
“Livvie! Help me!!!”
Something wild in Jake’s voice threw her to her feet, and she lung open
the door and ran out of the room.
“Hurry!!” The desperate voice came from the far end of the space, along
with a strange roaring, rushing sound. Livvie tore across the gallery
loor…
Jake was at the kitchen sink, his whole body shuddering against the force
of the water shooting out of the wall as he pressed a wad of rags into the
gaping hole where the faucet had been.
In that moment, everything vanished but the urgency of the need.
Grabbing a towel, Livvie went to help him. This was life or death, and
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suddenly they were one, the beating heart of life. Nothing else mattered,
they would have done anything for each other.
Somehow they got the torrent to abate, and Jake ran down to the street to
ind the place the water main had broken. A turn of a valve and everything
went back to normal.
And there they were again, alien half-souls moving opposite directions
into their separate darknesses.
But for one brief moment, they had been whole.
-The Breakout
Livvie had to admit things were not turning out remotely as she had
planned. Her love life was nil. She and Jake hadn’t slept together for over a
year, ever since he had begun bringing a chic young blonde named Lisa
home with him. Now from time to time, when Livvie and Jake were alone,
he would remark casually about how wonderful it was to be with a
responsive lover.
Things were booming for him. With his angular frame, his goggle-eyed
stare and his deadly serious goo iness, he was becoming notorious,
spearheading weird ideas like live art and video art. He had opened a
bookstore illed with books by unknown artists in one of the of ices.
Ahead of his time, he was setting up an interactive artists’ network, a
precursor of online chat rooms and all the rest.
Jake identi ied with and championed the dregs, the wacky imaginative
rebellious nobodies like himself. They were doing something different,
they didn’t care a ig about being recognized by the Establishment. They
were their own people, their own show, and they were going to take over
the world, become famous. It didn’t matter if they got rich or not – it was
the breaking of the bubble that counted, the smashing of the art-barrier,
like the breaking of the sound barrier that sent out an enormous boom
across the world, waking everyone up.
By now Livvie had been married to Jake for seven endless years. She knew
she should have been long gone – that anyone with any sense would tell
her that. Jude had been talking to her patiently and insistently about the
wisdom of leaving Jake for months, maybe years.
But Livvie was tied to Jake by her own inertia, stuck fast in the quagmire
of her unwillingness to admit defeat. There she stayed, clinging to the
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absurd hope that if she blinked her eyes one more time, the stinking
swamp would turn into a mountain top, the alligators into angels of light,
and she would be happy and free, with the love of her life by her side. The
only thing was, she just couldn’t put Jake’s face on that mysterious,
longed-for igure.
She chewed her nails, drank the beer they called “green death,” and went
to work and held her breath. She didn’t want to look at her life. Maybe it
would all just wash out in the storm of events to come, and Livvie would
follow the stream and know where to go.
Then, out of the blue, Jake gave her the golden opportunity. One evening
when they were alone at the gallery he told her he was going to Europe on
tour. He had been invited, he was in demand, a lot of people wanted him
to give talks at different venues around the continent. Until he got back,
he wanted Livvie to “take care of things.” She said ine, go ahead. She had
no idea how he’d gotten the money – certainly at least some of it must
have come from their common bank account. But she didn’t care about
the details – he could do whatever he wanted.
He left the following week. As soon as he was out the door, Livvie called
Jude. Then she loaded a few things into two cardboard boxes, picked up
her backpack, and carried everything down to the street, locking the
gallery door behind her. Sitting on the curb, she waited in the winter
sunshine until Jude arrived. Then she loaded everything in the car,
climbed in, and leaned back with an enormous sigh of relief.
She never went back and did not hear from Jake again for many years.
-Interlude #1
At her parents’ house, Livvie slept in her old room, the one at the back of
the house where she had long ago painted magical scenes on the pine
beam that ran across the top of one wall – scenes of knights and ladies,
dragons and forests and blazing suns, butter lies and fantastic birds.
She felt as if she had jumped off an enormous cliff, and instead of crashing
to her death, had been miraculously saved – as if a wonderful parachute
had opened above her and set her gently down in a new land, breathless
but safe and sound.
Her parents welcomed her as if she had never left. She knew she could
stay as long as she wanted, but she didn’t intend to. That wasn’t what you
were supposed to do at her stage of life. She may have failed at marriage –
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or at least at that particular one – but she still had to set her own course
in life. It was time to re-de ine herself and start blazing a new trail.
She started by calling old friends. One was Al ie, a young man she’d
known in the desert. It turned out he was sharing a big house in San
Francisco with ive other guys, and they had room for one more
roommate. She put that aside for future consideration.
And James was there in Palo Alto; they got together and listened to the
Doors and Eric Satie, just like they had when they were going to school. As
always he was warm and humorous, and teased her gently about her life.
Maharishi was still doing wonderful things for him, and he encouraged
her to give it another go. The mantra had never done much for her, but
she said she’d try it again.
She didn’t call Rani. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to see her. But Rani’s
sadness, and Livvie’s guilt for not knowing what to do about it, blocked
her way like a mountain she had no idea how to climb.
Livvie spent no more than two weeks with her parents before deciding,
after a visit to Al ie’s house, to take his offer. She didn’t want to live alone,
she liked Al ie, and his roommates seemed like decent guys, all of them
followers of a guru named Brother White. They agreed to rent her a small
upstairs room. Once again, she said goodbye to her parents, who
embraced her and told her to let them know how things went. They went
back to saving the world through music, and Livvie set out for her new
life.
This time, instead of hitch hiking as she had in earlier years, she left in
style, driving a limsy little Renault that a friend of her parents had left
with them,
-Brother W
At Al ie’s house Livvie took stock of her possibilities. Who knew, it could
be this Brother White was for her; he had quite a following for a white
guy. Al ie and his roommates were devoted; they said he had changed
their lives, although they failed to tell her exactly how.
The ive young men were all gloatingly happy to have a female in their
midst, and the irst night she was there they invited her to join them for a
meal, vegetarian, as prescribed by Brother W.
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When they sat down, the one named Mike grinned a toothy grin at her
and sidled closer. Livvie looked him over – he was short but muscular,
with a yellow beard and yellow hair that stood out around his face like a
lion’s ruff. Well, what could it hurt? It was still the ‘70s, the tail end of the
free love era, and no one knew a thing about AIDS yet. It might be worth
the gamble – he could always be The One.
Livvie didn’t stand on ceremony and went to bed with him that night. As
usual, the experience left her cold. Over the next few days, she gave it a
few more tries, just in case love’s spark might be late in igniting. But the
other times left her as blank and empty as the irst.
Disappointed yet again, Livvie turned her sights toward more elevated
things, and tried reading one of Brother W’s books. Unfortunately it was
as empty as the sex – nothing but words with limsy eastern-looking
decorations around the edges.
She didn’t give up. You were supposed to be able to get enlightened by
contemplating Brother W’s image, so she gazed at the picture that stood,
framed and adorned with garlands, on the mantle piece. But all she saw
was a smug-looking silken-robed businessman.
In a last ditch attempt, Livvie went along when the household went to one
of Brother W’s events, out in the country somewhere to the north. Not
that she was interested in what Brother W had to say – she just wanted to
belong to something, and since she lived in a Brother W house, it might as
well be their cult.
She could never remember much about the event she attended, including
what the blessed guru had to say, except that she came away
disappointed, once again having failed to be stunned by grace.
It is testimony to her perpetual and hopeful naiveté that it was only as an
old woman telling her children the story of her past, that realization went
off over her head with a spectacular pop and a izzle, like when a light
bulb gives its last gasp. Suddenly it hit her that Brother W was no other
than the infamous Alan Green, aka Brother White, BroW, Bo Lovelight,
Lovelash Friendship, Gorgeous Al, etc.. The same Alan Green who was
accused later in the ‘80s of all manner of abuse toward his followers, from
sexual to psychological and beyond, while claiming, like any good
messiah, that he himself was the one and only path to enlightenment.
At this realization she remembered how even back in her early twenties,
she’d always had the unenviable ability to involve herself with
questionable characters. A friend at the Potentiality Institute had told her
even back then, “I’m worried about you Olivia, you’re so naïve, it’s
incredible you’ve survived this far.”
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That was the way it was. All during her twenties and into her thirties,
whenever she fell in with shady-seeming characters, which was regularly,
her innocence seemed to fall like a shield of invisibility around her
shoulders, and she would wander on, unharmed.
-Soulmates Training
Whenever anyone told her she should do something, Livvie listened. She
knew so little about life and had failed at so many things, pretty much
anyone else could be trusted to know more than her. That was doubly so if
the person was a man.
So when one of her housemates gave her a lyer about a course on
“Soulmates Training,” saying Livvie should take it, since he had, and it had
changed his life, she igured it was the very pill she needed to swallow.
She signed up for the course. It lasted a whole day, and was to take place
at a Holiday Inn on the waterfront near Berkeley.
A Holiday Inn! That seemed like a weird place to hold it. Livvie was used
to scruf ier venues, but whatever. If it worked, it would be worth anything.
When she pulled into the parking lot Livvie peered up in alarm at the
gleaming high rise, which rose a mile or so into the sky. How could they
talk about inding your soulmate in such an alien environment? How
would Livvie know how to act in a place like this?
She followed the signs and took the elevator to the 20th loor, got her name
tag at the registration table, wrote them a check, and sat down at one of
the tables.
The room was packed. An elegant woman with a generous smile
introduced herself as Alicia and proceeded to tell them the story of how
she had found true love. Livvie was captivated. Everything about Alicia
invited her in.
Alicia had them start by introducing themselves to their neighbors. Livvie
introduced herself to the blond hulk of a man sitting on her right. He told
her his name was Axel, and introduced her to his wife, Lila, the lovely girl
sitting on the other side of him. Axel’s face was childlike and trusting, his
voice deep. An aura of power emanated from him, lapping over Livvie…
When everyone was suf iciently warmed up from stepping out on the limb
of talking to strangers, Alicia went back to her presentation. She talked
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about communication and love, and about something called Newbirthing.
Livvie had no idea what that was – it sounded something to do with going
back to the shocking experience of being born. Livvie didn’t know what
that could have to do with love, but it didn’t matter. She was hooked.
By mid-afternoon emotions were lowing. Alicia was leading her charges
down uncomfortable paths, into their feelings about themselves. Instead
of letting them keep a safe distance from the subject, she had them talking
to each other, confessing their fears and hopes.
Then they moved on to working in threes, and Livvie was with her
neighbors, Axel and Lila. It was Axel’s turn, and as Lila and Livvie listened,
he blubbered like a baby.
“People are afraid of me,” he wept. “Especially women. Because I’m so
big…”
He was huge, but Livvie didn’t see why that should make anyone afraid of
him. He didn’t seem so scary to her.
-Passion and Dissolution
The seminar ended, and Livvie went home full of plans. She was going to
try this Newbirthing thing. She liked Alicia, just the feeling of her. And she
really liked her new friends, Axel and Lila. Especially Axel.
They had exchanged phone numbers, and now they began to talk by
phone. He had told Livvie at the seminar that he and Lila were breaking
up, and although Livvie liked Lila, that was ine with her. There was
something about Axel that attracted her powerfully.
She began Newbirthing sessions with one of the facilitaors Alicia had
recommended. The sessions took place in the Newbirthing house, a big
old San Francisco Victorian complete with turrets, across the street from
the Golden Gate Park Panhandle. Newbirthing turned out to be mainly
hyperventilating while your coach asked questions to lead you deeper
into the darkness of that early trauma…
It wasn’t long before Axel and Livvie started dating. He was an exuberant
person, and enormously sexy – Livvie had never met anyone like him.
They must have been dating for only a week or two when he told Livvie he
and Lila were getting back together, and wanted Livvie to join them.
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Hmmm. This was new… Livvie wondered how that would be. Long ago, in
the house on Hearst Street, she had tried kissing Luce. When she felt
Luce’s skin smooth against her smooth skin, all she felt was an odd
disconnect. Where was the contrast? After a bland few minutes, they gave
it up.
But maybe a threesome would be different. Lots of people did it nowadays
– why shouldn’t a person be able to love more than one person at a time?
This was the New Age. All those uptight old taboos had to go down the
drain.
She said why not, and Axel picked her up one morning and they made the
long drive to his house in the Sierras. Lila was waiting, and after some
awkward pleasantries, they all climbed into their big bed, with Livvie in
the middle.
Sandwiched between the two of them, Livvie felt nothing at all; even her
usually fever-pitched response to Axel was absent. Maybe she was just too
closed minded. They iddled gamely around with each other for half an
hour, and then gave up. They never tried that again.
Not long afterwards, Axel told Livvie he and Lila were breaking up again.
Livvie was sorry about Lila, but it was a relief to be able to focus just on
Axel. From then on they fell deeper and deeper into each other, a long dive
into the bottomless cave of their passion.
One night he took her on his motorcycle, and Livvie clung to his black
leather back as they lew down the highway, the huge machine vibrating
under them with its ear-shattering, world-destroying hum, shaking them
to the core, fusing them with the road and the moon and each other.
They were both on the fast track, both with each other and with this new
path to salvation, Newbirthing. They both took the Newbirthing training,
and became of icial Newbirthers. Livvie was sure Axel must be wonderful
at it – he had such charisma…
She got a taste of his abilities when he invited her to a Newbirthing
workshop he had organized at a hotsprings in the foothills. They met in a
grotto where ferns overhung a deep pool. Other people were present, but
for each other, Axel and Livvie were the only ones there. Naked, she lay in
his arms as he lowered her body like a sacrament into the black water and
kissed her…
That was a high point. After that, strangely, they drifted apart. Perhaps it
was all just too intense. But Livvie continued with Newbirthing, moving
out of Al ie’s house and taking a room in the Newbirthing house by the
Panhandle. She heard nothing more of Axel until months later.
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-Prudence
The Newbirthers really liked hot springs, maybe because they reminded
them of the womb. One of their favorites was Sierra Hot Springs, high in
the Sierra Nevada. It was there, on a week-long retreat, that Livvie met
Sean.
She was sitting in the common room at the lodge when a gallant young
man walked in with his backpack. He had a winsome, genteel look and a
kind smile, and when he came and introduced himself they glommed onto
each other like two bees to the lower of romance. Livvie supposed their
relationship must have developed over at least a couple of days, but in her
memory he was there, and then they were lovers and he was paying his
way many times over by telling her she had a “pretty body.”
One night they were lounging around after dinner in the big room by the
ire, when news percolated through the room like a small wild ire. Axel
had been in an accident. He had been out lying in his private plane and
had crashed into a tree. With a massive head wound, he would have died
but for a boy who saw the accident and ran off to get help. The
paramedics had come in time, and now he was recovering, except that he
had total amnesia.
Livvie didn’t know what to say or think. Tragic accidents always left her
dazed and clueless. It was as if, out of nowhere, a wild bull had burst into
the room and begun goring people at their card games, linging them out
of his path with his horns right and left. Aside from getting swiftly out of
the way, what could you do? Sometimes life just dealt out arbitrary horror
without any conceivable sense.
It didn’t even occur to her to try to get back in touch with Axel. Sean
seemed like a safer bet, less of a wild card. With him things were more
straightforward - Livvie liked him, he liked her, there was some lovely
chemistry between them. It was all very nice, very pleasant and good. Not
like the savage lust that took Livvie over when she was with Axel.
-Prosperity Consciousness
Something new had hatched in the Newbirthing community. People kept
talking about someone in the Himalayan foothills called Guruji. A select
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few young women had actually traveled there and had become his
disciples.
Back in San Francisco, they spoke in awe about having watched Guruji
dance around a beautiful garden without taking a single breath for hours
on end – miraculous! Nobody asked how they could tell whether or not he
was breathing. Now Guruji was de rigeur for anyone into Newbirthing. If
you really wanted to get anywhere, to overcome your bad karma and
become enlightened, you had to become a devotee.
Of course Livvie wanted to do what was necessary, and so did Sean. Both
shared the ability to jump in over their heads at a moment’s notice, and
they agreed to go to India together as soon as possible.
Ned had money, but Livvie was barely getting by on occasional freelance
typesetting jobs and had nothing to spare. She didn’t count the $100 bill
she always carried in her wallet – she couldn’t spend that in case it
actually began to draw prosperity toward her like a magnet as it was
supposed to.
She wasn’t worried. Her parents had always referred to money as “only
money,” and everybody knew that prosperity was simply a matter of
having the right thoughts. So now she needed to make her thoughts work
for her, and fast.
Luckily, there were plenty of tricks up the prosperity consciousness
sleeve. The one Livvie liked best was the “treasure map.” All you had to do
was take a large piece of paper, cut out pictures from magazines that
reminded you of whatever it was you wanted, and paste those images on
the paper in a nice arrangement, maybe with some appropriate words.
Then Voila! If you put it on the wall and looked at it every day, imagining
yourself doing the desired thing, the thing you wanted would materialize.
Livvie lost no time and began lipping through the National Geographics
that lay around the Newbirthing house, snipping out a picture of the Taj
Mahal, a golden sunset, a river that might be the Ganges, women in saris.
Somewhere she scrounged some gold leaf paper that shone like real gold,
and cut out a patch of it, placing it strategically in the upper portion of the
design. When the whole thing was done, she hung it on her bedroom wall,
and looked at it and imagined India every time she passed.
Several others in the house were in the same boat, needing to go to India
– India was the equivalent of continuing education credits for
Newbirthers. So a few of them, including Livvie, hatched another plan:
they would auction off their services.
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She made a list of the things she could do. There weren’t many. She could
cook, she could draw, and she could listen. Paltry, but at least she could
try. They made lyers and passed them out to friends and left them in
cafes around the neighborhood, and on the designated night the big
meeting room on the top loor of the Victorian illed with people.
Presenting herself was easier than she thought. When her turn came, she
stood up and explained that she was willing to part with an hour of her
time, during which she would listen to whatever anyone wanted to tell
her, and serve them in any way they asked – within reason, excluding
sexual favors…
Amazingly, whatever it was she offered, enough people actually bought it
that she came away with a couple of hundred dollars. She never
remembered actually ful illing any of her promises, but something good
must have come of it all, because she ended up feeling pleasantly
surprised about the whole thing.
What with one thing and another, including a donation from her father,
who kept hoping against hope that one of her ventures into the unknown
would pay off in her ultimate happiness, she managed to get together
$800. Enough for a round trip plane ticket and traveling expenses in India,
where things were supposed to be wonderfully cheap.
Sean and Livvie booked a light to New Delhi for that summer. They began
to get ready, getting passports and all the required shots, reading up on
how to survive a trip to a place where you couldn’t eat anything raw or
drink the tap water…
-Interrogation
The trip was still a few weeks off, and Livvie was at home in her room at
the Newbirthing house, when someone knocked on her door to tell her
some visitors wanted to talk to her.
When she went to see who it was, there stood two men in dark suits,
offering her their badges, just like on TV.
“May we have a moment of your time, miss?” they asked.
Wondering what was up, Livvie took them into the dining room, and they
sat down at the table. Without further preamble, they told her Lila had
been murdered. Her body had been found with multiple stab wounds, and
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Axel’s knife had been found near the body. He was being held on suspicion
of murder.
“What do you think,” they asked her. “You were one of Axel’s girlfriends;
would he do something like that?”
Her answer came before she could think.
“Oh, no, of course not! I could never imagine him doing anything like
that…”
They talked to her a while longer, and then left. She heard nothing more of
Axel for many months, until word came through the grapevine that he had
been released for lack of evidence.
-Ashram
Livvie and Sean’s inal preparation for India was to buy two bottles of
Knudsen’s coconut pineapple juice and a few cigarette lighters. You had to
bring gifts to the Guru, and they said he liked lighters. They hoped he
would like the juice too, something “typically American” that they
themselves enjoyed. They didn’t stop to think how heavy the sloshing
weights would be in their backpacks.
Their light went through Paris, where they would transfer to another
airline the next day. They hadn’t thought where they would spend the
night, and disembarked in their accustomed fog of optimism, hoping
somehow not to have to spend any money.
They were waiting to get through customs when an older couple asked
them where they were going. Their son was about their age, they said, and
they had just returned from visiting him in California, where he was
studying English.
When Livvie said they were on their way to India, and just had one night
in Paris, the kind people offered them a bed in their apartment on the
outskirts of the city. Livvie and Sean were enchanted. This was a good
sign, they must be doing the right thing.
Their benefactors did as the benevolent higher powers directed them, and
took them home, giving them a bed and plying them with dinner and
breakfast before driving them back to the airport the next day. Livvie and
Sean thanked them, feeling like they were saying goodbye to their own
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parents, proud that they had been rewarded for their faith in the
benevolence of the universe.
Then they got on the plane to endure the remaining 12 hours of lying.
When they landed for a brief stop in the middle east, Livvie stared out the
window at the hot whiteness. The airport looked nothing like the place
she had imagined as a child entranced by Biblical novels about princesses
named Sarah who lived in palaces and wore ilmy silks and ate dates....
The plane took off again, and countless hours later they landed in New
Delhi. They emerged from the plane in a stupor, the sun smiting them like
the hand of God when he changes his mind. Why had they chosen to go in
June, the hottest part of the year? They stumbled into the dingy terminal
and out the other side, where there were supposed to be taxis.
They picked a driver at random from the multitude clamoring to serve
them, and as he drove them toward the city, Livvie stared out in dismay at
the lat, featureless landscape, everything overlaid in dust. She saw a
woman squatting by the road, relieving herself, her sari tucked up
expertly out of the way.
They were planning to stay only overnight in New Delhi before going on
up to the Ashram in the mountains. But before they left the next day, they
had to meet their contact, who would explain how everything worked and
help them purchase what they needed for the trip. So after a couple of
hours of unrefreshing rest in their sweltering pink hotel, they consulted
the young man at the front desk, who gave them a map and explained
where they should look for him.
They set out into the heat, making their way through a maze of tiny
streets between close-set dwellings, and after half an hour’s walk they
found the address. Their contact was a middle aged businessman in a
white shirt who had helped other Newbirthers navigate the mysteries of
travel in his country. He welcomed them smiling and explaining that he
would now escort them to the proper places to ind what they would
need. His entire conversation was accompanied by many amiable
sideways shakings of his head, and every time they answered one of his
questions, he would exclaim “acha!” – which Livvie decided must mean
something like “I understand!”
He took them to a nearby shop for the proper clothing – long cotton
shirts, dhotis, and rubber lip lops. A dhoti was a length of cotton that you
wrapped around your waist, pulling the end between your legs and tying
it at the waist, so you looked like you were wearing a very baggy, saggy
pair of pants. This was what most men wore, but it would be acceptable
for a young foreign woman like Livvie, and better for traveling than a sari.
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But he did take her to look at the saris, telling her she couldn’t go home
without one, and she chose one made of miles of ilmy blue and gold
material. She put it in the bottom of her pack, and didn’t wear it until a
long time later, back in the states.
After that he took them to another shop for the other essentials: a
wooden bowl and spoon, a metal cup, and a lota. Carefully he explained
the indispensability of the lota, a small brass jug you carried with you
everywhere.
It was simple. Wherever you happened to be when the call of nature
came, you illed the lota with water, and after taking care of your bodily
needs, you used the water to wash yourself.
Most importantly, the washing was to be done only with the left hand.
That was the one and only function of the left hand; you never used it for
other things, like eating and shaking hands.
Livvie thought the warning about shaking hands was a bit silly. She’d
never seen anybody here shake hands, they only bowed from a safe
distance - maybe lest someone had forgotten which hand to use.
The next day they set out in the morning for the mountain village where
the guru resided among his disciples. They started out on a bus, which
took them to the train that they would ride up into the mountains.
Both the bus and the train were crowded beyond belief, people squeezing
themselves into the luggage racks where only the smallest suitcases were
meant to it and over lowing onto the roof, looking down grinning at the
Americans through the skylights. Livvie was careful not to smile back –
she had been told that women who smiled were assumed to be
prostitutes.
The train got under way slowly, and crept through the countryside for
hours, stopping at every possible village. At last they began to climb into
the foothills of the Himalayas.
After a couple of more hours they reached their destination, a ramshackle
mountain village. Disembarking, they walked into the village, but saw
almost no one in the streets that led between the ruined buildings.
Probably everyone was inside, hiding from the heat, thought Livvie. At
last, after a good deal of searching, they found a taxi driver, an old man
who said that the Ashram was far away, but that he would drive them as
far as he could.
He loaded them into an enormous and ancient black sedan, and they
began to bump slowly down the pitted, hard-packed dirt road that
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seemed more like a riverbed than a road. Leaving the village they began to
climb gradually into the mountains, their driver staring darkly through
the dusty window, saying not a word.
He must have driven this way countless times, because he did not hesitate
as he made his way between the enormous boulders and in and out of the
shadow of the bluffs, bumping and inching his way forward. Out the
window they could see the far-off glitter of the shallow river that wound
its way down the center of the wide valley.
At last he stopped, turned around in his seat, and told them this was as far
as he would go. No knowing what else they could do, they paid him for his
trouble and got out. Nodding sideways at them he rumbled away, back
toward the village, abandoning them at the foot of a cliff.
They looked at each other. Where were they supposed to go from here?
They squinted into the sunshine and looked for some indication of a path.
Nothing, except that upriver, far away in the distance, they could make out
what looked like buildings glimmering through the heat above the wide
riverbed.
That had to be the ashram. Why didn’t they put up signs? Shouldering
their packs, the pineapple coconut juice sloshing heavily against their
backs, they trudged onward in the blazing sun, climbing over and around
boulders, scrambling through the sand- illed crevices between them.
Shangri-La simmered in the distance, never getting any closer. The sun
burned down, and Livvie thought of water – her mouth was dry, but she
had only a few swallows of bottled water left. She swallowed her saliva
and kept going...
Suddenly, after what seemed hours, a joyful igure appeared out of
nowhere. Waving and gesticulating at them, a grinning young man strode
toward them, taking no notice of the heavy torpor of the day. He was
wearing a dhoti and sandals, but he was clearly a caucasian. He had a
shaved head; maybe he was one of the disciples. As he drew near, he
hailed them happily, as if he had been looking for them for ages.
“Welcome!” he exulted. Yes, he was from the Ashram, his name was Adam,
and he had come to welcome them. “Come and sit, we must share some
refreshment before we go on.”
How he knew they were coming, in those days when mobile phones were
still science iction, Livvie had no idea. But there he was, and they sat
down thankfully in the shade of some rocks. As he opened his pack Livvie
drained the last of her water – hopefully he had more.
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Carefully he took out the “refreshments,” and placed them on the sandy
ground before them, arranged on a large banana leaf.
“Enjoy!” he urged them. “Indians always provide sweets at times like this.”
Sweets! That was the last thing Livvie could imagine eating. Her mouth
was like a desert, she needed something wet, anything, as long as it was
not sweet…
“Wait a minute,” he said, noticing her face. “Of course you’re thirsty.”
Pulling out a bottle, he held it out, winking. “We think of everything!”
Gratefully Livvie reached for it – and stopped dead. It was a Coke. Livvie
hated Coke, and sweet soft drinks in general. There was almost no water
in all that sugar…
But that was what there was. And he was so happy to be able to offer it to
her. Livvie accepted the bottle, thanking him, and took a swallow, wincing
as the sugar engulfed her soul.
-Fools
Sean was nicer about it all, and daintily ate several of the sweets. When
Adam was satis ied that they had been properly refreshed, he stood up.
“Now let me escort you to Guruji’s ashram,” he said.
With a little bow and a lourish toward the gulf of heat that lay between
them and their destination, he set out into it, with Sean and Livvie
following.
They made their way upriver among the boulders, and then cut across the
wide riverbed, heading toward the pink and white and melon-colored
stucco buildings that shimmered high on the cliff in the distance. The
riverbed sprawled, littered with white stones, and seemingly a mile
across. At last they came to the little river, shallow and freezing cold and
only a few feet wide, and waded through it. On the other side stretched
another expanse of stones to cross.
At last, sweating and exhausted, they came to the base of the cliff. A
narrow staircase climbed straight up, carved into the hillside.
“We have to climb down this staircase every morning for our morning
bath,” he told them. “And when we bring buckets of water from the river,
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we carry them up these stairs, all 108 of them, for the 108 names of
Shiva.”
One hundred and eight steps! But they were on the last stretch. At last
they would see the wonderful Guruji. They hoped he would invite them to
become disciples immediately, so they would be assured of good standing
in their pursuit of enlightenment.
The stairs seemed endless, but at last they came out at the top. Before
them lay the ashram, slabs of stone forming walkways between the pale
buildings, small lowering trees here and there. Adam led them to a
square, cave-like structure where he instructed them to leave their packs.
This was where they would sleep. You just spread your bedding on the
cement loor with everyone else…
They spent the afternoon wandering around, getting to know the place.
When night fell, they joined dozens of other young people who had spread
their mats on the loor of the big room, and slept.
Adam woke them at 4:30 the next morning.
“Time for the morning bath,” he said, and led them, still mostly asleep,
back to the staircase down the cliff. It was still dark, and they groped their
way down until they reached the bottom. Then he led them to the swift
little river.
“Just do as I do,” he directed, and lay down in the shallow stream,
immersing himself up to his neck.
Livvie was surprised – she’d thought it only a few inches deep. Stepping
into the water she and Sean lowered themselves into it and lay lat. The
icy low took Livvie’s breath away as it swirled all around her, but at least
it was quick, just a dip and you were done. Shivering, they stood up and
made their way back to the cliff. No towels, you just air-dried.
Back at the top, Adam led them into to the temple. It was time for Arti, the
morning ceremony. People kept arriving, cramming themselves into the
little space, until suddenly all hell broke loose. The loodgates of chaos
broke open and with an ear-splitting din everyone began jumping and
gyrating, banging cymbals and pots and pans, yelling and screaming and
chanting at the top of their lungs, completely uncoordinated. Livvie and
Sean joined in with no idea what they were supposed to be doing, or why.
Then it was over, and everyone iled out and went to drink chai in the
patio.
After a breakfast of porridge it was chores. You went where you were
assigned. Again Livvie had to climb down to the riverbed, where she was
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instructed to carry the round, heavy white stones, some of them almost
too heavy for her to lift, from one place to another, again she had no idea
why. She tried to empty her mind as she worked, but there was no way. A
million thoughts looded into her head. Was this going to work out? Was
she going to get enlightened? Was Sean the one for her? What would the
guru be like? Would he like her?
Later, in mid-afternoon, someone came to get her and they went back up
the stairs to join everyone in the patio for the midday meal. It was very
plain, vegetable curry and dal ladeled onto enormous banana leaves.
After the food came a semi-free time. Livvie went back to their sleeping
quarters and sank onto her sleeping bag. Maybe she would just rest…
Sean woke her later and they wandered out across the grounds and stood
on the cliff overlooking the river. The night was warm, and they held
hands under the huge moon. Maybe tomorrow they would see the Guru…
Their hopes of being welcomed by Guruji were quickly disappointed.
Several days in the same pattern: bathing in the river in the dark, climbing
up the stairs, jumping around yelling while wondering what on earth they
were doing, and going through the heat of the day lugging rocks around
and climbing ad in initum up and down the 108 stairs.
Adam was kind and showed them what he could about ashram life, but
there really didn’t seem to be much to show. No one instructed them in
any kind of formal teaching; it was all work and adherence to the
schedule. Every day they hoped someone would come and tell them they
were invited to become Guruji’s disciples, but nothing happened.
At last one afternoon Adam told them they had been granted an audience
with the Guru. Aquiver with anticipation, they gathered up their juice and
cigarette lighters, and went to the temple. Inside dozens of people sat in
the rows of chairs facing a garland-strewn platform upon which stood an
empty throne. Livvie and Sean took their places in the audience,
rehearsing in their minds what Adam had showed them, how to prostrate
themselves correctly on the loor at the Guru’s feet.
At last a large young man in a long purple-blue robe appeared in the
entryway and paced slowly down the aisle toward the throne. Mounting
the platform, he glanced broodingly around the room as he settled his
padded body on the silken cushions. He seemed to be about 35. His plump
face looked bored; he seemed out of place, like he should be selling cars in
a Los Angeles used car lot.
That, of course, was ridiculous, Livvie reminded herself. The igure before
them was a miracle, a blessed and benevolent Avatar who only ten years
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ago had materialized this body like a rabbit out of a hat, not bothering
with the messiness of the womb. Guruji was in fact Shiva himself, a god
who could change into any form he chose in the blink of an eye, and who
was here before them only because he had deigned to take on human
form out of compassion for human suffering. They would be wise not to
mess with him.
She was snapped out of her reverie by a tap on the shoulder. A
shaven-headed young woman was motioning for her to stand up and
follow her; it was time for their audience.
The young woman led Livvie and Sean to the top of the aisle, and they
began walking down it side by side toward the stage. Guruji glared at
them from his throne, looking impatient. When they got to the space at
the bottom of the platform stairs, they dropped on their knees and then
unfolded lat out, face down, arms stretched out before them in
supplication, their juice bottles making a clonking sound on the stone
loor. They stayed there only a moment, then scrambled to their feet and
stood waiting for the Guru to say something.
The god was silent. Someone nudged them. It was time to give him their
offerings.
Remembering themselves, they reached into their bags and pulled out the
juice bottles and the lighters. One of the hovering disciples took them and
carried them with deference up the steps to the throne. Guruji took the
gifts in his be-ringed hands and settled them beside him on the throne. He
licked one of the lighters on, snorted with approval, and then picked up
one of the bottles and held it at arm’s length, surveying it without
comment before setting it down at his side.
Finally he looked the supplicants over, surveying them with the same
disapproval.
“You are fools,” he told them. “Go back to America.”
That was all. Abashed, they turned and bumbled their way up the aisle
and out the door.
Later they commiserated together. Maybe they shouldn’t be too surprised,
they told each other. Maybe he didn’t mean it. After all, he was Shiva.
-Persistence
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In the end, they decided to just go on as if nothing had happened. They
had come so far, how could they just give up? Probably Guruji’s rebuff was
just some trick, a test they had to pass.
The days passed, and they worked and went through the motions,
sweating in the heat. One day Livvie was down in the riverbed, moving
the round white boulders from place to place, when Guruji appeared out
of nowhere, towering over her in his blue-robed bulk. He surveyed her
darkly for a moment as she lugged her rock to its new spot. Then, “Good
worker,” he grunted, before wandering on.
Livvie told Sean about it that night. Maybe it was a good sign…
It was not long after that that she woke up one morning feeling ill. She
had a crushing headache, and shivered with fever. Sean was solicitous,
and brought her water. Apparently something was going around, he said,
others had been stricken the same way.
Livvie lay for days in a stupor, now and then staggering out into the ield
to vomit. She was sure it was the food, the water, the banana leaves. She
never wanted to taste curry again in her life.
At last, slowly, she recovered. More days passed with the same routine.
They had been there almost a month and were wondering how long it
would be before anything happened, when Adam came to them one
morning and said, “It’s time to leave. Guruji is closing the Ashram.”
What? They looked at each other in shock. So they had lost their chance?
It was over?
Every soul in the place left the next day, all of them packed into the backs
of three or four wildly painted latbed trucks that set off careening down
the narrow road away from the ashram. They were on their way to catch a
bus to Kathmandu, a day’s journey away in neighboring Nepal. Being
kicked out of the ashram must have been a relatively commonplace
occurrence, because Adam kept an apartment in Kathmandu. That was
where they were heading now; he’d told them that morning that they
were welcome to stay as long as they liked.
They’d accepted gratefully; he was so kind. But they were confused. At
last they asked the question that had been bothering them for weeks.
“We were really hoping to become Guruji’s disciples,” they complained,
“but nobody ever invited us. What happened? Did we do something
wrong?”
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“Oh, all you had to do was go down to the river and shave your head,” he
told them, giving them his usual ingenuous grin.
-Nepal
They got off the truck at the irst village they came to and boarded an
aged, lavishly decorated bus that sat waiting, already crammed with
people of all ages, as well as a number of chickens. People were not only
inside but on the roof, where they sprouted like the fruit on an
old-fashioned ladies’ hat.
They found seats toward the back and managed to insert themselves into
them by climbing over several sets of knees. Like every vehicle in that part
of the world, the bus was designed for smaller people. The plastic seats
were tiny and hard, and their knees bumped the backs of the seats in
front of them. They seemed to be the only foreigners, and the other
passengers eyed them with interest.
At last the driver, a tiny man with a haphazard turban, ascertained that
everyone was settled, turned on the motor with a roar, and steered the
bus onto the narrow road, carrying them lurching and swaying out of the
village.
Their route took them through the mountains on roads that were often
unpaved and barely wide enough for one vehicle, let alone allowing room
to pass others. Clinging to the mountainsides, they followed rivers that
wound through the ravine far below.
Livvie peered in disbelief out the dusty window, holding her breath as
they tore ever onward, swinging around blind curves past unfathomable
drops.
The driver and everyone else seemed completely nonchalant, chattering
and munching on things as the music blared joyfully from the radio. The
bus charged on and on, and Livvie closed her eyes and retreated as far
inside as she could get, just hoping.
They drove through the night, at some point crossing into Nepal. When
the sun rose, they were rolling through a broad valley. Around them
rugged peaks towered over terraced green slopes and lush emerald ields.
They stopped for refreshment in one of the villages and got sweet milky
chai and dry biscuits at a thatch roofed teahouse. Hitching up her dhoti
Livvie joined the other people squatting by the roadside to relieve herself
before re-boarding.
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Hours later they reached the city of Kathmandu. In a daze of relief Livvie
thanked whatever or whoever had kept them from plunging to their
deaths in some bottomless gorge.
Adam took them to his apartment, where he reiterated that they were
welcome to stay as long as they wished. It was only a cell in a concrete
apartment building, but it had electricity and running water, even a
shower, and there was room for their sleeping bags on the concrete loor.
They ended up spending a month with Adam, who generously took them
to all the important places in and around Kathmandu. Every day they
would push their way through the city streets, battling the tide of cows
and people, cars and bicycle rickshaws. Every day they would dutifully
seek out another sacred site, climbing thousands of stone stairs up to
pinnacle after pinnacle of exhausting holiness, both Hindu and Buddhist.
One time, just for a change, Adam took them into the countryside to meet
some Nepalese friends. Their hosts sat them down and gave them yak
butter tea, explaining with the kindest of smiles and head shakings that
they would hate it. They were right; it was horrible, bitter and oily. Livvie
thanked them and managed a few sips before setting it down, appalled.
The entire time they were in Nepal, it rained every day. It was monsoon
season, and everything was hot and moist. Livvie’s long hair stuck to her
neck, and her cotton clothing clung to her skin.
What was she doing here, she wondered. Where was God in all this welter
of color and dust and confusion, well-meaning gestures and
unintelligibility? She had no idea. Yet she persisted, leaving no stone
unturned in her search, trudging every day to yet another essential
destination.
Nowhere did Livvie ind God hiding. Like a good American, the closest she
came was in a possession she acquired. At an open air market she fell in
love with a small prayer rug, celestial blue with pearly scrolls of clouds
woven into it. She bought it and carried it home with her. Then, whenever
she sat on it to meditate, she felt herself just a hair’s breadth closer to
enlightenment.
-A Touch of Kindness
Livvie never remembered the trip home – maybe Guruji teleported them
just to get the fools from America out of his hair.
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Back in San Francisco, Livvie and Sean rented an apartment in a Victorian
and set out to put down new roots. It went without saying that they were
going try to make a life together. Although Livvie was by now all too
familiar with Sean’s shortcomings, what did she know? He was nice, in a
wimpy kind of way, and still might be “the one.”
On top of that, although even in her innermost thoughts Livvie would not
admit she cared, Sean was semi-prosperous. The trip had left her more or
less penniless, and one of the apprentices at the Academy had
appropriated the Renault. Sean, on the other hand, was blessed with both
money and an old van his parents had given him.
Other than forging on with Sean, Livvie wasn’t sure what to do next. That
whole India trip and then what? She certainly hadn’t been struck by
enlightenment lightning. Quite the opposite. She felt more clueless than
ever.
They were still getting settled in their new apartment when everything
changed. One evening they were in a used bookstore when a poster on the
cluttered bulletin board caught her attention. It was a modest affair,
printed in black ink on pale pink paper. All it said was “Touch of
Kindness,” and under that a date, a time, and a place.
She pointed it out to Sean, and he too was captivated. Whatever it was, it
was supposed to take place the following evening in Marin County.
Without further discussion they agreed that they would go.
The next evening they drove across the Golden Gate and into Mill Valley,
where they found the address they were looking for in a shopping center.
The event was being held at one of those small banks that used to make
their of ices available after hours to the community, just to seem friendly.
Inside, the rows of folding chairs were illing rapidly. Despite the
vagueness of the poster’s invitation, it seemed to have had the same
magnetic effect on a surprising number of people. Mostly women of
various ages, they included a young doe-eyed girl who looked like one of
Leonardo’s Madonnas; a haggard-looking middle-aged woman with an
appealing smile and an enormous shopping bag; and a thin, glamorous
young brunette who might have been a model. Over the next year, Livvie
would get to know all three of them. All in all, they were about twenty
people, mostly in their 20s and 30s.
They had more or less settled and were sitting waiting for whatever was
going to happen when a young man appeared in front of the group.
Tall, wearing a white cotton Indian-style shirt, he was handsome in a
dashing kind of way, with long mouse-brown hair that drooped over his
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limpid gray eyes. His name was Josh Feinman, he said, and he was going to
tell them how to master their lives.
Later Livvie had no idea what he said or did that evening, but whatever it
was, it was all about her personal obsession: about self-liberation, about
getting free. Josh’s charisma glowed. Livvie and Sean and most of the
other attendees were hooked.
After that irst meeting, there were more. Livvie and Sean kept going until
at the fourth meeting, Josh announced that he was going to open up a
“retreat house,” and that he would choose those who were ready, and only
those people, to be part of it.
There was no question in Livvie’s mind. She wanted to be one of the
chosen.
That night he interviewed everyone, one by one. When it came her turn,
he accepted her, and her heart did a double lip.
Sean’s turn came, and Josh said no. You’re not ready.
Sean was shocked and hurt. Livvie was sorry, but exultant. She had been
beginning to suspect that Sean was not “the one” after all and had been
wondering how to tell him. Josh had just saved her the trouble.
-Retreat House
The retreat house was a ranch-style home high on a hill over Mill Valley.
Seven young women moved in, along with Josh and his cohort Joanie.
After dinner on the irst evening Josh and Joanie told the new inmates
how it was going to be.
No one was to know where the house was. If your parents were worried,
just tell them you were ine, but you couldn’t tell them your address. They
had to get away from all worldly distractions, especially family.
The retreat house would have a certain routine, and everyone was
expected to follow it. There would be chores, divided up among everyone,
and everyone would pay their share for rent and utilities and meals.
A good part of the day would be spent in “oming for world peace.” Sitting
on the loor in a circle, they would close their eyes and chant
“ommmmmm” over and over, for what seemed hours, as they visualized
the planet in the center of the circle, bathed in light.
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At other times during the day they would practice various techniques,
usually in twos or threes.
Livvie’s favorite was doing “boosters,” a kind of energy-boosting spiritual
calisthenics. Kneeling on the loor, with a partner acting as a spotter to
keep you from harm, you would bend forward, exhaling completely, until
your forehead touched the ground. Then, inhaling furiously, you would
rise upright again to sit on your heels. You would repeat the whole
inhaling-exhaling, bowing and rising, eight times, as fast as you could, and
on the eighth inhalation, you would rise to “standing” on your knees,
holding your breath. If you were lucky, you would pass out and fall on the
loor. Once when Livvie did this, she went to the sweetest paradise...
Another exercise was “modulating.” You would sit with a person on either
side of you, each with their mouth close to your ear. At a given moment
they would start intoning a low “ooooo” into your ears, lifting their voices
higher and higher until they were hooting like a siren, and then starting
all over again down low. They would do this over and over and over until
they somehow agreed to stop. This was supposed to “raise your
vibrations.” Livvie never felt much happen in those sessions, but it was
fun to be the one hooting.
Then there was “the looking thing,” which consisted simply of two people
sitting across from each other looking into each other’s eyes without
blinking for as long as they could.
All these activities were more or less interesting, but what really kept
Livvie at the retreat house was the sense of being special. They could have
done nothing at all, and she still would have wanted to be there, because
Josh had chosen her.
-Pilgrims
Karen, the skinny middle-aged woman from the irst Touch of Kindness
meeting, was Livvie’s friend. One of those who had been selected to live in
the retreat house, she had history, including children she had left with her
ex back in Alabama. Karen was a kind soul - Livvie couldn’t imagine her
doing anything to hurt anyone. She was sure there must be some
mitigating excuse to explain why she had abandoned her babies, but
Karen never spoke about it, so Livvie just took it on faith.
They had been living at the retreat house for a couple of months, doing
their oming and their boosters, their modulating and their eye-to-eye
gazing, when Josh announced another workshop. Livvie was glad – that
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meant something new was coming. She didn’t stop to wonder why Josh
told them all to bring everything they owned.
Livvie arrived with her backpack and sleeping bag, Karen with her carpet
bag, the others with their own piles of earthly goods. They had barely sat
down to hear what Josh had up his sleeve this time, when he stood up in
front of everyone and announced that everything was over. The retreat
house was closed, and there was no workshop.
So once again, Livvie was being kicked out! And once agai, just as she had
when her mother had kicked her out, she felt strangely satis ied. As if
being kicked out made her even more special, a signal from on high that
she was strong enough to handle it.
Josh did have a last suggestion, which he highly recommended following.
That was to go out in pairs and knock on people’s doors, and when
someone came to the door, to tell them, “Hello, we are pilgrims. We will
accept whatever you want to give us.”
Karen and Livvie looked at each other aghast.
But there was nothing for it. They would do what Josh instructed – no one
would think of questioning him. Picking up their belongings, the two of
them left the bank together and set out walking into the nearby
residential district.
They stopped at the irst apartment house they came to, climbed the
stairs to the irst apartment, and rang the bell.
After a moment, a man opened the door, looking at them questioningly. He
seemed to be in his forties, and was wearing a tie, as if dressed for work.
“Hello,” said Karen. “We are pilgrims. We will take whatever you would
like to give us.” Livvie nodded, and they both waited to see what he would
say.
“Of course,” he responded without hesitation, as if this were the most
normal thing in the world. “Come on in, make yourselves at home. I’m
about to leave on a business trip, but you’re welcome to stay here as long
as you like. My name is Mike. What’s mine is yours.”
Karen and Livvie looked at each other, not knowing what to say. Five
minutes later, Mike took his suitcase and briefcase and left, wishing them
well. They never saw him again.
They spent the rest of that day cleaning and tidying his apartment. That
evening they ate bread and cheese and fruit from his refrigerator, washing
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up carefully after themselves. They spent the night, spreading their
sleeping bags on his carpeted loor. The next day they left, locking the
door behind them and feeling full to the brim of good will and trust. The
universe was kind. They agreed this was the most fun they’d ever had.
-Getting Straight
The retreat house was over, but the whole oming for world peace etc.
phenomenon wasn’t. Word came down the grapevine that Josh was in
Santa Cruz. It went without saying that if he was there, that was where
Livvie needed to be.
After being pilgrims together for a day and a night, Karen and Livvie had
gone their separate ways – Karen had things to do back in Alabama. Livvie
called her parents to let them know she was still alive, then hitch hiked
down to Santa Cruz.
It wasn’t hard to ind the Josh people. Friends of friends were living in
retreat houses there. If the retreat house thing was over, maybe that just
meant the one in Marin. Livvie called one of the Santa Cruz houses, and
they said she was welcome to visit.
No sooner had she settled herself on their couch, than the phone rang. It
was for her.
It was Josh, and he was furious.
“I told you not to go to any of our friends,” he said. “What you need to do
now is get a job and rent a room somewhere and be a normal person.”
Livvie was crushed. Where would she go? And how could she get a job if
she had nowhere to live?
But what else could she do? She believed in Josh – his serene belligerence
was something she couldn’t argue with. Her forbidden friends happened
to have a copy of the local paper, so she turned to the ‘help wanted’
section. Marvelously, there was an ad for a typesetter, even there in Santa
Cruz. Those were the days before desktop publishing, so there still was
such a thing as typesetting, the kind she’d done for the Art Times, sitting
at a giant metal machine in an of ice, typing out copy for some newspaper
or magazine.
Her friends let her use the house phone, and she called the number for
the job. A bored-sounding woman answered, and when Livvie told her she
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was an experienced typesetter she asked her to come in that afternoon for
an interview. Come at 2:00pm and bring your resume, she said. Livvie
said she’d be there.
Then, borrowing her friends’ typewriter, she sat down and concocted a
resume.
-Respectability
She could make up something that looked like a resume - that wasn’t
hard. It was the work history that was the tough part.
Not that she hadn’t worked. She’d had lots of jobs – it was just that the
only one involving typesetting was the one at the Art Times. And you were
supposed to put down everything, otherwise what had you been doing?
Who would want to hire someone who had been sinfully idle?
It never crossed her mind to lie. No, she would tell the truth – the problem
was how to make it sound reasonable.
Little by little she pieced together an account of the last several years. For
the time in the retreat house she wrote that she was “studying.” For the
rest of the time she listed all the jobs she could remember, no matter how
tiny.
Her irst job ever had in the cafeteria at Branner Hall, when she was a
freshman. The only thing she remembered from that job was that her
matronly boss had asked her if she had a boyfriend, and she had been
stricken at having to reply “no.” But she put that down – “cafeteria
worker.”
Then she’d been a bank teller in Newport Beach, back when she’d irst
been married.
After that came the months they’d spent going “back to the land” – Livvie
put that down as “traveling,” which she igured was acceptable, traveling
being a form of education, after all.
For San Diego and the illicit irewood business she put “landscaping.”
After San Diego there was the time back at Stanford, when she’d inished
her degree – that was “studying.” And after that the time at the gallery,
when she’d worked as a ile clerk, a reasonable job. That all sounded ok.
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There were others, interspersed, that were harder to explain. Like the
time she’d run out on Lucy when she was dying of cancer, and time she’d
been ired from the lab for destroying all those blood samples.
And there were the temp jobs she’d had in Los Angeles during her years
with Rani. Like the one cutting cheesecake, where she’d had to wear a
white uniform and then stand all day at a mechanical cheesecake cutter,
stomping on a pedal that sliced an entire cake at once into sixteen pieces.
Every time it came whomping down, she had to clean the blade, and most
of that went into her rather than into the waste bin, so that her uniform
grew steadily tighter. Luckily that job ended after only a couple of weeks...
And there were others, deadly in their banality, like the one sticking
colored stickers on merchandise at a drug store, and the one making cold
calls to sell magazine subscriptions. Those jobs had illed her with such
meaningless horror that she had done her best to fail at them, and had
quickly succeeded.
The most gruesomely memorable of those jobs was her time as a nurse’s
aid. Again she had had to wear a white uniform, and put on white shoes
that killed her feet. Then, all day she would stumble from one horror to
the next, from cleaning an ancient woman’s cancer-riddled labia, to
crouching beside an old man shivering on his commode as she reached a
rubber-gloved inger up his anus to feel for the hard little balls of feces
loating around inside him. Uselessly Livvie would knock them back and
forth in a vain attempt to urge them toward the exit…
All of that she poured into the alchemical hopper of her imaginative
word-machine. She switched it on, it chopped and whirred and mangled,
and inally it spit out something that Livvie hoped could pass for a
resume.
That taken care of, she put on her “job clothes.” That she even had such a
costume was something she had to give Josh credit for. Back in Marin, he
had made them all get a “straight” out it to wear when Touch of Kindness
held public seminars. Livvie still had her wrinkle-free cream-colored
polyester jacket and slacks and white blouse rolled carefully in the bottom
of her pack, along with her sari.
Now she put her job clothes on and checked herself out in the mirror.
With her long hair rolled into a bun at the nape of her neck and her
light-colored clothes, she looked fatter than ever. She needed to lose at
least twenty pounds, she thought; better yet, ifty.
That wasn’t going to happen. She turned sideways and sucked in her
stomach, lifting her chest – that was better. But who could walk around
like that all day?
159

-Homeless
Livvie got the typesetting job. The woman barely looked at her resume;
the girl could type and knew how to turn the machine on. That was all she
needed.
It was a good job. She would have to work nights, which was convenient,
because she could sleep in the of ice; she was sure the woman wouldn’t
mind, and anyway she didn’t have to know. The job was only three days a
week, but that was better than nothing, and on her days off she could do
other things.
One of the other things she did was to borrow one of the black heavy-duty
garbage bags from under the sink at work. It was the rainy season, and
she didn’t have a raincoat, but all she had to do was cut a slit for her head,
and slits in the sides for her arms, and voila, she was dry enough.
On the nights she didn’t work, she slept on the beach. During the day she
would take her earnings and buy food and walk around the town wishing
she knew someone other than her forbidden Josh Feinman friends.
For three weeks she was homeless, and the whole time she felt like a fake,
because she knew she could go home to her family at any moment. Which
is what she inally did.
When she arrived back in Clover Valley, and her parents received her with
open arms as if she’d never done anything to upset them. She explained to
them that the retreat house was no more, and that she was living in Santa
Cruz, where she had a job as a typesetter. She was saving, but it was only
part time, so she was a little short.
Arnie didn’t need any more than that; without saying anything, he wrote
her a check for $100. Livvie thanked him, hugged him and kissed him. He
nodded with the barest hint of a smile and hugged her back. Then he went
back to balancing the books for the Academy.
Livvie spent the next two days luxuriating at home, sleeping in her old
bed in the room with the fairy-tale paintings, cooking for her parents and
Braelynn, who was still living with them and who, taking a cue from
Livvie’s parents, also pretended nothing amiss had ever passed between
them. Then she caught the bus back to Santa Cruz.
She arrived that afternoon, just in time for her next typesetting stint, and
let herself into the little of ice. Depositing her pack and sleeping bag on
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the loor, she took her seat at the big machine where several articles
awaited her. She pushed the “on” button – and nothing happened. Only a
disquieting quiet, the shadows deepening.
She tried again – still nothing.
The machine was as dead as a doornail.
What else could she do? She needed this work.
So Livvie prayed. Not being tied to any one religion, she used the shotgun
approach, praying to anything and everything she could think of,
including Krishna, one of her favorites, Buddha, Jesus, and the Virgin
Mary. Offering up the dead machine into the arms of the Light, Livvie held
her breath, and waited.
Then she tried again.
This time the machine whirred into life. She thanked her lucky stars.
That night she slept again on the of ice loor, and the next morning went
to a café where she looked through the roommates wanted ads in the local
paper. Going to a pay phone, she called two or three possibilities…
By that evening she had a room in a house with a noncommunicative
young man named Robert who was studying business at the local
community college.
He showed her the empty room, and she put her pack and sleeping bag
down on the bare loor. It would certainly be better than the beach, but it
was strange to be in a strange house with a stranger with whom she had
nothing in common, at least not so far as she could tell.
From that point on, in possession of the requisite job and rented room,
Livvie did her best to become a regular person. She went to work and
came home. To make her room more homelike, she bought a foam pad to
sleep on and a poster of Krishna.
But she missed the om circle crowd, or any crowd set on resolving the
same burning questions. She still couldn’t fathom how anyone could not
be riveted and obsessed by the question of what the hell was going on
here, where we came from, and where were we going, and why. Anyone
who wasn’t must simply be dead asleep.
--
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Stephen
When Livvie showed up at the De Light Magazine meeting, she was on the
lookout for two essential things: one, the love of her life, and two, another
job.
The meeting took place in a sunny of ice in downtown Santa Cruz, with
ten or twelve other hippies, all of them sitting around on the loor and
other available surfaces. Someone was passing a joint around; when it
came to her, Livvie pretended to take a hit and passed it on. Since her
disastrous acid trip, ten years ago already, she’d found it wisest to shun
anything that might set her head spinning the wrong direction.
The meeting went as meetings go, full of the back and forth of contending
proposals. Livvie sat listening, except when she had to introduce herself
in the beginning. Then she said her name, and that she was new to the
area, but that she had been the production manager of an art magazine
for several years, and could do typesetting, layout and paste-up, and
graphic design. She had no idea if she would get the job, or if a job even
existed.
But when the meeting broke up an hour later, Livvie dared imagine that
her primary and far more pressing desire might just be coming true. A
young man named Stephen was walking out beside her, asking her what
she thought of the concept of the magazine.
Whatever Livvie answered, it was with only the tiniest fragment of her
brain. The rest of her was busy calculating whether or not this young man
had any chance of passing her inspection. Despite her hippie exterior, her
requirements were simple and rigidly conventional. In addition to being
male, her true love had to be taller, smarter, and older than her.
Glancing at Stephen sideways, Livvie igured he looked like a pretty good
candidate. It went without saying he was smarter – other people,
especially males, were almost always smarter than she was, and she could
tell by the luency of his speech and the way he looked at her that he was
sharp. Physically he was a little on the short side, but he still managed to
be taller than Livvie. She didn’t know how old he was, but all in all, his
chances of passing her test looked good.
He must have been running through a similar checklist, because after that
he began to visit, and they started dating. With his lithe build, curly short
hair and goatee, and his playful, teasing brown eyes, he reminded Livvie
of a faun. One time they were sitting on the couch at her place when an
Irish tune came on the radio, and he jumped up and danced a jig for her.
Livvie was enchanted.
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As it turned out, the only category Stephen fell short in was age. He was
younger, by a whopping nine years. But by the time he told Livvie how old
he was, it was too late – she was hooked. Anyway, it probably didn’t
matter – Jake, after all, had been a couple of years older than her, and look
how much good that had done her.
Stephen had come to Santa Cruz on the tail end of Jose Oruba’s orbit. Jose
was Josh’s spiritual cousin, or maybe his uncle, and was an unmistakable
presence on the local spiritual scene. Dressed all in white, he looked like a
wild Biblical prophet, with his leonine black hair and beard and his ierce
gaze.
She’d met Jose exactly once, at a party. She’d just arrived and was
wondering what to do with herself when he came up to her and told her
testily, as if correcting a misconception, “You are not neurotic.”
What?! Livvie wasn’t sure what he meant, but decided the best thing was
to treat it as a compliment. Since then he had occupied a special place in
her pantheon of characters.
By the time she met Stephen, he had had enough of Jose and Josh and all
their self-absorbed oming-for-world-peace lunacy. Considering himself
only on the fringes of the whole thing, Stephen was contemplating his
next step.
Livvie was just beginning to admit that she was falling for him when he
told her he was leaving and didn’t know when or if he’d be back. He had
enrolled in “SNAP” – Success Now at Any Price. The SNAP Training was
notorious – three days of some new kind of psychological boot camp,
remaking yourself in the image of its founder, Meryl Stopgap, the
ilthy-rich mogul of spiritual success.
Livvie sighed and accepted the inevitable. She’d miss Stephen and his
attentions. But what could she say? He was responding to a call, a
spiritual imperative, and she couldn’t compete with that.
-Stiff Upper Lip
After Stephen went away, Livvie decided it was time to take a break from
the whole Santa Cruz scene. She gave her employer and her housemate
two weeks’ notice and at the end of that time, she rolled up her sleeping
bag, shouldered her pack, went to the nearest thoroughfare and stuck out
her thumb. A few hours later she was walking up the old hill at home.
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Her parents welcomed her, asking no questions other than what she
thought they should have for dinner.
With no particular plans, Livvie moved back into her old fairy-tale painted
bedroom to wait for some new inspiration, some new hint about the
meaning of life and where to go from there. It wasn’t a bad place to be she enjoyed talking to her parents, helping with the cooking and cleaning
and doing occasional odd jobs for the Academy.
But she was worried about Arnie. It seemed he had some problem with
his blood, some kind of leukemia. He assured his family it was benign, but
Livvie knew something was wrong - he didn’t seem like himself.
And it was true. He wasn’t telling them what he’d read at the Stanford
Medical Library: that his hairy cell leukemia was malignant.
He was only obeying the rules. In their family, if, God forbid, anything
were ever wrong with you, you did not let on. Whether you just didn’t feel
good, or some disaster had just slammed you over the head, you simply
carried on as if all were well. Only in private, in a hushed voice in the
darkness of the night, might you confess to anyone that you were in
trouble.
And anyway he didn’t want to upset Jude any more than he had to. Now
that she was no longer so worried about their eldest daughter, who was
behaving at least a little better, she was having nightmares about their
youngest.
Like all good parents of the ifties, Jude and Arnie had warned all their
children never, ever to use heroin or any other hard drugs. Livvie and Sam
and Laurie had all taken the warning to heart, and had never even
considered trying anything addictive. Even Livvie had only tried
marijuana and various hallucinogens.
But with Emmie, her parents’ warning had exactly the opposite effect. It
only made her want to try the hard stuff all the more.
Now she had gone to live on the east coast, and it seemed she had fallen
into bad company. For some time now, the family had known she was in
trouble, using heroin. The last time Livvie had talked to her, Emmie’s
voice had sounded utterly dead, as if she lacked enough interest in life to
push air through her vocal cords.
Now one of Emmie’s friends had called Arnie, insisting that someone from
the family had to ly back immediately, that Emmie was not doing well.
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Arnie had called and called, getting no answer. Finally Sam was able to get
through, and Emmie convinced him she was ine, her friend was just an
alarmist. So Arnie was comforted, but he did so wish he could talk to her
in person…
On Emmie’s birthday, Arnie sent her lowers. That evening she called him
and said the lowers were beautiful and made her happy, and he melted
into a puddle of relief.
So Emmie was ok, and that was what was important. With two prodigal
daughters, one home now, and the other at least safe for the moment, he
could get on with things.
Which meant going on with life as always, ignoring the leukemia, and
simply pretending with all his might that everything was ine.
It wasn’t hard, that was the way he and the whole family had always
tackled every dif iculty. Whether it was bickering siblings or the common
cold, marital discontent or cancer, it was the tried and true solution of his
stalwart British ancestors that always saved the day: the stiff upper lip.
It wasn’t such a bad approach. If you acted like you were ok and told
everyone else you were, you ended up half-convincing yourself…
-The Crystal Guy
The Crystal Guy, a skinny man with a ponytail and overalls, lived in town,
not that far from Livvie’s parents’. She had heard from friends that he was
a tried and true expert on the healing properties of stones.
Livvie knew Arnie would never pay the slightest attention to such
quackery – but you never knew, she could at least talk to the guy. She
called him and made an appointment.
When she went to see the Crystal Guy, he sat her down and looked her
over as he absently fondled a small quartz crystal with one hand. Before
she had a chance to tell him anything, he said, “Hmmm, there’s something
going on with your father, something’s not right with his blood…”
Surprised, Livvie told him about the benign leukemia. He said he would
do some work with crystals. Perhaps he could do something to help.
She went home not knowing what to think.
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Crystals were beautiful, and she’d loved rocks since the age of six, when
she had decided she would be a geologist when she grew up. But she
didn’t believe in all that magic crystal stuff. Spirituality was one thing, but
magic was another – although she wasn’t quite sure of the difference.
On the other hand, life was unpredictable. If by some weird chance
crystals turned out to have some kind of mysterious power, that was ok
with her.
Livvie never knew what the Crystal Guy did, if anything. Whatever he had
or hadn’t done, Arnie carried on with his normal life, climbing up on the
roof to clean the gutters, making undercooked soft-boiled eggs for
breakfast, going to work at Stanford.
He kept on being Arnie, the same uncomplaining, hardworking, morose
sweetheart who had once brought a bag of bananas to work instead of the
sandwiches Jude had packed him. When he came home and told everyone,
they’d all laughed until they cried.
Livvie’s father lived many, many years after that, until he was very old,
tired of living and ready to move on. Who knows what it was that got him
through all those years when he should have been dead. Maybe it was the
Crystal Guy, or maybe the stiff upper lip. Or maybe it was his own cloak of
naiveté that protected him, just like Livvie’s protected her. Maybe he was
the one who had given it to her, the apologetic blessing of a father for his
daughter who was all too like him.
-Pink
It was not long after she met the Crystal Guy that Livvie had an experience
that made her give more credence to his practice.
For some time, she’d had a tiny rose quartz pyramid, a pendant set in gold
wire that she had bought from some Santa Cruz street hippie. One night
she went to sleep with the pale pink crystal clasped in her hand under her
pillow.
That night something different happened. Something that was clearly
more than a dream, and also more than being awake. Above all, it was real
- orders of magnitude realer than her day to day life.
She was in a pink place. She didn’t know when she had come here,
perhaps she had always been here – but she was high in the sky, in a pink
in inity, with someone she loved, but both of them were without bodies.
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The palest rose light surrounded and suffused them, breathing them, as
they talked together without words. In the utter silence, their thoughts
slipped into each other, linking together, twirling and coming to rest each
in each, in an invisible, graceful dance.
The thoughts from the other being, the one Livvie loved, were comforting,
warm thoughts, welcoming thoughts, true thoughts. They were kind
messages from someone who knew, someone who lived in a realm that
was higher, deeper, purer, sweeter, than Livvie’s day-to-day play-acting
world. All was well, all was well, all was well, and nothing was remotely
wrong, or could be. Whoever was with her, they were laughing together,
softly, happily, full of a gentle joy, full of peace.
How long this went on Livvie had no idea. It only ended when another
thought came to her: I have to tell everyone about this…
At that moment she found herself returning to her parents’ home,
hovering above it and then landing lightly in the back yard. There was a
potluck going on, folks from the pool were there, talking earnestly,
absorbed in their mutual doings. Livvie approached them and told them,
“Look, there’s something wonderful happening, there’s more than this…”
As if she were not even there, they carried on talking, eating, laughing. She
was invisible and inaudible to them.
Oh, how she wanted to return to that rosy space, that place of no
problems, of everything good and true and endless.
And the more she tried to go back, the more anchored she became in the
tight solidity of this world.
But Livvie knew, she knew, she knew about that other place, wherever it
was, outside or inside her. She knew that it was real, and that all the
problems of this life were not what they seemed.
-A Private Matter
One afternoon Livvie was reading in her room at her parents’ house when
the doorbell rang. A moment later Arnie put his head in her doorway and
told her a friend of hers had come to see her and was waiting in the living
room.
That took her by surprise. Very few of her current friends knew her
parents’ address. Who on earth could it be?
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She followed Arnie out to the living room. There, sitting on the couch
talking earnestly to her mother, was the last person she expected. It was
Stephen, her old beau from Santa Cruz.
When he saw her, he stood up and greeted her cordially. Then he
addressed Jude and Arnie, asking, “Would you excuse us?”
Wondering what to make of this polite young man, they gave their assent.
Stephen turned to Livvie. “How about we take a walk?”
“I’d love to,” she said, and they walked together out the front door.
On the other side of the front gate, Stephen took her hand.
“It’s good to see you,” he said, looking at her.
“You too,” said Livvie, feeling his hand in hers, his level eyes on her. It was
nice he had come, but what was he thinking?
He seemed to have completely forgotten about going on a walk. Instead,
still looking intently at her, holding her hand, he said, “I came to see you
because I just inished SNAP, and it made me realize something…”
“Oh,” Livvie said, wondering what he was on about. “What was that?”
“I realized that you’d be a good wife for me.”
Livvie stared at him. Had she heard right?
His words had sounded more like a logical scienti ic theorem than a
declaration of love. Nevertheless, she believed he had just asked her to
marry him.
This was the last thing she’d expected.
Unexpected or not, she knew instantly what her answer would be. She
knew she liked this young man, and if the pounding of her heart meant
anything, it was quite possible that she even loved him.
“Wow,” Livvie said, “Sure, why not? I like the idea.”
-Practicality
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That taken care of, they went on their walk. Stephen told her the Training
had been the most important thing he’d ever done in his life. It had really
snapped him awake, he said. Now he knew what he wanted, and he was
going to “go for it.” Livvie should do the Training too, that would be
essential if their relationship was going to work.
That was ine with her. She was curious to ind out what had licked on
the light bulb in Stephen’s head and given her this second chance at the
old holy grail, marriage. And she loved trainings, loved having someone
take charge of her life, tell her what to do. Her old mentors had all shot
their wad, and this Training sounded like a healthy slap in the face. She’d
been waiting for some kind of signal that would tell her where to go next
in her life, and if this wasn’t just such a signal, she didn’t know what it
was.
They got back from their walk and Livvie told her parents the news.
Just for a moment, before they could properly arrange their smiles,
surprise and dismay escaped their faces. What was this lighty,
irresponsible, space-case daughter of theirs thinking? She had narrowly
escaped all manner of disaster with all that dropping out and – what did
they call it – tuning in and turning on, all the drugs and sex and who knew
what else, only to go and marry the irst idiot she had come across, and
then go through that tragedy of tragedies, a divorce, and not even that
long ago – and now what was she thinking? Who was this glib boy who
had turned up ive minutes ago on their doorstep and was now
supposedly going to be their son-in-law? Livvie could see the thoughts
scrambling in their heads...
As quickly as Jude and Arnie could muster their dignity, they recovered
themselves; they weren’t a family to make waves, on the contrary, they
always made the best of every disaster. Grinning widely, they
congratulated Livvie and Stephen and hugged them both with laudable
courage.
That hurdle overcome, Stephen said he had other things he had to take
care of that day and wouldn’t impose on them anymore. If Livvie was free
the next day, he would come back, and they could formulate their plans.
Then he disappeared even more quickly than he had materialized.
The next day, as he had promised, Stephen returned. Jude and Arnie,
having worked hard during the night adjusting the loor plan of their lives
to make room for this new occupant, welcomed him like a familiar ixture
and invited him to join them for dinner and even to spend the night. He
cordially accepted, and he and Livvie retired to her bedroom to formulate
their future.
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The irst order of business was some long-overdue fondling and kissing…
Just before the point of no return, they caught themselves; they could wait
for that, for a more relaxed venue. Right now they had planning to do, and
they had to do it right.
They agreed irst off that they weren’t going to be stupid. The irst thing
they had to do was write a failure clause to include in their wedding vows.
Then if things didn’t work out, they would just divvy up their possessions
and nobody would hold any grudges. Then and there Livvie took out pen
and paper, and they set down the bones of that agreement.
The second thing was that Livvie had to do SNAP. The Training was being
offered on the following two weekends in San Francisco. It cost some
money, $250, but it was well worth it. Livvie didn’t hesitate, and called
and reserved her spot.
As for the wedding itself, they didn’t have to rush things. First they would
ind an apartment and jobs in San Francisco, and get down to the business
of real life. Then, when they were more settled, they would get married.
At dinner that night, they presented their plans. They would shoot for
getting married in a couple of months. Fine, said Jude and Arnie, it wasn’t
good to rush things, and it sounded like they were being quite sensible.
Livvie knew her parents were doing their best, but she could sense their
alarm. She had to ix that; she was never comfortable without their
approval, and groped for the magic key that would make everything ok.
Then she hit on it. Her parents had been going to a new church where
their friend Peter was the priest. Peter was an affable, humanistic sort
who had been excommunicated from the Catholic Church for marrying
one of his parishioners. Her parents loved and admired him; he it right
into their progressive landscape with just the right balance of tradition
and lamboyance.
Livvie wasn’t a Christian, and she was pretty sure Stephen wasn’t; it didn’t
matter. If they could get this priest on board, it might go a long way to
cementing her parents’ enthusiasm.
“Do you think maybe we could ask Father P. to marry us, and hold the
wedding at his church?” she asked, casting her bait out onto the innocent
waters of the dinner table.
Hmmm, they considered, their looks far away. Maybe so… The bait was
indeed tasty.
That’s a nice idea, said Jude.
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Hmmm, said Arnie.
Livvie didn’t let up. Father P’s would be perfect, she gushed. They didn’t
want any ireworks, no organ music or lowers or incense, no
sentimentality, no crowds. All they wanted was a simple affair, with just a
few people present, maybe just Jude and Arnie and Livvie’s grandparents,
and Stephen’s parents from back east if they could make it.
As Livvie watched their faces, she knew she was on the right path. They
were tough, but she would keep working on them. One way or another,
whether they liked it or not, they would welcome Stephen into the fold
with open arms.
-Battering Down the Walls
It would be a while before Livvie found out what it would take for Stephen
to be fully welcomed into the fold. Before that, she had to hold up her end
of the bargain, and take the Training.
What she had always disliked most about herself was her shyness.
Especially when she remembered Miss Fulton’s scathing pronouncement
from high school: “Shy people are the most egotistical people there are.”
She knew Miss Fulton was right, but there was no way she could wrench
herself out of being shy. She had been formed in the image of her father:
quiet and soft-spoken, unsure, holding the shining image of her mother
aloft, worshiping her. She wished she could be like Jude, but what she
showed to the world was just the opposite.
The thing was, in her innermost being, Livvie was like Jude. Inside she
was fearless and passionate, joyful and strong.
But forget revealing that to the world. Because even though she felt that
way inside, maybe she wouldn’t be strong enough to actually act that way.
And if she showed that side of herself and then couldn’t deliver, people
would know. They’d know she was a fake and a failure, and they’d run the
other way, laughing and jeering. Then she would be more alone than ever.
Well, forget that! That’s why Livvie was always nice, so she wouldn’t scare
anyone away.
At the same time, she detested the pretense. She couldn’t live her whole
life in hiding…

171

So she didn’t object when Stephen insisted she take the SNAP training. All
those other things she’d done – the Enlightenment Workshops, the
Soulmates Training, Newbirthing, India, Oming for world peace – all that
had chipped away at her ramparts, letting in a chink of light here and
there. But the walls were still impregnable, still standing strong. Maybe
SNAP , which was reputed to be marvelously abusive, would inally
succeed where all else had failed.
-The Company of the Devil
The two-weekend Training, held at the gaudy Jack Tar Hotel in San
Francisco, started promptly at 8:30 on a Saturday morning. At 8:15
Stephen dropped Livvie off in front of the place, giving her a peck on the
cheek and a thumbs up.
Inside, hundreds of preoccupied people were milling through the lobby.
Livvie found the end of the registration line and joined the silent shuf le
toward the sign-in table, where a smiling young woman took her check
and handed her a plastic-covered nametag with her full name printed out
in capitals.
In the shadows behind the registration table loomed a set of closed
double doors, one of them bearing a laminated sign saying “The SNAP
Training.” Around the edges of the doors a luorescent glow escaped like
the glimmer of heaven seeping through the cracks in the pearly gates.
Saint Peter, dressed in slacks and a white shirt, stood his ground in front
of them.
Livvie pinned on her nametag and approached him, hoping he wouldn’t
ask her to explain herself. He didn’t. Eying her impassively, he opened the
great doors and let her pass. The doors clicked shut behind her, and she
was in.
The enormous room was brilliantly lit, and illed with row upon row of
folding chairs, all facing a stage far away on the other side. Hundreds of
people were illing the chairs, muttering among each other gamely as they
waited under the glare from the plastic chandeliers. Livvie slipped into an
aisle seat near the back and waited. Then, on second thought, she moved
a few seats further in…
After it was all over, in deference to the secrecy that traditionally cloaked
the SNAP Training, she forgot almost everything that took place on any of
the four days. All she took home with her was a dreamlike impression of a
man with a loud voice yelling that they were welcome, and if they knew
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what was good for them, they had better just shut up and sit there and
listen. He yelled for a long time, telling them they were all losers, and they
were going to ind out why. They were going to confront themselves, and
discover that on the other side of the miserable little nothing they thought
they were, they were really OK.
Livvie could never decide whether those memories were real or invented.
Wherever they came from, what Livvie did remember was that she had a
pretty good time. She discovered that she wasn’t really that shy – she was
just chicken. If someone else told her she had to get up and make a fool of
herself, she had no problem doing that. After all, that’s what everyone else
was doing – they were all making fools of themselves.
And so she found herself at one point standing up on a chair in front of
two hundred strangers, singing Row Row Row Your Boat. She wasn’t
remotely embarrassed – in fact, she con irmed what she had known all
along, what she had learned in her high school drama class, that she was a
ham. All she needed was for someone else to invite her to get up and
speak her piece, and she would gladly open her mouth and let it all out.
There were other challenges, like talking to strangers about one’s
innermost secrets – but again, if everyone else was doing the same, what
was the problem?
Livvie went home convinced that SNAP was a good thing. The training had
undeniably “worked” for her. What worked about it was the great relief of
discovering that what she had been so afraid of doing wasn’t hard at all.
All she had to do was open the door, and out came all her demons and
also her angels. What was the big deal?
Now she understood Stephen’s enthusiasm, and was glad that she could
sincerely align herself with her partner, marching forward in life, bearing
aloft the same banner.
-GAW
Stephen was appropriately pleased, and since they were both serious
about the whole thing, they lost no time in enrolling in the next level,
GAW, “Going All the Way.”
GAW was free. Meryl could afford to make it free, because GAW supplied
the leaders of the spiritual Tupperware meetings that gave so many lucky
souls the opportunity to pay $250 for the life-saving SNAP Training.
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It went without saying that Livvie and Stephen wanted to help. What
more could they do to repay Meryl for his wonderful work? If the
proceeds from SNAP allowed him to live like a king in his enormous and
gleaming contemporary mansion overlooking the ocean, with teams of
volunteers vying to cook and scrub for him and carry out his every whim,
they didn’t begrudge him that. He had sel lessly given his life to this work,
which was continuing to rescue millions of hapless humans from lives of
drudgery and despair.
Livvie told herself the money aspect didn’t bother her, even though her
parents were, as always, distrustful of that aspect, insisting that money
was “only money” and should not be one of the main values in one’s life.
Well, if it shouldn’t be a value, neither should it be anathema. If making
money was one of the things it took to be happy and free, Livvie was ine
with that. She was also ine with cutting her hair short and wearing
polyester suits and getting an appropriate secretarial job.
After they joined GAW, it became Livvie and Stephen’s life. They rented a
room from a young couple down near the waterfront, and every morning
Livvie would go to her secretarial job in a downtown law irm, and
Stephen would go to the gallery and attempt to sell bad paintings for a
commission; and after work they would meet at GAW.
It was the same every night. They would take their seats at a long bank of
telephones and spend an hour cold-calling endless names out of the
phone book. When someone answered, they would head into their spiel
about SNAP, until the person hung up on them or politely declined. Once
in a very long time, someone would bite, and then everyone in the room
would stop and cheer, so happy that one more fortunate soul was to be
saved…
For two entire years, that was the way Livvie and Stephen spent every
weeknight. On the weekends they would volunteer as monitors for one of
the Trainings at the Jack Tar.
Although in later years she would never have consented to spending even
ive minutes making cold calls for anything, Livvie always insisted that
those years had not been wasted. Her time with SNAP gave her an ability
to jump in and bare her soul, telling the truth regardless of the
consequences, that in future years would open doors she would
otherwise have assumed were locked to her.
Meryl was the last in the line of charismatic males under whose sway
Livvie had fallen since leaving home. Chance had kept her away from the
worst of their kind, the Jim Joneses and the Charles Mansons, but the ones
she had followed weren’t all that much better. Jack hadn’t been able to
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keep his hands off the other young women around him; Axel may well
have knifed his wife to death; Guruji suffered from delusions of
immortality and omnipotence; and Josh, she found out years later, had
become a notorious pedophile.
And now Meryl. Even though he had thousands of followers and lived in
the bright light of success, no one could deny the hushed-up reports from
his family and friends that he regularly molested his daughters, beat his
wife, and subjected his staff to psychological violence.
All these things had gone on while Livvie was faithfully supporting the
work of her leaders, and she had had no idea about any of it. Instead, she
simply wandered on unscathed, inding only good in their work, like a
little child on an Easter egg hunt, groping her way blindfolded through a
mine ield.
How was it that time and again she’d believed she was in the company of
angels when she was walking beside the devil himself and all his cohorts?
How was it that even while she often felt lost and alone, she was also so
often illed with innocent joy?
-A Second Try for the Holy Grail
Although neither Livvie nor Stephen believed much in astrology, they
igured it couldn’t hurt. According to their roommate, who had offered to
do their charts as a wedding present, the most auspicious date for their
wedding would be March 20. Well, why not? They needed all the help they
could get.
So it was that on a Friday afternoon, under the joyful auspices of an
excommunicated Catholic priest, Stephen and Livvie tied the knot.
Jude and Arnie were there, as were Stephen’s parents, Maggie and Ralph,
everyone smiling among the discretely placed bouquets of lowers. With
Livvie in her turquoise polyester dress, Stephen clean-shaven in a suit and
tie, and both of them crisply short haired, they were a model SNAP-style
couple, ready to make their marriage into a success if it was at all
humanly possible.
They didn’t waste time on a long honeymoon, but merely drove out to the
coast, where they stayed in a small hotel for the weekend. Then they went
back to their busy life in San Francisco, where they had their work cut out
for them.
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Stephen, determined to make a living in the ield of ine art, was spending
his days struggling to sell paintings to tourists at one of the galleries near
Fisherman’s Wharf, as well as working on his own paintings whenever he
could ind the time.
Livvie, hoping to ind something at least a little more interesting than
being a secretary, had begun working for a small advertising irm. That
had not proven a wise move. The owner, a discouraged middle-aged man
named Joe, came to work every day in a rumpled T-shirt and had her call
clients who owed him money, the last thing she wanted to spend her time
doing. Needless to say, she had little success with them, and even when
someone did pay, Joe would apologize that he just couldn’t pay her
everything he owed her quite yet.
Nevertheless, despite their professional dif iculties, Stephen and Livvie
both continued to plug away at cold calls for SNAP every weeknight and to
help out at the trainings on the weekends. They felt good about
themselves, doing their part to support the human machine that was
churning out so many thousands of newly con ident human beings
everywhere.
-Sweetness
In the middle of all this, Livvie began to feel different. A strange lassitude
crept over her, her breasts were tender, and she was hungry all the time. A
wonderful suspicion came into her mind, and she went to her doctor, who
con irmed that yes, she was indeed pregnant.
When she told Stephen the news, she could tell it took him by surprise.
Nevertheless, he did his best to be enthusiastic.
Livvie hadn’t really been thinking about children either. But now that one
had planted itself inside her, she was overjoyed. She was 34, and the
biological clock had been ticking quietly away for some time. Now the
great tide had come in, and it was as if a purpose larger than her had
swept her up in its arms, and was carrying her into an open future full of
warmth and lovely colors, certainty and belonging...
Livvie loved being pregnant. She felt great, just a tad queasy from time to
time, nothing that a few soda crackers wouldn’t ix. And she felt different
about herself, more like a whole person.
Only now, in fact, was this thing of womanhood beginning to make sense
to her. Although she’d been married twice and had had more sexual
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encounters than she cared to recall, she’d never felt herself to be a very
feminine woman. The whole thing of gender had always puzzled her.
Femininity had never been a big part of her identity; inside, she was just a
person, after all.
Being pregnant turned that around. At last she felt right in her woman’s
body, as if she inally knew it was for.
She was lolling in this state of subdued bliss when the doctor called her
unexpectedly. Her labs from her last checkup showed that she had tested
positive for rubella, German measles. How weird, Livvie thought. She
hadn’t been sick…
She had never thought much about the perils one could run into in
pregnancy, but had just assumed, in her bovine state, that all would be
well. But now her doctor was telling her something that just didn’t
compute. Rubella, he was explaining, meant a serious risk for the fetus,
and the child would very likely be born with Down Syndrome. Luckily it
was still early in her pregnancy, he said. Everything considered, it would
be advisable to get an abortion.
An abortion! Livvie couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She didn’t
know what to say. Numbly, she thanked him and hung up.
Then she wept. Like at the end of a beautiful Technicolor movie, all the
color and life drained out of her world, and she found herself alone in the
dark theater of life, faceless bodies moving around her groping their way
out into the cold night.
As she struggled to accept the situation, Livvie found herself wrestling
with two irreconcilable opposites: the Heaven she had believed she was
living in, and the Reality. She had thought she was ine! When had she had
this thing, this rubella? When had she been sick?
Little by little it came back to her. Only a few weeks before, as she now
began to recall, she’d come down with a bad cold. As she usually did, she’d
done her best to ignore it and had just gone on with her life – but now she
remembered how miserable she’d been. It all looded back on her, how
she’d stood at her post at the SNAP training for hours, coughing and
congested and smiling as she welcomed people…
So that was that. She would have the abortion, it never occurred to her
not to. She would never forgive herself if her child had to live trapped in a
great ham of a body, without the physical or intellectual capacity to live a
full, normal life. She made the appointment for the next date available.
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When she told Stephen about it, he was sympathetic, and also, she
imagined, relieved. That was OK – how could he feel the depth of
closeness she felt with their unborn child?
On the day of the appointment, her mother came up to the city to
accompany her. As they sat together in the waiting room, Jude held
Livvie’s hand, and told her she was doing the right thing. Bleakly, Livvie
agreed. Whoever it was who had come to be with her, opening up her
whole world with such extraordinary sweetness, they did not deserve to
spend their life with Down syndrome. But it hurt so much to have this
precious being ripped away from her…
When the nurse called her name, Livvie stood up and followed her into
the operating room. Undressing, she lay down on the table, as she was
instructed, while the doctor washed his hands and took his place, waiting
with his instruments. It would not take long, they told her. Quietly they
prepped her, and she felt the steel tool enter her body. A few moments
passed…
And all at once, out of nowhere, a ripple of warmth and happiness looded
her, as if something were loating above her, calling to her. Livvie knew
that call – it was that same precious being she had carried inside her,
greeting her as it departed, full of love. “Thank you,” came the silent
message, like an embrace. “Thank you for letting me go…”
Overcome with relief and joy, Livvie wept. All was well. All was well now,
and all would continue to be well…
Back in the waiting room, she told her mother the wonderful thing that
had happened, and they held each other and wept together in fathomless
happiness and grief.
-Zeus
Out of the blue one day, another young couple from SNAP asked Livvie
and Stephen if they’d like to go in together on renting an apartment.
Stephen and Livvie were ready. Patricia, their astrologer roommate, was a
gentle person, but her husband Gerold, who outweighed Patricia probably
four to one, didn’t hesitate to throw his considerable weight around in its
of animosity. It was hard to see them ighting, and worrisome.
Besides, they thought they’d enjoy living with fellow SNAP fanatics.
George was a friendly, energetic, all-American guy, and Sylvia was what
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Stephen teasingly dubbed a typical Jap – a Jewish American Princess.
Maybe she could be a bit wheedling, but she was sweet.
The four of them began looking at possible apartments, and inally found
a second loor lat at the corner of Fulton and Stanyan, a bright place with
gleaming hardwood loors and bay windows looking out over the Golden
Gate. Stephen and Livvie were enchanted. To celebrate they bought an
antique brass bed, shiny with knobs and lourishes.
They moved in and life went on at its hectic normal until one morning
when Livvie was home alone and the phone rang.
She answered and the voice on the other end made her heart pound in
her throat. It was Axel, her old lame who had been accused of murdering
his wife.
She had done her best to forget about him, locking his memory away in
the deepest closet she could ind, but it was still in there, pulsating and
waiting to explode into life. Now, leaping out of the past, here he was
again, his warm, deep voice telling her that everything was ine, he’d
found out what had happened, and he wanted to come and tell her.
Livvie didn’t know what to say. It was a Saturday, George and Sylvia were
out for the day, and Stephen was at work and wouldn’t be back ‘til
evening. Her brain told her to tell Axel she was married and happy, and
just hang up.
But her curiosity had awakened and was tantalizing her. He had been
about the hottest lover she had ever stumbled upon. And who knew if this
whole thing with Stephen was going to work? The SNAP straight jacket
was keeping them both well-behaved – but was their relationship, all by
itself, deep and real enough? Did they truly love each other?
“Sure, why not? I’d love to see you,” she said before she could stop herself.
She gave him her address and hung up.
Half an hour later the doorbell rang and when she answered the intercom,
his voice came over the loudspeaker, “It’s me, Axel.” Livvie buzzed him in,
the door banged open below, and there he was at the bottom the stairs,
clad in black leather with his motorcycle helmet under his arm. Then he
was surging up the stairs, and Livvie was in his arms.
They fell into each other as if falling into a well of ire. He drew her
irresistibly deep into her own depths…
Centuries later they came up for air, lying on the bare wood loor holding
each other, looking at each other in wonder. Then he told her his story.
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“For a long time I couldn’t remember what happened the night Lila died,”
he told her. “I just couldn’t remember – it was all a blank – and it was
horrible, I didn’t know if I’d done it or what.
“Until last week, when it all came back to me.” His eyes were shining and
happy.
“Now I remember everything. I was driving home across the central valley
that night,” he went on, “and all of a sudden I was just overcome by waves
of dizziness. I almost passed out, and had to pull over – and at the same
time I heard and felt Lila calling me, and I knew she was in danger and
needed my help.” His voice was trembling.
“I wanted to go to her desperately – but I couldn’t. I tried but I couldn’t
move – it was like being under a heavy lead blanket. All I could do was
watch - I could see that she was being attacked, but I couldn’t see who it
was….
“I just stayed there, helpless, in a kind of dream, for a long time, until at
last I came out of it and could drive. I drove as fast as I could to her
house... and the police were everywhere…”
“They said my knife was found near her body – and I didn’t know what to
say. I couldn’t believe it. I have no idea how it got there…
“Anyway they arrested me and held me for two months, but inally they
had to let me go, they didn’t have enough evidence to convict me. I still
have no idea who killed her or why…”
His voice was sorrowful.
Then, abruptly, he smiled. “But now, at last I know what happened,” he
said, delight and appeal in his eyes. “It’s been like torture all these
months, not knowing. But now I know. I know I didn’t kill her…” His voice
broke. “You can’t imagine what a relief that is…”
Livvie did not doubt him. How could she? He was so vastly relieved, and
sorrowful at Lila’s death…
They held each other, and melted together again…
At last he said, “You could come with me.”
He looked at her searchingly, in silence.
“Will you?”

180

Livvie was sorely tempted. It was like having Zeus himself ask her to come
away from the blandness of daily life and live with him on the top of
Mount Olympus. Paradise! Axel’s pull was powerful, seductive beyond
belief…
And yet she simply could not do it. She was here, married to Stephen, who
was a good person. And this was reality. There was something about Axel
that just couldn’t it into her reality - something of a different plane, a
different angle, a different depth.
“I can’t,” Livvie told him. “I just can’t.”
It was getting late, and Livvie told him Stephen would be back soon.
“I’ll go then,” he said.
He picked up his helmet and disappeared down the stairs. That was the
last Livvie ever saw of him.
That night when Stephen came back Livvie told him, shamefacedly, what
had happened, and how she had been so tempted to leave.
He didn’t say much. She could feel his disappointment and hurt. But he
was also there, and real – not some hallucination from another planet, like
Axel. Stephen did not berate her, and they had dinner and closed out the
day like a normal day. They never spoke of the incident again.
-Jonah and the Whale
Food was Livvie’s ally. When the going got rough, it comforted her like
nothing else could, weighing her down so that the bat-wings of her fears
couldn’t whirl her away into the void.
The only problem was, from the time her body had begun to swell into
adolescent curves, she had been sure she was too fat, and eventually that
had become a self-ful illing prophesy. She’d tried diet after diet, and her
weight had yoyoed up and down for years, but nothing ever really
worked.
At last, a couple of years ago, when she was between marriages, she had
hit on a solution. It was simple. She could still enjoy an entire bag of
cookies at once – all she had to do was get rid of the excess before it could
do any harm. The Romans had shown the way, reclining at their endless
feasts…
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She didn’t like doing that – she was sure it was unhealthy, and it shamed
her terribly – but what else could she do? The specter of fat far
outweighed all her qualms.
It was at a big SNAP workshop that everything got tipped on its head.
They were sitting in groups of four, telling each other their secrets. The
idea was for each person in turn to talk openly about whatever they were
ashamed of, whatever they were hiding. Everyone else would just listen
and “get” whatever the person on the hot seat was saying.
Livvie could never remember who else was in her group that day, but she
would always remember George, her affable roommate, sitting opposite
her.
When it was her turn, she told them all about her strategy for staying
thinnish.
Across from her, George sat listening intently, leaning slightly forward, his
candid face alight with good will. He listened the whole time with rapt
attention, and when Livvie had inished, he blurted out in utter
amazement, “Really????!!!!”
Yes, Livvie said.
George sat there looking at her in open-mouthed amazement, and then it
was someone else’s turn.
Livvie didn’t hear anything else after that. She was stunned. Because one
thing was clear: George had really, truly “gotten it.” He had taken in what
she’d said like the whale swallowing Jonah, had gotten it so completely
that the whole world got it.
After that, she never knew why, the problem simply resolved itself, and
food became a non-issue.
-Two for a Lot More than the Price of One
A month or two after the abortion, Stephen approached her one day in a
thoughtful mood.
“I’ve been thinking,” he said, “that you need children.”
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“Oh!” Livvie looked at him, surprised and touched. It jarred just a little
that he had said “you” and not “we,” but she was too grateful to think
much about it.
They began trying. Livvie was more than ready, and within a short time,
the telltale signs returned, she missed a period, and the doctor con irmed
that she was once again in that most blessed bovine state.
Just as before, pregnancy illed her with pleasure. Life was good, she felt
whole and full of excitement about the future. Stephen’s enthusiasm made
it even better.
Feeling domestic, she bought a pattern for a maternity dress and some
soft material of a warm, deep red, and borrowed Jude’s never-used
sewing machine. It took her quite a while, following the arcane
instructions on the pattern, to cut everything out and piece and stitch it
all together. Not since she was nine and Granny had helped her make doll
clothes had she done any such thing.
She was working full time as a secretary, having quit her job at Joe’s place,
and she planned to keep going till the last moment. Her new bosses
actually paid her, and they also provided health insurance, an essential
with a baby coming.
She didn’t mind the work. Every morning she would loat in her pregnant
haze down to the bus stop, take the bus to the inancial district, walk a
block to 50 Sansome Street, and take the elevator to the law irm on the
20th loor. All day, high in a glass enclosure miles above the earth, she
would type things for her two bosses and get them coffee. At the end of
the day she would loat back down and take the bus home.
As before, she went religiously to her checkups. Everything was ine, and
she grew rounder and rounder, more and more content.
Then one day when she was about ive months along, her doctor told he
wanted to do an ultrasound. “Oh, ok,” she said, not having the vaguest idea
what an ultrasound was. “But why?”
“Let’s just say you’re bigger than you should be,” he said.
Livvie took the day off from work for the ultrasound appointment,
because you had to go in with about twenty gallons of water in you. That
made for better pictures, they explained.
Accordingly, she arrived at the place bursting at the seams, and even then
they made her drink more. Now another glass, just one more, they kept
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saying. In growing agony, she obeyed, until at last they said, “Well, that
should do it. Now get in the chair and we’ll see what we can see.”
Praying she wouldn’t spring a leak, Livvie gentled her precarious bulk
into the reclining chair. They tilted her back so her bladder was pressing
even harder on her womb, and jellied up her belly, every gooey stroke a
torture. Finally they took something like a paint roller, and began rolling it
around, all over her balloon-tight midriff, sending lightning strikes of
urgency through her with every pressure…
Holding her breath, Livvie lay there while they did their exceptionally
thorough job, until at last they told her she could get up and go to the
bathroom.
She thanked them and rushed to the blessed chamber, where, in ecstasy,
she released her very own Niagara falls.
When she came back, the doctor said, “Sit down here, Mrs. Bellamy. I think
I know what your problem is.”
She sat, and he showed her a picture that looked like a black and white
abstract drawing done in heavy charcoal.
“See?” he said, chuckling, “there’s two of them!”
And when Livvie looked, there they were. Two round circles.
“Those are their heads,” he said fondly.
Two! Livvie couldn’t believe it. Two meant twins! She felt like she’d won
the most wonderful contest imaginable. If one baby was a blessing, two
would be heaven itself. When she left, her smile was as wide as her
stomach.
Stephen was not quite as delighted as Livvie had hoped – but you couldn’t
blame him, he was only 26, and the thought of two new helpless creatures
to provide for instead of one must have sent a dart of apprehension
through him.
Livvie’s mother was more satisfactory. When Livvie called her, reaching
her in the middle of one of her teaching tours, Jude just babbled into the
phone, “Oh my! Twins! I can’t believe it. Oh my goodness!”
-Beings from a Far Star
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After this revelation, things continued to move along beautifully. Happy in
her ripe-fruit state, Livvie kept up her placid routine, going to work, then
to SNAP, then home. On the weekends they would attend SNAP events,
visit her parents, or go to the park to enjoy the chilly San Francisco
springtime.
Then, when Livvie was around six months pregnant, she got word that
Josh Feinman was back in town.
Josh! SNAP was ine, it had helped her a lot - but it lacked something she
pined for, the mysterious depths of the mystical. Josh might be nuts, but
he could sound those depths. She knew nothing of his darker side at that
point, and his wacky charisma throbbed invitingly in her mind.
He was holding a meeting at some mall up in Marin, his old stomping
ground. Livvie told Stephen she was going, and right away she could sense
he wasn’t keen on the idea, though he didn’t say much.
She drove up on the evening of the meeting. Among the twenty or so
other attendees, Livvie recognized a few old friends and acquaintances.
Josh appeared, dashing and hippie-elegant in his white Nehru shirt.
He talked about who knows what for an hour or so. Afterward Livvie went
up to him to say hello, and he greeted her with a sardonic smile.
“You didn’t need to get pregnant,” he said. “But now that you are, you’ll
have to make the best of it. By the way, your babies are beings from a far
star – and they only consented to come because it was you who called.”
Hmmm. So he didn’t approve of her pregnancy – he probably thought she
was just letting herself get sidetracked from the straight and narrow.
She didn’t care. She was happy with the path she’d chosen. But what he
said about the babies being from a far star, that intrigued her. She
wondered who on earth they might be…
-Eagerness
Going back to her comfortable routine, Livvie iled Josh in the back of her
mind, and continued what she was doing, con ident that all would be well.
Then one morning when she was just seven months along, she was in the
kitchen getting ready for work, wearing her favorite dress, the red one
she’d made herself, its soft material falling gracefully over her
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wonderfully protruding belly. As she stood at the counter inishing her
tea, she felt a sudden warmth looding down her legs. Looking down in
surprise, she saw blood pooling on the loor.
Stephen took her to the emergency room, where they put her in a bed and
told her not to get up. After checking her out, they told them the babies
were ine, but seemed to be clamoring to come out. They would give her a
drug to try to stop the contractions.
Livvie was stunned. She had been so con ident that everything would be
ine this time. How could something be going so wrong? Her heart quailed
at the thought that anything might harm her tiny children…
After a couple of hours they told Livvie she wasn’t going anywhere. Even
with the drugs she was still having mild contractions that were ineffectual
and too early anyway. They put her in the maternity ward, and Stephen
stayed beside her. They just had to wait to see if the drugs took effect, they
said. Time would tell. If they could stop the contractions, they could go
home, but she’d have to stay in bed for the rest of her pregnancy.
Hours passed. At last the doctor told her they couldn’t do anything but let
those babies be born. Not to worry, they were healthy and twins often
came early and did ine. They would just have to stay in the intensive care
nursery for a while, until they were big enough to go home.
Well, if that was the way it was, what could she do? She hoped her body
would just do the job on its own…
Her womb kept making its feeble efforts, but it just wasn’t ready. Again,
they told her not to worry. They would induce labor with an injection of
Pitocin.
Livvie hadn’t felt much before – maybe a mild squeeze from time to time.
With the Pitocin that changed. She’d been to childbirth classes that told
her what to expect and how to breathe and just go with low, but they
hadn’t prepared her for this. The Pitocin intensi ied everything. As the
hours passed, the contractions tore through her like a bulldozer ripping
her apart.
Sweating, Livvie endured them. This wasn’t fun. She had wanted a natural
childbirth, without drugs, because it was best for the babies – but it was
too late for that. She was already in the childbirth factory, riding along the
conveyor belt from station to station, being prepped and punctured and
dosed. She didn’t care what they did to her now, as long as they saved her
children!
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At last, as she struggled through yet another tide of ripping and tearing,
the nurse asked her if she might like something for the pain. Why not? she
replied. Natural childbirth had long since lown out the window like a
colorful tropical bird.
They gave her an epidural and the bliss of numbness stole over her. From
the waist down she was a column of inert lesh. The doctors would have
to do whatever was needed themselves – she was useless. But what a
relief…
Abandoning herself to the medical gods, she waited. If this wasn’t
happening exactly the way she’d imagined, she still had no doubt all
would be well.
All in all, her labor took twenty-four hours. Stephen stayed at Livvie’s side
the whole time, and it was as if both of them were on the sidelines,
watching helpless as the wheels of fate turned ever so slowly…
At last they pronounced Livvie ready and propped her legs in position,
opening the gates. Feeling nothing, unable to push, she marveled as the
irst small form slipped out of her, smooth as butter. A girl, they smiled,
and whisked the tiny form onto a movable table under a heat lamp, tying
the child up with life-saving tubes and wires.
That would be Haley, Livvie thought. Her twin would be Hunter, who
Livvie was sure would be a boy. But if not, it was ine; they had been
careful to choose more or less unisex names.
Exactly twelve minutes after the irst, the second twin came, again
slipping out like butter. Another girl. Hmmm, Livvie noted, another of her
certainties biting the dust – but that hardly mattered, as long as the baby
was ine. And the medical people would make sure of that. This one too
they whisked onto her own little table under the sunlamps, plugging her
into the blessed machinery that would keep her alive.
From where Livvie lay, she could see them, tiny doll-like forms, moving
fretfully under the lamps while the doctors and nurses hovered around
them. In the background she could see Stephen, craning his neck to see
his children.
They were healthy for their two and a half pounds, they told them. But
they were too small to hold just yet – they needed to stay monitored and
warm under the lamps. They would be in the hospital until somewhere
around their due date two months later, when they would be big enough
to survive on their own. But soon they would be able to touch them, and
not too long after that, even hold them…
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Stephen and Livvie hugged each other in anxious relief and trepidation,
telling each other everything would be ine.
A nurse told them they would take the babies down the hall to the ICN,
and Stephen could follow. A little later, when Livvie could get up, they
would bring her there too. She watched as they rolled the little tables out
the door, one marked “Bellamy A” and the other “Bellamy B,” with Stephen
following.
Livvie they rolled into a dark recovery room. It would take a while for the
anesthetic to wear off, they said.
She lay there in the darkness and wondered how her babies were doing.
She couldn’t wait to see them, touch them, hold them. Surely they would
come to get her soon…
Time passed, and little by little, feeling began to return to her lower body
– and with it, pain. Swiftly an intense pain built up in her lower belly –
what was going on? She pressed the button for the nurse, and explained
her problem.
Hmmm, she said. Maybe you need to pee.
Pee! This didn’t feel like having to pee – it felt like a knife in her gut. But if
that was what they thought, ine. She still couldn’t use her muscles in that
area, so they inserted a catheter, and left her alone…
Little by little the pain diminished, a blessed relief.
After a while the nurse appeared and looked at the catheter bag – and
began to laugh. Peels of laughter spilling from her, she called another
nurse, who came in and joined in the mirth. No wonder Livvie had been in
pain, they told her through their giggles – they’d never seen a bladder that
full in all their years in this business.
Livvie didn’t see what was so funny…
-Sanctum Sanctorum
It wasn’t long before Livvie was able to join Stephen in the Intensive Care
Nursery.
To enter that sanctum sanctorum, they had to cleanse themselves,
scrubbing and scrubbing with germicidal soap and donning paper masks
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and hair nets and gowns and slippers. Then they were allowed to go and
look at their children on their little tables, and touch them, and stroke
them.
They were beautiful. Tiny, but perfect, golden ringlets clinging to their
heads.
But from the beginning, they couldn’t have been more different.
Haley had a lovely peace about him. No one knew he was a boy, but that
didn’t bother him yet, and he lay slumbering on the little table, wrapped
in tranquility.
Hunter, in contrast, was wide awake. Tiny and helpless, tied to her table,
she glared up at the giant forms above her – what the hell am I doing
here? Her ierceness shocked Livvie.
At irst, Haley had more physical dif iculties than his sister. He spent his
irst week on a respirator, with a tube inserted through his chest wall into
one of his lungs. To keep his movements from disturbing this delicate
arrangement, they gave him a drug that kept him completely limp and
motionless. Livvie would lift up his hand and it would just lop back down.
It broke her heart to see him that way. But little by little he got stronger,
was able to breathe on his own, and they stopped the drug and removed
the tube.
The nurses and doctors were all angels, and Livvie was more grateful for
them than she could ever express. After the irst few days, both babies
were moved to individual incubators, and every day when Livvie and
Stephen visited, the nurses would open the clear plastic boxes, and lift
each one gently out and place them in their arms.
They were both earnest little beings. Hunter continued to glare at her
mother, and Livvie fell in love with her ierceness. Haley looked at her
solemnly and Livvie fell in love with his calm.
Being born so early, they were still developing basic re lexes. One such
re lex was breathing, so that quite often they would simply forget to
breathe. Then an alarm would sound, terrifying Livvie and Stephen. A
nurse would hurry over – but the nurses were nonchalant. All they had to
do was tickle the little one’s foot, and they would begin breathing again.
Soon the new parents learned to do this themselves, which was a great
relief.
For the most part, the twins’ progress was steady. There was only one
terrifying spell when they both contracted an infection. Then, the doctors
told their parents, there was a fair chance they might both die. They put
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the babies in isolation, and they could not even visit. Helpless, they waited
at home, in an agony of fear. When the phone call inally came that they
had recovered and were on the mend, Livvie and Stephen both melted
with relief.
As the doctors had foretold, the little ones stayed in the ICN for two
months, until around their due date. Every day for those two months,
Livvie pumped her breast milk, and every day they would bring it to the
hospital when they went to visit.
The suck-and-swallow re lex was another one that took some time to
develop, so for many weeks both children were fed through a tube into
their stomach.
But at last, only days before they were ready to go home, Livvie was able
to hold each one in her arms and offer her breast. The irst time she tried
this, Stephen and her parents, who had come for a visit, were all watching
from the doorway. To everyone’s delight, each one latched on and sucked
with a will, and everyone cheered.
When they brought the twins home they were still small, around six
pounds each. But to Livvie they were perfect. It wasn’t long before she
began to take them out on walks in the park in their double stroller. Then,
when she encountered other mothers out with their infants, Livvie would
look their babies in amazement – they all seemed grossly overweight.
She often wondered why Haley and Hunter had been born so early. Had
Hunter, rebelling against the outrage of con inement, simply given Haley a
shove and pushed him out? Had Haley just been over-eager to be born? Or
were they already squabbling and competing for space, fed up with being
cooped up together for seven long months, and agreed to make a
jailbreak?
Whatever it was, they went home alive and healthy, and Stephen and
Livvie were plunged into the shocking recognition that they had two
utterly helpless infants to care for.
-Puzzling Treasure
Stephen’s mother, who was only nine years older than Livvie, which made
both of them feel strange, came up from the Santa Cruz to help with the
babies for the irst couple of weeks.
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Livvie’s mother would have been there, but she was terribly ill. For
months she had suffered from strange pains in her side, and at last they
had diagnosed lymphoma. After weeks in the hospital, during which she
had nearly died and they had removed most of her intestines, she seemed
at last to be coming around. Livvie was still fearful for her, but was daring
to hope that in the long run, she would be ok. Jude’s spirit was strong, and
her faith and boundless joy in life would surely help her…
Livvie had never thought of either of her parents as very religious people.
Even after they’d become Catholics, neither of them ever talked much
about their faith, and she assumed they went to church just because that’s
what everyone did, and because they liked the music.
The truth was that they saw no need to go blabbing about what they
believed. God was as real as air and earth and sunlight, and their faith
simply fell on them like a dependable rain.
All during her childhood Jude had spoken that way of God, the only
possible explanation for everything good around them - for the deeply
wooded hills that enfolded their valley, for the endless forests of
redwoods, and for the blankets of fog that spilled over the hills every
morning from the ocean to nourish those forests.
Not long ago, the doctors had done a spinal tap on Jude in the hospital.
When Livvie visited her afterwards, her mother told her wonderingly how
Jesus had come to her. The pain had been horrible, and she hadn’t known
whether she could bear it, she said. Then she had called on Jesus, and he
had simply wiped her pain away, like in the old TV commercials for Spic
and Span, when they passed the mop across a grimy loor and suddenly it
was sparkling and clean.
Now Jude was recuperating at home with a colostomy bag. She didn’t
want Livvie and the babies to visit. She was ashamed of the bag – it was
foul, she said, and she didn’t want to contaminate the little ones.
Livvie knew her mother wanted to be with them more than anything in
the world.
But Stephen’s mother had come, and although she was nothing like Jude,
Maggie was a comfort and a great help. A plain-spoken, cynical
mid-western woman, thin and dark, she had raised three kids of her own.
So she knew certain secrets, like how to calm a teething baby down by
rubbing a whisky-soaked rag on its gums. She also knew things Jude
didn’t, like how to sew. Now she sat at the table in Stephen and Livvie’s
kitchen looking out over the Golden Gate, and snipped and trimmed and
pinned and stitched, piecing together tiny garments for the babies, using a
pattern for doll clothes.
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Livvie was glad Maggie was there. It was comforting to have her company
and her help in a time as strange and unsettling as this, a time illed with
such a wonderful and terrifying mix of love and fear.
The fear would come over Livvie whenever she thought of the fragility of
life – of her mother’s illness, and of her two precious children, and how
they had nearly died in the hospital, how they might be overtaken by
something else, anything, at any moment, and Livvie would not be able to
protect them...
And the love would come at the same time. These little ones were so small
that when Livvie nursed them she could hold one to each breast at the
same time, and yet they illed her life full to the brim.
This was a different breed of love than Livvie had ever felt before – this
was the mother of all loves, unshakeable, unquestionable, the very ground
of being. These two children were part of her – no, they were all of her. In
the rush and roar of this great love, her own being paled, shrank, was
nearly washed away. Livvie knew she would have done anything for her
children – anything at all. Every time she looked at them, she was illed
with inexpressible warmth and joy.
At the same time, the two little creatures were dif icult, distressing,
frustrating, and disturbing. Lying there side by side in their shared crib,
they fretted and squirmed, making odd whimperings and casting baleful
stares around them at the strange world. Hunter continued to glare, and
even Haley seemed irritated. It troubled Livvie that they were obviously
so uncomfortable, so miserable, these precious treasures of her heart.
Struggling to reconcile these two impossible opposites – joy and horror,
love and fear – Livvie groped for some kind of faith of her own. She wasn’t
remotely religious; the idea of going to church illed her with repulsion,
and she couldn’t relate to any other faith.
She was puzzled, and a bit lost, but it didn’t matter. She knew that no
matter how iercely the fear waved its puny battle standards, it would
never really have a chance. This love was so all-encompassing that it was
really everything. The fear was just a very troublesome shadow.
So as Livvie struggled to make sense of the dark and the light, to igure
out how to live with the bothersome reality of death, she trusted her
instinct, and followed the fundamental advice she had heard all her life
from her parents about how to raise children: just love them. That’s all
they need.
And that was lucky. Loving these new beings who illed her life so full was
the easiest thing in the world.
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-Baby Bubble
Maggie went home, leaving Livvie and Stephen alone with their tiny
charges. Stephen continued to work at the gallery during the day, and
Livvie stayed home with the little ones.
Their roommates were still there too, but they no longer seemed to
inhabit the same world. Stephen and Livvie had changed. Suddenly
everything they did revolved around their demanding, fascinating
children. Their childless friends could no more enter their baby bubble
than they could ly to the moon.
Because of that, they all agreed that it would be better if Stephen and
Livvie found their own place. So when a second- loor apartment opened
up on chic Sacramento Street, they took it.
They moved in, buying an enormous lower-patterned overstuffed couch
to mark their new domestic status. In their private haven, Livvie devoted
herself to mothering. She desired nothing else, but it was no mean feat to
be there for both babies at once. They tended to do everything in sync, so
that when one was hungry, so was the other; and when one was
discontent, both were.
When they were both hungry, it wasn’t a problem; they were still small
enough that Livvie could nurse them one on each side, a little head
cradled in the crook of each arm, their tiny feet wiggling in her lap. It was
a little more dif icult when they both cried. Then she would pick them up,
one in each arm, and walk with a bouncy step around and around the
apartment.
The worst was when they both got sick at once. Once time the doctor put
them on a bright pink medicine that they had to squirt down their throats
with a syringe. In short order their poos became liquid and brilliant pink,
and there were pink stinky diapers everywhere. It was a relief when that
moment passed.
Often Livvie would take them out walking. Usually their walks were
uneventful, with no more excitement than the inevitable someone who,
seeing them, would stop and exclaim “Oh! Twins?” Livvie would con irm
their suspicions, and they would smile and nod in satisfaction, and she
would wander on.
Only one time did they have a real adventure on one of their walks. It
happened when Livvie was pushing the stroller down a wooded path in
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Golden Gate Park. A movement caught her eye off to the side, and she
looked over in time to see a tall, naked black man standing there, about
twenty feet off, looking at her.
Remembering what she’d been told about dogs and bears, Livvie tried to
act natural, and just kept walking, looking straight ahead, as if she’d seen
nothing unusual. Whatever you do, they say, don’t run, because that will
be a signal to chase you. It worked. Livvie escaped with no more than a
pounding heart.
At six months the little ones inally began to look and act more human. No
longer simply miserable-seeming collections of protoplasm, they could,
and often did, smile toothless grins, and hoot with powerful laughter. Both
of them were developing a wonderful vocabulary of sounds, with which
they vied for supremacy in pitch and loudness.
At home alone with the two of them, Livvie grappled for ways to keep
them entertained so she could do something else besides hold them and
feed them and bathe and diaper them.
That was when she remembered the Johnny Jump Ups her mother had
used with her little brother and sisters. They were a kind of sling on
elastic straps that hung from the door frame. You could insert a child into
the sling, legs through the holes in the seat, so their feet could touch the
loor. Theoretically you could leave them there bouncing and jiggling for
long stretches of time.
After some calling around, she found and bought two of the contraptions,
and hung them side by side in the wide doorway between the living room
and the kitchen.
At irst the twins were nonplussed by the swings; but soon they learned
how they worked and enjoyed themselves, bouncing and kicking for
several minutes at a time. How Livvie wished she could just leave them
there for half an hour and get something else done, just for once!
In reality any break at all was a blessing, and on rare occasions they
would dangle there long enough for Livvie to sit on the loor facing them
blowing bubbles at them from a jar of bubble soap. They would bat at the
bubbles, laughing in piping chortles, and when a bubble burst in their face
they would linch in delight.
Only one time did Livvie go too far. Jude had given her two Laotian baby
hats for warding off evil spirits. They were elaborate creations sewn with
shells and silver ornaments, red tufts of yarn exploding upward out of the
crown, and Livvie was delighted.
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The twins were not. Every time she put the hats on them they struggled to
remove them. Even when she stuffed the twins into the Johnny Jump Ups
with the hats on and blew bubbles in their faces, they were not pleased.
And so Livvie and Stephen’s lives were illed with baby concerns. When he
came home at night, and on his days off, he did his share of diapering and
feeding and bouncing and walking them when they cried. He loved them
passionately, every bit as much as Livvie did.
But Livvie was there all day every day, alone with the two little
conundrums. It was an overwhelmingly full-time job.
-Heaven and Hell
Livvie couldn’t believe how totally her life had changed. The difference
was simple, but it turned everything on its head, because for the irst time
she cared more about someone else than she did about herself. In the
luminous warmth of this all-eclipsing love, her world opened like a
complex and mysterious lower, full of exquisite new colors and scents.
Whenever she was in the presence of her babies, Livvie was in heaven.
And right along with heaven came hell. For whenever she thought of
anything harming them, she sank into an abyss of terror.
That is how she suddenly found herself hyper-vigilant, trans ixed by an
endless parade of horrible scenarios that unfolded before her like a lavish
fan of horrors. Trans ixed, she could not tear her gaze away as she poured
over all her fears for her little ones - everything from choking to
kidnappers to infantile cancer.
Two horrors in particular obsessed her.
The irst was ire. Here they were on the second loor - how could Livvie
ever save both babies at once? They had a ire ladder under the bed, a
heavy steel-chain thing that you unrolled out the window and hooked to
the sill so you could climb down. But how on earth could Livvie climb
down with a baby in each arm?
After obsessing about this for days, she came up with a genius solution.
Going to the hardware store, she bought a heavy canvas sack with sturdy
grommets and a long nylon rope. Threading the rope through the
grommets, she stuffed the bag under the bed with the ladder. If they had a
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ire, Livvie would put both babies in the bag and lower it to the ground,
and then climb down after them.
She congratulated herself on her ingenuity; but fear is like a hydra…
With the ire fear lopped off, her other great fear reared its head – and for
that fear, there was no conceivable solution other than a miracle.
All her life Livvie had preferred ignorance to political activism. After all,
what can one person do about a bunch of idiots who have paid their way
into positions of power? To keep her family from tearing out her throat,
she always voted, but that was as far as she would go.
But when the twins were born, there was no way she could avoid paying
attention to what was going on in the world. The Cold War was at its
height, and the Bomb loomed everywhere. She refused to watch the new
television movie, “The Day After” – she had her own version of it playing
over and over inside her head. Her version, which lasted only seconds,
sent chills of terror through her. She was condemned to watch it, and
watch it she did, over and over and over.
It was worse than any horror movie. First the incandescent lash of a
nuclear holocaust, and then her babies screaming as they burned alive
before her helpless eyes.
-False Hopes #1
It was intolerable.
For more than a decade Livvie had been struggling to igure out why she
was here in a body, on this earth. Even more than that, she longed to know
for sure that being here was a good thing.
After the few lashes of clarity from the Enlightenment Workshops, she’d
taken the path of least resistance, and had found not one, but two warm
bodies to attach herself to, one after the other. And then, following her
body’s shouted instructions to reproduce, she’d answered that call with a
double whammy – two babies at once.
But whatever happiness her loves brought her was always shot through
with petrifying fear. And this thing of having children was the worst.
She had to ind a way out. Not out of living - she had no wish to die, she
was too in love with life, especially as she was coming to know it in her
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children – in their pure being, the heady distillation of their sweetness,
their ire, and their tender grace.
No, she wanted to be here – but she had to ind a way out of the trap of
fear.
They had been living in the chic apartment on Sacramento Street for more
than a year and had come into a kind of routine. Livvie was working part
time as a typesetter, and on her way to work she would drop the babies
off with Lindsey, a friend from SNAP who ran a daycare center.
Lindsey was a kind person, partly blind from having been born premature
before doctors knew how to prevent blindness in premies. She was
affectionate and practical, and although she was only in her thirties, she
had a motherly air that made her seem older. Livvie trusted her with her
children, which was saying a lot.
Several months passed, and fear continued to weave through Livvie’s
daily life like a dark thread in the luminous fabric of love.
Maybe, Livvie thought, she just needed to take more time for herself.
What if she took a short vacation, all alone? The babies had lost interest in
nursing months ago, so she was no longer absolutely indispensable.
Stephen could feed them and diaper them and play with them and take
them to Lindsey’s as well as she could.
Stephen was ine with the idea – maybe that was just what Livvie needed.
She made a reservation at a Wilbur Hot Springs, a couple of hours hours
north. Saying goodbye to Stephen and the babies, she drove away, feeling
strange.
Wilbur was a picturesque resort in the middle of the green hills north of
the Bay Area. Livvie stayed in the rustic farmhouse style lodge, in a top
loor bedroom with lace curtains and a vintage quilt on the brass bed, a
window looking out over the steaming, deep green pool. For two days she
stayed there, making her own meals in the big kitchen with the other
guests. wandering the paths through the hills, breathing the fresh air,
relaxing in the warm waters.
And she was more miserable than she’d been in years. Her old shyness
reared its snaky head and coiled around her, preventing her from saying a
word to anyone. She couldn’t wait to leave.
She drove back to the city humbled, still under a pall of anxiety. It wasn’t
apparently just a matter of relaxing and getting away.

197

At least she would be back with her little ones. When she got home she
climbed the stairs with anticipation, opened the door, and called out “I’m
back!”
Silence. Livvie was confused – where were the babies? They should be
running out to see her, falling into her arms with joyous squeals of delight.
Stephen came out of the bedroom, smiling, and welcomed her cordially
back.
Where were the twins?
Oh, they’re in the bedroom, playing.
Livvie went in and ran to them – they barely noticed. She was morti ied.

-Walking through Walls
Josh was giving a workshop. If a vacation wasn’t what Livvie needed,
maybe a dose of the bizarre was. She signed up. She didn’t say anything to
Stephen this time – she knew he wouldn’t like it. It took place on a
weekday, in the late morning, when the babies would be at Lindsey’s and
Livvie would be “at work”…
The workshop was called “Walking Through Walls.” Driving across the
Golden Gate Bridge Livvie turned off at the Mill Valley exit and parked
outside the address they’d given her.
Hand lettered signs pointed the way to a big, windowless room in the
basement where rows of folding chairs were lined up on the carpet. Livvie
paid her $15 and took a seat along with a dozen or so others.
Presently Josh walked in and stood looking at everyone with gallant
nonchalance. As usual, he started with a random introductory spiel,
whatever came into his head. This time, he began by saying that if they
couldn’t afford to go to his events, they should ask their parents for
money. That’s what parents were for, after all. He believed in being direct,
he said.
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He spoke for some time, ambling from one topic to another, answering
questions and comments.
“Your skin moles.” He was addressing a middle aged woman who had not
spoken, but sat gazing at him in silent awe. “They have to do with your
unwillingness to act.” Surprised and lattered, she thanked him.
Someone else lamented that a loved one was ill with cancer, and asked
Josh’s advice about how to deal with that.
Livvie could relate to that – her mother, still undergoing treatments, was
skinny as a ghost, her smile desperate and tired. She was going to live,
they thought, but who knew what kind of life…
Josh answered brightly that yes, cancer was serious, but everyone was so
afraid of it that no one wanted to approach it directly. Hiding from it was
the worst thing you could do. The best thing, he said, was to joke about it.
Laugh at it. Everybody should always joke about cancer.
Maybe that could help, Livvie thought. But she didn’t think she wouldn’t
be much good at it.
Finally, moving on, Josh got to the meat of the matter.
“Today,” he said, “we are going to walk through walls. I mean that literally.
You may not believe me, but it is entirely possible. In fact, it’s easy. We’re
all going to experience doing that, right here, today, right now.”
OK. Livvie had come to this thing knowing that was the subject. She’d
assumed it was a metaphorical walking through walls. But apparently
not…
He had them stand up and space themselves around the edges of the
room about three feet apart, each of them standing with one hand on the
wall.
Livvie took her place, her hand lat against the fake wood paneling.
“Now just do as I do,” said Josh.
He stood, his hand on the wall the same way the rest of them were, and
closed his eyes.
Everyone looked at him. He stood there, unmoving. Seconds passed.
“There! See that?”
See what? Everyone stared, trying to pierce the mystery.
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He grinned. “I’ll do it again.”
Again, they watched as he stood there motionless, and then looked
around at everyone happily.
“Pretty cool, isn’t it? Now you try it.”
And he watched as they all stood, motionless, their eyes closed,
concentrating.
Livvie felt her hand on the wall, her feet on the loor, her brain in her
head, her heart beating. All around her, silence. No one moved. Nothing
happened. Nothing at all.
“See?” Josh said triumphantly. “Wasn’t that easy?”
Easy? Of course, doing nothing is always easy!
Or had Livvie done it without realizing it? It must have happened too fast
for her clumsy senses to detect…
Everyone looked at each other in silence, wondering if they were the only
one who hadn’t been able to do it. Nobody said anything.
“Let’s try it again,” said Josh. “It only gets easier.”
They stood there, their hands on the wall, silent and unmoving, for at least
another hour. The whole time Josh kept encouraging them, laughing
affably about how cool this was. They were all doing great, he said.
At last they broke up. Josh congratulated everyone as they left.
“See you later,” he waved, as they all walked out, going back to the normal,
silly world where people thought walls were real.
-Confessions and Consequences
Things with Stephen were going downhill. Almost imperceptibly over the
last few years he had become more and more distant. He was there
physically, but when Livvie tried to get close to him, it was like walking
into an empty room.
One Friday night after the babies were asleep, she sought him out as he
hurried around the house, getting ready to go out somewhere.
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Let’s talk, Livvie begged.
Later, he said, I’m in a hurry.
She kept following him, talking at him, telling him she felt like he wasn’t
really there with her, and she needed him to be there, needed someone
she could talk to…
She told him how fearful she’d been, how horri ied by the state of the
world they’d brought their babies into. She needed something more than
SNAP, something deeper…
They were in the hallway when she told him she’d gone to see Josh again.
That got his attention. Rounding on her, he swung hard, hitting her in the
eye.
Everything stood still. Unbelieving, she watched as he grabbed his coat
and stalked out the door.
He didn’t come home that night. The next morning Livvie packed some
things in a backpack, put the babies in the stroller, and hiked up over the
hill to Lindsey’s house.
When her friend answered the door, Livvie told her she was leaving
Stephen, and Lindsey nodded and said come on in. She and the babies
could stay as long as they liked.
-Out of Hiding
The next day Stephen called, begging her to come home.
She told herself to be wary; this was an old pattern. Several times over the
past year she’d told him she was leaving, and he’d always come rushing
out from wherever he’d been hiding.
Then, suddenly, he would be there again, fully present, warm and real, and
she would be so relieved that she agreed to stay. And like clockwork, as
soon as things got back into their regular swing, he would vanish again.
But this time, she’d actually left. Now she felt the same sensation she’d felt
when she’d left Jake – a heady, dangerous freedom, as if she were standing
at the edge of a cliff, ready to leap off into the unknown and parachute
down into some fertile green valley where everything would be fresh and
new.
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She knew her parachute would carry both her and her little ones – but
where would they land? The children didn’t care. At two years old, they
were content in Lindsey’s familiar house, and busied themselves, carrying
on their private unintelligible chirping conversations as they played
together on the loor in the bay window.
Watching them, Livvie wondered what to do. It was tempting to go back to
Stephen, back to the old illusion of security, of being part of a happy
nuclear family. But this was precious, this liberation – did she really want
to open the door back to that old empty life?
That afternoon she and Lindsey sat at the kitchen table talking, drinking
beer and eating chocolate. Beer and chocolate were Livvie’s go-to at times
like this, providing the perfect blend of energy, pleasure, and relaxation.
The babies played, and the two friends sipped and savored and talked.
Why don’t you give him a chance, said Lindsey. You never know. The
babies are important to him too – they might make him come around.
Livvie thought about that. The altitude up here on her freedom cliff was
getting to her – it was so clear, the air so cold and bracing. Behind her the
comfortable plateau of the past beckoned, Stephen waving an eager hand,
come on back, I’ll change, things will be different…
That night Livvie left the babies with Lindsey and met Stephen at a nearby
café. He was utterly changed – really there, warm and present and full of
life, his charm on high.
Knowing she was being a fool, Livvie gave in. Backing away from the edge
of her cliff, she said OK, let’s try again. They kissed and made up.
The next day Livvie piled the babies into the stroller and walked back
home.
-Communism
Stephen stayed reachable for a day or two. Then, like a hermit crab who
has had enough of the outside world, he climbed back into his shell and
clicked the door shut behind him.
It never occurred to Livvie to suspect him of anything but being busy. She
believed his excuses when he went out without her, and even when he
confessed years later to having had affairs, it was hard for her to grasp
that he’d been unfaithful.
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Meanwhile, they were barely scraping the rent together. Through the
SNAP grapevine they learned that a couple with a place in the Haight was
looking for another couple to share with. Children were ok with them, so
Livvie called and arranged to visit the following Saturday.
The place was a single-story house near Golden Gate Park. When Livvie
and Stephen rang the bell, each with a baby in their arms, and a young
woman opened the door, Livvie was surprised to recognize her as the
receptionist at their pediatrician’s of ice. Ingrid greeted them cordially
and invited them in, introducing her husband, Marcos, and the two of
them showed Livvie and Stephen the house, and the two bedrooms at the
back that were available.
They talked for a while, and then Ingrid and Marcos, who was from
Mexico, spoke rapidly together in Spanish. Their conversation rippled by
Livvie like a babbling brook. She was impressed – Livvie had been good at
high school French and German, but Ingrid was completely luent in
Spanish. It seemed like a miraculous accomplishment.
After their consultation, Ingrid reported that they could have the two
rooms if they wanted them. Stephen and Livvie looked at each other.
Shrugging, Stephen said it seemed ine to him, and Livvie agreed. They
seemed like nice enough folks, and the place was on the ground loor – no
need for lowering the babies out of the window in a bag if there was a ire.
And the savings would be considerable.
When they moved in the next month things started out well enough.
Marcos was a sweet man and a marvelous cook who feasted them with
real Mexican fare – thick homemade tortillas topped with cotija, crumbly
white Mexican cheese, and chopped cilantro.
And the location was great. In her free time Livvie would take the babies
to the wonderful children’s playground at the park, only a few blocks
away. They loved it, and drove her crazy running in opposite directions,
one disappearing into the mouth of a big concrete pipe, the other
scrambling up the jungle gym, while Livvie ran after both, imagining
kidnappers behind every tree.
On the other hand, Livvie and Ingrid did not hit it off. Livvie did not know
why, but she disliked the other woman intensely, and Ingrid clearly felt
the same about her. Livvie never could put her inger on what the
problem was, but she could not wait to get away from Ingrid.
Nevertheless, there they were. Livvie had gotten another full-time
secretarial job downtown, so she wasn’t home that much. And on
weekends she spent as much time out of the house as possible with the
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twins, taking them to the park and exploring the neighborhood, pushing
the stroller up and down the surrounding streets, admiring the Victorians.
She was walking down 16th Street one day when she came to a storefront
that caught her attention. The sign on the window read “Community for
the Equilibrium and Development of the Human Being.” Underneath were
a few words explaining that the Community was dedicated to the cause of
peace and nonviolence.
The equilibrium and development of the human being – what a mouthful!
On the other hand, it didn’t sound religious – it just sounded human, and
that was good. And there were those magical words, peace and
nonviolence. She had not stopped being terri ied by the possibility of
nuclear war since the babies had been born, and the concept of peace
glimmered like an impossible dream on the horizon – if only!
She peered in the window to try to get a better idea of who these people
were. One wall was covered with a mural in orange and black portraying a
mass of young people, marching together, smiling, holding up banners…
Livvie turned away. The mural reminded her of Communist propaganda.
She didn’t know the irst thing about Communism, but that didn’t matter –
she had learned that Communism was evil in grade school, when they had
to practice hiding under their desks in case the godless Russians dropped
the Bomb on them.
Anyway, even if they weren’t Communists, this “Community” looked too
political for her taste.

-The Not-Shrink
The babies played and grew, and Livvie adored them with an impossible
love that left all other loves in the dust.
And the more she loved them, the more terri ied she became. The world
seemed to be careening closer and closer to apocalypse, and there was
nothing she could do about it. Images of her children burning alive
crowded in on her, and fear choked her like a noxious fog.
She went back to see Josh, who looked at her with his tantalizing
coldness. He clearly did not approve of her new status. True seekers, he
said, did not need to have families; it was nothing but a distraction and a
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waste of time. Leave that to the ordinary folks, the ones without a
spiritual calling.
Of course there was no way Livvie could abandon her family. Her children
were her life. So Josh wasn’t the answer.
But she had to do something. Her fear was driving her crazy. She needed
advice – but from whom?
That was when she remembered that a co-worker had told her about a
“healer psychologist” she liked a lot, a Dr. Alexopoulos.
Livvie liked the sound of that. “Healer” and “psychologist” – it was a nice
balance of the mystical and the practical, and it made it sound like the
person wasn’t exactly a shrink.
Livvie couldn’t go to a shrink – in her family therapy was for weaklings,
for people who admitted mental illness, and her family didn’t admit any
kind of illness, especially not mental. Not that Livvie was going to tell her
family about this person, if she went to see her. She wouldn’t have to; the
family shrink radar was bleeping away right inside her own head.
Of course Livvie knew this doctor was probably technically a shrink, but
she could ignore the truth as long as she could tell herself Dr. Alexopoulos
was somehow different. She called and made an appointment.
A few days later she rang the bell at the not-shrink’s of ice. The doctor
herself opened the door, letting Livvie into a comfortable kind of sitting
room, with light pouring in the open windows. Youngish, friendly and
noncommittal, Dr. Alexopoulos didn’t ask Livvie to disgrace herself by
lying on a couch, but had her sit across from her in a chair like her own.
Then she asked why Livvie had come.
Livvie told her about the fear that consumed her, about how she had been
involved with different groups that might or might not be cults, and about
Josh, and how he called himself Shiva, and expected her to leave her
family, which she just could not do.
Dr. Alexopoulos listened dispassionately, and when Livvie inished, she
said, “Yes, for some people Shiva is appropriate. For others he’s too
extreme. You should try to ind something with more balance.”
And that was that. A few more pleasantries, and the session was over.
Livvie was surprised and grateful the doctor hadn’t asked her to sign up
for regular sessions but had simply offered her opinion. Livvie thanked
her, paid her fee, and left.
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She liked what the not-shrink had said. Look for something with more
balance. That sounded like exactly what she needed, something safe, that
wouldn’t upset her life.
The Communist storefront came to mind. Something about that group still
attracted her; despite the mural, the place had a kind of simple,
wholesome feeling. Maybe she should check them out, maybe they
weren’t really all that political…
-It’s Up to You
Before Livvie could go back to the storefront to get the phone number,
something else happened that made going there unnecessary.
One evening after work she was waiting for the bus, submerged in her
habitual dread, when a poster caught her eye, glowing on a lamp post
through the fog.
“Peace is possible. It’s up to you,” it read. Above the words was a simple
drawing, in luminous colors, of a dove.
The tiniest seed of hope drifted into Livvie’s heart and planted itself there.
Could that possibly be true?
Feeling strange – she never liked to succumb to advertising – she wrote
down the phone number.
When she called that evening, a man named Bert answered. Livvie asked
him about the poster. Did he really think they could do something to
change the way things were going in the world?
“Of course!” he boomed, his voice jubilant.
Livvie couldn’t believe his con idence.
“Really?” She grasped at this straw like a lifebuoy. “How?”
“Do you want to get together for a coffee?” he asked. “I’ll meet you at your
place, and we can go out somewhere. Then I’ll explain everything…”
When Bert rang the bell the next day, Livvie had another jolt. She had
been expecting some kind of hippie, a guy in a beard and maybe a beret,
with long hair and beads – and here she was shaking hands with a
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balding, conventional-looking businessman in cream-colored slacks and a
button-down shirt.
But he was smiling and friendly, and Livvie could feel his warmth. They
went to a nearby café, and as they sat with their coffees, he told her he
was part of a group of volunteers working for peace and nonviolence
around the world. They called themselves “The Community for the
Equilibrium and Development of the Human Being.”
Ahhhhh… the Communists!
-The Not-Communists
But they weren’t communists. They weren’t even political, he said. They
were all volunteers, and worked more in the social and cultural realms in
different countries around the world. The group had originated in
Argentina, he said, inspired by the work of someone named Silo.
Livvie took that in. Argentina! All Livvie knew was that Argentina was
somewhere to the south, like Mexico, where men with sombreros sang
drunken oom-pah-pah tunes, and beautiful senoritas danced in colorful
twirling skirts, and everyone ate beans and rice. Culture and spirituality
came from places like Europe and the Far East. But South America? She’d
never been there, and had never wanted to go – how could anything
serious or interesting came from there?
She kept listening, and what Bert told her had nothing to do with her
stereotypes. In fact, it sounded like nothing she’d ever encountered
before.
The Community, he said, was all about transformation – not just personal
transformation, like most spiritual groups, and not just social
transformation, like most activist groups. Instead, it was about both
personal and social transformation at the same time.
That got her attention. It sounded suspiciously like balance. Could this
possibly be the balance she was looking for?
Just as he had on the phone, Bert assured her that we as human beings
could change the direction things were going on the planet. We just had to
focus on what we had in common instead of on our differences, and use
our differences to help each other instead of letting those differences
divide us. That was the key to achieving peace: we had to come together
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as human beings, and work together intelligently and nonviolently, each
individual and each culture contributing their unique point of view.
Livvie liked everything he told her. It just sounded like common sense, but
hopeful common sense. She drank it in, inding it more refreshing than
anything she’d tasted in years.
Bert invited her to join him and his wife, Ann, on the street after work the
next day. Then she’d be able to experience irsthand what he was talking
about. They were conducting a survey and would be interviewing
passersby at a busy corner near Livvie’s house.
Talking to strangers in the street! Livvie had never done anything like that
– she was a shy person, and preferred to stay in the shadows, going about
her business.
But if this was real, if there was any possibility that it might offer a way
out of her oppressive fear, she had to give it a try.
Sure, she said, where do you want me to meet you?
-The Street
That night, Livvie told Stephen she was going to spend a couple of hours
with some friends after work the next day, and he agreed to pick up the
babies at Lindsey’s.
The next afternoon, when she got off the bus at corner of Irving and 9th,
she saw Bert standing on the opposite street corner with a clipboard,
deep in conversation with a young man. Nearby stood a tall pregnant
woman. She too had a clipboard, and was smiling at passersby and telling
them something as they passed…
Livvie crossed the street toward them. Bert’s young man was just taking
his leave, saying, “I’ll think about what you said.”
Bert said, “Sounds good Luke,” and then, “Livvie! Come meet my wife,
Ann.”
The tall woman came over and shook her hand. “Glad you could join us,”
she said, smiling warmly.
Bert gave Livvie a clipboard with some printed sheets on it, and a pen.
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“This is the survey,” he said. “It’s really simple – you just greet people as
they pass and ask them politely if they’d be willing to answer two
questions about peace and nonviolence.”
Livvie looked at the survey. At the top it said, “Active Nonviolence Survey.”
Underneath there were two questions:
1. Do you believe human beings are capable of peace and nonviolence?
2. Why or why not?
“So that’s all?” Livvie asked. “We just write down their answers?”
“There’s a little more to it,” said Bert. “First of all, not a lot of people stop –
most just pretend they didn’t see you, and keep walking. But some do
stop, usually just out of curiosity. Then we ask the questions and write
down their answers, and every now and then, that turns into an
interesting conversation.”
“What if they want to know more than I know?” Livvie asked, wondering
what she had gotten herself into.
“You can start by telling them what I told you – that we’re volunteers
working on nonviolent social and personal change all around the world.
Then if they want to know more, you can invite them to a coffee – and of
course Ann or I will be there.”
That sounded easy enough. If Livvie could stand up on a chair in front of
300 people and sing Row Row Row Your Boat, she could talk to a few
strangers about something she actually cared about.
Miracle
They stood there for an hour and a half. Bert was right. Most people just
surged on by, staring straight ahead as if they were wearing blinders.
Some looked at them curiously, and a few consented to stop.
At irst Livvie just listened to Bert and Ann. She loved their jolly, illogical
certainty that ordinary folks like themselves could actually do something
to change things. They didn’t argue with the cynics, but when someone
gave them a chink of opening, they stepped right in. It was simple, they
said – just treat other people the way you want to be treated…
After half an hour of listening, Livvie took a deep breath and began
approaching people herself. Most of them ignored her, but now and then
one would stop, and Livvie would ask them the questions and write down
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what they said. It felt good, af irming that there was something they could
do, no matter how small it might be. The more she stood there, doing this
strange activity, the better she felt. A sense of relief began to ill her…
It wasn’t always easy. A few stopped just to insist it was hopeless because
humans are violent by nature. They clearly had no interest in changing
anything; maybe they just wanted to make themselves feel better about
doing nothing.
Livvie couldn’t blame them. Assuming change was impossible made it
easier to just loll in front of the television in your free time and let its
ictions swallow your consciousness.
But there were others who liked the idea that maybe, just maybe, humans
really could do something. They liked talking about this novel possibility
and were surprised and grati ied that their opinions were being recorded.
The variety of their answers surprised Livvie – it was inspiring to see how
courageous and creative ordinary people could be, at least in their
imaginations.
Livvie went back the next day, and the next, and the next, surprised at
how much she enjoyed talking with strangers about these things. Those
two questions opened up all kinds of avenues. What would the future look
like without the threat of total, smoking annihilation? It felt heady and
exhilarating to af irm that something else was possible.
Rationally, of course, it made no sense. What possible difference could a
few thousand people make, scattered across the globe, when the
military-industrial complex was running the world, and obscene wealth
was keeping that system in power?
Logic didn’t matter. Livvie was having the time of her life, feeling a
lightness of heart she hadn’t felt her childhood, when she sat by a brook in
the high Sierra with her father, the two of them so illed with the simple
joy of life that there was no room anywhere for even a trace of fear.
Stephen accepted Livvie’s new-found fanaticism stoically. When she got
back in the evening, he would hand over the babies and go about his
business with his usual distracted air.
For a whole week Livvie kept going to the street, no longer hesitant about
talking with strangers.
Then, shortly after awakening one morning, she did a double take. Could
it be true? Astonished, she looked again at herself, at her thoughts and
feelings as she lay there contemplating the day. Yes, something was
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missing – something she had become so used to that she had thought it
was part of her.
It was her fear that was missing.
It had simply vanished, without a trace.
-About-Face
That changed everything. Not that Livvie understood what had happened;
all she knew was that she was happy beyond belief. Her fear was gone.
Only later, as the months and years passed, would she begin to see that it
was simple. She had just turned around.
All her life she’d been looking inwards, trying to ill her emptiness with
love. As a child, she had plenty of love, but no matter how much her
parents loved her and she loved them back, that love was always laced
with fear. Because her parents could disappear, and then where would she
be?
Her love for her own children was illed with even more fear. If anything
ever happened to her children, her own life was over. She would have
given her life to save them, but that was as much for her own sake as it
was for theirs.
But in the street, everything was different. If only for that moment, she
was looking outward instead of inward, wanting to give instead of to
grasp. It felt wonderful to give. If she had something to give, that meant
she was more than a black hole of neediness. Giving put her in touch with
what was already inside her, something wonderful and full of joy…
After those irst days on the street, her life went on as before, and not at
all as before. She still needed her children; they were still more important
to her than her own life and breath. She was still terri ied at the thought
of losing them. But there was a new lightness about things. Her fears no
longer weighed on her quite so heavily. It was as if something greater than
herself swept her up and was carrying her on its own tide, changing the
direction of her very thoughts…
-Glorious little ishes
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In that irst lush of freedom, when daylight opened inside her and she
saw the way out, Livvie thought her troubles were over. If she just kept
going this way, obeying these new rules, and doing her part for humanity,
surely her life would be perfect, and suffering would be a thing of the
past.
That false hope was knocked over the very irst day, when she went home
after going to the street. When she told Stephen about her newfound
happiness, he looked at her blankly. “That’s nice,” he commented, and
went back to his own inscrutable process, which seemed to be veering
away from hers own at an increasingly oblique angle.
Nothing changed with her terror over something happening to her little
ones either. She told herself that was because they were still tiny, and
caring for them was her job. She didn’t know that it was hopeless. She
would always be helpless in the grip of her love for them.
How could she not be? She had just been minding her own business,
swimming up the stream of life, when these glorious little ishes she
called her children had appeared. It was clear they needed her, and she’d
taught them all she knew, how to evade the big hungry ishes, how to
delight in the wonders of swimming, and they grew and thrived.
The bigger they got, the further away they swam, lipping and darting into
deeper and deeper waters, while she swam frantically after them. It was a
given that someday they would go over the falls and Livvie would lose
sight of them, perhaps forever…
Her concern for them never changed, except for one difference. After
going to the street, she had new hope. Not that she would be able to keep
her children safe - that would only kill them. No, her new hope was that
she would not be smudged entirely into nothingness when they plunged
over the falls and vanished.
-The Basement
Meeting Bert had another perk. He and Ann ran a small business sending
out junk mail for local merchants, and Livvie began working for them part
time in their basement, sitting at another monster typesetting machine.
It was not the most edifying pastime, but aside from junk mail being
obnoxious and a shameful waste of trees, what was the problem? More
important, Livvie liked being around her new friends, and working for
them allowed her to be around them without actually joining their
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“Community.” Despite the not-shrink’s advice about inding something
with more balance, and despite the mitigation of her obsessive fear,
actually joining was still something Livvie was loath to do.
Meanwhile, living with Ingrid was getting to be more and more dif icult.
She and Livvie seemed to disagree about everything, and the
unpleasantness in the house was becoming unbearable. Stephen was
sympathetic, and they looked for a new place.
They found a downstairs lat in a faded blue Victorian on the other side of
the city, at the foot of Potrero Hill. Down the street was an empty lot with
warning signs on the fence: DO NOT ENTER, HAZARDOUS WASTE SITE.
Livvie worried about that, but Stephen didn’t think it was a big deal, and
they liked the house, so they moved in. Anyway, Livvie reasoned, if it was
really a hazard to the residents, wouldn’t the city clean it up? Her naivete
knew no bounds.
They inished the survey campaign and stopped going to the street, but
Bert said there were weekly meetings Livvie could go to.
Livvie hesitated. Stephen was tolerant of her involvement, but things were
iffy with him and Livvie didn’t want to rock the boat any more than she
had to. Couple relationships were always like that, she told herself; you
just had to make the best of them.
On the other hand, she was drawn to these people – there was something
simple and happy about being with them. And she was curious about
where that came from.
What ended up giving her the inal nudge was something Leeanne told
her. She was another young woman from the Community who also
worked in Bert’s basement, and one day Livvie asked her about what she
got out of the group. Leeanne thought for a moment, and then replied,
“They’ve taught me what true friendship is.”
How could Livvie argue with that?
-Picking Stuff Up
The meeting was in a storefront on Church Street. Livvie drove around the
block three times before she got up her nerve to park and go in. Despite
all her time with SNAP and other groups, she didn’t like going to meetings
with people she didn’t know. They were sure to look at her funny…
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At last she walked in the door. The meeting was being held in a
nondescript of ice with rows of folding chairs set out. A few people were
sitting waiting, and she sat down near the back.
At last a British-sounding fellow stood up and welcomed everyone. He
said his name was Ned, and this was a meeting about nonviolence. He
passed out a small booklet, and Livvie took one curiously.
The booklet turned out to be a “Cartoon History of Violence and
Nonviolence.” It started with pictures of cave men beating each other up,
and continued with drawings of increasing explosiveness.
Ned was talking – something about violence not being just physical, but
also racial, religious, sexual, psychological, and so on. He pointed out the
drawings of people with different skin colors, different religious garb,
different genders, people with angry faces, fearful faces. Everyone beating
each other up.
Even though Livvie had heard Bert and Ann talking about violence,
putting it this way struck her as novel. Certainly it was true – the world
was violent. Why had she never really noticed it or thought about it
before, except in terms of the bomb?
Thinking about it now, she realized it wasn’t all that strange – her family
had always pretended everything was ine even when it wasn’t. That was
just their way of dealing with things. If they just didn’t see the bad stuff, it
didn’t exist.
But obviously it did, and obviously she had noticed. Otherwise why would
she even be here?
Changing the pace, Ned said they were going to play a game. He dumped a
laundry basket full of toys and other small objects on the loor, scattered
them about, and asked for a volunteer.
Livvie surprised herself by raising her hand, and he asked her to come
forward.
“So here’s the challenge,” said Ned. “It’s simple. Just pick up and hold as
many of these objects as you can.”
Weird.
But OK, Livvie had to do it. She bent down and began to pick up objects.
There were a lot of them – stuffed animals, books, little boxes, toy cars,
egg cartons… It wasn’t long before her arms were full.
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“What do you notice?” asked Ned.
This was silly. All she noticed was that her arms were full, she couldn’t
hold any more. She said so.
“So what does that tell you?”
“Ummm…” Even worse. What did he want her to say? “That you can only
hold so much?” she ventured.
“Exactly!” Ned said triumphantly. “If we want to have our hands and our
attention free to grasp new ideas, new thoughts, new possibilities, we
have to let go of some things, stop holding onto the past!”
Well, that was true. A little embarrassed and a little intrigued, Livvie went
back to her seat.
At last the meeting ended. As Livvie sat mulling it over, a young woman
came and introduced herself. Her name was Jenny, she said, and asked
how Livvie had liked the meeting.
“I liked it,” Livvie told her. “Really intriguing.”
Jenny told her the community had changed her life, especially now,
because she’d fallen in love, and was inding out for the irst time what
real love really meant.
That reminded Livvie of Leeanne’s comment about friendship…
Before leaving, Jenny gave Livvie a book, a thin paperback. “I think you
might like this,” she said.
That night, after the babies were asleep and Stephen had gone off to do
whatever he had to do, Livvie sat down to read.
“Here is my question,” the book began. “As life passes by, is it happiness or
suffering that grows within you?”
What better question was there? Livvie was hooked. She read the whole
thing, straight through, without stopping, inishing in the early hours of
the morning.
Yes, there was something here that Livvie wanted. Something simple and
wholesome, uncomplicated. Something Livvie needed like she needed
sunlight and water…
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Joining
The little book spoke to her as if it were made for her. It talked about pain
and suffering, and how to convert suffering into meaning and ful illment.
The only way to do that, it said, was to change your direction. You couldn’t
do it alone. Internal work was important, but you also had to go out and
act in the world and give without expectation.
Which, Livvie realized, was very much like what had happened to her for
in the street…
For weeks after that she thought about getting more involved – but every
time she did, a loudspeaker would blare in her inner ear: “Watch out!
These people keep talking about ‘solidarity.’ If that isn’t communist, it’s
probably socialist, and even if it isn’t, it’s political. Run the other way!”
So she just stayed there, working in Burt and Ann’s basement. From time
to time they would talk about this fellow they liked so much in Argentina,
and she would learn a little more…
And they let her be.
Until after a while she started to wonder what was wrong. Didn’t they
want her?
She’d been working in the basement for around six months when Bert
inally asked her, out of the blue, if she’d like to join the Community.
“I don’t know,” Livvie said, feeling a burst of relief and apprehension.
“What would that entail?”
“Oh, not much,” he said. “Just agree to come to a weekly meeting and
participate in activities whenever you have the time.”
That sounded harmless enough.
“Sure, why not?” she said.
That was how she found herself standing in the basement the very next
afternoon with a few other friends of Burt and Ann’s.
The whole process of joining took ive minutes. Burt read a passage from
a little book, something about three pathways of suffering and the golden
rule and some other stuff. When he was inished he said, “If you agree
with what has been read, step forward.”
She stepped.
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And then everyone was hugging her, and it all felt quite right.
The whole thing had been simple – almost nothing. And yet Livvie felt a
strange delight. This clearly wasn’t politics. This was life. And life was
what Livvie was looking for.
-Almost Unity
After that Livvie got more and more involved. She liked everybody she
met at the meetings, and they didn’t do anything weird. Their whole
philosophy seemed to boil down to two ideas: be true to yourself and be
true to others.
On the practical side, some of the others had little children, and that was a
plus in itself. Now Livvie could bring her twins to meetings, and all the
children could play while the parents talked.
One day someone suggested that they start a cooperative nursery school.
They knew a teacher who was into Waldorf, where everything was natural
and plastic toys were not allowed. They could hire her and take turns as
teacher’s assistants. That sounded great to Livvie, although it was a long
shot, things like that were hard to organize.
She could hardly believe it when it actually happened. Pooling their
resources, four families rented a little house in the Sunset district and
hired the Waldorf teacher. Every day they’d leave their children with her
and one of the parents would stay to help. Then, with the children in good
hands for six lovely hours, Livvie was free to do whatever she needed to
do, and sometimes even what she wanted.
That was how, little by little, everything in her life began to revolve
around the Community for the Equilibrium and Development of the
Human Being. Everything except her marriage, which she dragged along
behind her like a withered limb.
But even her marriage, she told herself, was ok. Her relationship with
Stephen was stable, if a bit empty and uninspiring. He loved the babies,
and tolerated her new lifestyle, and that in itself was worth preserving.
Like the not-shrink had said, balance was the key. If she really learned to
balance everything in her life, maybe she could have her cake and eat it
too. Maybe she could liberate herself while still nestled safe in the status
quo of her marriage.
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And for a while, it did look like things were going that way. Stephen hardly
seemed to notice her extracurricular activities.
-Spiritual Tupperware
Everything went along normally until Ann asked Livvie one day if she’d
like to join the School.
Livvie had no idea what the School was, but of course Livvie wanted to.
She’d heard Burt and Ann mention it before, always with the aura of some
mysterious and hallowed inner circle. Who in their right mind would say
no to being part of that?
“I don’t know,” she said. “What is it?”
“It’s for people who like this work and want to teach others,” she said.
Livvie’s whole being clamored, Yes!
“I’ll think about it,” she said.
At home that night she didn’t have to think about it for more than a split
second. What more could she ask than to be able to be part of the holy of
holies in this work that had so changed her life?
When Livvie said yes the next day, Ann seemed pleased. Then she
explained what Livvie had said yes to.
It was hardly what Livvie had expected.
The School, said Ann, was something that existed outside time, coming
into being in times of crisis – like now. Down through history there had
been different schools – the schools of Socrates, Zoroaster, Lao Tzu,
Confucius, etc.. Now there was Silo’s school.
Silo’s school existed all around the world, and was made up of different
teams. Livvie would be part of Ann’s team. Ann, in turn, was part of Burt’s
team, Burt was part of someone else’s team – all the way back to Silo, who
had started the whole thing back in the ‘60s.
That was all ine and good, and Livvie lapped it all up, until Ann explained
how it worked.
How it worked was by team building. The more teams there were, the
more the teaching would spread, and the more this benign force change
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people’s lives, until one day all would be well, everyone would live in
peace and harmony. So everyone was to build their own team!
That was when Livvie began to go under. The very idea of going out and
convincing others to join her made her gag. She wished that were not so;
she knew very well that money was not a value here, that they were all
volunteers and that no one, not even Silo, ever got paid a dime.
Nevertheless the whole thing reminded her of some kind of spiritual
Tupperware party, all about sales and marketing, money and power, the
root of all evil.
At the same time, she’d already said yes, and she couldn’t back out on
something this important…
-Aurelio
Summer came, and Ann told Livvie the Community was going to hold a
Fourth of July picnic in Golden Gate Park, and she should bring Stephen
and the twins.
When Livvie told Stephen, he politely declined, as she had known he
would. He had something else planned for that day, he said, but he would
be happy to drop her and the twins off at the park and pick them up
afterward.
The day of the picnic was warm and sunny, and they drove down Stanyan
Street until they saw the hand lettered signs and balloons marking the
picnic site. Stephen pulled over and let Livvie and the twins out, and she
herded them up the sidewalk toward the picnic area.
The site was a level, grassy meadow surrounded by little oak trees just
inside the park entrance. They seemed to be the irst arrivals, except for a
young couple who might or might not be with the Community. Livvie
spread her blanket on the grass and sat down to watch as her
almost-three-year-olds took off on their necessary exploration, chattering
to each other in their high voices, carrying on their ongoing intricate
conversation.
Little by little other people arrived, Ann and Bert and others Livvie knew,
along with a fair number of people she’d never seen before. Many of them
greeted her like family, whether she knew them or not, and Livvie greeted
them back, only half aware of what they were saying, with the root of her
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attention always ixed on her little ones, ready to leap up and go to the
rescue at any moment.
Someone set up a table and people began to deposit their offerings on it –
salads and casseroles, cheeses and sliced meats, loaves of bread, bottles of
soda and juice, desserts. Livvie unpacked her green salad and left it
there…
The afternoon passed with eating and talking and games on the wide
stretch of grass. Livvie was inishing her plate and watching the twins’
futile attempts to climb the nearest oak tree when Livvie became aware
that someone was asking her a question.
“May I sit here?”
The questioner, a man, was already sitting down beside her, smiling and
looking at her enquiringly. He had a kind face and blue eyes.
“Oh, of course,” Livvie said, smiling back.
“I am Aurelio ,” he told her.
“Good to meet you,” she replied, “I’m Livvie . And those are my little
ones…”
Absent-mindedly, she noted that Aurelio was middle aged and balding,
and spoke with a strong accent. Probably speaks Spanish, Livvie thought,
like so many of the people in this movement.
Aurelio asked her where she was from, and how she’d gotten involved.
When she asked him the same, he said he was from Argentina.
Ah, like Silo, Livvie thought. Livvie still knew next to nothing about that
country, except that it was in South America.
Aurelio stayed beside her, talking affably about this and that while Livvie
alternately watched the twins and got up and went to take care of their
needs.
At last people began to pack up their things, and Livvie stood up to corral
her children. It was almost time for Stephen to pick them up.
Aurelio said goodbye, and Livvie thanked him for his company and forgot
all about him.
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Garbage
All summer Livvie continued to go to meetings and participate in
occasional street activities with Bert and Ann, talking to people about
peace and nonviolence and inviting them to their meetings. A few actually
went, and that made them feel good.
The meetings were always divided into two parts. The irst part was
“social,” all about connecting. Sometimes Bert would go on and on about
“growing,” urging everyone to bring new people. That always set Livvie on
edge, even though she understood what he was trying to do. She liked it
better when they played wacky cooperative games, of which there were
dozens. That always loosened everyone up and made them laugh.
The other half of the meeting was “personal work,” listening to short
stories called “guided experiences” where you imagined you were the
person in the story…
Things went on like this, everything on a more or less even keel, until one
day Bert announced that everything had changed. They had a new project,
and from now on the Community was a thing of the past. They were going
to throw themselves head on into a new project: the Humanist Party.
The Humanist Party… That sounded like politics, of all things. How could
that be? Livvie thought she’d gotten into something cultural and social,
maybe even spiritual – but never political!
To her dismay, it turned out she was right. Silo and his friends had
recently launched this new political party in Chile and Argentina, and now
it would be unfurling its orange banners all over the world, including
right here.
Oh, Livvie knew it was a great thing, the idea of a political movement
based on nonviolence... But, politics! She couldn’t believe it. She didn’t
care how full of sweetness and light it was. She had been happy with the
Community – why did they have to go and change things? She felt as if a
garbage truck had just unloaded its slimy, reeking contents over her head.
She was going to have to get used to it. As things kept changing faster and
faster in the world and the old projects no longer it the moment, Silo and
his friends kept having new ideas. It was like a dance where the DJ keeps
changing the music. Just when thought you’d learned to waltz, you found
yourself spinning out of control to a country reel or fumbling about to the
thunk and squeal of punk rock.
It turned out this wasn’t the irst time they had switched the balance from
the personal to the social. But as one of the old timers from Argentina told
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Livvie, it didn’t really matter - whatever they were doing, inner or outer, it
was really all “inner,” because it all had to do with how you experienced
life.
-In the Same River
It was at a Humanist Party meeting a month later that things began to get
interesting. Listening to all the political talk, Livvie wondered where she’d
be able to it in. At last they took a break and she went outside for a
breath of fresh air.
And there was Aurelio again, asking her how she was doing. Even though
Livvie hadn’t seen or even thought about him for months, she
remembered him clearly.
They began to talk, and standing there with him in the cool night under
the stars, Livvie felt an easy connection with him that she hadn’t noticed
before. The words poured out of them both and intermixed, their ideas
intertwining, until by the end of the break it seemed like they’d been
talking for centuries and need never stop. They seemed to understand
each other naturally, without the slightest effort. It was like being
immersed in the same deep- lowing, sweet river…
Back inside, the group met for another hour, until last it was over. They
were all getting ready to leave when Aurelio spoke up.
“Does anyone want to get something to eat?”
“Sure,” Livvie said. “I’d love to.”
No one else said a word.
They walked through the cool night to the Haystack Pizza Parlor on 24th
Street, just a few blocks away. Going inside, they ordered pizza and salad
and sat down in corner booth.
When the food came, they hardly noticed. Again they were talking,
immersed in that intimate stream of understanding that carried them
both so effortlessly along. For the next three hours they sat, alone under
the warm glow of the lights, barely aware of what they were eating or of
the people around them.
They talked about everything – about their lives and what they wanted
and where they were going, about children and relationships, about
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meaning in life. He asked about her marriage, and Livvie admitted that it
was only ok, not ideal. She told him how she’d tried to leave more than
once, but had inally resigned herself to the fact that couple relationships
were just hard and you just had to accept that.
Except that now, talking with Aurelio, she wasn’t so sure…
He told her his story. He was a refugee, one of the lucky ones, only exiled
from Argentina, not killed. That had been a few years ago, during the
“Dirty War,” when so many people had “disappeared.” Then he’d left a wife
and two children there; he didn’t miss the wife, since they had already
separated when he was sent away; but he missed his two small children
terribly.
He told her his adventures in prison too – how he’d almost been tortured
and killed, and the wonderful things that had happened to save him.
-Aurelio’s First Story
The irst story was about when he’d irst been arrested, for going to a
birthday party with the wrong people. They had put him in a dungeon
deep in the earth, all alone, with no idea what was going to happen to him.
Alone in the blackness, he had begun to hear noises, cries and blows. They
were torturing people…
It wasn’t long before he’d realized that the noises were coming nearer and
nearer. Then he’d become terri ied and had begun to shake uncontrollably
from head to foot. Desperate, he’d called on his mother, and on God and
Jesus and Mother Mary, even though he was an atheist.
This went on for endless, tortured ages. Then, when his heart was
pounding so hard he was sure he was going to have a heart attack, he
heard a voice. A soft voice that said, “Stop. You’re suffering twice. Just
wait, and see what happens.”
And all at once he was illed with peace. Everything stopped, everything
was quiet, inside him and out, and all was well.
A short time later the door opened, and three huge igures came in,
towering over him, brandishing their weapons.
“We’re going to barbecue you!” the leader screamed.
Aurelio just looked at him.
223

“What?” growled the guard, “You don’t believe me?”
“No,” said Aurelio quietly, “I do believe you. I’m just wondering why you’re
so angry with me, if you don’t even know who I am?”
At that the guard stopped, and looked down at his hands.
“Well, we have to do this. It’s our job.”
“Oh, well then, if it’s your job, I understand.”
They looked at each other for several long moments, the guard standing
with his hand on his pistol, and the man sitting quietly on the loor.
At last Aurelio asked, “Could I have a cigarette?”
“Oh, of course,” mumbled the guard. Reaching into his pocket, he took out
a cigarette and handed it to Aurelio. Then he struck a match and bent
forward to offer him a light.
Aurelio inhaled gratefully, and thanked him, and then all three guards
turned silently and left.
A short time later, the main guard reappeared, and told Aurelio to follow
him. They climbed up many lights of stairs, until they reached an of ice
on the ground loor. Opening the door, the guard left Aurelio there. The
place was full of prisoners, and Aurelio wondered what was going on until
some of those nearby came and hugged him and congratulated him. This
was where they brought you if they had decided not to torture you, they
told him.
Rapt, Livvie listened to Aurelio tell this story.
Then, somehow, their hands found each other, and their bodies, and they
were kissing. Long and deeply they kissed…
Livvie don’t know how much longer they sat there – probably until closing
time. But before they went home that night, they had agreed that they
would live together, and have a child together. All that remained was to
work out the details.
After that, Livvie would lose count of the times she heard his stories,
which drew people around him like a magnet everywhere he went.
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Breaking Free
Livvie went home that night with her heart full and breaking all at once.
She did not want to tear her children away from their father, but she saw
no other way forward. It was like being offered the choice between
emptiness and fullness, coldness and warmth, darkness and light, death
and life. How could she choose the shadows once she knew the warmth
and splendor of the sun? That would be no life to model for her children.
Stephen was already asleep when Livvie arrived. She did not wake him,
but crept into bed beside him and slept.
When morning came, they got up as usual and prepared for the day. Livvie
fed and dressed the little ones, and Stephen gulped his coffee and kissed
them goodbye and went off to the gallery.
When he was gone, Livvie called Pilar and Bautista, the Argentine couple
from the co-op. When Pilar answered, LIVVIE told her she was leaving
Stephen. Could she leave the twins at their house after nursery school
that day? Livvie would pick them up later in the evening and take them to
her parents…
Pilar said of course, no problem.
After that Livvie called Jude and told her she was leaving Stephen and
would be coming down that with the babies that night.
“Oh, I’m so sorry!” said Jude, her voice tremulous. “But it will be
wonderful to see you; and of course you can stay as long as you like.”
Livvie knew her sadness was for the children, and not for her. Jude had
been as uncomfortable with Stephen as she had been with Jake. And she
had undoubtedly seen the end coming…
Livvie thanked her. Packing their essentials, she put everything in the car,
and drove the little ones to the co-op.
She spent the day as usual, working in Bert’s basement. That afternoon
when she inished, she picked up the twins and brought them to Pilar and
Bautista’s little apartment. Leaving them playing, she told Pilar she’d be
back in a couple of hours.
Then she went home.
She found Stephen already back from work and preparing to go out.
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We have to talk, Livvie told him. Then she told him things had changed,
she was taking the babies and leaving.
Icy calm, he looked at her. Had she met someone else? Yes, Livvie said.
Who had she met? A man from Argentina, someone who was going the
same direction she was. Not like Stephen and her, not like ships in the
night.
And the babies? Where were they?
At Pilar and Bautista’s, Livvie told him. But I’m taking them to Jude’s and
Arnie’s tonight. We ’ll be staying there, so you can come and visit…
Stephen looked at her like she was a reptile.
Fine, he said. Do what you want.
And he turned and left.
-Unconsciousness
That night Livvie drove the twins down to her parents’ house in the hills,
and Jude and Arnie welcomed her with warm hugs and no questions.
The children were delighted to be there, with her parents to play with and
all the places to explore, the hodgepodge of rooms inside, and the big yard
full of wildly growing things and hidden places outside.
The next morning, Livvie left them there and drove back to the city for
work. When she arrived in Bert’s basement, she found Bautista waiting
for her. A stocky man, red haired and iery eyed, he was one of the ones
who had brought Silo’s work to this country. Before she had a chance sit
down, he confronted her.
“You!” he thundered.
The force of his fury hit her square in the gut, and she almost doubled
over.
Awash in surprise, she struggled to regain her balance. What on earth was
he angry about?
Trembling with rage, he impaled her on his glare.
“You have thrown this entire movement into extreme danger!”
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She stared at him, open mouthed. What was he talking about?
Then words erupted out of him and lowed over her like lava. She had left
her children at his home when she left her husband, and now Stephen
was angry, and could destroy the entire movement in the United States,
undermining all their years and years of work and struggle. Stephen was
smart, he would get lawyers involved and sue them for the breakup of his
marriage and the loss of his children. Livvie had done irreparable harm.
Horri ied, Livvie apologized, her tongue stumbling all over itself. It had
never occurred to her there would be any problem with leaving her
children with Pilar for a couple of hours. They were friends, she’d just
assumed she would help her...
Bautista wasn’t interested in her fumbling apology.
“You are a thoughtless, sel ish, childish person,” he pronounced. Then he
turned and left.
Livvie sat gazing at the wall for a long time, all the wind knocked out of
her.
Once again, it seemed, she had done something horrible out of sheer
thoughtlessness. It reminded her of the time she’d taken the Camaro to
the top of Mount Tamalpais…
There was one important difference, she thought. She had really been a
child back then – now she was an adult, almost middle aged, with her own
children. Hadn’t she grown up at all? What was it that kept making her do
these things? She felt like she was struggling in the dark against an
unseen enemy.
-Interlude #2
Livvie thought she would stay with her parents for three months. That
seemed like a decent interlude. She couldn’t just move in with Aurelio,
after all – that would somehow be wrong.
It was an easy arrangement. Every day she would put the babies in the car
and drive up to the city, where she would drop them at the co-op and go
to work in Bert’s basement. At the end of the day they would drive back
home – unless Aurelio wasn’t working that evening.
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On those evenings she would leave the babies with one of the other
mothers and rush to see him, trumpets sounding peels of congratulation
in her heart all the way there. When she arrived, they would melt into
each others’ arms, losing themselves in the glorious easy sweetness of
their love.
As soon as Jude and Arnie met Aurelio, they fell in love with him too. One
day he joined them for lunch under the birch trees in the garden, and
from then on he had them in his sway. Friendly and smiling, speaking to
them with his kind eyes and his enormous accent, he told her parents all
about himself. They smiled and smiled; he could have said anything – his
innocent charm lowed through them all, irresistible.
After that, although her parents were still sad that she’d had to take the
twins from their father, Livvie could feel their relief. After so many
relationship disasters, their wayward eldest daughter had found a good,
kind man.
-Prevaricating
Easy as the arrangement with her parents was, the time they spent at
their house was not always untroubled.
Mainly the trouble came when Stephen visited. As she had invited him to
do, he came down to see the twins whenever he had time off. Then,
inding herself alone with him and the babies, she would be weighed
down with guilty nostalgia. Not that she remotely regretted her decision
to leave him; it just gave her a pang to see the former stability of their
family unit replaced by this bitter discord.
The irst time he came, Livvie fell into her own trap. She was so desperate
not to seem like a bad person that she invited him to spend the night. She
told herself this was the kind thing to do, that it would make things easier
on him. After all, she didn’t hate him; why not just spend one last night
together? Not very deep down, she knew it was a mistake, and could lead
to no good, but she gave into it anyway.
He agreed, and that night as they lay side by side in the dark without
touching, neither of them saying anything, Livvie felt as uncomfortable as
she’d ever felt in her life.
The next day when she saw Aurelio she told him, shamefacedly, what
she’d done.
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Aurelio shook his head without anger. “Oh no. Better not to send mixed
messages. When you’re ending something, it is always better to make a
clean break.”
Livvie took a deep breath. She knew he was right. What she’d done had
been a dishonest and shameful attempt to save her self-image. And she
had not been able to fool even herself, but had spent the whole night
wallowing in the bitter taste of the lie she was telling.
Much better to just admit that a change that had brought joy to her was
bringing deep sorrow to Stephen and their beloved children.
-Invasion
The night with Stephen was a dark blot on an otherwise radiant tapestry.
Livvie and Aurelio were still in the beginning of love, when everything is
golden, and when they were not together, they yearned for each other
with every iber of their body, heart and mind. With Aurelio working
rotating shifts at the water pollution plant across the bay, and Livvie
working for Bert and taking care of the babies and driving back and forth
from Clover Valley every day, it wasn’t easy to ind time alone. But
whenever they did, it was all the sweeter, and they would pour
themselves into each other like two streams merging in one delicious,
rollicking river.
Livvie had been planning to stay with her parents until the new year,
which seemed like the obvious time to start such an important new phase.
But it didn’t work out that way. After two months of seeing each other
only sporadically, Aurelio and Livvie agreed that it was time for them to
live together. The next day, just a couple of weeks before Christmas, Livvie
packed the children and their belongings into the car and drove to the
city, and they moved into Aurelio’s rented house in the Mission District.
They also moved in with Mike. He was Aurelio ’s roommate, and lived
downstairs in the basement. Livvie had made his acquaintance a few
times before when she’d visited, and Aurelio had remarked privately to
her, chuckling, that Mike was an interesting character. A strict vegetarian,
he loved to talk about healthy living habits, but was always complaining of
one illness or another; and his favorite way of taking care of himself was
to sprawl in front of the television with a six pack of beer.
But there was plenty of room for all of them, Aurelio said. The twins and
Livvie would live upstairs with Aurelio, on the ground loor, where there
were two bedrooms, along with a kitchen and a living room. They put the
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twins in the front bedroom, and took the back bedroom, overlooking the
garden, for themselves.
With this rabble suddenly encroaching on his space, the children’s feet
trampling in staccato bursts overhead, and their endless chirping,
prattling, squealing commentary in his ears, Mike did not last long. Telling
Aurelio he felt displaced, he gave notice that he was leaving. Livvie and
Aurelio were relieved, it would be nice to be on their own, and Mike had
been friendly enough about it…
They did not know what a bitter seed they had unwittingly planted in his
lonely heart. He cut all ties with them and their friends and launched a
defamation campaign against Silo and his “cult,” accusing them of
brainwashing innocent minds….
-The Rest of Aurelio’s First Story
Living with Aurelio, Livvie had to do frequent double-takes. Their
relationship was so easy it seemed too good to be true - and yet it was
true.
It wasn’t only their personal connection. It was that they were going the
same direction. Neither of them had been looking for a relationship just to
“have” a relationship. Instead, they’d bumped into each other as fellow
travelers on the same path.
Aurelio had fallen into Silo’s work seemingly by accident several years
ago, he told her, in a chance connection that at irst had plunged him into
crisis, and then had come to his rescue.
He’d irst met the Siloists when he was living with his wife in the south of
Argentina, where it is always freezing cold and windy. His marriage had
been a wasteland from which he was yearning to escape, and he had
already been planning to ask his wife for a divorce, when he had met a
hitchhiker on the way home from work.
The hitch hiker had asked him for directions, and Aurelio had invited him
for coffee. After the coffee, the hitchhiker had invited Aurelio to have “an
experience.” Always curious, Aurelio had said, “Why not?”
The young man told him to close his eyes and imagine a “luminous
sphere” descending into his heart and then expanding. Aurelio obeyed,
and had an experience that knocked his socks off.
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Afterwards, when he asked to know more, the young man said he had
learned it from someone called Silo, and had given him some names and
phone numbers in Buenos Aires.
A week later, Aurelio lew north to visit his parents to tell them he was
getting a divorce. On the way he had a six-hour layover in Buenos Aires,
and when he called the irst number the hitchhiker had given him, they
told him, “Oh, of course, we’re quite near the airport, come on over, we’re
having a birthday party!”
That had been the beginning of the end of Aurelio ’s old life, and the
beginning of the beginning of his new one.
Carrying his suitcase, he had walked to the address, where around a
dozen young people had welcomed him warmly. No sooner had he begun
to introduce himself, than the door burst open behind him with a great
crash, and a squadron of police rushed into the room, brandishing
machine guns and screaming, “Everybody up against the wall!”
The long and short of it was that Aurelio and all the rest of them were
thrown in prison for meeting illegally, since meeting with more than three
people at once was forbidden. On top of that the hitchhiker’s friends
happened to be Siloists, and Silo was persona non grata for the military
dictatorship of the time, which accused the young nonviolent activists of
all manner of devilry, from wanton destruction of family values to
drug-infested orgies.
Aurelio had ended up missing his plane and had found himself instead in
the dungeon, shaking from head to toe as he listened to the sound of
people being tortured, until the mysterious “voice” had come to his
rescue.
-Aurelio’s Second Story
He been in prison for six months when two guards came for him. They
were to accompany him by train to Buenos Aires, where he would be put
on a plane for Mexico.
It was his father, as he later found out, who had inally managed to
arrange for his exile. That was because his father had friends in the
Church, and the Church had clout with the Army.
The trip started out tense, the guards being surly and unfriendly, making
Aurelio stand, handcuffed to an upper bunk, in a most uncomfortable
231

position. Always curious, however, Aurelio began asking them about
themselves, and soon the three of them were conversing in an almost
friendly manner. At last the guards agreed that their prisoner probably
wasn’t that dangerous, and let him sit down.
That was when Aurelio asked them if they ever had to torture people.
They both exploded. “Those people deserve it!” they raged. But little by
little Aurelio drew them out, asking how it was for them to have to do
that…
In the end, both men broke down weeping, and confessed to Aurelio how
they hated having to torture people, how this job had ruined their lives,
but there was no way out for them, they could never leave this job
because by now they “knew too much” and if they ever left or spoke out,
their families would be killed.
Aurelio listened, his heart breaking for them.
“No, of course you can change, surely something can be done…” he
insisted.
Halfway to Buenos Aires, they had to stop and check in at a police station.
The chief was in a fury, the rebels having just bombed another station,
and when they brought Aurelio before him, he decided to use him as a
scapegoat.
“Aha, a rebel!” he snarled. “Just who we need. We will cut you into little
pieces, and then kill you slowly…”
At that one of the guards interrupted.
“Sorry sir, but we have special orders from high up to deliver this prisoner
alive and well to Buenos Aires.”
Scowling, the chief picked up the phone to verify this, and the two guards
grabbed Aurelio’s arms, hissing at him, “Run!”
The three of them made a dash for the street, leapt into a miraculously
waiting taxi, and sped away to the train station.
Strangely, no one came after them, and they caught the next train to
Buenos Aires, escaping with their lives.
On board the train, the two guards were so overjoyed that they wined and
dined Aurelio all the way to Buenos Aires. Before leaving him, one of them
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looked into his eyes and told him, “You are a free person. Do for us what
we cannot do.”
They left him at the police station, where no one seemed to have any idea
that anything was amiss, and within twenty-four hours Aurelio was a free
man, on a plane bound for Mexico, where his sister lived.
Aurelio was a born storyteller, and whenever he told his tales of his time
in prison and his life afterward, everyone around him would listen
enthralled and inspired. Somehow he always gave everybody around him
a good feeling, a feeling that all was right with the world, and all would be
well. He had both a sweet, grave innocence, and a remarkable sense of
humor that endeared him to everyone. Some of the tales he told might
have sounded like malarkey from anyone else, but no one ever doubted
him.
Like everyone else who knew him, Livvie looked upon Aurelio with a kind
of delighted awe. He was so easy to live with, endlessly optimistic and
simple and joyful. And he accepted her and her children into his home
and his heart without the slightest question, the slightest resistance, the
slightest doubt. Unable to believe her good fortune, Livvie counted her
blessings. She knew they were home safe.
-The Best-ever Irrational Decision
Aurelio had a new job, and it was a plum. He worked rotating shifts as an
engineer for the water pollution control plant at the San Francisco
Airport, but he only had to work for a few minutes every hour, and then
all he had to do was look at the displays on the big machines that ran the
place, and jot down some numbers. The rest of the time he was free to do
as he liked. Every day he spent hours in the break room, socializing with
his co-workers and eating the meals they often prepared together. Both
activities came to him as easily as cream rising to the top of a jug of milk.
The only problem with shift work was day shift, when he had to get up at
4am, which he hated. Other than that, it wasn’t a big deal. Swing shift and
night shift were ine, and even with day shift he always got enough sleep.
He could fall asleep instantly anytime, anywhere, and you always knew he
was asleep because of his tremendous wall-penetrating snores.
Aurelio had come to the US after two years in Mexico, arriving with only
$35 in his pocket. He had gone about choosing his career with
deliberation. What he needed, he decided, was a job that would always be
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in demand. He had settled on water pollution control, which was as
permanent a function as any he could imagine.
It cost him to become more or less functional in the strange language of
English, in which, even though he eventually developed a large
vocabulary, many people found him hard to understand because of his
powerful accent. But inally he managed to take all the necessary courses
and get the license that quali ied him for his current position.
He was good at his work, but never interested in advancing. He could
easily have been promoted to a better paying position as a supervisor,
since he was “good at tests,” as he modestly told Livvie, and every so
often, when that possibility arose, he would tell her about it, looking at
her plaintively to see if she was ok with him staying where he was. He
never wanted have to make the kind of decisions you had to make in
management, he explained, and would much prefer to remain in the rank
and ile.
Even though a supervisor position would have meant more money, Livvie
didn’t mind him staying where he was, and neither did Aurelio. After what
he’d been through in prison, he simply enjoyed life, and lived accordingly,
treating everyone and everything around him with gentle, unassuming
care.
Then, the spring after Livvie and the twins moved in with him, his union
went on strike. He took it all in stride. He wasn’t overly concerned about
not bringing in a paycheck – the strike would soon be over, he was
con ident. And anyway, what else could he do? Now every morning,
thankfully quite a bit later than 4am, he got up and drove his old Rambler
to the airport to join the picket line.
Although Livvie was still working for Bert, it was only part time,
whenever they had a mailing to get out. That meant that during the strike
she often had time to drive to the airport and visit Aurelio.
That was where they both were when a momentous decision descended
happily from the sky and landed on them.
Livvie had brought Aurelio a thermos of mate and last night’s leftovers for
lunch, and they were standing, happy to be together as always, leaning
against the car and looking out across the air ield. It had been raining, and
as the sunlight pierced the heavy clouds, the air ield gleamed with
wetness, and the Bay shone behind it.
Livvie could never remember afterwards which of them brought up the
subject – it didn’t matter.
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“We should have a baby,” said one of them.
“Yes, lets!” said the other.
And that was that. There was no rhyme nor reason to the timing. Aurelio’s
paycheck was basically supporting all of them; what Livvie brought in was
negligible, considering their needs, which included not only rent and food
and everything else for four people, but also the monthly child support
payments Aurelio sent his ex-wife in Argentina. Now there was no
paycheck. But even though money normally was the bane of Aurelio’s
existence, that had never stopped either of him or Livvie yet. It was time.
-Bliss Again
The strike ended a month later, and not long after that Livvie got
pregnant. Once again, she found herself loating through her days in a
state of cow-like bliss.
Contentedly she watched the twins unfolding their sparkling awareness.
They had their squabbles, but most of the time they seemed to be
ensconced in the same fascinated cocoon, observing and commenting on
the world, comparing notes, iguring things out. Sometimes their theories
were purely logical, like the one about how the trees made the wind blow.
Other times they would tell each other stories intelligible only to
themselves, like the time Livvie heard one say to the other, “And then he
goed to the marriage store to buy a cantaloupe.”
Livvie knew her breakup with Stephen was hard on them, but she didn’t
know how to make it easier.
Not long after they moved into Aurelio ’s house, Hunter drew a picture full
of bursts of yellow and green and blue. When Livvie asked her what the
picture was about, Hunter explained, “The world exploded, and then it
came back by a waterfall. It was a happy and a sad thing. It was ine.”
That both touched and comforted Livvie. She knew Hunter would be ine
too.
In the beginning, Stephen took the twins on weekends. He had a new
girlfriend, Marisol, whom Livvie liked, and whose presence made things
easier between her and Stephen, though there was still tension.
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Aurelio was gentle and reserved with the little ones; he told Livvie he was
trying to tread lightly with them, not to impose himself. But they seemed
to be warming up to him.
For Livvie, Silo’s teaching was always in the background. She still couldn’t
believe how lucky she was to have found such a kindly, common sense
guide for living.
She knew that to her family and probably many others, she must seem
like some kind of born-again fanatic. That was embarrassing, but she
didn’t know how to change it. Like her mother, Livvie was enthusiastic by
nature, and she was as drunkenly devoted to saving the world by giving
her nonviolent best as Jude was to saving the world through music.
Aurelio was just as enamored of Silo’s teaching as Livvie was, but he was
always careful to make it clear that for him Silo was just another friend.
He had an abhorrence of idolatry.
-Un lappability
The only downside to living with Aurelio was a habit of his that Livvie
didn’t even notice until too late, when she was already hopelessly in love.
When it hit her, only the second or third time they’d gotten together, she
was appalled. How could she not have noticed before?
Because Aurelio smoked. And not just now and then, but constantly, and
with zest and dedication.
When Livvie told him she didn’t like it, and asked if he would please
consider stopping, he just smiled and said, “Oh, no, I don’t see any reason
to stop.” And it wasn’t offensive when he said it. It was just the truth.
No matter what Livvie said, he had the perfect defense. He simply didn’t
believe smoking was bad.
He was as un lappable about smoking as he was about almost everything.
Of the few things that ever troubled him, money was the worst. Whenever
he would start thinking about money problems, his equilibrium would
collapse, and he would totter on the brink of despair.
But he never thought about money unless he absolutely had to, and most
of the time his happy complacency was impossible to break. Livvie
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supposed that after his prison experiences he just couldn’t be bothered to
worry about anything but situations of life or death. And smoking was
clearly not one of those.
The thing was, he had grown up in Argentina, where everybody smoked
and nobody believed that smoking was bad. He told her with nostalgia
how his grandfather had taken him out behind the barn when he was 13
and had given him a glass of brandy and a cigar. He didn’t much like the
cigar, but had quickly moved on to cigarettes, beginning a lifetime of
pleasure…
Aurelio’s attitude couldn’t have been more different from the attitude that
was more or less universal all around them at the time. All intelligent
Californians knew that smoking was not only unhealthy, but a mortal sin,
because of secondhand smoke. People who smoked were both
reprehensible and crazy, and constituted a dangerous blot on society.
That was the only real disconnect between Livvie and Aurelio, and it was
compounded by her family’s beliefs. Jude having had asthma all her life,
there was no worse sin in their household than smoking. That was why
Livvie’s little sister took up smoking in her teens, and why in her most
rebellious dreams, Livvie too was always smoking.
That the love of her life was an inveterate chain smoker therefore simply
did not compute. Livvie determined to convince him to stop. She was sure
she could. He was such a kind, generous, understanding human being in
all other respects - how could he possibly be so callous, so self-centered?
It must be that he just didn’t realize what he was doing to her and the
children.
So Livvie tried. And tried, and tried, and tried. Until, after several years of
frustration and fear and anger, she inally realized it was impossible.
The problem was that for him smoking was a non-issue, nothing but a
simple pleasure he did not want to part with, and anyone who believed all
that malarkey about it being harmful was just deluded. He always
remembered the time he’d met a doctor coming out of the hospital
smoking. “Best thing to kill the germs,” the doctor had explained with
conviction. Aurelio had always remembered that.
Now, whenever Livvie stormed and ranted about the evils of smoking,
Aurelio would merely look at her fondly. He loved her, but that didn’t
mean he took her tirades seriously. He didn’t take anything seriously,
except life itself. When Livvie would get angry at him for smoking or for
anything else, he would just look happily at her and chuckle. And when
she railed, “But what if you get cancer???” he would calmly reply, “Well,
you have to die of something…”
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He did his best. Even though he laughed at the whole idea of “secondhand
smoke,” dismissing it as another paranoid illusion of a social system
intoxicated by the fear of death, he bought an air cleaning ilter and kept it
running.
-Doing What was Necessary
Before Livvie got pregnant, it hadn’t occurred to them to get married.
They were already as married as they would ever be, had been since that
irst night at the Haystack Pizza Parlor.
But with a baby coming, it was different. The kind of jobs Livvie tended to
get came with paltry bene its, if any. Aurelio’s insurance was excellent, but
it would only cover her if they were married. So it was a no brainer. They
were getting married.
They talked brie ly about doing it right, about making a great occasion of
it. But neither of them really cared. Someday, they agreed, they might get
around to it. It might be nice to go somewhere wonderful and invite all
their friends, and do the wedding ceremony according to Silo, which
basically involved writing your own vows and marrying each other,
instead of having anyone else marry you.
But who had time? They were both busy, not only with work and family,
but with their work in the Movement. It was an endless fascinating
challenge to come up with and try out new strategies for getting the
people around them to snap out of their lethargy, wake up and enjoy life
and join them in changing the world. Compared to that, the whole idea of
a big wedding seemed a little silly. Besides, they were already committed
to each other and trusted each other absolutely, and no ceremony could
ever improve on that.
Nevertheless, now they had to get married. The obvious thing was to just
go to City Hall on Aurelio ’s next day off, a Friday in August. Livvie called
her family and told them their plans, and they asked their friends Max and
Celia to come as witnesses.
When the day came, Livvie dressed the twins in clean overalls and put on
a plain blue knit dress, and Aurelio put on a gray suit. Then they all went
down to City Hall.
Her parents were there waiting in the vaulted chamber. Thin from her
recent cancer, Jude was smiling her great smile, and her father was
smiling as he stood at Jude’s side, shepherding her. Then Livvie’s sister
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Laurie arrived, and Max and Celia came, and they all went into the inner
sanctum, an of ice behind glass doors, and stood in line.
When their turn came, the whole process took about ive minutes. They
illed out the necessary papers, and then the County Clerk, a thin, tidy
man in a suit, read the of icial words. No one paid much attention to what
the words said; everyone, even the clerk, seemed to be enjoying
themselves, and that was good enough. When he inished, he smiled and
gave them the go ahead, and they kissed. Then everyone else smiled and
laughed and cheered, and they were done. They were of icial.
They never did get around to having a big wedding, and they never
missed it.
-Like Mother, Not Like Child
When the warmth looded down her thighs that morning, and Livvie
looked and saw that it was water, not blood, she thought “Good.” This time
would be different. Livvie was nine months along, and Aurelio was home
with her, and there was no emergency.
The twins were already at nursery school, and while she and Aurelio got
ready, Livvie called Ann. They ’d arranged this beforehand, and now Ann
said of course, don’t worry! She would pick the twins up that afternoon
and take them home with her, and they would be happy, because they
would have an adventure, a sleep-over with her son Micah. Livvie had told
the twins this was going to happen, and they loved Ann, so she was sure
they’d be ine.
Aurelio and Livvie drove up over the hill to Mount Zion Hospital, the same
place the twins had been born. She wouldn’t have gone anywhere else,
she still loved those doctors and nurses with all her heart. But this time a
midwife would be there too. Livvie had been meeting with the midwives
for months, and they had taught her how to breathe, how to imagine the
birth canal opening into a circle of light. She hoped that would make
everything as easy as her mother always said it was.
Jude had always loved her childbirth experiences, she told Livvie. Every
one of hers had been easy, even delightful, she said. Except for the irst,
when Livvie had been born, and they had doped her up and she had been
helpless and unable to participate. But it was thanks to that experience
that she’d always refused drugs after that. And every time after that had
been blissful, easy as pie.
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Livvie igured she had a good chance, if they didn’t give her anything, of
having a fairly easy childbirth. She looked just like her mother, after all,
and had the same generous hips, perfect for a new life to come through.
On top of that, they were going to be in the “birthing center,” a part of the
hospital that didn’t look like a hospital, but just like an ordinary bedroom.
Certainly, with the midwives and the birthing center, and everything
normal, without drugs, it would be a good experience.
When they got there, they put Livvie and Aurelio in a private room with a
bed and a couch, and they sat and talked while Livvie waited for the
contractions. Sure enough, they came. Which was good, of course.
At irst they were mild, but swiftly they mounted up in their energy and
determinedness. Soon she was in their grip, and the contractions were in
charge, and it was clear nothing was going to stop this relentless process,
this opening of the gates.
She did everything she was supposed to do – took hot showers and
squatted and walked around and panted. The contractions kept getting
stronger, and after an hour, despite doing everything right, despite the
place looking like a bedroom, she knew it wasn’t going to be as easy as
she had fondly hoped.
She did not give in and ask for pain medication. No one even offered it,
which she was grateful for. But thank God for the midwives! When each
contraction dragged its claws through her, at least she had something to
focus on.
One of them, a skinny woman with a wild afro, was there now at her
elbow. “Circle of light, circle of light,” she kept repeating softly. Seizing her
words, Livvie forged her circle of light, pouring every ounce of her
attention into it, until the luminous circle shone, dilating and trembling,
with an unthinkable brilliance.
The whole time, Aurelio was there, standing beside her, holding her hand,
watching, curious and intent, his friendly eyes warm and wide,
encouraging her.
And Livvie held onto her circle of light and did not scream.
She didn’t know how much time had passed when the medical team
suddenly changed everything. They would have to take her downstairs,
they said, as they busily wrapped everything up and wheeled her bed into
the elevator – the cord was getting wrapped around the baby’s neck. Not
to worry, it was a common situation that they knew how to deal with, but
it was best to be in a better equipped place.
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Down in the honest hospital room, Livvie couldn’t have cared less what
the place looked like – she was just glad they were doing what they had to
do.
Now someone was seated at her feet, saying “Push!” and Livvie was
pushing, and the circle of light was gleaming and growing, and they were
saying “Push!” again, and something was happening, something new…
It was then that Livvie noticed there were other people there. Across the
room, standing in the doorway, were both her parents. And her father was
weeping. He’d never been able to be there when his own children had
been born, back then fathers always had to wait anxiously outside. Now,
seeing his grandson come into the world, it was more than he could take.
His reserve broke and he stood by Jude, weeping freely, both of them
smiling and smiling.
The baby was ine, someone told her, he’d just gotten a bit blue from the
cord being around his neck. They put him in an oxygen tent for several
long moments, while they assured her all was well, everything was ine.
At last someone brought him to her and lay him in her arms.
And as Aurelio counted the new little one’s ingers and toes, and Livvie
held his warm little form against her, he wiggled purposefully, groping
with his little mouth until he found her nipple.
And for the next few years, until Livvie weaned him at age four, that
would be the position they both liked best.
Arnie and Jude went to the bedside, and Jude said approvingly, yes, he has
our mouth! She meant the big mouth both she and Livvie were blessed
with, the mouth that had made her own mother moan, when Jude was
born, “Oh no, she has a mouth like a suitcase!”
Waiting at home with a babysitter, Haley and Hunter were furious. Not
because they were jealous of the new baby, as most children that age
would have been – having had to compete for attention for all their four
and a half years, they were used to sharing their mother. They were mad
because they had wanted to be at the birth. Livvie had explained to them
that the hospital didn’t allow children, but they were still indignant.
When Livvie and Aurelio brought the baby home at last, they ran to see
him, eager and curious. Livvie let each of them hold him, and they
marveled at him and loved him, and wanted nothing more than to be with
him and take care of him.
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They were especially fascinated with the soft spot on the top of his head.
Juan had been born with a good head of curly, light brown hair, but right
over the fontanelle was a little circle where no hair grew.
Livvie thought he had inherited that from her Uncle Abe, who had been
born with a circle of white hair in the same spot. Abe loved to tell the
story about the time a crow had lown down and pecked him there,
thinking it was a coin shining in the sun.
They named the baby Juan Sebastian, a name Livvie had come up with
after long deliberation months ago when she found out she was having a
boy.
The name had a complex origin. She had always dreamt of naming a child
after Johann Sebastian Bach, who was as important to her as Jesus was to
Bach himself. But she couldn’t saddle anyone with a name that sounded
quite so German as “Johann,” because of the unfortunate associations
connected with anything German since the second World War.
She brie ly considered “John Sebastian,” but there was a singer called that,
and she wasn’t that fond of his music.
Then Aurelio told her his grandfathers were named Juan and Sebastian,
and she was delighted. That meant she could honor both Bach and her
son’s Argentine heritage. She supposed he would have some awkward
moments growing up, explaining why he had an Hispanic name, since he
would certainly be as light-skinned as both his parents, and most North
Americans still assumed Spanish-speaking people should be swarthy.
A few people did wonder about that later on, especially because he did
not learn Spanish until he was an adult. But he had inherited his father’s
easy-going spirit, and never complained, at least not to Livvie.

-Very Christian
Although the horror of the Bomb no longer dominated Livvie’s world, the
nuclear threat clearly was not about to go away. Not long after Juan’ birth,
Diane Feinstein, then mayor of San Francisco, had asked the Navy to make
San Francisco the home port of the USS Missouri, with its arsenal of
nuclear warheads.
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What was the woman thinking!? Here Livvie was with three little children
– didn’t the mayor have children of her own? Appalled, Livvie lamented to
Aurelio that things just seemed to keep getting worse and worse.
He looked at her with his peculiar innocent clarity, and said, “Oh, that is a
very Christian belief.”
That got her.
“Christian?” Livvie said. “What do you mean?”
“Of course,” he replied. “The Christian church emphasizes suffering, as if it
is inescapable, as if it is even a virtue.
“That is very different from how we see things. We agree that life is full of
suffering, but we say we have to overcome it. We grow when we learn to
overcome suffering, not when we stay stuck in it, not when we think it’s
who we are.”
His words fell on Livvie like a warm, welcome rain. It was true, she had
never looked at things that way. Now, as she watched in amazement, she
saw a whole constellation of beliefs scurrying away from around her feet
like little monsters exposed to the light.
She hadn’t even realized she had those beliefs; even as a child, she hadn’t
really thought of herself as a “Christian.” But now she saw with a wash of
clarity that so many of her fears were rooted in the whole Christian belief
system. She’d never even noticed that substrate as it lay under her very
feet, forming a rich putrescent soil for all the fears and guilt that had
grown up around her since early childhood, populating her landscape
with terrors.
Now, in contrast, the most wonderful possibilities began to open up
before her. How wonderful if all these fears were nothing but beliefs
arising from a giant illusion! How wonderful if she didn’t have to live in
fear, assuming that things were always going to keep getting worse
because they were fundamentally lawed and everyone needed to be
punished by the hand of God! How wonderful if she could just be kind and
loving not to save her skin, but just because kindness gave her joy!
Livvie had never thought she had a big guilt complex, but now she was
shocked to discover that the idea of “original sin” was as deeply rooted in
her as in any practicing fundamentalist Christian. She saw with a shock
that down deep she had always assumed that she was fundamentally
guilty, and that God would not hesitate to punish her for her evil ways. In
amazement, she saw how her whole life had been built on a substrate of
guilt. Guilt for nothing in particular, and guilt for everything. An
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impersonal, collective guilt that was at the same time deeply personal,
since it was her fault.
Livvie was loored. All this clearly came from the Judeo-Christian heritage
she had never chosen. Now that she could see it, maybe she didn’t have to
let it run her… Hah! She was tickled pink.
-A Lesson
Juan was just a couple of months old when one of Livvie’s and Aurelio’s
friends in the Movement told them about a young woman he’d met when
he was passing out lyers. She was a great person, he said, really friendly
and enthusiastic, and was looking for a live-in childcare position. Maybe
they would be interested in talking with her?
It was a beguiling idea. How convenient it would be to have a live-in
childcare person! It would give them so much more freedom to do things
spontaneously without having to scrounge around for babysitters at the
last minute. And, if what their friend said was true, the pay she was asking
was affordable, along with room and board. What could be better? The
basement apartment was empty since Mike had left, so she’d even have
her own space, and they could all have privacy. Why not, they said. They ’d
love to talk with her.
Lettie rang their doorbell that Sunday. A blousy redhead with round,
insistent blue eyes and a pouting mouth, she brought her own little boy
with her, a blond and blue-eyed three-year-old named Timmy. She was
more than friendly, and when the twins reluctantly emerged from their
room to be introduced, she fawned over them, gushing baby talk. They
looked at her doubtfully, and Livvie had to agree. She was a little over the
top. But that might be just because she was nervous…
Lettie continued her chatter, saying she had always loved children, and
had plenty of experience as a nanny; she could give them several
references, she had them in her purse. And of course she had children of
her own, although now she had only her precious little Timmy, since her
little girl had been killed last year by a drunk driver. That was why she
had inally left New Orleans and come out to California, to start a new life.
And this was so kind of them, she would so appreciate this opportunity,
especially being new to town…
But Livvie was barely listening. Her whole being was staggering, reeling
under the horror of what Lettie had just said. It had carried Livvie back to
that shameful time, so long ago, when Rani had lost her daughter, and
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Livvie had been so overwhelmed with helplessness that instead of being
there for her friend, she had abandoned her. Now she would never be able
to do such a thing. Because now she knew what she had not known back
then: that there could be no experience more agonizing in all the universe
than the loss of a child…
Livvie knew, as Lettie continued her litany of promises and thanks, that
she could never say no.
Aurelio too was looking at her quietly, his gaze thoughtful. Their eyes met,
and Livvie knew they were in agreement. Of course they would say yes. If
their friend had a good feeling about Lettie, and if her references were ok,
what harm could it do? Surely it was the right thing to do. This woman
clearly loved children, and they would be here with her and would be able
to see how she did day to day…
OK, Livvie told her, and Aurelio nodded, Of course. We’d love to have you.
Lettie moved in the next day, and before the morning was over, Livvie
knew they were in trouble.
Because Lettie talked. From the moment she saw them that morning until
they said goodnight, her commentary lowed around them, illing every
nook and cranny in their awareness, never stopping.
The next day it was the same, and the next, and the next, and the next…
Livvie was amazed at Lettie’s ability. She herself had never been remotely
good at small talk with people she didn’t know, and unless she had
something important to say, she often found herself loundering in
swamps of awkward silence.
It soon became apparent that what opened the verbal sluicegates for
Lettie was simply free association. Without missing a beat she would go
from this morning’s breakfast, to the prices at Safeway, to the Mormons
who owned Safeway, to her Mormon aunt’s cats, to the time her own cat
ran away, to pets and child development, to her Timmy’s brilliance, to his
duplo blocks, to if they celebrated Christmas or not, to her family back in
Alabama, and on and on and on. She simply didn’t have any kind of
self-censorship mechanism – or she had learned to disarm it.
After a while, as they let Lettie’s stream of words inundate them, Livvie
and Aurelio realized that for the most part they really didn’t have to pay
attention. If she ever addressed them or asked them a question, they
needn’t worry about answering, because by the time they could take a
breath, she was on to the next topic.
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Lettie probably didn’t have to pay much attention either. It seemed that
incessant speech was so important to her that it had become a function of
her autonomic nervous system, like breathing.
And maybe, Livvie thought as she got to know her, it was a necessary
function. From the monotonous tone of her voice and the haunted look in
her eyes, maybe incessant talking was all that stood between her and the
gates of hell...
Lettie’s talking didn’t bother the children – Juan was too young to care,
and the twins simply ran away. But Aurelio and Livvie were helpless. They
were adults, they had to be polite.
At irst they tried to pretend it was ine. It was clear Lettie was a good
person, there was nothing wrong with the way she treated the children,
and she obviously enjoyed her work. And it was undeniably convenient to
be able to go places without inding a babysitter.
But Lettie’s endless volubility quickly began to wear on them. It especially
dismayed them that the only way they could talk to each other was to
leave the house. More and more often they would resort to running away
to the nearest café, where they would bask in the silence and the bliss of
being able to hear each other speak.
There was only one thing that could stop Lettie talking, and that was a
mouse. If she ever happened to spot one of the tiny creatures zipping
along a baseboard, she would yelp and leap up on the back of the couch
and wail for her little son to get rid of it.
Of course the mouse would generally disappear as quickly as it had
appeared, and then Lettie would climb down again, blushing and
explaining ferociously. She knew it was crazy, but she just couldn’t help
it… Then, as if she had never stopped, she would be talking again, talking,
and talking, and talking…
Prisoners in their own house, Livvie and Aurelio endured the barrage for
three months. Then one day they knew they had had it. Retreating to the
café for a huddle, they agreed that they couldn’t take it any longer. They
had to do something.
They both agreed that although usually the truth is best, in this case it
wouldn’t do. Even if telling Lettie she talked too much might possibly do
her some good, they just couldn’t do that to her. It would be like ripping a
blanket away from an orphan.
Luckily, it wasn’t hard to come up with a plausible excuse, and the one
they settled on was even true.
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Bracing themselves, they went back and found Lettie in the kitchen. As
soon as she saw them she opened her mouth – but before she could begin,
Aurelio stepped in, saying they needed to speak with her. At his tone she
closed her mouth and looked at them as if she knew what was coming.
Unfortunately, he told her, they would not be able to keep her working for
them. Much as they appreciated and respected her, they simply could not
afford it. They could give her another month, and she wouldn’t have to
take care of the kids during that month, but could use the time to ind
something else.
Sadly, she nodded, and said she understood. And for a few moments she
did not speak.
They had nothing against Lettie; in fact, they liked her, and sincerely
hoped she would be able to ind a good situation, and some peace in place
of her endless talking. They told her they would give her references; they
would only be marginally hypocritical not to mention the talking, they
told themselves, because she really was a good person, kind and careful
and loving.
After Lettie inally moved on, and they could listen to the silence in our
own home once again, Aurelio and Livvie agreed that at least one good
thing had come out of the experience: they’d learned a lesson they
wouldn’t forget. From now on, no matter how tempted they were, they
would be careful never to do anything just because it was convenient.
-Last Resort
They hadn’t made that up about needing to cut back. Aurelio had never
had a problem holding a steady job, and he made a decent salary, but it
never seemed to stretch quite far enough. When he’d had only himself and
his two children in Argentina to support, he’d made just enough to get by;
but now, with Livvie and the twins and the new baby, they were
loundering on heaving inancial seas.
Livvie was contributing what she could, but it was barely a drop in the
bucket. Aurelio never said anything to her about this – he was never
vindictive – but Livvie knew it was true. She’d never been good at making
money, and even though her self-image suffered just a tad from never
having had a real career, she just couldn’t get inspired about working.
Maybe it was her parents’ conviction that money was nothing but a
non-value, a necessary evil. Whatever it was, what she brought in with her
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half-hearted part time and freelance work was just about enough to pay
for coffee and maybe diapers.
Luckily Aurelio had recently gotten a new job with better pay. If he had
stayed at the old job they would have gone under much more quickly - but
even with the new one, things were getting challenging. For the irst
couple of years, when they were still living in his place in the Mission,
Aurelio treaded water with increasing vigor. More and more frequently he
would con ide in Livvie that this month they would be “tight.”
He had several credit cards, and was spending hours “juggling” the books,
using one card to pay for another, and another to pay for that one, and
another for that one… He got so good at it that he joked that he could start
a consulting service to help people master the art.
But he couldn’t keep it up forever. They just weren’t making enough
money, and by the time the baby was born, they’d somehow racked up a
whopping $80,000 worth of debt…
Livvie wasn’t surprised when he informed her at last that he had come to
the end of his juggling capacity. It was time to declare bankruptcy.
She had no problem with that – it was only money, and she was happy to
defer to him wherever money was concerned. It wouldn’t be until decades
later that she would decide that her inances were a part of her life that
she needed and wanted to manage herself. But back then, with plenty of
other concerns clamoring for her attention, she was happy to remain as
blissfully ignorant as possible.
Anyway in those days bankruptcy was a real option for ordinary folks.
Aurelio consulted a lawyer and came to the conclusion that they could do
it without any terrible consequences. He had been careful to keep one
credit card out of the mix, paying it regularly in full. So once they were
clear of the mountains of debt towering over them, they could start
afresh, and even be able to buy on credit when they needed to.
That was how, one summer day when Juan was still only months old,
Aurelio and Livvie took the children and went to the County Courthouse
for their court date. Finding their assigned courtroom, they walked in,
baby in arms, twins in tow, and took their seats in the back rows.
The whole process was mercifully quick. When their names were called,
the whole family paraded up to the front of the courtroom, and stood
looking up at the judge, Aurelio and Livvie with some anxiety, the twins
with curiosity, the baby as usual searching for Livvie’s nipple.
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It didn’t take the judge long to make up his mind. Looking down at them
with a distracted air, he pronounced them absolved of their sins, and said
they could go.
Jubilant with relief, they left. They knew their creditors couldn’t garnish
Aurelio ’s wages or con iscate any of their property; all they owned was
Aurelio’s old Rambler, and as their major support, his salary was
untouchable.
That night they celebrated by taking the kids out to the Sizzler for steak
and ice cream. Aurelio loved going there; the modest cuts of beef always
put him in mind of his favorite Argentine steak, the succulent,
three-inch-thick bife de chorizo. That was what you got at a real asado, he
told them. The asado was the mother of all barbecues, with a whole
pound of meat per person, and the feasting going on all day and night.
Someday, he promised, he would take them all there and show them.
At the end of the meal that night, Aurelio handed the waitress their one
remaining credit card. It was, after all, an important occasion, worth
celebrating. They had learned their lesson, and wouldn’t let things get out
of hand again.
-Juan’s Debut
With a new baby to care for, Livvie took time off from Bert’s basement and
her other occasional jobs to just be with her children. She loved staying
home with them. There was nothing more delicious than to sit in her
grandfather’s oak rocker, nursing her baby; nothing more wonderful than
watching the twins lose themselves in their private world, completely
absorbed in all-important play; nothing more delightful than to play along
with them, setting dishes of milk on the loor for them to lap up, since
they were puppies and kittens and foxes and wolf babies.
When Livvie did such things Aurelio was shocked – clearly something
about her parenting style clashed with his own upbringing. But when he
remonstrated with her, telling her she shouldn’t do that, Livvie simply
said, Why not? And he had no good answer.
Even though Livvie found mothering the height of ful illment, she knew
she had to be careful. It was so easy to get isolated. She remembered how
lonely and afraid she’d been when the twins were infants, and she wasn’t
about to let that happen again. Children were the main reason she had
become an activist, after all, so if anything, she had to become more of an
activist now, not less.
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With that obscene idea of keeping a nuclear warship in the Bay, Diane
Feinstein gave her the perfect opportunity. The Missouri had a glorious
history, having been the ship from whose deck General MacArthur had
accepted Japan’s unconditional surrender in World War II. Now the
loating Armageddon machine had been itted out with the newest
computerized weapons system, including nuclear capability. When the
Navy accepted Feinstein’s invitation to harbor the thing in the San
Francisco Bay, the hawks were jubilant. Diane F. called it “a profound
statement for peace.”
Livvie couldn’t fathom it. How could anyone think that peace could ever
come from the machinery of war? And a lot of San Franciscans agreed
with her. Since 1984, when they had voted San Francisco a nuclear free
zone, much of populace had understandably been opposed to housing a
nuclear-capable warship in their waters, and the board of supervisors had
long been divided on the issue. Finally, to give outraged San Franciscans a
chance to speak out, they called a town hall meeting.
When she got news of the meeting, Livvie was delighted. She loved public
speaking, and she had never been clearer about what she wanted to say.
Etched in her mind and heart, it was all of half a paragraph, and it was
clear as a bell.
She had hoped to bring all three of the kids to the meeting, but that day
turned out to be one of Stephen’s days with the twins, so they escaped
being coerced into going up on stage with their mother. At least she had
the baby. Juan would be the perfect stage prop.
When she and Aurelio arrived at the auditorium, there were already
around 400 people in the audience. Livvie put her name on the roster of
would-be speakers, and they sat. The moment they sat down, Juan latched
on. He was only a month old, but with his father’s imperturbability he
didn’t care where they were. He’d already been on one peace march, and
had nursed all the way.
The supervisors opened the meeting, and each of them made the required
speech. The whole time, Juan sucked happily, making not a peep.
At last they announced that the prospective speakers from the audience
should line up. Standing up, with Juan still nursing, Livvie went and stood
in line. When time her turn came, he was just nodding off, his little mouth
relaxing, his head lolling, his little snores rippling out of him. By the time
she stepped up on stage, he was sound asleep.
Cradling her baby in her arms, a gentle rush of adrenaline illing her,
Livvie stood behind the podium and looked out over the 400 faces.
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“My name is Livvie…”
Her voice boomed across the auditorium, and Livvie glanced down at Juan
in alarm. He snoozed on, oblivious.
“And this is Juan. He’s just one month old; I also have twins who are four,
who couldn’t be here today. It’s because of the three of them that I’m
standing here…”
Livvie could never remember what else she said, except that it took about
two minutes and was irrefutable. Of course everyone agreed with her –
why else would they be there?
When she was inished, she stepped down, exhilarated. Juan was just
stirring in her arms, his toothless little mouth groping for more.

-H.O.W.
It was shortly after Juan’ debut that Aurelio told her he’d had a fantastic
brainstorm. She wondered what it could be - he was a low-key kind of guy,
and it was unusual for him to get so excited.
Positively glowing, he explained. He had been reading an article about the
National Organization for Women, NOW, when a wonderful idea had
lowered like a bird of paradise in his brain. Silo had long said that women
were going to play a powerful role in the coming social and spiritual
transformation. Why not form a new humanist organization for women?
Best of all, he had an absolutely killer name for it. They would call it HOW,
the Humanist Organization for Women.
The pun itself would grab people, with its subtle implication that maybe
NOW didn’t really have the answer. And HOW’s answer would be nothing
like NOW’s deadly serious insistence that women should have the same
rights in the corporate world as men: the right to kill themselves to get
ahead. No, HOW would be totally different – it would be an open-hearted,
playful, nonviolent venture full of cooperation and solidarity, aimed at
harnessing the power of the feminine for the good of all humanity.
Best of all, Aurelio wouldn’t have to do a thing to make it happen –
because he had a built-in spokesperson: Livvie. Practically drooling with
delight, he told her all about his idea, positive she would be equally, if not
more, enthusiastic.
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Livvie loved Aurelio, and she tried to get excited about his idea, and the
next day she even put together a lyer for it. But when it came to actually
promoting the new organization, going out and knocking on doors and
writing press releases and doing all the other unromantic things that have
to be done to start any ball rolling, the pale balloon of her enthusiasm
popped and lay limp and shriveled on the pavement.
The main problem was, it wasn’t her idea. If she had thought of it herself,
it might have been different – but it was Aurelio’s idea, and much as Livvie
loved him, much as she professed that she hated competition and believed
in cooperation, she had her competitive side, and was happy to indulge it
if she had a good chance of winning. If she knew her stuff, and if the
enemy was a worse wimp than she was, she could even be somewhat
fearless. A little risk was worth the effort if it stood a chance of bolstering
her ego.
That clearly wasn’t the case with this HOW thing. Livvie certainly wasn’t
going to risk embarrassing herself for someone else’s idea, even if it was
her beloved Aurelio’s. She had to guard her competitive energy, so she
kept it mostly for writing, since she was con ident of her abilities in that
realm.
The second problem with HOW was that Livvie didn’t see herself as a
feminist. All the feminists she knew seemed to be women who’d had bad
experiences with men, and who therefore dreamed of exacting revenge on
all men by blasting the “glass ceiling” with dynamite, never mind the
casualties. Her mother was that kind of feminist, and although Livvie
loved Jude, she had no desire to be like her in that way. Of course Livvie
believed in “women’s rights,” and she knew men were basically
responsible for the oppression of women, but all the men Livvie was close
to were kind, sweet human beings. She had no desire wreak revenge on
any of them.
Aurelio was disappointed, but not enough to do anything about it, and his
wonderful idea died the calm death of all marvels that live only in the
imagination.
-Obsession
It means “to bring out, to lead forth” – from the Latin “educere,” explained
Jude. She was talking about her favorite subject, education.
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To Livvie’s horror, it was becoming her favorite subject too. She already
looked just like her mother, now did she have to be like her as well? Her
brother and sisters would laugh mercilessly…
All their lives they’d shuddered at their mother’s excesses. They blushed
at her over-abundant enthusiasm, her relentless joy in life, her insistence
that music education, particularly her kind, was the most important thing
in the world. Where was there room for Livvie and her siblings just to be
regular people, just to be their ordinary selves?
Secretly, Livvie loved her mother’s passion, and she absorbed it like a
magic potion. But she determined to do what she wanted to do with that
passion, not what Jude wanted.
That was why, although she loved music, she’d never imagined being a
musician. Instead, she’d applied her passion to her own interests, and
applied it softly, sneakily, not the way her mother did, spraying her
passion around with a ire hose, not caring who got wet.
No, Livvie was happy to sit on the sidelines, quiet and apparently minding
her own business, but secretly watching everything like a hawk. Then,
when the right moment came, she would strike, taking everybody by
surprise. It was easy, because no one suspected she was in there, hiding
inside her quiet demeanor…
When she’d joined the Movement, her passion had it right in. Then, while
her mother was saving the world through music, Livvie could save the
world through nonviolence, and she and her mother could each bask in
the glory of separate world-saving realms.
But now, with the twins in irst grade, she had to admit that she and Jude
were in the same camp. She didn’t even have to talk to her mother about it
- Jude was right inside her, telling her exactly what to do, telling her she’d
better let the teacher in her come out.
Much as Livvie hated to give in, the twins’ experience in school was
already proving what Jude had been harping on all along: that play was all
important, and that the school system was broken. All it was interested in
was producing automatons for the workforce; it cared nothing about
nurturing thinking, feeling, creative human beings who were happy and
free.
Kindergarten hadn’t been so bad for the twins. Livvie had put them in a
Spanish immersion school nearby, and they had loved it. That wasn’t
surprising; kindergarten was all play. But when they entered irst grade,
where they had to “work,” everything had begun to fall apart.
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At home, the twins continued to be irrepressible. Never at a loss for things
to do, they played and fought with each other in equal measure, adoring
and competing with each other, vying for everyone’s time and attention,
especially Livvie’s.
At school, in contrast, they were bored out of their heads. Reports kept
coming back that they weren’t participating, weren’t doing as well as their
teachers knew they could…
Preoccupied with how the world was treating her children, Livvie was
oblivious to the only thing she had any control over: how she herself was
treating them.
She didn’t notice that even as she struggled to be there for her kids, she
was missing the mark in many ways. What with running things at home,
working part time, and pouring herself into the various activities of the
Movement, she was always short on time. That was why she tended to
lump the twins together and treat them as a unit – which was an
enormous mistake, because they were as dissimilar as night and day, and
what each of them wanted most at that age was simply to spend time
alone with their mother.
Livvie was a hard nut to crack. Even when she sent her children to a child
psychologist friend for help with their troubles in school, and the friend
reported back to her that all they really wanted or needed was to spend
time alone with her, Livvie made only half-hearted attempts to remedy
the situation.
She forgot that she had felt exactly the same way as a child. Then she had
wanted nothing more than to spend more time with Jude. And now,
instead of remembering that and being there for her twins, she was doing
just what her own mother had done, and was too busy to give them the
time they craved. Ironically, what kept her busy was exactly what had kept
her own mother busy: saving the world.
But Livvie didn’t see that. She was too caught up in carrying the torch.
When the twins were babies she’d carried that torch by working for peace
and nonviolence; now it looked like she was going to have to pick up the
torch of education. It didn’t matter, it was all the same thing. This
educational system was as violent as they came.
At irst she swore she’d transform education her own way. Surely there
were other parents out there who felt the same, surely they could get
together and create some alternative, like they’d done with the nursery
school co-op.
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But as Livvie struggled to do that, she began to realize that she would be
crazy to re-invent the wheel. Clearly, as much as she hated to admit it, her
mom was on the right track. Livvie was still intent on starting a school on
her own, but Jude’s work would have to be part of its core.
So, ired up by her mother inside her, Livvie plunged ahead, reading and
researching, advertising for co-conspirators. And the worse things got for
her children in school, the more driven she was, and the less available she
was to just be there for them. She didn’t even notice that unhappy
paradox.
For the twins, things at school just kept going downhill. Although they
remained live wires at home, at school they had long since stopped being
the curious and happy children they’d been in kindergarten.
Halfway through third grade, Livvie got a phone call from Hunter’s
teacher, and then one from Haley’s, asking her to come in for a conference.
When she got there, each teacher told her the same thing about each
child. They were worried. Most of the time in school the twins just
seemed exhausted and listless, lying with their head on their arms,
uninterested in participating. The teachers knew were bright children.
Maybe something was going on with them; maybe Livvie should take
them to the doctor.
-Excuse
Livvie knew there was nothing wrong with them. At home they were just
as lively and curious and active as ever – it was just school that was
draining the life out of them.
Livvie took them to the doctor anyway. Dr. Bennett was a gruff old guy,
and he knew her kids. After examining each of them, he told Livvie what
she already knew.
“There’s nothing wrong with your children,” he said, “but it’s quite
possible there’s something wrong with the school they’re in.”
What did he recommend?
“Try Green Hills School,” he said. He knew people there, they were more
lexible and sensitive to children like the twins. He could give her a
doctor’s excuse to get them in.
Livvie said great, and he wrote and signed the letter then and there.
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Hunter and Haley wondered what all the fuss was about. Neither of them
had any desire to leave Monte Vista. They might not be star pupils, but
they knew the drill – they were used to the teachers speaking in Spanish
even though everyone else in the world was speaking English, and they
were used to having to sit quietly for endless hours when they would so
much rather have been outside playing, and they knew the other kids and
had their alliances.
As for why they spent so much time lying with their heads down, they
each had their own reasons.
Haley did not appreciate school. Sitting quietly at a desk all day was
hardly his cup of tea, and all that Spanish the teacher kept garbling made
him tired. Fiddling away the endless hours, he idgeted and stared out the
window and often sprawled over his desk in sheer boredom. When recess
came, he would jump up in relief and rush outside to play.
Hunter was not fond of school either, and she was indeed bored, but her
reason for lying with her head down was a strategic one. Observing that
the teacher always had the kids put their heads down on their desks when
she got overwhelmed, Hunter decided to play it safe and simply keep her
head down most of the time.
It was a disconcerting shock to both children when, halfway through third
grade, Livvie hauled them out of Monte Vista School and put them in
Green Hills. For Livvie, it was more of a schlep from home, but she didn’t
mind. Full of hope, she left them there to begin their new chapter.
-Ice Cream
After a week Livvie knew it wasn’t going to be a new chapter, just the
same thing all over again. When she asked their new teachers how her
kids were doing, they told her they were concerned – they weren’t
responding the way they should be.
She asked Haley and Hunter how they liked their teachers, and they both
said they liked them ine. What they didn’t say was that they were
struggling with the schoolwork.
It wasn’t that they had suddenly become “retarded,” in the parlance of the
time. It was simply that they hadn’t yet been taught the skills other third
graders in that school. Since Spanish immersion meant studying all
subjects in a foreign language, all the pupils at Monte Vista learned all
their basic subjects at a slower pace. Of course the twins were behind.
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That never occurred to either Livvie or the teachers, and it wasn’t long
before they called her in for a conference. Your children are not doing
well, they said. Livvie knew the drill. What else was new?
What was new was that they wanted to put them both in Special
Education classes.
Hmmm. she’d heard of that – so what was it, and why did her kids need it?
Oh, they said, Special Ed is a great opportunity. They’ll be in smaller
classes, with more attention, and they get ice cream every day.
Ice cream? That set her alarm bells faintly tinkling, but at that point she
didn’t pay much attention.
OK, Livvie said. What do we do?
They gave her some forms to ill out and Livvie rounded up the kids and
they went home.
-The Magic Feather
Livvie didn’t ill the forms out – something about the whole thing didn’t
sit right with her.
Instead, she talked about the whole unhappy problem with Aurelio and a
few of their friends. Everyone was sympathetic, but no one had any
solutions to offer. Most seemed to agree that if you didn’t have the money
for a private school, public school was it, sink or swim.
Until Louise. She was their friend Diego’s new wife, a zealous young
woman with an energetic and crazy-making little boy of her own. Livvie
had stopped by her place with the kids after school one day and when she
mentioned the special ed proposal, Louise said, “Stop right there.”
She left the room, returning a moment later with a well-thumbed book
entitled The Magic Feather. “Promise me you’ll read this before you do
anything,” she insisted.
Livvie thanked her and took the book home, and once she got into it, she
couldn’t put it down. It told the painful story of how the authors’ child had
been misdiagnosed as “learning disabled,” and then been shunted onto
the “special education” track, from which it had been almost impossible to
escape.
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Not the least of the downsides to being “special” was the stigma of that
label, which followed the child through their entire school career, and
certainly would impact their self-image for the rest of their life.
Maybe even worse, being “special” meant being thrown into the same
classroom with a whole gamut of children whose problems ranged from
non-existent to severe.
Appalled, Livvie imagined her happy, imaginative little ones surrounded
by all manner of dif icult cases, from the merely bored and rebellious, to
catatonic kids in wheelchairs, to emotionally disturbed delinquents on the
verge of violence…
And for all of them, just one confused, helpless, underpaid teacher. No
wonder the Green Hills teachers gave their “special” children ice cream!
What else could they do?
It wasn’t that special ed was a bad idea, the authors said; on the contrary,
the original concept had been well-intentioned. The problem was that it
had long since gotten out of control, largely because the schools got a
sizeable chunk of money from the government every time they managed
to place a child in the program.
Livvie was horri ied. No way would she let that happen to her children.
She knew there was nothing wrong with their intelligence; quite the
contrary. It was school that was killing their spirit. When they were at
home, they transformed utterly, and were suddenly full of life and
curiosity and creativity. Learning disabled? She’d never seen anyone less
so. They were always learning. Even at the age of eight they knew more
about science and nature than Livvie did, just from watching nature
shows on TV, which they absorbed down to the tiniest detail and could
explain back to her at the drop of a hat.
No, they weren’t going to go through the trauma and stigmatization of
being labeled “special.” And as far as Livvie could see, there was only one
way to avoid that: home schooling.
It wasn’t an easy decision. Aurelio and Livvie had just launched a
neighborhood newspaper, and Livvie was completely entranced by the
project, devoting hours to interviewing people and writing about them.
She was also working part time. Would she be able to give her kids the
time home schooling needed?
She thrust her doubts aside - she had no choice. And she didn’t ind it
hard to justify. She’d done her research, and she knew there were many
different approaches to home schooling. Some were quite labor intensive,
requiring a parent to spend hours every day going through workbooks
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with their kids, forcing them to do exactly the same meaningless tasks
they would have been doing in school. But what on earth was the sense of
that?
The approach Livvie liked was known as “unschooling.” Unschoolers
believed that children had an innate drive to learn, and that the best way
to get them to do so was to leave them to their own devices, give them the
freedom to explore the world through play.
That sounded good to Livvie.
Aurelio was amenable to whatever Livvie wanted to do. She knew that
working full time, he would have little time to help. But there was one
thing he could do, and that was to speak to them in Spanish. If only he
would remember to do that, Livvie reasoned, they would all become
naturally bi-lingual, which would be an enormous advantage.
Aurelio happily agreed – and then he simply forgot. It was easier to talk to
them in his richly accented English. And the kids didn’t help. Spanish was
not high in their value system. Why should they want to speak some
weird other language when all their friends spoke English?
Even Juanito, at two years old, made his lack of interest clear. One day
Aurelio, in a it of conscientiousness, was holding him on his lap, tapping
him on the nose and intoning “nariz, esto es tu nariz.” Looking at his father
patiently, Juan corrected him. “No. Yours ‘nariz’ – mine ‘nose.’ ”
-Failing Once Again
That was how it mostly went with Lizzie’s and Aurelio’s attempts to
school their children.
When she irst took the twins out of public school, it seemed for a while
like things were working ok. They were happy to stay home, and played as
they always had, happily resuming the self-education that the school
system had so cruelly interrupted.
But then issues began to appear.
One was that they were lonely. Sometimes they would get together with
old school friends on the weekends, but those kids were still in school,
and talked about school stuff, and the twins felt like outsiders.
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Another problem was that they loved watching television. Livvie tried to
con ine them to nature series and benign shows like Mr. Rogers and
Sesame Street, but she’d also read that the very medium of television does
something weird to a child’s brain. Something about the images going too
fast, and TV being all input, no output, which was intoxicating. That was
why active play in the real world, especially in nature, was so essential...
Livvie struggled to limit their TV time, but it was a losing battle.
The biggest issue of all, however, was Livvie herself. The city was a
dangerous place, with gang members living all around them, kids getting
shot, children bringing guns to school, which was another reason Livvie
was happy to take them out of school. With so much danger everywhere,
what else could she do? No way was Livvie going to let them wander the
streets alone. So she took them everywhere, never letting them even
begin to learn to navigate the city on their own.
The truth was lurking just under the surface, not very deep down at all,
like an ugly bottom-feeding ish that kept coming up, ruf ling the serenity
of her nice little pond, trying to get her attention. She was doing her kids a
terrible disservice, it kept mouthing, interfering with their free
development as independent human beings.
Livvie put her ingers in her ears and looked the other way. Everything
was wonderful, she told herself. She was being the best mom she could
be, because she loved her kids so much. She told herself this in such a
loud voice that she couldn’t hear what they, in turn, were trying to tell her.
-What They Wanted
Nothing was fair. Juan had it made in the shade, while the twins had any
number of hurdles to overcome.
The twins smirked at their brother for having it so easy. Being the
youngest he always got what he wanted, like his real mom and dad being
together, and getting to stay home with them all summer, in the same city
where his friends were.
The little boy did have Livvie and Aurelio wrapped around his little inger,
and that was ine with him. But he was jealous of the twins when they
went away every summer. Why couldn’t he have two dads and two moms,
one set for everyday use, and the other set to take him camping and
adventuring? He made up for the unfairness by wandering around the
playground at school, pantomiming Star Trek explosions with his hands
and voice.
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In contrast, the twins faced some real-life challenges.
One of them, which none of their parents ever stopped to think about, was
that going away every summer prevented them from developing close
friendships in either of the cities they lived in.
Another was the curse of competition.
Being twins, they’d had to compete for attention from the get-go,
especially from their mother. Livvie had done her spaced-out best, which
was never enough. What was worse, however, was that this need to
compete only exacerbated their already powerful competitive urge.
On top of growing up in a society where competition was the name of the
game, they had inherited a powerful competitive drive from both their
father and their musical grandmother. Even Livvie had this drive, though
she kept it well hidden out of fear of failure.
This intense competitiveness ended up gradually transforming the twins’
relationship, so that they went from being intimates puzzling together
over the wonders of life in early childhood, to being ierce contestants in
an endless battle to be righter than the other one later on.
As for their personal needs and desires, the twins were very different.
What Hunter was pining for was time in nature. She wanted to be out in
the open, in the sunlight and the wind, watching the birds and the insects
and the squirrels, following the animals, exploring their secrets, with no
one else about.
Time and again she told Livvie this, and time and again Livvie told her the
city parks were too dangerous. Anyway didn’t they go regularly to Jude’s
and Arnie’s house, where there was a wonderful big garden? And don’t
forget the family picnics in the redwoods, once a year at least, with all the
aunts and uncles and cousins. Besides, Stephen took them camping when
they spent summers with him. Surely all that would be enough. It wasn’t,
but Livvie didn’t listen.
As for what Haley wanted, it was so impossible that Livvie pretended she
didn’t hear. Because Haley wanted to be a boy.
Haley had always been a boy, it was true, but almost no one but Haley
knew that. From the beginning he’d made his identity as clear as he could
in a female body, always opting for short hair and jeans, refusing to wear
anything that looked feminine. When he met a little boy named Finn in
kindergarten, he fell in love with that name, dreamed of being called that
instead of the girly-sounding name he had. But whenever he told Livvie he
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wished he were a boy, she said she understood, because Jude had been a
“tomboy” when she was little, and that was probably where Haley had
gotten it from. If Haley wanted to be a tomboy like Jude, no problem.
It never occurred to Livvie to take Haley seriously, and take him to
someone who knew about gender issues. She had no idea gender could be
an issue, no idea a person’s gender was not necessarily always dictated by
their sex.
Haley did what he could. At 15 he shaved his head, began wearing slouchy
garments that disguised his shape, and got a girlfriend. At last, when he
went to college a few years later, he legally changed his name to Finn. All
of that was ine with Livvie – her kids were free beings after all.
That was how it went. Her children clamored for her to help them, and
Livvie smiled and hugged them and said everything would be ine. Then
she went back to trying to eradicate suffering, everywhere else but right
around her.
-___. Various Viewpoints
Although she always tried to act in her children’s best interests, Livvie had
no idea how any of her offspring really felt deep down. Her ignorance
wasn’t her fault. She was simply limited, like any human, by the paltry
view out her individual peephole. That was why, when she had to make
any decision that impacted her loved ones, all she could base her decision
on was her own wishful assumptions about how it might affect them.
When Aurelio had irst arisen like an enormous sun in her life, she’d told
herself her three-year-old twins must surely be as dazzled by him as she
was. How could anyone not be? And she’d been delighted with the
con irmation when, on the way to nursery school one morning, Hunter
piped from her car seat, “I like Relio.” Surely that was a sign that things
were going the right direction, and Haley would soon begin to have warm
feelings for him too.
Throwing a well-intentioned monkey wrench into the works, Aurelio told
Livvie he wanted to tread lightly with the twins, so as not to impose
himself on them or trespass on Stephen’s territory. That had disturbed
her a little – didn’t he want to have a close relationship with her children?
He would be such a wonderful father… But she’d put the question out of
her mind. These things couldn’t be forced.
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Haley and Hunter didn’t exactly dislike the amiable intruder. What he’d
done, though, was beyond forgiveness. Ousting them from the throne in
the center of their mother’s affections, he had upended their world. They
both knew she still loved them, but she was so distracted that they had to
struggle like crazy to get her attention. And even though Aurelio was nice
enough to them, his careful restraint told them he did not really care for
them, but only saw them as the price he had to pay to be with their
mother.
Livvie had no idea that her children felt so sad and perplexed at the
changes in their life together. The very possibility that her great good
fortune might bring suffering to her beloved little ones was too terrible to
allow, and she did not even crack the door into that dark realm. Instead,
she simply believed with all her naïve heart that they were as happy as
she was.
When little Juan arrived, although Hunter and Haley both loved him and
were not jealous of him, having ful illed the jealousy quotient by being
jealous of each other, his presence only made them feel more than ever
like “leftovers.” Livvie and Aurelio were so wrapped up in the baby that
even their ixation on each other was slightly diminished, which was
saying a lot.
At least the twins had their special time with their father on the
weekends. But soon even that was swept away. Less than a year after Juan
was born, Stephen announced that he and his new wife Marisol were
moving to Chicago so he could study art.
For his sudden abandonment, Hunter blamed Stephen, and Haley blamed
Aurelio. In this way, taking contrasting yet oddly complementary
approaches to the same problem, they took care of two fathers with one
stone of resentment.
Stephen told Livvie that he and Marisol would take the twins every
summer and would pay for their light to Chicago and back again, as well
as for their living expenses for the three months they were there. That, he
igured, was a fair split. That way they wouldn’t have to mess around with
dif icult stuff like child support.
Livvie decided not to examine the logic of this arrangement. She had no
objection to having three times as much time with her children as he did.
Having her children around her illed her with such wellbeing that it only
made sense she should pay for the privilege. As for Aurelio, he knew
enough not to question her mother bearish instincts, even though he
would be the one footing most of the bill.
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For the twins, the arrangement did come with some perks. Every summer
when they lew away to Chicago, at least part of the summer would
include a little taste of heaven. Because Stephen and Marisol took them on
all kinds of excursions, especially camping. Driving north into Wisconsin,
they would ind a river and go canoeing, and camp under the stars. Not
just once, but often...
Which was lucky for the twins, because again, Livvie was simply not
paying attention. Being in nature had been her life blood as a child, when
she had spent countless hours roaming the valley alone, drawing and
painting and dreaming. On top of that Arnie and Jude had taken their kids
on more camping trips than Livvie could count, and she had gloried in all
that time spent in nature.
Why was it, then, that when she had her own children it did not occur to
her to that they should make any great effort to take them out into
nature?
But it didn’t. Instead, Aurelio and Livvie stayed wrapped up in their
pursuits, and seldom ventured outside the city.
In fact, in all the years the children were living at home, Livvie and Aurelio
took them camping exactly twice, both of those excursions less than
pristine nature experiences. The irst, when the kids were young, was to
an asphalt-paved camp site at an arti icial lake, where nobody swam and
nobody caught any ish. The second, in the mountains when the twins
were around ifteen, was hampered both by Haley’s outrage at having to
be with the family at all, and by a certain spaciness that made them lock
the keys inside the rented van while the motor was running. Livvie could
never remember how they got out of that one.
-Bernal Heights
They had been living in the house in the Mission for two years when the
landlord informed them that they would have to move out, he needed the
house for his cousin. The next day Aurelio and Livvie took the kids
walking up Mission Street, and turned up Cortland Avenue, up the hill into
Bernal Heights.
Bernal Heights was nice. Unlike the sprawling Mission, where they lived
on a back street between a hospital and a Safeway, Bernal Heights felt like
a real community, with its own little downtown, and smaller streets
branching off Cortland up and down the hill, each one with its motley
collection of colorful dwellings, mostly Victorians.
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They walked several blocks down the main drag, passing the
neighborhood library and an assortment of small shops and cafes. Above
them rose the bald green pate of the hilltop, crowned by a hulking
microwave tower. It seemed like the kind of place they might be able to
ind something affordable.
Where to look? They didn’t see any for rent signs. They went into a liquor
store to buy a newspaper, and Aurelio asked the clerk, a
middle-eastern-looking gentleman, if he knew of any places for rent.
“Yes, indeed,” said the man. “I have an apartment for rent just upstairs.
You can come have a look if you want.”
He asked a young clerk to watch the store for a moment, and then herded
them all out the front door. Unlocking an adjacent door, he led them up
the stairs. At the top he unlocked another door and held it so they could
all enter.
Inside was an unfurnished apartment, two bedrooms, living room, and
kitchen. Big picture windows looked out over the street, and one of the
living-room walls was covered with gold-spangled mirror tiles. The twins
ogled themselves in the mirror wall and ran to look out the window, Juan
toddling after them.
Aurelio and Livvie looked at each other. It was a good location, and big
enough for them all. How much was the rent? $800 a month, said the
landlord.
We like it, they told him.
Two weeks later they moved in.
-A New Mania
Livvie was at the dentist’s of ice in the Mission, waiting to have her teeth
cleaned, when she picked up a printed sheet from the magazine table. The
title caught her eye – “Mission Edition.” Clever. Just to pass the time, she
began to read.
Not that she had any expectations. Neighborhood newsletters generally
bored her stiff, with their dull prattle about street safety and robberies
and cleaning up after your pet. She just wanted something to look at, to
ill the time…
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But as her eye wandered over the words, something made her stop and
look again. Something was different here – this wasn’t just any old
newsletter. As she read, she could hardly believe her eyes. This sounded
like real people talking about real life, the way she and Aurelio and their
friends did in their meetings.
How could that be? They were such a small movement, nobody knew
about them, even though they were the only commonsense approach to
living she had ever run into anywhere. Yet here was a newsletter that
talked about community, about how to live in a world going crazy with
change, about the environment, and about the local Green Party, about
friendship, about meaning in life...
What was this, really? She had to check it out.
She took the newsletter home with her, and that night showed it to
Aurelio. He wasn’t surprised – he had heard something about this new
project from their friends.
At their next Movement meeting, as it turned out, the talk was all about
Silo’s new suggestion: start a neighborhood newsletter in your
community. That way you get to meet the people around you, talk to them
about their lives, make friends, and begin to repair the social fabric that
was disintegrating everywhere from the ravages of the System.
Livvie went home ired up, her imagination leaping into overdrive. What a
fantastic idea, she thought. Bernal Heights would be the perfect place to
start a newsletter, an excuse to meet people, to tell them about the
Movement, and begin to build a real community around them.
When Livvie told Aurelio her idea, he looked at her calmly, and said
“Hmmmm. Let me think about it.”
Much as Livvie loved him, that was one thing that drove her crazy about
him. He was about as impulsive as a toadstool. So many times she had
gushed to him about some new project that was bubbling and fermenting
in her mind, ready to explode, only to have him say exactly that.
“Hmmmm. Let me think about it.”
And when Livvie would splutter with exasperation, how could he not be
enthusiastic, how could he not see the incredible, earth-shattering,
mind-boggling possibilities of her idea, he would look at her
apologetically and tell her, “Oh, Livvie , you know I am slow.”
By which he meant that he was a different kind of person than Livvie was.
Livvie was “motor-emotional,” and he was “vegetative.” That was
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something Silo had talked about in earlier times – how people came in
different types, with different tendencies.
Motor people loved to do things, emotional people were driven by their
emotions, intellectual people approached everything through the rational
mind, and vegetative people let things vegetate inside them.
Aurelio was vegetative. He had to process things slowly, carefully, chewing
them over like a cow savoring her cud.
The next day, when she mentioned the idea again, she knew she’d passed
the irst hurdle. Instead of rejecting it out of hand, he began going down
the litany of possible problems. It would take a lot of time, and they were
already stretched with all their other projects, not to mention work, and
the kids. Plus, it would take money, and as always, they were “tight.” On
top of that they didn’t have any experience putting out a newsletter…
That was where Livvie jumped in. “Oh, yes, we do! I helped publish an art
magazine for years in my 20s. I know how it works, and I’m sure we can
do it!”
In the end, Aurelio’s objections had no chance. Dying a feeble death under
the blow torch of Livvie’s enthusiasm, they wilted and shriveled into
nothing.
-Bernal Greens
That summer they launched the irst issue of “Bernal Greens.” They
couldn’t emulate the catchiness of “Mission Edition” by calling it the
“Bernal Journal” - that name was already taken by another paper that had
been in existence for decades. But Bernal Greens was more to the point.
Because it had happened again. Silo, always tuned into the changing
sensibilities of the populace, was very much aware of the concern for the
environment that was growing everywhere around the world.
Accordingly they had launched a new Green Party in South America, and
it had taken off galloping, attracting numerous adherents and making
possible different coalitions with other progressive political parties.
But when they tried to do the same in the US, they were sorely
disappointed. Years later Livvie would remember that time when she
went to visit some new neighbors carrying a bouquet of lowers from her
garden, and the neighbors had sicked their pit bull on her, so Livvie fell
over backward and broke her wrist.
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That was what it was like when they launched the Humanist Green Party
in San Francisco in the mid ‘80s. As if there were only so much of the
environmental disaster pie to go around, the established Green Party took
deep offense at this new group who dared to call themselves “green.”
It turned out to be the same in other places in the US, in Canada, and in
Europe, where outraged articles began to appear in the local press
accusing the Siloist “cult” of trying to take over the Greens for their own
ends.
In San Francisco it didn’t take Livvie and Aurelio and their friends long to
agree that it wasn’t worth struggling over. Instead of taking up the
gauntlet and getting embroiled in a jousting match with the Green Knight,
they changed the name of their project to “Green Future,” a non-political
neighborhood project aimed at increasing environmental awareness.
In some places it was too late, the damage was done, and no matter what
they did, they were still met with deep suspicion. But in Bernal Heights
they were lucky. Most people welcomed their presence, and when they
held a neighborhood “trash dance,” dozens of neighbors showed up.
That dance would turn out to be the crucible for a powerful force that
would one day take over Livvie and Aurelio’s lives…
But that was still four years in the future. At this point Livvie and Aurelio
had just moved in above the liquor store, and were setting about
establishing themselves in their new neighborhood by publishing the
Bernal Greens.
Writing and publishing had always been as irresistible for Livvie as
chocolate cake, and she embraced the whole process like a long-lost lover.
Gamely, Aurelio joined in, and they went out to visit the neighbors,
explaining to them what they wanted to do, and inviting them to tell their
story, which they would be happy to publish in the paper.
Livvie had thought everyone would jump at the chance to introduce
themselves to the people living around them, but once again she was
shocked at her own naivete. No one but the small business owners were
remotely interested.
At least there were quite a few small business owners, and before long
they found a young couple who said they’d be happy to talk about their
little bookstore.
Aurelio and Livvie visited them one afternoon, taking two-year-old Juan
along, and while Juan played with the teddy bear in the children’s section,
Livvie and Aurelio sat on their loor and interviewed the young couple.
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Their story ended up on the cover of their irst edition, which was four
pages long, with stories in English and Spanish about Rainforest
Protection, Hazardous Household Waste, Weird Shopping Bags, Vacancy
Control, and The Community Gardens.
There was room for everyone, Livvie wrote in that irst edition. Please
come to our meetings, contribute to the paper, say what you want. She
was sure at least a few neighbors would be intrigued. Who wouldn’t want
to participate in such a meaningful endeavor?
-No Luck
It was because of Aurelio, who plunged into the project with all his heart,
that the little newsletter ended up surviving for eight more years,
becoming a small independent newspaper. Over those years he did write
some thoughtful articles, but his main contribution, the one that made the
whole project possible, was something Livvie would never have even
attempted: selling ads.
Selling ads wasn’t easy for him. He had his resistances, and always started
out reluctantly; but time and again he would return in the jolliest of
moods, having sold enough to cover their costs for the next edition. With
his curiosity and love of people, he deeply enjoyed getting to know the
merchants, listening to their stories and then easing them into the
awareness that they really did want to take out an ad with his paper. He
enjoyed himself so much that no one could resist him.
Greedily, Livvie took on everything else – writing, interviewing,
typesetting and layout. After the irst edition, they indulged in the height
of new technology, a Mac Plus desktop computer. After that they began
putting out one issue a month. Livvie was so enamored of the project that
when the time came to “put the paper to bed” and bring it to the printer,
she would stay up all night to make sure it was ready in the morning.
Her zealousness would have unfortunate consequences for her body,
knocking her endocrine system so out of whack that after a few months of
this, she began to have bouts of insomnia that left her bedraggled and
gaunt-eyed the following day. Although this was devastating, and she
began to dread bedtime, it didn’t occur to her that her sleeplessness had
anything to do with the paper. So she kept staying up, working on the
paper while she should have been asleep, digging her hole deeper and
deeper, and loving every minute of it.
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-Too close to home
Meanwhile Livvie’s homeschooling efforts were still loundering. She
clearly couldn’t do this alone, especially with the newspaper drawing so
much of her attention. Maybe if she could connect with other
homeschoolers somehow…
She did some research, and after some digging found a group of
homeschooling families based in the same general area. After satisfying
herself that they weren’t the exclusively Christian variety, she called the
number, and they said sure, you’re welcome to join us. Come on over next
Wednesday afternoon, when we have our weekly get-together.
On the day of the gathering, Livvie took the kids and drove to the place, a
commodious Victorian in one of the better neighborhoods of the Mission.
The garden gate opened into a bounteous back yard with swings hanging
from the trees, vegetables lourishing in raised beds, lop-eared bunnies
gazing distractedly from a hutch, chickens scratching along the gravel
paths. A few scruffy-looking school-age children were playing together,
while the mothers sat on the porch, watching with evident satisfaction,
chatting and drinking tea. At Livvie’s urging, the twins ventured
reluctantly toward the other children, and she took Juan and set out to
penetrate the mothers’ clique.
Before she even said hello, she knew she wasn’t going to be able to do it.
They were all just like her, white upper middleclass women, former
hippies with long hair and long cotton skirts and no makeup. With her
usual awkwardness, Livvie greeted them half-heartedly, and sat down
nearby. She already couldn’t wait for the afternoon to end.
That was what always happened with groups like this. She just couldn’t
stomach them. They reminded her of the people she’d grown up with in
Clover Valley – white upper middleclass families, rich enough to be
privileged, educated enough to be liberal and pretend they were all for
change, without actually changing anything.
That was one of the things she loved about the Movement. It was about
really changing things, and changing them for everyone, not just looking
out for their own interests.
No, Livvie would never be able to get involved in this group even if she’d
known how. Where was the diversity, the spice? Where were the kids who
looked different, the kids whose parents came from different countries,
the kids who spoke different languages, ate different kinds of food,
dreamed different dreams, thought different thoughts?
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Livvie knew the answer. Those kids were all in school.
-Offers Everyone Could Refuse
She didn’t give up immediately on the homeschooling group. She igured
the problem might well just be her, and her abhorrence for awkward
social situations. Those mothers did some interesting things with their
kids, like take them on outings. So one more time she gave it a try,
bringing her three on a homeschooling ield trip to a sheep farm.
The farm was eye-opening – she’d never been around sheep up close, and
hadn’t realized they were actually the size of elephants. The enormous
creatures were everywhere, dwar ing the humans, bleating and tromping
around oblivious of the bipeds among them. You had to watch where you
were going, or you could get stomped on. The kids were as awestruck as
Livvie was, and came away thoroughly impressed with the sheep species.
But the humans were, as before, distant. Livvie did have a conversation
with one of the women, who told her that most of the families in the
group were Unitarians. Livvie had always thought she really should get
along well with Unitarians – they had beliefs that went right along with
hers, about freedom of thought and equal opportunities and diversity. But
it never turned out that way. She’d been to their churches a few times, and
much as they talked about diversity and freedom of belief, the
congregation was as white-bread as they come.
While her homeschooling efforts loundered, the newsletter was taking
off. Aurelio kept selling ads, and they were printing a new issue every
month or two. They even had a couple of people coming to their meetings.
One was a warm-hearted single mom Livvie had met at the twins’ irst
school; the other was a 14 year old girl she’d met at the Missouri protest.
Sometimes they would join her and Aurelio on the street, passing out
lyers about actions they were planning, or handing out copies of the
newsletter.
Livvie couldn’t understand why so few people were interested in the
newsletter, or why those who did come didn’t want to take any real
initiative; but Aurelio and Livvie had enough passion to make up for the
lack. By now he was as ired up as Livvie was, selling ads and writing
articles and inding places to distribute the paper. After only a few
months, the little rag had grown from four pages to sixteen. Livvie did the
typesetting, layout and design, and wrote most of the articles, interviewed
neighbors, and expressed her opinions about life in general and in
particular.
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Just before Christmas the irst year, Livvie wrote a cover story titled “The
Disposable Diaper Scandal,” denouncing disposables as an abomination
both for the environment and for a baby’s tender skin, and showing a
picture of her strapping little Juan in a cloth diaper.
Inside she tackled other issues, like the recent shooting at the park behind
the library. Why not have regular “play-ins,” she suggested, so they could
reclaim the place from the drug dealers? She also wrote about the
elections, in which several of their friends were running as Green
candidates, and invited people to attend the coming Humanist
International in Florence, Italy.
And she threw in a goad to get involved every chance she could, like the
three-paragraph iller titled “Your Choice: Life or Death?” It’s your choice,
Livvie nagged. You can leap out of your apathy and pessimism and join us
working for change, “with a joyful heart and faith in life.”
Livvie even put her kids’ work in the paper, including Hunter’s poem from
when she was three:
The earth exploded
Then it came back by a waterfall
It was a happy and a sad thing
It was ine.
They had letters to the editor, including a couple they wrote themselves,
just to prime the pump.
Every chance they got, they kept inviting people to participate,
participate, participate.
And almost no one gave a hoot.
It wasn’t that they didn’t like the paper. Many told them they were
delighted that they were doing it. But either they were too busy to
actually contribute, or they just didn’t see themselves as the kind of
people who did such things.
That, Livvie told herself, was simply the result of the educational system,
and of the general direction of society, which trained people to be passive
observers whose greatest ful illment was watching television.
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While she poured most of her energy into the paper, she wrestled with
the big conundrum: if homeschooling wasn’t really panning out, what else
could she do to give her kids an education that wouldn’t kill them with
boredom or stigmatize them as “special?”
Not long after giving up on the Unitarian homeschooling group, she had
another idea. This one, she was sure, would be irresistible, at least to
somebody.
She wrote her plumb of an article for the next issue of the paper, putting it
on the front-page with a banner headline, “Co-op Homeschooling – a New
Answer to Public School Woes.” If you’re inding homeschooling a bit too
isolating, let’s get together and help each other, she wrote. Everybody is
good at something; as parents we can all teach what we’re good at, and
we can hire other people to teach other things the kids want to learn. That
way the kids can be around other kids while studying what they’re really
interested in. On top of that, it will be a wonderful way to build real
community around us!
She was positive she would get some response, and after the issue came
out, she waited with bated breath. At last, after a week or two, she got a
call. It was another mom, and she wanted to talk about her idea! Livvie
was thrilled. She invited her to come over and bring her family so they
could talk about the possibilities.
Jane brought her wife Kasey and their little girl Ruthie over a couple of
days later. Ruthie was just the twins’ age; they lived only a few blocks
away and had been homeschooling for a couple of years. They weren’t
that interested in talking about Livvie’s idea, but they did suggest they set
up some play dates. Sure, Livvie said, that sounds like a good way to start.
After that they began to bring the kids to each other’s houses every few
days, and the children hit it off. Besides her two moms, Ruthie had two
dads. The twins could relate – they also had two moms and two dads,
although Ruthie’s parents were gay and the twins’ parents were straight.
As it turned out, the children’s growing friendship would lead all of them
through dif icult territory. The following year, one of Ruthie’s dads fell ill
with AIDS. There was no effective treatment at the time, and over the
months he grew worse and worse, and inally died.
The twins were there for Ruthie the whole time, and Livvie did what she
could to support them all. She wished she could get to know Ruthie’s
moms better, but they always remained a little unapproachable; what
with everything, she supposed they just didn’t have the mental space to
socialize.
273

Nothing ever happened with the co-op homeschooling idea. No one else
ever responded to her article, and for the umpteenth time, Livvie had to
accept the incomprehensible truth: hardly anyone around her was even
remotely interested in dedicating themselves, body and soul, to changing
the world through active nonviolence.
-Dog Toys
When Livvie was much older and looking back at those years, trying to
make some sense of everything, the Livvie of those days reminded her of
nothing so much as a dog with its favorite toy, running wild with it,
shaking it and shaking it, drooling all over it, barking and barking and
making an enormous fuss – over what? A toy.
Back then she didn’t see herself that way at all, of course. Then she’d been
a warrior, a zealot of the nonviolent revolution, and her best friends were
her fellow humanist zealots, and their tiny army was going to save the
world.
Not that she thought she should have or could have done anything
differently. She truly believed in what she was doing, and she couldn’t
understand why their nonviolent army was so tiny. She had no idea that
their passionate cause was a dream, a toy they were worrying as they
slobbered in their sleep; nor did she realize that the reason others didn’t
join was that they were absorbed in their own, if very different, dreams…
Looking back on all that, Livvie felt like she was looking through the
wrong end of a telescope. On this end, she’d come to the disconcerting
realization that her life was not about her and her dreams. It was not
about anyone’s dreams of changing the world or conquering it or ignoring
it. On this end, the world was larger than life, and what it was about was
utterly beyond her. But she did have a feeling that it was more about
nothing than it was about something – more about the blooming of sweet
nothingness in the center of everything. More about all humanity inally
commingling in that quiet place where love can grow.
After that moment of re lection, the more mature Livvie got back to
weaving her memories together, just to be complete. But from then on she
knew she had to take a wider angle, because if she didn’t, the spin-out of
all the details could take forever, and worse yet, would be boring as hell.
In a nutshell, Aurelio and Livvie put out the paper for eight years. Livvie
lost her ability to sleep, and the kids grew up under the laming torch of
her zealotry.
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Of course it wasn’t all just Livvie’s zealotry. As she roared and ripped
around with her chew toy, riding her imaginary charger into battle with
heroic grace, Aurelio was always there at her side.
But he wasn’t really taken in. He had already learned that his life was not
his toy to shake around as he pleased, but something vaster and gentler,
something that held him in its powerful jaws like a mother lion holds her
cub. He trusted the life that held him - it had beat sense into him, but it
had never dropped him, had never truly hurt him.
Livvie wondered why her children didn’t take up her humanist banner as
their own. A long time later, of course, the answer became as plain as day.
It was the same reason neither Livvie nor any of her siblings had ever
taken up Jude’s torch. They wouldn’t have touched it with a ten-foot pole.
They each had to ind their own raison d’etre, make their own mark in the
world.
The joke was on Livvie when, after all that resistance, she did end up
taking up her mother’s torch, at least for a couple of years after she put
the kids back in public school, before they got too old for singing games.
At that time Livvie told herself her torch was different; her torch was
nonviolence and Jude’s was music. That may have been so, but it didn’t
really matter. The ire it burned with was the same.
That ire was nothing unique to Livvie or to Jude. It was simply the ire of
human caring, the same ire that burns in every human heart and that
makes everything possible.
-The Fire
There is an old story about that ire. It tells how one day eons and eons
ago, after lighting struck a tree and lames raced across a hillside, an old
woman went out to harvest the ire’s gifts. The ire always left something
tasty behind - toasted seeds or roasted roots or even a nicely baked
mouse or two.
Usually the old woman stayed well away from the lames until they had
died, but this time, despite the smoke and the heat, she found herself
stealing closer. Because the ire had left something else, something more
intriguing than food. On a fallen branch little tongues of ire were still
licking, and one end of the wood was alive with light.
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She had of course seen embers before, and she knew very well that they
were too hot to mess with. This time, though, an idea was pricking her,
and the ire inside her made her bold.
Her eyes stinging, she crept closer. She had never been this close to a ire,
and the heat pushed at her, but she pressed on – only a little farther…
At last she was near enough that she could just reach the uncharred end
of the burning branch. Stretching out her hand, she touched the wood - it
was warm, but not too hot…
After a moment, she carefully wrapped her ingers around the branch and
then, oh so slowly, stood up. Backing away, holding her perilous treasure
out before her like nugget of sunlight, she turned and carried the ire back
to her cave, to her people.
The people at the cave were terri ied too, but the inner ire in all of them
was stronger than their terror. Putting the new ire in a special place, they
cared for it and gave it things to eat, and it rewarded them with lames of
enthusiasm and pleasure…
After that, little by little people everywhere began to learn how to capture
a piece of the ire and keep it alive. Little by little, over untold eons of trial
and error, they grew expert not only at capturing and nurturing ire, but
at kindling it themselves.
And as the people learned to master the ire, the Great Mother, Protector
of Life, kept the ire of caring alive in their hearts, so that they would use
the precious and dangerous ire only for good.
For millennia, as the people moved from place to place, living on the
bounty of the land, caring for each other and sharing everything, they
carried their ire with them, both inside and outside them.
In every tribe, the mothers were the ones who guarded the ire, teaching
the people to use it only in a friendly way, as a gift. When they set up their
camps, it was always around a ire, and the central ire was a place of
safety and warmth, of dreaming and singing and storytelling, of learning
and growing and loving. In this way generation upon generation of
humans lived together, mostly in harmony…
Until, after a long, long, timeless time, things began to change. The people
didn’t know if they had done something to annoy the weather, but the sun
began to blaze hotter and the clouds went away, and the rains refused to
come. The once plentiful plants and animals grew scarce, and the people
were hungry…
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Their ancestors would simply have moved on to a new place. But now, it
seemed like other people always got to all the new places irst, and if you
tried to go there, they would rush at you, brandishing various instruments
of torture and screaming complicated threats.
It was not a fun time. People suffered a lot, and many died and the tribes
grieved….
Until at last, here and there, people began to discover something
important: that if you buried the seeds of your food plants and gave them
water and cared for them, they would grow. Word spread, and more and
more people began to do that, until after a while they also realized that if
you planted some seeds in the fall and others in the spring, you would
have food all year. Which meant you could stay in one place and didn’t
have to go where you were not wanted.
Over time, this new way of life spread, and many tribes settled down and
stopped wandering. Erecting dwellings on the land and planting gardens,
they tamed wild creatures and kept them for their eggs and milk, their fur
and feathers and lesh. Staying where they were, the people had babies,
and grew comfortable, developing the tools and arts and traditions of
village life.
If life in the villages was good, it was never entirely secure, however,
because there were also other people who lived quite differently.
To the people of the horse, the villages were an abomination, a blot on the
land that should be theirs to roam wild and free with their herds.
Sometimes, coming upon a village in their wanderings, a band of these
free people would be seized with such indignation that they could not
help descending upon the villagers like a pack of mad dogs…
In self-defense, the young men of the villages armed themselves and
began mastering the martial arts in order to protect the land and the
things and people they saw as their property. And warfare between
people with different ways of life became more and more commonplace.
Despite the bloodshed, the different ways of life continued, because the
ire inside of all the humans was strong, and each different people loved
their way of life. Many of the villages grew into towns, and then into
walled cities, and at the same time the wanderers continued to develop
their culture of wandering. And each way of life had its arts and its
thinking and its sacred values.
As the population of the earth continued to grow, now and then a child
would be born with an excess of inner ire. Then, if the mother lacked the
wisdom or the luck to nurture that ire into a kindly lame, it would
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become a wild ire. Frightened, the child would long for power, and would
grow up to become a tyrant.
That is how, driven by the need to tame the ire raging inside themselves,
the emperors were born, each of them desperate to control the world.
Finding ways to control the people around them, they built armies and
navies, and conquered vast
dominions, building empires that brought masses of very different
peoples together under one rule.
Once an emperor was ensconced on the throne, however, they almost
always began to have second thoughts. Instead of being able to relax in
the luxury of their power, couriers kept disturbing them, arriving out of
breath with bloody discord from their far- lung lands. Trying to rule in
such a situation was like trying to hold onto an enormous and poorly
sewn bag full of angry cats.
All the hapless emperor could do was call for help. Please, they cried out
to whomever they could think of or imagine, help me keep all this mess
under control!
Dependably, any of an assortment of no-nonsense male gods would
answer from on high. “Of course!” they boomed, “Tell the rabble that I, the
All-Powerful, am in charge here, and they’d better do what I say or else!”
Relieved, the emperor would declare himself Ruler by Divine Right, Son of
God, and the people would listen and behave themselves at least
somewhat better than before.
Only a few old women who tended the ires still remembered the
nurturing mother goddesses. Nevertheless, the Goddess was still very
much alive, and always kept the ire of caring alive inside her humans.
That is why, in every village and every city and every wandering tribe,
there are still and always will be those who devote themselves to the
inner ire. So that no matter what is happening on the planet, human
beings can always ind a way to come together around the sacred ire even if it is only a symbolic one - to tell their stories, sing their songs and
ind their connection again.
-The Giantess Turns Over
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Stacking the big redwood blocks Arnie had made, Juan was making a
tower on the living room loor between the picture window and the
mirror-tiled living-room wall. Livvie was on the phone with Jude,
watching her son as they talked about their favorite subject, the wonder
of children. The tower had risen to a shaky two-foot height, almost as tall
as Juan, when Jude broke off in mid-sentence.
“Oh, oh my! The trees are waving! I love you honey…” and the connection
was cut.
A second later the loor began to heave and Juan watched with
open-mouthed dismay as his tower swayed and toppled.
“Get over here now!”
Livvie lunged toward him, grabbed his hand and pulled him into the
kitchen and under the heavy oak table, where they crouched while the
world lurched and danced obscenely and endlessly around them.
The whole thing, as they would ind out later, lasted all of 15 seconds – a
mere shrug of the shoulders as the earth shifted in her sleep.
When the upheaval ended, Livvie waited a few moments to make sure it
was over. Then they crawled out from under the table and she took Juan
in her arms and went out the front door, onto the second- loor landing.
One of their upstairs neighbors, a teenage boy she had seen a couple of
times before but had never spoken to, was coming down the stairs, and
they looked at each other with the rawness of life in their eyes.
“Are you ok???”
They both spoke simultaneously, and both nodded yes, both feeling the
same lood of relief at seeing the other alive.
Both of them went down to the street, where neighbors were coming out
of their apartments, and people were shouting and hurrying in different
directions or just standing looking around in confusion. The signal lights
at the corner were dead, and a few cars were creeping past, their drivers
looking hesitantly right and left. Livvie didn’t see any damage to the
buildings around them, and after a moment she took Juan back upstairs,
and they stayed there in the kitchen, close to the table in case of
aftershocks, as they waited for Aurelio and the twins to come back.
They had been gone all afternoon, and even though Livvie had no way of
knowing if they were ok, she was strangely calm, as she had been since
the shaking began.
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As it turned out, they all returned safely within the hour. Aurelio and
Hunter arrived irst; he had been picking her up after her art class when
the tremblor hit, and he had thought the building had been hit by a truck.
Shortly after Aurelio and Hunter arrived, Haley’s tutor dropped him off.
He told them how the road had suddenly begun to wander and weave
crazily in front of the car as they drove…
The rest of Livvie’s family was ok too. When the phone connections came
back, her parents told her they’d had no damage, but had only been
amazed to watch the trees whipping back and forth across the sky.
They were lucky. From Santa Cruz to the North Bay, the soil had liqui ied,
and entire buildings and freeway structures had collapsed. All told,
sixty-three people had died, and more than 3000 had been injured.
The worst was the Cypress Structure, a bi-level section of Interstate 880
across the Bay, where the upper deck had collapsed on top of the lower,
crushing 42 people to death in their cars. And one man had died on the
Bay Bridge when the upper deck vanished in front of him and his car
plunged over the brink to crash into the deck below.
As always, the wrath of the gods shook people momentarily awake. For
four days after the shaking stopped, countless volunteers risked their
lives climbing into the wreckage of the Cypress Structure to rescue total
strangers. After Livvie’s chance encounter with the boy on the stairs, she
could understand. She knew that even when they failed to save someone,
and had to pull forth only a lifeless body, there was a sacred urgency to
such action. She knew they would remember this moment all their lives,
not only as a time of shock and tragedy, but as a time of being
uncommonly alive and awake.
-Mexico
Livvie had never met Silo – she knew him only through his writings, and
from her friends’ fond reminiscences about the moments they had spent
with him. And yet his life had changed her life. So when Aurelio told her
he thought they should go to the next Humanist International, Livvie was
both elated and alarmed.
Alarmed because she was sure Silo would see right through her, see her
most dire, embarrassing inadequacies. And elated because she wanted
what he had.
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Whatever Livvie’s feelings, they were going. They hadn’t been able to
afford the trip the year before, to the irst Humanist International, in
Florence, but now money was not quite so tight, and Mexico City was a lot
closer. They would spend a week there and get in a little sightseeing at the
same time.
Livvie was delighted and discombobulated. Just as the thought of meeting
Silo illed her with mixed emotions, the prospect of the trip itself set her
skin prickling with a mix of pleasure and dread. She hadn’t traveled
abroad for years, and this was a whole new area of the world. Her
impressions of Latin America were vague, and Livvie didn’t speak the
language, or did only barely, although she did pretend. And yet she loved
getting to know new places, new people, even if traveling could be
uncomfortable and even dangerous. As the trip crept closer, she felt like
one of those early humans approaching ire, illed with fascination and
terror.
At last the time came for the trip. They left the kids with her parents and
boarded a light to Mexico City.
-Always Upward
Arriving in the steaming metropolis that evening, they spent the night in a
modest hotel near the city center. In the morning, after breakfasting on
coffee and rolls, they made their way to the opulent hotel where the event
was to be held.
Inside, signs for the Internacional Humanista led them to the conference
hall, a lofty cavern hung with burgundy velvet drapes from loor to ceiling.
Instead of an assembly-style set-up with rows of chairs facing a stage, the
loor was illed by a U-shape formation of linen-draped tables with chairs
around the outer edges for the delegates.
“Delegates” – that gave Livvie a strange feeling. Because that’s what she
and Aurelio and all the other attendees were, delegates from the
Humanist Movement from different parts of the world. It felt way too
political for her taste.
Everything was supposed to begin at noon, but when they arrived around
11, the room was already milling with people. As they made their way
toward the table for the “delegates from California,” Aurelio kept meeting
people he hadn’t seen in years, and he had to talk to all of them. After
introducing Livvie, he would jabber away with them in Spanish while she
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stood looking around, unable to understand more than a few words, until
he inally said goodbye and they moved on to the next human roadblock.
By the time they sat down, almost everyone else was already seated, and a
hush was settling over the room. There was a lurry at the short end of the
U, where microphones had been set up, and one of the people there stood
up and began to speak, his deep voice crackling over the loudspeakers.
Before he had spoken more than a few words, everyone was surging to
their feet, clapping and cheering.
When the hubbub died down, and everyone collapsed into their chairs,
the speaker was left standing, looking around him in the silence.
“That’s Silo,” whispered Aurelio unnecessarily.
Silo began speaking again, walking as he talked, making his way around
the far side of the U, until he came into the space between the lines of
tables, where he began to pace up and down as he spoke.
Now that Livvie could see him better, she decided that even though he
was hardly prepossessing, he was every bit as alarming as she had feared.
A thin, smallish man of about ifty, balding, with a noticeable potbelly, and
wearing a neat red cardigan sweater and dark slacks, he spoke with
animation as he paced up and down between the tables, hands clasped
behind his back, greeting one friend here and another there. Smiling,
earnest, and sparking frequent laughter, he kept everyone’s attention
riveted as he paced and talked. Even though Livvie hadn’t the slightest
idea what he was saying, he terri ied and fascinated her. He had that ire…
All that day she sat watching and listening. Now the microphone was
passing from one delegate to another as people from all around the world
made their reports about what was going on in their country. When a
friend from California spoke, Livvie listened with relief to the easy low of
English, even though the sound system was so crackly that she still
understood only part of what was said.
Until late in the afternoon they sat through speech after speech, and
during the breaks Livvie witnessed more heartfelt meetings between
Aurelio and his many old friends. When the meeting closed at last, they
joined the lood of people moving toward the exits and were swept out of
the hotel toward some mysterious new destination.
The new destination turned out to be a large bookstore a few blocks away.
Silo was going to present his new book, Humanize the Earth, and
afterwards there would be a book signing.
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They found seats and listened as Silo gave his presentation, clearly
captivating those who could understand it. After the standing ovation, he
took his seat behind a table at the front, and everyone muddled into a
long line. Clutching the copies of the book they had bought, Aurelio and
Livvie took their places in the queue, which moved slowly, because Silo
took his time. He seemed to know everyone personally, and he was never
in a hurry.
As always, Aurelio had stepped behind Livvie, and when they inally
reached the signing table, she was the irst to hand Silo her book. As he
took it, he smiled up at her kindly, greeting her in a soft voice. And
although they had never met, and Livvie wasn’t sure what else he said, she
distinctly heard him say her name. He wrote something in her book and
handed it back to her, and Livvie thanked him. Then it was Aurelio ’s turn.
Silo greeted him like an old friend, they exchanged a few words, and Silo
wrote something in his book and gave it back to him. Then they turned
and made their way out into the dark street, where the streetlamps were
already shining. It was time for dinner.
Going to a nearby restaurant, they sat and ordered chicken mole. While
they waited, they opened their books to see what Silo had written.
The scrawl in Livvie’s copy said, “Con carino, Silo.” Affectionately, Silo.
Well, that was nice.
Livvie leaned over to see what he had written in Aurelio ’s book. And she
couldn’t believe what she saw.
“Congratulations for the excellent work on the newspaper. Silo.”
Livvie was stunned. How could he!! Injustice uncoiled inside her and rose
up, hissing and writhing. The newspaper was hers, her baby, her idea. She
was the one who poured everything into it, all Aurelio did was sell ads, for
god’s sake! And here the great man was giving Aurelio all the credit for
something that never would have existed without her, something that was
as dear to her as her own child. She was furious and ravening with hurt.
She spluttered as much to Aurelio , and he fumbled with apologies. “Oh,
con carino is very special,” he insisted, “not everyone gets that from Silo.”
But then he gave in. “You’re absolutely right,” he said. “We have to go back
and set him straight.”
Paying for the meal, which was too iery to eat anyway, they hurried out of
the restaurant and went back to the hotel.
Inside, almost everyone had left – but there was Silo, the last to leave,
packing up a few things. They approached him and Aurelio explained why
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they had come back. The newspaper project really was Livvie’s idea, he
insisted. She was the main one responsible, she should be given the credit.
Silo listened patiently, and when Aurelio had inished, he said, “Oh, si, ya
se.” Oh, yes, I know.
And that she did understand. He already knew it was her project. So
why…?
He didn’t explain. Instead, looking pointedly at her and smiling, he said in
his soft, deep voice, “Siempre hacia arriba!”
Livvie understood that too. It was something like “onward and upward,”
but with the added punch of “always”: “Always keep going up!” Not down,
not into the abyss of resentment.
Then and there she knew she had been right. He could see right through
her.
-The Lie
Jude had always been close to her little brother Chet. She had always told
Livvie how special Chet was, how artistic and sensitive, how loving and
kind.
She told how, back in Nebraska when they were children and had to wash
the dishes, Chet would always turn the chore into something magical.
Taking the dish towels he would fashion turbans and capes for the two of
them, and then he would delight Jude and make her laugh by dancing
around the kitchen like a diva, his little body graceful as a gazelle’s. He
was always coming up with of beautiful, strange and lovely things like
that.
Their parents, Samuel and Ellen, knew Chet was special too. When
nothing, including Samuel’s beatings down in the basement, could
dissuade Chet from putting on his sister’s dresses, they took him to the
Menninger Clinic in Kansas.
There, to their mixed relief and alarm, the doctor, a kind and wise man,
told them their son was not sick or abnormal, just a different kind of boy.
They should all move to San Francisco, he said, where boys like Chet were
understood, accepted and appreciated.
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That wasn’t going to happen. It was the Depression, and Samuel was
working two jobs. He was an angry man, resentful that he could not be an
artist, but instead had to work two menial jobs to support his family.
But he was also an emotional man, and he loved his son in spite of the
boy’s obstinate queerness. So he did his best. He could not afford to move
the whole household to California, but he could and did send Chet there
for a short time. That was how, when they were young teenagers, Chet
and Jude traveled with their mother to San Francisco and spent a whole
summer in the exotic city.
They returned to Lincoln after that, but now Chet knew there was a place
for him. When he left home a few years later, that was where he went.
There he made many friends, young men and women who shared his
lifestyle. Eventually he met Harold, his life-long partner, and the two of
them lived together, in different places around the Bay, for the rest of their
lives.
As a child, Livvie had liked Uncle Chet and his “friend.” Chet was an artist,
and one of his paintings, a thickly painted oil of a white blanket of fog
lowing over the dark green coastal hills, hung over the ireplace at home.
Jude loved that painting, and as a child Livvie thought it wonderful.
Sometimes, when they went down to Grandma and Grandpa’s, and Uncle
Chet was there visiting, he would give Livvie a drawing lesson, showing
her how to use the side of the charcoal to make shadows and big swaths
of darkness across the paper. Livvie loved those lessons and always
looked forward to them.
That was the closest she ever came to knowing her uncle. She didn’t know
if anyone knew him really well, except for Harold and Jude.
Livvie’s feelings about Chet and Harold had been mixed from the
beginning. She liked them both, but that liking was always mixed with a
strange repulsion. Visiting them with Jude in their San Francisco
apartment, Livvie seemed to sense a kind of miasma, sordid and
apologetic, that oozed from the two of them and from the cheap ifties
décor that always illed their rented dwellings. Livvie knew that, as her
mother was always careful to emphasize, they and their friends were
good people, just “different.” She knew this, and she liked her uncle and
his Harold, but there was no escaping the judgment society hurled at
them, and at everyone who was “different” like they were.
After she left home, Livvie stayed in touch with Chet and Harold, and they
were always kind to her. When she left her irst husband, they invited her
to stay in their apartment while they went on a long vacation, and she
took them up on it. It was good to have a place to shelter, to regroup after
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the upheaval of her divorce, a place from which to take the irst steps into
her strange new aloneness – an aloneness that was nothing really new,
since she had never been more alone than during the years she spent with
Jake…
It was one morning a decade later, when Livvie and her family were living
in the pink apartment building on Cortland, that Jude called.
“I can’t ind Chet,” she told Livvie, her voice pained and quavering.
No one could ind him. Harold didn’t know where he was; Chet had been
gone for two days, and no one had seen him or heard from him. Harold
was worried sick, and Livvie could hear the hollow fear in her mother’s
voice.
Later that day, Harold went to the police.
They looked for Chet for the next three days, all over Oakland, where he
and Harold had recently been living. Every night Jude called Livvie to
report in; no one could ind him. She was desperate. Livvie told her that
surely they would ind him, maybe he had just gone on a trip and
forgotten to tell anyone…
The fourth day, her mother called in the middle of the day. They had found
him, she said, her voice dull and choking. He had been found lying in a
little park near the place he and Harold were living, secluded behind some
bushes. They didn’t know how long he had been dead.
The next day, Livvie went with her mother to Oakland to identify the body.
They took them into a dim room with a glass partition. Laid out on a table
on the other side of the glass was a thing, frozen and stiff. It looked more
like a log than a human being.
Yes, nodded her mother. That’s Chet.
Later they showed them the note they had found in his pocket. Written on
a wilted slip of paper from a little notebook, the blue ink blurred from the
damp, the note said he was sorry. He knew he had never been able to live
up to people’s expectations, but he had never meant to hurt anyone,
neither Harold nor the other fellow, someone he didn’t name. Now, with
his health going downhill, he didn’t want to burden anyone any longer. It
was better to just get out of everyone’s way…
His confession was no surprise. They’d known he was unhappy for a long
time, and his health had been declining for years. His drinking had long
since gotten out of hand, and several years ago he had developed
emphysema from his incessant smoking. But the last straw had come
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from his dental problems, Harold told them later. Unable to afford decent
dental care, he had inally lost most of his teeth. That was when his health
and his spirits had really begun to plummet.
But that was only the tip of the iceberg. The deck had been stacked
against Chet from the very irst. No matter how many years he spent in
the city that understood and welcomed him, the judgment had been cast
when he was a tiny child, when his father had whipped him with his belt
for wearing his sister’s dresses.
Those beatings had left an indelible scar on the little boy’s soul, a mark of
shame like the letter “A” that the Puritans used to burn into the foreheads
of adulterers. Branded so early, by the father he so loved and feared, Chet
had accepted that shame and made it his own. Later on, no matter how
hard he tried to tell himself he was OK, no matter how many therapists he
went to, no matter how much his sister told him she loved him, that
shame would rule his life.
It wasn’t only Chet. Everyone who led to the kind city by the bay in those
days had a similar story. No matter where they came from, they had been
branded early on, and had absorbed the shame of that brand. No amount
of getting drunk together in the safety of their hideaways could erase the
shame from their souls…
They would have loved to help each other or ind someone else who could
help them all – but the shame was so old and ran so deep that at some
level all of society believed in it.
Everyone believed in the shame, and down deep it wasn’t really about
being gay. On the deepest level, it was about being in a body.
Maybe it started as a re lex when Life irst reproduced itself, then looked
over its shoulder in alarm and exclaimed, “Uh oh, what have I done?!”
To deal with its alarming creation, Life tried different things in different
parts of the world.
In the part where Chet’s ancestors got their start, it manufactured a
judgmental and controlling male God Who made irst man, and then
woman, out of part of the man.
Then, pointing the Finger of Blame at the female, God warned his
unsuspecting males, “Watch out for the Temptress! If she lures you into
her trap, she will disarm you with her forbidden tenderness, and your
armor of otherness will dissolve, and life will bloom, and there will be
another mouth to feed…”
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God also pointed His Finger at gay men. There were fewer of them, but as
targets of shame, they were even better than the women, because not only
were they using the God-given body in a way He had expressly forbidden,
many of them yearned to embody the accursed feminine spirit, which
irritated God no end because it reminded Him of the Goddess, the old lady
who had always terri ied him as a little God.
Now Chet was a free thinker and a cynic and didn’t believe in “God.” But
he did believe in the Judgment that blazed from God’s invisible inger.
That was why, when he felt its heat, he bowed his head in shame,
convinced that there was something deeply wrong with him.
In truth, nothing was wrong with Chet, or ever had been. As the wise
doctor had told Chet’s parents, Chet had been a normal, healthy child.
If he had not believed in the lie of his shame, he might have been happy –
but he did believe in it, and it made him so unhappy that it killed him.
And here it is impossible not to use a word that is well known to be in
poor literary and moral taste: the word “should.” Because here no other
word will it.
Chet should have been encouraged to love his lithe little body any way he
chose – whether that meant playing at being a princess or a cowboy or
whatever he wanted, even something non-human, like a politician or a
saint. And he should have grown up free to love his body and anyone else’s
in any way he chose, simply because he cherished the sacred ire inside
himself and inside his beloved.
Chet didn’t grow up that way because everyone around him believed the
lie that the body is inherently shameful. All Chet’s family and friends, all
his neighbors, and all the people he met every day the grocery store and
the bank, all bore that shame so deep inside themselves that it affected
everything they thought and felt and did.
Livvie bore the shame inside her too. That was why she always had to
overcome a certain reluctance when she and Aurelio embraced, before
they melted into each other. The lie of shame always reared up before her,
but she learned to approach it the way you get past the breakers when
you swim in the ocean – you dive under them, and then you’re home free,
in the deep, swaying oceanic waters.
Now Chet was gone, Jude wept for her baby brother, and the whole family
wept for the tragedy of his life, and for Jude and Harold and all the many
others who had loved Chet.
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But Livvie could not weep for her uncle because just as she believed in the
shame of her own body, she believed in Chet’s shame. The stench of that
shame was what had always made her so uncomfortable in her uncle’s
home, and what had prevented her from bringing Chet and his lover into
her children’s lives. It had kept her from imagining that her children
might value knowing their great uncle, or that he might love them…
They held the wake at a little Irish bar in San Francisco the following
week. Harold was there, white and mute, and Jude and Arnie, her mother
quiet and strained, and Aurelio and Livvie, and dozens of Chet’s friends
from all the mysterious years of his life. No one knew quite what to say to
anyone. Everyone drank Irish whiskey and told stories about Chet’s
wonderful qualities and the odd things he had done, and how kind he had
been.
After that, they all went home and resumed their lives as best they could.
Even though Livvie had never known her uncle well, she felt as if a chunk
of her life had been torn out of her – because her mother’s little brother
been torn out of her life and her heart, and her mother was part of her.
And in a place deeper than that, so deep Livvie could not even go there,
she missed her uncle because he was part of her.
After her uncle died, Livvie gave up alcohol for a long time. She’d always
enjoyed a glass or two of wine with dinner, but for a year after her uncle’s
suicide, she just couldn’t touch it.
-Triumph
In a quiet moment one evening, Livvie was sitting alone on her bed. The
apartment was still, with the children already asleep and Aurelio working
on something out at the kitchen table.
That was when, of nowhere, an old question came to her. It was one that
had come knocking before, but she had always pretty much ignored it,
and it had always gone away unanswered.
But this time it came so simply and humbly that she could see no reason
not to let it in. So she did. It was just this:
“What will my death be like?”
And when Livvie opened that door, a soft light looded in, and she saw
herself at her own end.
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She was sitting upright, cross legged and serene. And she was illed with
the most triumphant joy, because she knew she had done what she came
to do.
She looked then at her hands, and saw them as if for the irst time. What a
wonder! These hands that did her work in the world…
The sweetness of relief and gratitude illed her to over lowing.
The vision burst and litted into the past – but it never really left her.
Because now that she knew her death would be a good one, she could
never take her fear of it quite as seriously.
-False Hopes #2
When Livvie found Aurelio, she told herself she had inally found
happiness. At last the picture was complete: she had her beautiful,
precious children, and she had the man of her dreams. What more could
she ask?
The truth was, plenty. She didn’t want to admit it, but underneath her
contentment, she was more terri ied than ever. Because her perfect
picture of the future had a big slash right down the middle, and between
the ragged edges was nothing but a jagged, smoking black hole.
How could she have missed it? They didn’t tell you about that in the fairy
tales.
She knew right away who’d done it. It was just good old Death, never very
subtle, reminding her that one day every one of her loves would die, as
would she. So what if she knew her own death would be, for her, a good
one? Everyone Livvie so deeply loved would be torn apart by losing her, as
she would be by losing them.
Looking for some way to patch the rip, she consulted numerous experts.
But even the most professional admitted that their best attempts wouldn’t
fool anybody – the gaping hole would always be there. Livvie would just
have to learn to live with it.
OK, if it couldn’t be ixed, maybe she could manage not to see the gash.
She set about it with a will, and sure enough, if she blurred her eyes the
tear wasn’t so obvious. Good! she would just pretend it wasn’t there.
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It was fairly easy to pretend her children were immortal. They were
young and healthy and enthusiastic about life.
Aurelio was more of a challenge. He was enthusiastic, all right, but he was
also eight years older than she was, and an obstinate chain smoker. On top
of that he was devoted to both red meat and unhealthy carbs. If the
Safeway French bread happened to be fresh from the oven, he always had
to buy two loaves, so that he could consume one of them on the way
home. At dinner he could swallow enough pasta for a whole family, along
with a hefty slab of his favorite inch-thick cut of beef, London Broil. And
that was nothing. At work he was famous for once having eaten thirteen
steaks at one sitting.
Still, Livvie was pretty good at pretending. She reminded herself that
Aurelio ’s grandfather had lived to be ninety or so, and not only had he
been a lifelong smoker, he had started every day with four
cholesterol-saturated fried eggs and a thick steak.
But all these very sound rationalizations aside, it was her good standing
with the One in Charge, whoever that was, that Livvie was counting on to
save her.
She didn’t believe in any particular God, but there had to be Someone in
charge, and it was clear to her that she had stepped up in Their Eyes when
she’d started going to the street with the Siloists a decade ago. When her
obsessive fear had vanished, what else could that be but a reward for
good behavior?
After her Siloist conversion, Livvie had made sure to keep doing the right
thing. She’d kept on following Silo’s rules of coherent living, doing
meaningful things with her life like volunteering, treating others as she
wanted to be treated, giving her very best without expecting anything in
return – at least not from the people she was being nice to. She didn’t
need any reward from them, because she knew the One in Charge would
take care of that.
The One had already rewarded her with multiple blessings, not the least
of which was her beloved Aurelio. So why shouldn’t They continue to
reward her by sparing her life’s worst agonies? Surely They would reserve
Their more painful lessons for those unfortunates who had not yet
learned to listen to the instructions iltering down from on high.
-The Financial Church and other Mistakes
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Livvie’s strategy for making money without doing anything unpleasant
was a many-pronged one. Most of it was in her head, where she dreamed
of becoming a freelance writer, or at least an editor, or even a proofreader
who was actually paid.
She couldn’t let Aurelio shoulder the entire burden of keeping the family
fed and clothed, however, and so she did from time to time actually work
for money. Mostly, when the kids were little, it was typesetting, layout and
pasteup.
Juan was at nursery school and the twins had gone to their father’s for the
summer when Livvie one day found an advertisement in the paper for
someone to put together a brochure. When she called the number, they
asked her to come in for an interview at an of ice down by the Marina,
and she told Aurelio about it. It was his day off, so he went along; they
could get a cup of coffee afterward and enjoy the ine weather.
They drove over the hills and down toward the Marina, where they found
the address and parked. When they got out of the car and looked at the
place, they stopped short. Above the door a glaring neon sign was
blinking on and off: “$ Financial Church $.” Staring, they began to laugh.
This couldn’t be right…
Just to make sure, they pushed open the door and went in. There was no
mistake. A big man in a pearly suit, his black hair greased back straight,
was expecting them. Giving Livvie a leering grin, he invited them both to
sit down at his enormous, gleaming desk.
Mutely, as if in a trance, they obeyed, and he explained everything. This
was his church, where money was the sacrament that paid the way to
salvation for anyone with a brain. He needed a brochure.
Livvie thanked him and said she’d misunderstood what he was asking for,
and that she wasn’t really equipped to do the job. Disappointed, he let
them go.
Not long after that, she heard from a friend that the municipal bus
company was looking for someone to make signs for them. That sounded
easy enough; she knew typestyles and had a steady hand and a good eye
for design. She called and they asked her to come in for an interview.
When she went the next day, the place turned out to be the bus barn,
where all the buses came when they were done with their routes. A man
in a blue jumpsuit sat her down in a chair in the middle of the cavernous
place and explained to her what they needed.
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It sounded straightforward – all they wanted was two big signs listing the
bus schedules. No big deal. Sure, she could do it, she told him, and he gave
her the job then and there, handing her a sheet with the text and the
dimensions.
It was only after she started trying to igure out how to get the words
neatly onto the two enormous white boards that Livvie realized she was
utterly out of her depth.
It was all so clear in her head! She knew everything about imagining, and
nothing at all about materializing. Used to taking the physical world for
granted, now she had to actually igure out how these enormous
signboards could be put together. She didn’t even have any idea what
materials to use.
Unwilling to admit defeat, she winged it. Buying two giant pieces of white
chip board and some fat black felt-tip markers, she brought them home
and laid them down on the living room loor. Then she penciled in the
words and numbers, lining everything up with a T-square and triangle as
she had in her old layout and pasteup days. It took forever, and she told
herself to be patient - but no matter how she measured, she couldn’t get
everything to line up right. At last, iguring it was as good as it was going
to get, she went on to the next stage. Ever so carefully, she inked in the
letters with the markers…
When she inished, it was a sorry thing. She couldn’t believe how sloppy
and unprofessional it looked. Nevertheless, she wrapped the giant things
up in newsprint and lugged them in to show the bus people. They all but
laughed, and told her thank you very much, but this was not what we
asked for. Quite justly, they never paid her.
The one place she did not feel like an imposter was the Flying Rabbit
News, a children’s nonpro it. A friend introduced her to the editor, who
was looking for someone to take over the production of the monthly
newsletter and also to write for it now and then. Both were right up her
alley. She told them her quali ications and they gave her the job.
It would have been a great job if it weren’t for her old enemy, politics. Not
political politics, but workplace politics, which was just as bad. She hadn’t
worked there for a year when a new editor took over and everything went
downhill. Livvie was never clear exactly what the problem was, but it was
clear the woman didn’t like her. At last they told her they didn’t need her
anymore, and she walked away feeling spurned.
Later she would teach English as a Second Language, try her hand at
medical interpreting, and do a fair amount of translating from Spanish to
English. She was too busy doing things she loved for nothing – like taking
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care of her children, and writing and translating for the Movement, to be
much good at any of them, let alone make much money.
Before it ended, however, the Flying Rabbit did give her something
important. Livvie was working on their latest issue when a blurb caught
her eye. It seemed the after-school program at Georgia Fleming Center
had been winning awards for its work in the arts and sciences. Intrigued,
Livvie told the editor she wanted to interview the director, and the editor
said go ahead.
-Mrs. Howell
Livvie made an appointment and drove to the school the following week.
The day was sunny and windblown, and she parked in the small parking
lot outside the low whitewashed building. Going inside, she passed a
number of moms who were standing around with their kids. Most of them
were black and looked Livvie over coolly. When she asked one of them
where the director’s of ice was, they pointed down the hall.
In the small of ice Livvie found a massive older black woman seated
behind a large desk, peering at her inquisitively over the top of her
reading glasses. When Livvie said she was there to interview Ms. Howell,
the woman looked at her with the same cool appraisal she’d received
from the moms in the hall, and said, “Well, you’ve found her. Go ahead and
sit down.”
So Livvie sat, and for the next half hour Ms. Howell told her about their
program. It was her own program, she said, she’d started it twenty years
ago. They mixed all kinds of children up together – none of this
segregating smart kids from dumb kids, normal kids from special kids,
and they welcomed all kinds of children. She was especially proud of their
dance and music programs.
The more Livvie heard, the more impressed she was. Mrs. Howell was
passionate about what she was doing, and her pride in her work seemed
more than justi ied. At the end of that interchange, Livvie was sold. She
knew her homeschooling was going nowhere. If her three could get into a
place like this, it would be wonderful…
That was easy enough, it turned out. They were white, just what the ratio
needed. Harriet Tubman Elementary, the nearby public school, had a
decent reputation, and they could all get in there easily as well, Mrs.
Howell assured her.
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The children were not excited about their mother’s new plan, but Livvie
was adamant. This would be great for them. The twins would be in ifth
grade, Juan in irst. After the school day was over, they could catch the bus
to Georgia Fleming Center, where Livvie would pick them up just before
dinner.
That fall, they started back in on the school routine. Harriet Tubman
School was a uniform school, so every morning the twins would put on
blue and black plaid skirts and white blouses, and Juan would put on dark
blue slacks and a white shirt, and Livvie would drive them all to school.
After dropping them off, she wouldn’t see them again until late afternoon,
when she picked them up at Georgia Fleming. She could have let them
ride the bus to Harriet Tubman in the morning, and home from Georgia
Fleming at night, but there was no school bus, and Livvie didn’t trust the
city buses.
The three of them were courageous. It turned out that at both new
institutions they were almost the only white children. The twins in
particular, with their pale skin and red-gold hair, stood out as if ripe for
the plucking. One of Livvie’s friends, marveling at the contrast,
commented that they were not just white – they were “day-glo” white.
That worried Livvie a little, but she told herself she was doing the right
thing. They would learn irsthand that even though people look different
on the outside, they are all human inside.
As it turned out, they did learn a lot at both schools. But what they
learned wasn’t so much that everyone was human.
What they learned at Harriet Tubman was how it feels to be caught inside
the violence of the racism machine.
Racism is about polarities, and the school day showed them both sides. In
the classroom, the teachers treated the white children with more respect
and gave them more opportunities than the black and Latino children. But
when the white children ventured out onto the playground, or into the
cafeteria, or onto the bus for Georgia Fleming, the other kids would jeer at
them, push them out of line, call them “white pig,” and otherwise tease
and laugh at them for being different.
The twins were old enough to know that their special treatment from the
teachers was because of “white privilege,” and that their classmates were
angry about that disparity. They knew the anger wasn’t always personal,
but that didn’t keep them from feeling terri ied, hurt and misunderstood.
They kept their guard up and tried not to step on anyone’s toes. That was
easier said than done, particularly since they belonged to a different
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culture than their black or Latino or Asian classmates. Ebonics was
particularly dif icult, since they only understood three-quarters of the
words, and this often led to misunderstandings, and sometimes to social
faux pas on the twins’ part…
Livvie’s three children were all relieved when they got off the bus at
Georgia Fleming every afternoon and went in to study art and music and
other disciplines. Classes were smaller there, there was more racial
diversity, and Mrs. Howell enforced a culture of respect. And there was
more ease between them and their classmates, maybe they all came from
families in which their parents were able to put them in a program like
Georgia Fleming.
The twins’ favorite class was karate. The martial arts teacher, a young
man named Miguel, radiated strength and agility and a cheeky
friendliness. When he promised to teach the twins to throw their
opponents on the ground, they were ready.
From then on the two dedicated themselves to karate. They were both
good students, and Livvie loved watching them spin and kick and roll in
their white karate gi’s. It didn’t bother her that what they were doing was
essentially ighting. Miguel assured her that a key element in his teaching
was nonviolence. Karate was all about respect, all about self-defense,
never aggression.
And she could see the effects of his teaching on the two of them. Always
intensely competitive, they had always been quick to argue, and even
come to blows, and Livvie knew they were jealous of each other’s physical
prowess. But now, whenever they got into a ight, she could see them both
holding themselves back.
All three of them went to Georgia Fleming for the next several years, and
Livvie was more and more impressed with the classes and the quality of
the instructors and with Mrs. Howell in particular, whose no-nonsense
rule was shot through with poorly hidden affection.
Then, on Livvie’s recommendation, two of her friends took their
dark-skinned, overactive little boys there, one after the other, and one
after the other, Mrs. Howell refused to admit them.
Livvie was shocked. Both of them said Mrs. Howell had actually been rude
to them. It just didn’t compute.
It never crossed Livvie’s mind that she and her children were simply
enjoying the bene its of their whiteness, which was good for the racial
balance that quali ied Mrs. Howell for the funding she relied upon.
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-The End of an Illusion
The apartment on Cortland was getting too small. It had been ok when the
children were little enough not to mind sharing the same bedroom. Haley
had set up his own private room in the closet, decorating the tiny space
like a submarine, complete with paper portholes with ish swimming by.
He slept there with the light on all night to keep away monsters, while
little Juan snored in his crib, and Hunter made the top of the bunk bed
into her own lair.
But as they grew, the twins in particular became more and more
determined to beat each other into submission, and their energy bounced
around in the small space like a trapped bird of prey.
In addition to being cramped, the apartment was right in the thick of gang
activity. Aurelio had befriended the local gang members who hung out on
the corner below the aparment, and they had promised to protect him
and his family from the others. Still, it would be nice to be a little farther
away from all that.
It was the visit from Aurelio ’s two older children that nudged them over
the brink. Micaela was 18 and Lucas 14, and they put up with the
cramped conditions gamely.
But after Lucas returned home to Argentina, and Micaela moved in with
her new boyfriend, Livvie and Aurelio knew it was time to ind a new
place.
They found a house on a hill across the city. It was an ok neighborhood,
and was bigger than the apartment, with a back yard. A small guest house
in the rear was occupied by a white-haired man named Larry who was a
teacher, a veteran of the Vietnam War, and a Su i.
The new house was a vast improvement. It still had only two bedrooms,
but the living room was large, and there was also a sizable dining room off
the kitchen. Aurelio and Livvie took the front bedroom. Then Livvie
sectioned off a part of the living room with a curtain to make a bedroom
for Haley, and hung another curtain down the middle of the other
bedroom so that Hunter and Juan each had their own space.
Things didn’t much quiet down between the twins, but it felt good to
spread out, and the garden also gave more space for all the different
rampant energies.
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The second worst thing that happened there occurred one night when
Livvie was sitting in the living room alone. A movement above the picture
window caught her eye, and when she looked up, she beheld an enormous
brown rat walking casually along the top of the pole that held up the
heavy curtains. Livvie gasped, and it was gone before she could do
anything – and what would she have done, anyway?
The worst thing happened one evening as Aurelio and Livvie were
preparing for bed. Livvie was already lying down, watching him undress,
when she saw the lump. The size of a dinner roll, it bulged from his thigh
just below his left buttock.
“What’s that thing on the back of your leg?” she asked him.
“Oh!” he turned his head and looked over his shoulder at it in surprise. “I
don’t know… I never noticed it before. It’s probably nothing. I’ll ask the
doctor about it.”
Livvie went to sleep telling herself he had to be right, it was probably
nothing; but she couldn’t quench a chill of foreboding.
He went to the doctor, who agreed that it was probably nothing, but said
they should take it off and make sure. A week later Aurelio checked into
the hospital and had the surgery.
When they let her go see him afterward, he was still asleep. She bent over
him and touched him on the shoulder.
Groggily he opened his eyes and looked at her. Then, through the
retreating fog of anesthesia, he mumbled, “Livvie, it is cancer. The doctor
told me.”
That was when the bottom fell out of her world. Plummeting down into
the black abyss, she groped wildly for a handhold, but there was nothing.
What about the protection she’d been counting on from the One in
Charge? Where was her reward for good behavior? Livvie couldn’t believe
her system wasn’t working. She would have to start all over again.
Aurelio, on the other hand, was more or less unperturbed by the whole
situation. And this time he had good reason for con idence. After the
surgery they told him things didn’t look too bad. It was a rare kind of
cancer, but they were pretty sure they’d gotten all of it, and just to make
doubly sure, they would put him through a course of radiation. Chemo,
luckily, was not advised in this case.
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He went through the six weeks of radiation without complaint, saying
only that his skin was sensitive there, as if sunburnt. Other than that, he
went about his daily life as tranquilly as always.
Livvie, on the other hand, was a quivering mass of nerves. Everything
she’d learned to count on had dissolved beneath her feet, and she clung to
Aurelio’s tranquil con idence like a life raft. When she was with him, she
savored every moment, and when they were apart, she nursed a
desolation that all her hopes could never dispel.
When the radiation treatments were inished, they took a cat scan and
told him he was good to go; they’d found no sign of the cancer. Livvie was
so overjoyed that she went out and bought him a big bouquet of red roses.
He accepted her gesture tenderly; he knew how terri ied she’d been. As
for him, he accepted his recovery with the same peaceful equanimity with
which he had faced his illness. The only thing he ever complained about
afterward was the loss of muscle where they had carved out a judicious
section of his leg. It made it hard to climb hills, he said.
For Livvie, nothing would ever be the same. At last, in her mid-forties, she
had to accept the unthinkable: she could not buy unfailing happiness for
any price. The fairy tales were simply not true. Whoever was in charge
and whatever their Plan, the whole thing was amore impossibly
inscrutable than she had ever imagined, even in her worst nightmares.
-Resolution
Livvie could never stomach mortality – it just wouldn’t do.
She didn’t know, of course, what happens after we “shuf le off this mortal
coil.” The safest bet, she supposed, was to assume that you just poof out.
Then, when it’s all over, you can’t be disappointed. Better yet, when you
meet other dead non-entities who used to believe in an afterlife, you can
chuckle in your soundless voice, “Told you so,” while they try in vain to
shove their embarrassing false hopes under some non-existent rug.
On the other hand, beliefs are powerful. If you believe in poo ing and then
wake up in a vast, sunny meadow on a beautiful spring day, like everyone
does in Narnia after the bloody Last Battle, you might not recognize
where you are if you don’t entertain the possibility of an afterlife. Instead
of enjoying yourself as you sit in the glorious sunshine beside a babbling
brook with the long lost love of your life, you might be convinced you are
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all alone in a dreary waiting room, shivering as you endlessly wait for the
end of the meaningless nothing that was your life…
Arnie was a believer in God and immortality, but he was also a prudent
man. That was why he gave his beliefs a trial run before committing to
them publicly. He successfully ignored his leukemia for ifteen years, and
when the condition inally began to get to him at the age of 80, his doctor
told him a new quick and painless treatment had just been developed. He
took the treatment and lived almost a decade after that, until he had
inally had enough. Then he checked out on his own time by refusing care
for his pneumonia and eating and drinking almost nothing until he
passed.
Livvie’s uncle Abe had done something similar, if not quite so intentional.
A big man, a trombone player with a booming personality, he was a
lifelong Christian Science Practitioner. Jude liked to tell how once, taking a
nonstop overnight train trip as a young man, Abe had cut his hand badly,
and had healed the gushing wound by singing the Lord’s Prayer until he
reached the end of the line. After that he lived in good health until his late
sixties, when, after a couple of days of feeling poorly, he suddenly and
without a fuss, died. The puzzled coroner told his widow that he had died
of liver cancer, always a severely painful disease.
Livvie had not inherited either her father’s or her uncle’s faith. Until now
she had clung to the hope that if she was just a good person, life would
spare her its worst woes, but Aurelio’s cancer had sent that false hope
lying, and her fears had redoubled.
But she was not as helpless as she’d once been. Her years of “coherent
living” a la Silo had given her more than false hopes. They had taught her
that whatever you focus on grows. So now, whenever she heard Death
muttering in the background, breathing down her neck with his foul
breath, she resolutely turned her attention back to Life: to raising her
children and loving her husband and putting out their mighty newspaper.
-A Rash and Wondrous Venture
Livvie and Aurelio and their family had been living in the rental with the
back yard for almost a year when they entered into a pact with another
couple, launching into an adventure they would both never regret and
never choose to repeat.
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Diego was one of Aurelio’s closest friends. He had left Chile in 1973 when
the US was doing its best to help the socialist Chilean government topple,
and had gone to California. Not long after his arrival, he’d been washing
dishes at a Berkeley restaurant when a co-worker burst into the kitchen,
screaming something about Chile, and Diego rushed into the dining room
in time to see the TV footage of the Presidential Palace in Santiago being
bombed. The Chilean 9/11 would be followed by almost two decades of
brutal oppression under Augusto Pinochet.
When Aurelio arrived in Berkeley a few years later after leeing similar
oppression in Argentina, Diego had invited him to sleep on his couch, and
the two had been fast friends ever since.
A few years after that Livvie had entered the picture, and the three of
them had put on the “Trash Dance” in Bernal Heights.
That was where Louise, the inal member and mastermind of the pact,
had appeared on the scene. Diego had been greeting guests at the door
when the pretty young blonde walked in. She and Deigo hit it off, began
dating, and before Diego knew what had hit him, they were getting
married.
Louise was unstoppable. Before long she was participating in all the
Movement meetings, bringing an infectious and sometimes overbearing
enthusiasm with her. After her arrival, Livvie and Aurelio’s easy
friendship with Diego became considerably more complicated.
Louise was unique. Sometimes when Diego was at work she would show
up at Livvie’s house with her little son, a curly-haired ive-year-old
rapscallion named Jamie. Walking in without knocking, she would grin a
warm hello, shooing Jamie away to play with whatever he could destroy.
Then she would make herself at home, going straight to the refrigerator.
After opening it and surveying its contents, she would take out whatever
appealed to her, then sit down on any handy surface and begin talking
between bites.
With a mixture of admiration, interest, and outrage, Livvie would watch
and listen, while Jamie tore around the house with dedicated energy.
Mother and son both drove her crazy and made her love them all at once.
Because little Jamie, while a terror, was also a sweetheart, and even
though Louise was loud and overbearing, she and Livvie somehow
resonated. They soon became like sisters, the kind that both love and can’t
stand each other.
The year wasn’t out before Louise got pregnant and gave birth to a baby
girl. Then, whenever she visited, she would hand Livvie her tiny daughter,
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and Livvie would be in heaven. With her youngest already six, Livvie
missed holding babies, and she soon grew deeply attached to little Jessie.
It was Louise’s idea that the two couples buy a house together. Diego was
cautiously open to the idea, and for Aurelio and Livvie the temptation was
beguiling. Prices in the San Francisco Bay Area had long gotten way
beyond them, and they had given up the idea of ever owning their own
home as long as they stayed in the city. Diego and Louise were in the same
boat, but Louise was certain they could buy a place if they just pooled
their resources.
Livvie had no trouble letting herself be swept up by Louise’s ireball
determination. The men were more hesitant, but between Livvie’s
impulsive enthusiasm and Louise’s persuasiveness, they inally gave in,
and they all agreed to give it a try.
That was the beginning of a three-year tragicomic odyssey whose
dilemmas, disasters and delights none of them would ever forget.
-The Mansion
They settled on a six-bedroom Edwardian on Excelsior Avenue, in a
working-class neighborhood on the south side of the city. Around them
lived mostly families with children, and a few retired couples.
Their neighbors on one side were a deaf Mexican family whose loud
oom-pah-pah music leaked through their walls at random hours. On the
other side was a gay white couple who warned them to be careful – they
had just purchased their place, and the bathroom ceiling had caved in
because the former owners had simply plastered over the rot. Across the
street was Glen, a crafty Filipino who would become their auto mechanic.
At the bottom of their front steps, Excelsior ran seven blocks down the hill
and three blocks up the hill. Five blocks down the hill was the school the
kids would attend, and two blocks further down, at the bottom of the hill,
Excelsior dead-ended in Mission Street, with its colorful produce stands,
cheap cafes, sleazy laundromats, check cashing outlets, and vacant
storefronts. Up at the other end of Excelsior, blocks away at the top of the
street, was McLaren Park, sixty acres of untrimmed weeds and dense tree
cover around a reservoir where a body had been found loating only the
summer before.
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At the intersection just above them, on the other side of the Mexican
neighbors, was a roundabout whose circular hub was planted with
struggling evergreen shrubbery.
Livvie liked roundabouts, a daring departure from the typical grid. As
they would soon ind out, however, this one regularly presented
dif iculties for late night drivers. Not long after they moved in, they were
awakened in the middle of the night by an ear-splitting crash. Peering out,
they could see nothing; all they knew was that the police came, and then
an ambulance, and inally everything went quiet again.
In the morning when they ventured outside, they were presented with the
fascinating testimony of the night’s adventures. On the other side of the
intersection, one smashed automobile was perched precisely on top of
another, while the top half of a telephone pole dangled from its cables
nearby. The bottom half still stood irm where it had intercepted the
nocturnal projectile as it hurtled through the air over the roundabout.
The Excelsior district was like that. Most of the time it was a quiet, boring
lower middleclass residential neighborhood; but anything could happen,
and did.
That was why every morning Livvie would stand watching her three kids
walk together down the hill to Community School, her eyes glued to them
as if she could stop anything bad happening to them just by keeping them
in sight. At last they would turn into the schoolyard and disappear, and
Livvie had to take it on faith that they made it the rest of the way to class
without getting kidnapped or mugged.
She wasn’t just being paranoid. Just as it had been in Bernal Heights, gang
activity was everywhere, and gunshots at night were common. Not long
after they moved in, Livvie went to a funeral for a ifteen-year-old at a
small church just a few blocks away, and saw his mother walking behind
the heavy wooden cof in, weeping. Her son hadn’t even been in a gang,
but had been shot by someone who thought he was.
Livvie wasn’t the only one who was afraid. The twins didn’t say anything,
but Juan came home from second grade and told her that he and his
friends were scared of getting shot. And Livvie knew the school was
concerned. Pupils had formerly been allowed to walk down to Mission
Street for lunch, but now they had to stay on campus, because a man at
one of the local cafés had tried to sell a child a gun.
But that, it seemed, was the way it was everywhere. Livvie and Aurelio
and their friends weren’t about to leave; they loved the city, and this was
the only kind of neighborhood they could afford. Besides, they liked the
house, and felt safe inside its high walls, behind the iron security gate.
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It was a ine, old house. Painted pale beige with red trim and rising three
stories above the sidewalk, it presented an impregnable and genteel front,
with its bay windows and gently peaked roofs. A stairway led up from the
street to the front entrance, where the silver arms of the security gate
fanned out in a side-ways English sunrise.
Inside, the house was a complicated affair, something like a jewelry box
full of secret compartments whose uses had been re-imagined more than
once.
On the other side of the gate, the front door with its beveled glass panes
opened into an ample and luminous entry way.
From the entry way you had three choices: you could take the door on the
left into a small sunroom; you could climb the long stairway up to the four
bedrooms on the second loor; or you could take the door on the right
into the living room and the rest of the main loor.
From the living room another stairway descended to the ground loor
basement, a big room with its own door onto the street, and another door
out to the back garden.
On the main loor were the common spaces the two families shared. The
living room was a big, high-ceilinged space with a single polished wooden
pillar in the middle, apparently holding up the entire loor above. On one
wall was a brick ireplace nestled between wall-to-wall glass-front
cabinets. Bay windows looked out over the street, and on the back wall a
tall doorway led into a long narrow room with a single tiny window high
in the wall.
From this narrow, dark room, a side door led into a bedroom, an
irregularly shaped chamber with a bay window onto the back yard. At the
other end of the narrow room, another doorway opened into the kitchen,
which had been added on like an afterthought at the back of the house.
Outside, above a small sunken patio of broken concrete, rose a garden
lush with runaway growing things. From somewhere in the midst of the
vegetal enthusiasm, a rickety stairway clambered up over the kitchen
roof, giving access to the second loor.
The whole arrangement was wonderfully peculiar, with plenty of space
for two families. They agreed to share the living room and kitchen, as well
as the cooking and the evening meal. For sleeping, they would spread
themselves and all the children out among the many bedrooms. Diego and
Louise and the baby took the bedroom on the main loor, and Aurelio and
Livvie, in a hen and chickens kind of arrangement, took the master
bedroom on the second loor, with kids arrayed around them, the little
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boys sharing the bigger bedroom, and each twin with their own private
smaller chamber.
From the beginning, sharing a house and raising children with another
family was both crazy-making and wonderful. It was wonderful because
you were never alone if you had a problem or just wanted company; and it
was crazy-making because you were never alone when you wanted to be.
And they did clash, tending to disagree about the most arbitrary and
annoying matters. Like the living room pillar that looked like it held up
the entire second loor but in reality had little structural importance,
most of the things they argued about seemed primary but were in fact
secondary.
Each couple, for instance, had their own idea of the correct setting for the
thermostat. Diego and Louise were tough, and preferred freezing in the
morning as a way of waking up; Aurelio and Livvie were softies, and liked
to be cozy as they sat and sipped their coffee. They never did come to
agreement on this issue, but would periodically stare each other down
across the dinner table, half of them either freezing or sweltering.
Bedtime was another bone of contention, as was neatness. Aurelio and
Livvie tended to be loose about both bedtime and tidiness, while Louise
and Diego tended to be stricter. Again, they never found complete
agreement. Livvie thought Diego put it best when he said, “Maybe there is
no right way.”
And on rare occasions, Louise and Livvie would side against Aurelio and
Diego, as they did over the dishtowels. Louise and Livvie saw no problem
with using dirty dishtowels to clean up spills on the loor, while the very
idea scandalized both Diego and Aurelio.
Livvie couldn’t fathom what the problem was about the dishtowels, but
she igured it must be rooted in their differing cultural backgrounds. Her
parents, and probably Louise’s, venerated the rugged individualism of
their forefathers, hardy souls whose expulsion Europe would live to
regret. In contrast, Aurelio’s parents were would-be aristocrats who
looked wistfully back at the genteel life of their cultured European
grandparents. Livvie didn’t know if this was true of Diego’s family, but it
did help her understand Aurelio.
While they did not always get along, down beneath the surface Livvie and
Louise understood one another. That was how Louise knew that Livvie
would like the book she gave her from her bookcase one day, a book with
the words “Peace Pilgrim” on the cover over a picture of an old woman
walking. Livvie opened it and didn’t put it down until she had read it from
cover to cover.
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Peace Pilgrim, it turned out, had been an ordinary American woman who
had dedicated her life to peace. Setting out in her mid- ifties, alone and on
foot, with only the clothes on her back, a toothbrush and a pen, she had
vowed to “walk until offered shelter, and fast until offered food.” Over the
next thirty years she crossed the U.S. seven times before she was killed in
an automobile accident in the early ‘80s.
Livvie wished Peace Pilgrim were still alive – she would have sought her
out. How amazing it must have been to be driving across the country, and
out in the middle of nowhere come upon a lone white-haired woman
wearing sneakers and a blue tunic that said “Peace Pilgrim” on it.
Everywhere she went people locked to her out of curiosity, and she
talked to them patiently and joyously about how to live with peace in
one’s heart and in one’s whole life.
For three years, Aurelio and Livvie and Diego and Louise lived together
much like a married quadruple, sharing everything but sex and money.
Their cohabitation only came to an end when Diego lost his job, and the
four of them had to relocate a thousand miles away, up in Portland,
Oregon. If that hadn’t happened, they might have gone on inde initely. The
dif iculties, if exasperating, were only super icial, but the delights were
deep, because they were friends.
-A Fools’ Leap of Faith
Livvie’s parents weren’t the only ones who begged them to change their
plans. All day, as Livvie packed for the trip, people had been calling.
“I hear you’re traveling to Moscow tomorrow. Have you heard the news?”
Livvie had heard it, and it didn’t make her happy. She and Aurelio were
lying to Moscow, and Moscow was in crisis. Rebels had bombed the
Russian Parliament, tanks were rolling through the streets, and hundreds
were dying in the deadliest street ighting since the Russian Revolution.
Aurelio was unperturbed; there was no way they were not going. But
Livvie couldn’t pretend she wasn’t alarmed. Weren’t they fools to be
stepping into the middle of such violence? Any traveler would be nuts not
to have second thoughts, and they were Americans, for Christ’s sake, arch
enemies of the Russians since before Livvie could remember. She kept
imagining them disappearing into some modern-day Siberian death camp
for stupid Americans. They hadn’t even made out their wills – what would
happen to their kids?
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She called the State Department, and they con irmed her fears with a
recorded message advising travelers to cancel all travel to Moscow.
When she told Aurelio that, he chuckled. “Of course, they have to say that.
It’s like malpractice insurance.” She looked at him doubtfully, and he went
on, “Listen, from the time I was six years old there were tanks rolling
through our streets. They just put them there to intimidate people. And
anyway we will be far from the center of the city, where the ighting is.
We’ll be perfectly safe.”
Diego agreed with him. Americans were famous the world over for
canceling their lights the minute anything happened in the country of
their destination. Livvie and her parents and everyone else were just
buying the brainwashing.
Livvie suspected they were right; she knew the media always exaggerated
the worst. It had been like that when the earthquake hit a few years ago,
and their friends from back east had been convinced San Francisco had
disappeared into the Paci ic.
“And anyway,” said Diego, “more people are probably killed in one day in
California than during this entire crisis in Moscow so far.”
That was probably true too. They ’d gotten used to the gunshots in the
night in every place they’d lived in that city.
Whatever the truth was, Livvie might as well just accept it. Nothing she
could say would derail the juggernaut of Aurelio ’s intentions. They had
made their plans weeks ago, even putting their tickets on a credit card,
something they had studiously avoided since the bankruptcy.
Because this was the chance of a lifetime. They were going at the
invitation of Silo’s friends in the Russian Academy of Sciences, who were
sponsoring the irst World Humanist Forum, an event Gorbachev himself
would be attending. They would be crazy not to jump at the chance.
So Livvie accepted her fate, and told herself all would be well. She trusted
Aurelio and Diego more than she trusted the media, and the kids would
be ine at home with Diego and Louise, who had agreed to take care of
them for the week they would be gone.
Livvie packed until midnight, and then lay down beside Aurelio, who was
snoring mightily as always. Turning over and employing her favorite
strategy of imagining a thick wall between her and the snorer, she
managed to drift off for a few hours.
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When the alarm went off at 4am, she lurched awake and woke Aurelio. In
the dark, they dressed in the clothes they’d laid out for the trip. Then they
crept into the children’s rooms and kissed them, waking them to warm
and drowsy semi-consciousness as they gathered each one into their arms
and told them they loved them. After that they took their suitcases and
tiptoed downstairs and went out into the cold, starlit night to their
waiting taxi.
-Translocation
At the airport, they boarded the plane with four friends who were also on
their way to the conference. Settling in, Livvie prepared herself for a
sixteen-hour siege. She could never sleep on planes, strapped into a tin
can, hurtling along, jiggling and vibrating, sinking and rising through the
stratosphere. Aurelio kindly let her have the window seat, which made
things a little better.
They took off into the night, and the hours passed. Livvie divided the time
between twisting and turning in search of a comfortable position, and
pacing the aisles, while Aurelio, innocent soul, spent most of the time
snoring soundly beside her. By the time they were nearing their
destination, she was in that hollow, pulled-in-all-directions state that
comes from having spent endless hours being forced both forward
through space and backward through time all at once.
Even so, when the plane inally pierced the low clouds above Moscow and
the little airport swam into view below her, she forgot all her discomfort.
She didn’t know what she’d been expecting, but it wasn’t this. What she
saw below her as they descended surprised her beyond words. It was
nothing special, just a small airport, gray and modest – but it was a place
built by human beings, for human beings. Any human beings. Which
included her, an American. The sameness of this and all human
constructions struck her like a revelation, and her throat tightened in
recognition.
That was when Livvie realized she’d been brainwashed. Ages ago, when
the adults had explained to her that she had to practice hiding under her
desk at school because the Russians were a ruthless, godless people bent
on destroying America, she had believed them. Ever since then, she had
kept that belief in the bottom drawer of her mind, never having had
occasion to take it out and examine it. And so she had assumed she would
be entering enemy territory – and now she was arriving home instead!
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This place could have been anywhere in her dear, gullible United States. It
was like discovering that the devil was really her dearest friend.
-Katina
Released from the plane, Livvie and Aurelio and their friends shuf led
through customs with the hordes of other puzzled people from who
knows where. Livvie was sure they were the only Americans in the crowd;
who else would be rash enough to travel at a time like this?
Still, it caught her attention that nothing around her suggested any kind of
emergency. Certainly nothing like the state of siege they’d heard about on
the news channels back home. When they emerged at last on the sidewalk
outside the airport, their passports stamped and their luggage in hand,
they found themselves surrounded only by other civilians, not a military
uniform in sight.
As they stood looking around them, a young blonde approached them and
asked if they were the humanists from the United States. When they
af irmed that they were, she introduced herself, smiling with relief at
having located them. Her name was Katina, and she would be their guide.
She was only 20, but she took them in hand like a mother hen, and in no
time they were seated in a gray van speeding through the quiet, bleak
countryside, stark high-rise apartments jutting here and there on the
horizon.
Katina explained that they were taking the long way around to avoid the
trouble in the city center.
“Why have you come?” she asked them, her English hesitant but excellent.
“This is such a terrible time. Weren’t you afraid?”
“No,” answered one of the more courageous among them, “we weren’t.”
Livvie couldn’t leave it at that. “Maybe some of us were,” she said.
Katina smiled. “Thank you for coming,” she said. “You are very brave.”
As they drove, she asked them about America, a place she was longing to
go. Answering was tricky. They all loved many things about the United
States, but they didn’t want this girl to be under any illusions, or to think
Americans had it so much better than people here. So they all went into
some detail about all the problems – homelessness, unemployment,
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substance abuse, poverty, gang violence, mental illness, suicide. Katina
didn’t hide her disappointment that they didn’t believe their capitalist
democracy was the ultimate answer.
“What system do you think is the answer then?” she asked.
“We don’t know,” said Aurelio, “that’s why we’ve come.”
They drove for an hour, the tall buildings becoming more and more
numerous, until at last they stopped at a gate leading into a compound of
tall buildings. After an of icial checked their documents, they passed
through the gate and drove down a series of quiet streets. At last they
stopped beside a high rise bordered by a green lawn. A young soldier, the
irst member of the military they’d seen, was standing guard.
This was the central of ice of the Academy of Sciences, said Katina. The
driver got out and unloaded their bags on the sidewalk, and Katina asked
everyone to wait while she went inside to make arrangements for their
admission.
Climbing out of the van, Livvie and Aurelio and their friends stood by
their suitcases. Taking no notice of them, the soldier waved at a friend and
ambled across the lawn to greet him, his machine gun slung casually
across his shoulder.
-Father Knows Best
After a while Katina emerged and beckoned to them, and they followed
her into an of icial reception room. A portly older gentleman was waiting
for them, and as they gathered around him, he addressed them like a
father speaking to a group of unruly children. His name was Boris
Ouspensky, he said, and he would be in charge of their week-long stay
here at the Academy.
Boris began by handing out their hotel passes, which must be shown both
upon arriving and upon leaving, and their schedule. In addition to listing
the time and location of the of icial events of the Humanist Forum, the
schedule designated the hours they would be free to visit tourist
attractions with Katina as guide.
These buildings, which now housed the Russian Academy of Sciences, had
formerly been Communist Party Headquarters, he explained. The visitors
would be housed in the dormitories, and would take their meals in any of
several underground cafeterias. Dormitories, cafeterias and conference
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venues were all interconnected via a complex of underground tunnels
designed to facilitate year-round access to the different parts of the
Academy, even when the heavy winter snows covered the ground.
As for inances, each of the travelers would receive a daily allowance
suf icient to cover meals and transport. Boris would dole this amount out
to them all in rubles every morning precisely at 8am there in the lobby.
The amount would be the same for everyone, and would not vary, no
exceptions.
This understood, he handed out their keys, and instructed them as to how
to ind their rooms. Then he cordially bade them all farewell, reminding
them that he would see them all back here tomorrow morning, at 8am
sharp.
All this information he delivered with a curious blend of rigidity and
paternal affection that left them feeling both welcomed and apprehensive
lest they unwittingly break a rule.
-Optimism and Realism
For Livvie, the week they spent in Moscow would turn out to be far more
than a simple linear lineup of seven days. Long after they lew back home,
she would turn that week over and over in her memory, a
multidimensional structure that glittered and throbbed with its own
peculiar sonorous exuberance.
The amount of their allowance wasn’t the only thing that were written in
stone.
Another ixed element was their schedule. Only after meeting Boris at 8
am to receive their allowance could they begin their day, descending into
the maze of polished stone corridors to look for their breakfast.
That was a puzzle in itself. Everywhere small signs with arrows offered
their help, but they were, of course, in Russian. So every day, having
forgotten which way they’d gone the day before, the Americans would set
out, lost before they started, and grope their way forward, trying one
branch of the maze after another, until they chanced on one of the
sprawling underground cafeterias.
Inside, they would load their trays with bowls of creamy porridge and
glasses of sweet tea drawn from silver samovars, pay with their precious
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rubles, and join the devouring masses. For Aurelio, who loved comfort
food, the porridge was ambrosia.
After that they would head to the conference venue to mingle with
hundreds of other humans who felt themselves to be humanists, people
from every part of the world. Most of them looked very much like
themselves, but a few stood out, like the tall, bearded Russian Orthodox
priest in long brown robes with an enormous cruci ix around his neck.
The number of languages spoken by the attendees was what lent the irst
element of chaos to the whole experience. The organizers were not
exactly prepared to deal with such a Babel, and Livvie was swept into the
chaos on the irst day, when one of them approached her with a gleam of
desperation in his eye and asked her if she would please interpret from
Spanish into English for the main speaker that day.
Livvie was lattered, but she knew she was hardly luent in Spanish. She
could more or less express herself and be understood, but understanding
other speakers was a different ball of wax, and interpreting
simultaneously into English was leagues above her head.
On the other hand, they were hard up, and Livvie liked to show off, and it
was easy to fool herself. She said she would try, and they led her to the
back of the auditorium where the volunteer interpreters sat in booths.
They let her into an empty one, and she sat down and put on the
earphones. Like a gushing, muddy stream, a staticky torrent of Spanish
looded into her brain. No matter how she strained to understand, she
could only half distinguish the words.
She had been in this kind of situation once before, back in San Francisco,
when a friend who hosted a radio show in Spanish invited her to be
interviewed on the air as a member of the Humanist Movement. It was a
live show, and as soon as her friend introduced her, Livvie realized with a
rapidly sinking sensation that it was too late, she had stepped in way over
her head and there was no way to extricate herself. She had almost no
idea what he was asking her, and her stumbling replies must have had her
listeners either in stitches or morti ied with embarrassment.
She wasn’t about to repeat that experience. Taking the headphones off she
told the organizer she was sorry, it was beyond her.
That was a narrow escape, but the hopeful organizers didn’t learn. The
next day, when Aurelio and Livvie showed up to participate in one of the
workshops, word came out of the blue that Livvie was a Spanish-English
translator. The workshop leader spoke Spanish, and the attendees were
from Germany, France, and Iceland, but most of them knew at least some
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English, so if Livvie would just ill the Spanish-English slot, they would all
understand each other.
They were so eager that even though she was pretty sure she would miss
a good part of what was said, Livvie said she would try. When the words
started lying, she caught as many of them as she could, and lung them
out again in English, hoping there was some modicum of accuracy in what
she was saying.
It was a hack job at best, but at least in the wild interchange of tongues, a
lot of benevolent energy lew around, and they all felt good, even if they
only imagined they understood each other.
Not every morning was so chaotic, but all the Forum events were more or
less incomprehensible if full of earnest good will, and Livvie usually
ended up feeling ine without knowing exactly why.
-Illiteracy and Kindness
After the morning’s Forum activities, they would descend into the
underground maze and look for another cafeteria. This was even more
daunting than at breakfast, because almost everyone took lunch at the
same time, including the cafeteria workers, which meant that many of the
cafeterias closed at lunch. Somehow, however, they always found
something open, and piled their plates with comestible mixtures of
dubious origin, paid out their precious rubles, and illed their stomachs
once again.
After lunch came free time, when they would set out in a group to explore
the city under Katina’s motherly wing.
It was lucky that angelic child was there, because without her they would
have been utterly lost. Ignorant as babes, they could not read a thing, not
even the alphabet. As they followed her through the Metro passages with
the incomprehensible markings everywhere, they almost clung to her
coat in their avidity. She was their genius, their savior, because she could
read.
Livvie wondered how many people back home felt like this every day,
because they had never learned to read? Probably more than she could
imagine, given the school system, and most of them had no Katina. How
helpless that would leave you! It would crush your self image as lat as a
squashed spider...
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The Metro itself was magical. If you looked at a map, the metro lines
followed the outline of the whole city, which was built in concentric
circles, like a labyrinth. To reach the different levels, moving staircases
plunged down through white and gold tiled tunnels, penetrating almost
vertically deep into the earth, to where the people could take refuge in
case of a nuclear attack.
Even there, loundering in a sea of strangers speaking an
incomprehensible tongue, they found human beings like themselves. One
day Aurelio suddenly realized that he had lost his wallet, and he had
hardly begun looking for it when a young man approached them and
handed it back to him with a smile.
It seemed to Livvie that the young man returned the wallet as if that were
just the normal thing to do, the behavior everyone was taught and
expected from their fellows. But very likely she was over-idealizing the
Russians...
For one thing, she was still in shock from her airport revelation that these
people were just like her, that until then she had simply been taken in by
the political red-washing that declared all Russians “Godless
Communists.”
For another thing, Livvie had felt utterly welcomed and safe here ever
since they arrived. Nowhere did she see any evidence of violence;
apparently the bombings and street ighting were con ined to the area
around the government buildings in the center of the city.
On the other hand, there was every reason to believe the poverty they
could see all around them would make a lost wallet a tempting prize.
Visiting an open-air market, they passed dozens of people standing by the
walkway, offering a few of their personal possessions for sale – a pair of
socks, a teapot, a few onions from their vegetable patch. It would not
surprise her if robbery were on the rise, and certainly for many people,
inding and keeping some careless American’s wallet must have been
royally tempting.
So probably Livvie was just imagining things. Probably the boy who gave
Aurelio’s wallet back was just an exceptionally nice guy.
But most of the people they met seemed to be genuinely warm and
gracious human beings.
Livvie wondered if the warmth of the people had something to do with
the inhospitability of a frozen environment. Perhaps being cold half the
year made them strive to generate heat anywhere they could, including
inside themselves and with each other.
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That could explain why their cities and their architecture were laid out in
labyrinths, places that enclosed you.
Everywhere they went, they found themselves in labyrinthine structures.
The underground passages that connected the various ambits of the
Academy, the way the city streets and the Metro lines were laid out, in
concentric circles – everything was a maze.
In the Cathedral of St. Basil the Blessed, the famous church with the
myriad multicolored onion domes in Red Square, they found the same
thing. Instead of the vast emptiness they were used to in gothic
cathedrals, St. Basil’s was like a beehive, a confusion of small chambers
and passageways leading ever inward, with only a small window here and
there piercing through to the light outside.
St. Basil’s was all about depth, and darkness, and warmth, and closeness.
Here you could be intimate – intimate with yourself, with your own soul,
with the souls of the other tourists crawling through the maze beside you.
You could be intimate with the souls of the departed, and feel the breath
of the saints that contemplated you from the burnished gold icons
gleaming in the candle light.
This was a place of reverence, and warmth, and mystery, re lecting the
human depth and sweetness and beauty of the people. How strange that
brutality and coldness could seize power here, as it had, time and again…
But it seemed that was the way it was everywhere in the world.
Everywhere the people were beautiful and sacred, and everywhere in the
world insanity could take control. The madness only has to ind a chink of
fear, and it can slip in through any armor.
-Everyone the Same
One evening about ifteen of them, all foreigners, decided it would be nice
to go out for dinner. Instead of the sumptuous but sometimes strange fare
in the cafeterias, they would see what one of the better Moscow
restaurants had to offer. They would seek out a real Russian dining
experience.
Katina agreed to go along, and they asked her to select a typical eatery
where you could get good food, not just a cheap place, but something nice,
within reason. She nodded and said she knew just the place, and they
followed her once again down into the Metro.
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After a half an hour’s train ride, they got off and rode the escalators to the
surface, stepping out onto a nondescript commercial street in the growing
dimness. Katina set off at a quick pace, and they set off after her, following
the beacon of her white coat. After several blocks she turned into a
doorway, and they followed her up two lights of a dark, narrow stairway.
At the top they passed through an unmarked door into the restaurant, a
dimly lit room with a few couples dining at white-clothed tables. Katina
cornered the waitress, who surveyed the group of ifteen suspiciously.
When Katina inished explaining to her, the waitress nodded curtly and
began pulling tables together; evidently large groups were not the usual
thing. At last, with four tables arranged in a long line, she indicated with a
wave of her hand that they might sit.
The menu, of course, was a mystery to the visitors. Luckily a few of those
present had some knowledge of Russian, and everyone began a busy
interchange over the faded pink printouts, attempting to decipher the
possibilities.
At last, after listening to the hubbub and watching the group in growing
alarm for several minutes, the waitress grabbed Katina’s arm, spoke to
her in a no-nonsense voice, and stood with her arms folded, while Katina
relayed her message to her charges.
It was simple, and Katina smiled apologetically when she told them: “She
says, ‘You are too many. You all eat the same thing, or I don’t serve you!’”
Livvie and Aurelio and their friends looked at each other in astonishment.
This was something they never would have imagined – but then again, it
made perfect sense. Like the heat coming on everywhere in October.
They put their heads together, and after a brief consultation, came to an
agreement. They would have the roast chicken.
The waitress nodded in satisfaction and disappeared.
It was some time before she reappeared, which didn’t surprise them since
they were so many. At last, however, she and another server began to put
plates down in front of everyone. Each person received what appeared to
be a chicken back with a thin leg attached, a small pile of rice, and a
mound of what Americans sometimes call “Russian Salad,” a
conglomeration of well-cooked vegetables lubricated with mayonnaise.
Being hungry, they fell to eagerly. Soon, however, they lost enthusiasm.
The elderly roosters were stringy and tough; the pallid rice was tasteless,
and the salad was overly salted and greasy. They ate what they could,
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washed it down with beer, and inished with weak coffee and small dishes
of ice cream.
Despite the culinary disappointment, they sat for a while after that,
talking about the Forum and their encounters with the Russian people,
whom they all found to be unexpectedly warm and open after you got to
know them just a little. At last they paid the bill, thanked the glowering
waitress, and left.
On the way back, they agreed that it had been an interesting experiment
that need not be repeated. They marveled at the waitress’s refusal to take
individual orders; if Perestroika meant an increased focus on western
individualism, it must be having something of a hard time here.
When Katina, who had been listening quietly, asked them to explain, they
told her that in the U.S. and other places where personal choice was
sacrosanct, it was common for large groups of people to order different
things. She looked at them sagely, and said, “Ah, that is democracy!”
-Innocence
The day before they were to return home, on Livvie’s request, Katina
brought her and Aurelio to visit one of the Moscow public schools.
She had heard that Russian schools were far superior to American
schools, which wasn’t necessarily saying much, but she wanted to see for
herself, and write something about education to balance out the politics.
With her current mania for changing American public education, that was
something she couldn’t miss.
They took a van out into the suburbs, to School No. 1515. Surrounded by
golden forests of birch, the school occupied the ground loor of one of the
concrete high rises. They entered a classroom of thirteen-year-olds, and
the teacher introduced them to the class in English, which, it turned out,
every student spoke lawlessly.
Sitting quietly and politely at their desks, the youngsters were fresh and
eager and guileless, with no trace of cynicism or competitiveness. They
asked question after question about the United States, a place they all
wanted to go, and they also said they wished American young people
would visit their own country.
One boy said, “I want to tell American young people that we are the same
as they are. We have the same plans, and we want our future to be very
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good, like they do. I think you must know that we are not different than
you are.”
Livvie asked them about their interests, their plans, their hopes for their
future, and they told her they wanted to study, to learn, have families, to
speak different languages, to travel...
At one point she asked about violence in the schools, telling them it was a
big problem in the U.S. Did they have gangs here too? They had no idea
what she was talking about, having never heard of such a thing.
Before they left, Aurelio asked if the students would like to send a
message to young readers in America. They were all enthusiastic, and
clustered around one of the desks to write notes for the newspaper. Some
of them even gave their addresses, hoping to receive answers and make
new friends in the states. One girl said, “Hi, I’m Natasha. Write me back.
I’ll wait…”
Their return trip was only ordinarily grueling, and after recovering from
the jet lag a few days later, Livvie found herself back in the swing of their
old routine. That night, after kissing her children goodnight, she was
drifting off to sleep next to Aurelio when a bang cracked the dark
somewhere outside. Gunshot. Moscow had been a haven of tranquility…
The next morning she began work on the next edition of Humanzine.
More than anything she wanted to publish those children’s messages.
Who knew? If even one young American answered, what might unfold…
-Silly Fears and Crazy Good Fortune
Of the very few things that could get Aurelio down, the silliest was
something purely imaginary: Livvie’s unfaithfulness.
Not that she didn’t, from time to time, think and dream of dallying with
another man or another woman. Every now and then she did ind herself
swept up in daytime and nocturnal dreams of the sweetest pleasures with
both imaginary individuals and people she knew. But she was happy with
Aurelio, and she could see no room in the three dimensions of her life for
more than one intimate relationship. So she kept her reveries to herself.
Nevertheless, every now and then, something would set him off. She
always knew when he suspected her of having feelings for another man,
because his usually happy face would take on a pained, pickled
expression. Then she would tease him and laugh at him and assure him
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nothing was going on, which it never was. And he would gratefully come
back to normal.
The second thing that troubled him was more understandable. After
having landed in prison through sheer bad luck, he knew anything could
happen, and he was always worried about accidentally getting in trouble
with the law. That was why, every year he agonized for hours over his tax
return, making sure everything was perfect, and long after sending it off
would lie awake at night in dread that he had done something wrong
without knowing it, and the IRS would come after him and take
everything they owned.
The last thing that could ruf le his feathers was money. There was no way
to get away from it, and it was the bane of Aurelio’s existence. Although
his salary at the airport was much better than at his old job, it was not
enough to comfortably support a wife and ive children, two of them in
Argentina. What Livvie brought in was a drop in the bucket, and although
they were careful and didn’t spend on anything unnecessary, they were
always short. Every month, as if it were something new, Aurelio would
repeat his grim warning, “Livvie, this month we are tight.”
It was the year after they bought the house in Excelsior with Diego and
Louise, and as usual they were “tight,” when the amazing thing happened.
It started when Aurelio got a call from the lawyer who had helped him get
asylum in the U.S. years ago. After they spoke for a moment, Aurelio had
to ask the man to repeat what he’d said. It sounded like the State of
Argentina was ready to pay him to make up for his time in prison!
How could that be? The man assured him it was true. And it was a lot of
money! All he had to do was ill out some papers…
Aurelio could scarcely believe it, but he illed out the paperwork, and a
couple of months later the miracle came true: a check arrived from the
Argentine government. It was for almost $150,000.
Aurelio and Livvie were delirious. With this unbelievable sum in the bank,
they could actually afford to buy things. They treated themselves to a new
stereo system, Aurelio got a nice watch, and they bought a few other
things for the kids and themselves that they wouldn’t have spent the
money on before.
Most of it, however, they would spend on an adventure Aurelio had been
dreaming about since they’d met: a trip to Argentina, to visit the place he
was born and raised, meet his sisters and nieces and nephews, see all his
friends from childhood, visit Silo and Aurelio ’s friends from prison, and
many, many others.
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-Emmie’s Leap
That summer, six months before Livvie and Aurelio’s planned trip south,
they took the kids to the redwoods for a sacrosanct outing: a breakfast
picnic with Jude and Arnie and all their other children and grandchildren.
At 81 Arnie was still strong, and Jude was loundering in the early stages
of dementia at 72. They had been holding these picnics since Livvie could
remember. They always went to the same site, two picnic tables and a
stone ireplace inside a ring of giant redwoods. Underfoot the ground was
soft with layer upon layer of fallen needles, and all around them the
ancient trees soared straight toward the blue summer sky.
It was an exuberant and joyful gathering. They were always happy to be
together, and all kids, children and young teens, were ecstatic to be in the
woods. As the adults unpacked the breakfast makings, the kids ran and
chased each other, exploring the deep burned-out places in the boles of
the ancient trees, scrambling up their massive sloping sides to perch in
nooks worn smooth by decades of climbing. Far above them the sun
shone golden through green leaf-lace, pouring in yellow shafts hundreds
of feet to the ground.
Coffee was the irst order of business. While Sam and Arnie started a ire
under the grate, someone illed the old sooty black coffee pot from a
nearby spigot. Fire-making had always been Jude’s domain – she’d been a
camp ire girl, and had loved to shave splinters off a piece of irewood
with an axe, stack them in a teepee shape over a mound of dry redwood
needles, and start the ire with just one match and no newspaper;
newspaper was the chicken way out that Arnie always cheerfully used.
Now she simply stood gazing about her with her big smile while the rest
of the family carried out the necessary tasks.
The table was spread with its red and white checked cloth, the huge black
frying pan was unwrapped from its sacred covering of newspaper and set
on the grill over the licking lames with slabs of bacon laid in it side by
side, pancake batter was beaten, fruit salad unveiled, Log Cabin Syrup
placed at the ready beside the paper plates, the pile of forks and knives
and spoons, and a motley assortment of mugs.
They all ate and cooked in relays, the children eating and running off
again. When the bacon was lifted out to rest on its paper towel bed, eggs
were cracked into the grease where they bubbled and spit, and after they
were laid on the ever-appearing paper plates, the pancakes were poured
into the hot grease, to sizzle until the necessary holes appeared on the
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surface and they were lipped, becoming fat and golden. All the while a
cheerful hubbub of conversation and smiles and laughter ebbed and
lowed in the background, and the sun poured down through the trees.
Afterwards, when everyone was full and content, they packed everything
up in boxes and bags, stowed them in the trunks of the cars, and went
walking down to the stream to wade in its cold ripples and look for
craw ish and skip stones across the water. From one shallow beach to the
next, they followed the little muddy path a long ways, adults and children
meandering in a long line through the sun and shade, till the path turned
up and back through the woods toward the Big Tree, a fallen giant hollow
with age and big enough for children to walk into and climb out a window
someone had carved in the side. Its surface was polished and slippery
from generations of children scrambling over it.
Jude had often told the story about the irst breakfast picnic, long ago,
when she and Arnie were young and had just discovered this place. After
breakfast they’d gone down to the stream to sit on the stony beach and
skip stones and talk about the family they were going to have. They sat
talking and dreaming for a long time until, picking up one more perfect
round, lat stone, Jude cradled it just so between her thumb and
fore inger, drew back her arm and licked her wrist, sending the stone to
skip across the water - straight into the back of Arnie’s head. Every time
she told that story she would laugh and laugh, and Arnie would listen
fondly, chuckling to himself.
Now their children were continuing the tradition of the picnics, complete
with stone skipping, and they had all come back here who knew how
many times with their own young ones.
Emmie was the only one without children. After falling in love at 23 she
had moved back east, where she had lived ever since. The love affair had
ended, and she’d gone through a hard patch with drug addiction, but
she’d pulled herself out of that. Although she’d had other relationships,
she’d never found anyone she wanted to stick with, so she’d poured
herself into her work, and had gotten her PhD in microbiology. This was
the irst time she’d been out to visit the family since then.
It was while everyone else was cleaning up and getting ready for the walk
to the stream that Aurelio had an impulse. He’d just met Emmie – she
seemed a nice young woman, but somehow sad, he thought…
He ambled over to where she was standing, watching the hullabaloo.
“How are you doing?” he asked in his simple way.
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She told him how she was working in a lab, and had a nice little
apartment not far from work. She truly loved her work, her best
relationships were with the tiny creatures in her petri dishes.
Aurelio listened, curious and sympathetic as always.
When she inished, he asked her, “Why don’t you come to South America
with us?”
“South America?” Emmie didn’t think she’d heard him right. “What do you
mean?”
“Come with us,” he said. “We’re going to South America in February, and
we would love to have you come. It would be a gift to have you along.”
Emmie was labbergasted. South America! Traveling anywhere else was
the farthest thing from her thoughts. And with ive other people, three of
whom were children? All those people would drive her crazy! She was
used to being alone, having her privacy and her quiet – she didn’t know if
she could deal with it. But he’d said he would pay for it…!
Flushed with surprise, she thanked him and said she’d think about it.
She thought about it all night. It was appalling – the idea of leaving her
comfortable routine and traveling to some completely alien place with all
those people she loved but who would certainly drive her nuts. But then,
maybe she was in kind of a rut… Who knew what might happen?
The next day, when Livvie and Aurelio were back home in the city, she
called and told Aurelio yes, why not. She couldn’t resist.
-Suitcase Mountain
Their teachers were not happy. The twins were 13, and Juan was 9, and
their parents would be taking them all out of school for two whole
months in the middle of the year. But of course people would do what
they would do, and it would be educational. What could they say? They
gave each child a folder full of two-dimensional tasks that must be
performed before they got back, and sent them on their way. Livvie knew
thedf homework would never happen, but she didn’t say anything.
The plan was to travel through different parts of Chile, Argentina and
Uruguay, visiting Aurelio ’s friends and family and seeing the sights. For
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once they would be able to stay in nice hotels, and have wonderful meals,
without worrying about money.
February and March are warm in the south, like July and August in the
north. Livvie bought a straw hat and a lowered cotton dress, and packed
swimming suits and summer clothes for everyone.
At the airport, when they piled their suitcases and duf le bags on a cart,
they rose higher than Aurelio’s head. Livvie and the kids followed as he
pulled the swaying mountain toward the check-in counter, presented their
passports and got their tickets.
In those days, before 911, anyone could go to the gate to see passengers
off. They were at their gate, waiting to board, when Jude and Arnie
showed up. Flustered and full of affection, they hugged and kissed all the
travelers, then stood waiting with them. The twins were calm, being old
hands at lying, since they’d lown to and from Chicago every summer
since they were ive to visit Stephen. But this was only Juan’ second plane
trip, and he was excited and nervous. Jude grinned at him and spread her
arms out like a bird. “You have to do this on the plane,” she told him, “stick
your arms out the windows, to make sure the plane stays up!” He grinned
back at her and said he would.
-The Supermarket
After a ifteen-hour light, they landed at the airport in Santiago Basin,
arid mountains rising in the distance all around them. To the east soared
an immense wall of rocky peaks – those were the Andes, Aurelio told
them. To the west, north, and south were smaller mountains, with the
valley spread out around them baking in the sun. In her jet-lagged stupor,
it seemed to Livvie that she recognized this place – she had never been
here, but this was exactly as she had imagined Chile would be…
They took a taxi to their irst hotel, an “apart-hotel” in downtown
Santiago. Checking in with their mountain of suitcases, they took the
elevator to the 12th loor, where they found a complete apartment
contained in one long, narrow room. Five beds, a dining table and chairs
were all packed into the small space. There was a tiny bathroom, and
behind a sliding panel in the wall they discovered a miniscule countertop
kitchen.
Later that afternoon, there was a knock on the door, and when Livvie
opened it, there was Emmie with a gigantic backpack. Dumfounded, the
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kids watched as their mother and their mysterious aunt hugged, laughing
hysterically and saying Oh My God I’m So Glad We All Made It!
All their lives, whenever Livvie and Aurelio had spoken of their Aunt
Emmie in front of the kids, it had been in hushed tones. They’d never told
them exactly what she had done, but she clearly must have done
something – something scandalous enough not to be spoken of.
On top of that, they had somehow neglected to tell the kids she was going
to go with them on this trip.
And now, suddenly, here she was, and she and Livvie were spinning out in
their little hurricane of laughter, and then Emmie was hugging and kissing
Aurelio and the kids.
And that was ine – the kids were used to it. All their mom’s family acted
like that whenever they got together, shrieking with laughter and hugging
each other like crazy. Emmie it right in, telling silly jokes and giggling and
sighing in relief and smiling all around at everyone.
Emmie put her things on the bed in the corner, and it was clear she was
there to stay. That was ok…
That evening they all went to bed early, and everyone but Livvie sank into
a deep sleep. Her insomnia was always worse during travel, and she spent
a long time in a restless semi-sleep until she too managed to drift off for a
few hours.
The next morning she woke early, and while everyone slept, she went out
alone for groceries. She was still learning Spanish, but she igured she
knew enough to get by, at least for something as simple as buying
groceries. The concierge told her where the local supermarket was, only a
few blocks away, and she was almost sure she understood her directions.
The minute she stepped out the door, however, she was hit with a feeling
of desolation. Suddenly she was alone and vulnerable in an alien place.
Telling herself this was silly and would pass, she pressed on down the
street. This was just a city like any other, after all – but as she walked, the
feeling persisted. Nothing welcomed her in the alien landscape.
She had to make sure she knew her way back. Her heart a lutter, she
looked behind her, making a mental note of the street name and the
address of the hotel. Then she plowed onward, down sidewalks full of
people who looked coldly at her. Certainly they all knew she was a
stranger.
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At long last she found the supermarket, a cavernous place with high
ceilings and a profusion of strange products on display. Entering, she
realized she had no idea what the protocol was here. She picked up one of
the baskets and set off through the brightly lit aisles. Things were
packaged strangely here, and she didn’t recognize the names. At last she
managed to locate a few hard, white rolls, some cheese, ham, marmalade,
and apples.
Wondering if she was doing anything right, she carried her items to the
cashier and stood in line. When the woman rang her up, telling her
something incomprehensible and waiting for her response, she handed
over a handful of the strange Chilean bills and took the change, hoping
she had not been absurdly cheated. Then she found the exit and set off in
what she hoped was the correct direction back to the hotel, following the
map in her brain like a rat in a maze.
When she spotted the apart-hotel around the last corner, she gasped with
relief. Taking the elevator to the 12th loor she let herself into the
apartment, grateful to be able to fall into the arms of the familiar. Putting
put her purchases down on the little dining table, she found dishes and
cutlery in the cupboard and laid out the food. Then she woke everyone up,
and they had breakfast.
She did not tell Aurelio about her alarming adventure – too embarrassing.
But she thought of him, and all the others like him who had had to
immigrate to an alien land. How desolate they must have felt! It made her
admire Aurelio even more.
Again she thought about how lucky she was to be with him – and
immediately there came the answering thought about how overly
dependent she was on him. But he was just as dependent on her. It was
lucky they were so happy together, there was no way they could ever
wrench themselves out of each other’s orbit… Livvie pushed aside the
thought that one day, almost certainly, she would have to be without him.
-The Cosmonaut
After breakfast the next morning the six of them went downstairs and out
into the street and hailed a taxi. This was the irst day of the Encuentro
Abierto del Humanismo – the Humanist Open Meeting - an international
gathering at the University of Santiago. The event just happened to
coincide with their arrival, and many of Aurelio’s old friends would be
there, as would Silo.
325

“To the University,” Aurelio told the driver in Spanish. It was so much
easier with him there…
The taxi tore through the city streets and deposited them on the sidewalk
beside the University. Signs for the Encuentro Abierto directed them
down a broad walkway toward the center of the campus, and they joined
the low of pedestrians.
It was a hot day, and they were all sweating in their light clothes as they
made their way. But it was good to be there. In contrast to the anonymous
people Livvie had passed on her shopping trip, everyone here was smiling
and friendly.
As they walked through the park-like campus, passing in and out of the
shade of the lush groves of trees, the crowd kept growing denser and
denser. Reaching the buildings, they found themselves being channeled
down long outdoor corridors lined with the colorful displays and booths
of various humanist projects from around the world. On the wall above
their heads, an enormous banner urged all the world to “Humanizar la
Tierra” – “Humanize the Earth.”
At last they were funneled into a large hall, people milling everywhere.
Like a bat with sonar, Aurelio led them little by little through the crowd,
making a beeline for the center of the throng. Livvie followed, dragging
Juan by the hand and looking back over her shoulder every other second
to make sure the twins and Emmie were still behind them.
Finally Aurelio came to a halt, unable to move any further. They had
reached the heart of the amiable horde.
“There’s Mario,” Aurelio told her.
Livvie peered over the bobbing heads, and saw Silo, smiling and talking
with someone. Aurelio called him by his given name of Mario because he
knew him personally. Gradually, they edged their way toward him, until
they were at the center themselves.
When Silo saw Aurelio, he grinned and welcomed him. Livvie pulled Juan
forward with her – she wanted to show Silo her whole family, but the
twins were back somewhere in the crowd with Emmie, whom Livvie
would just have to trust to take care of them. This was a chance not to be
missed, so Juan would have to be the one.
“This is our son, Juan,” Livvie stumbled in broken Spanish, all a- luster.
“Ah, hello Juan,” said Silo, looking gravely down at the little boy. Juan
looked up at him while Aurelio and Silo exchanged a few more words, and
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then the crowd shuf led them onward to make room for the next of Silo’s
admirers.
Livvie felt a vague let down. What had she hoped for? That Silo would
stop in the middle of everything, notice her child, and make much of him,
telling her and everyone else how remarkable he was? Embarrassed,
Livvie looked around, found Emmie and the twins not far off, and they all
made their way out of the building.
They sweated through the rest of the afternoon, wandering from booth to
booth down the halls, and sitting on the lawn in the shade, while
humanists from all over made speeches and sang songs, and Aurelio
immersed himself in long conversations with one old friend after another.
Toward the end of the day as they were making their way back toward the
gates to ind a taxi, they saw Silo once more, standing as always in the
midst of a crowd. They stopped to listen.
He was talking to an affable looking gentleman wearing a brown military
uniform and a white of icer’s cap with a little visor, the kind of cap Livvie’s
father had worn as a lieutenant in the Navy. He must be a high-ranking
of icer, Livvie thought, judging from the three stars on his epaulettes. As
they watched, the military man took his hat off, his brown eyes twinkling,
and put it on Silo’s head. The hat was way too big for him, and they both
laughed, and everyone joined in.
“What are they saying?” Livvie asked Aurelio .
“That is Sergei Krikalev,” said Aurelio , “the cosmonaut who was stranded
in space when the Soviet Union fell. I believe Silo asked him what he was
thinking about while he was circling the earth all those months.”
“What did he answer?”
“I couldn’t hear,” said Aurelio .
And they walked on, making their way back to their lodgings.
Later Livvie read that the astronaut had been stranded in the heavens for
six months while his country fell apart and reassembled into a new,
unrecognizable form down below. By the time the politicians and
scientists remembered to bring him back, everything had been changed,
even the name of his hometown. Waiting and waiting, doing his duty, he
had circled the earth more than 5000 times, spinning around and around
the planet, resigned to complete uncertainty about his future.
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When reporters asked him what he had done all that time, he told them
he had spent a lot of time looking out the windows at the earth, peering
down through the layers of the atmosphere to look for places he could
recognize.
Livvie couldn’t ind an interview where they asked him what had he
thought about all that time. But she imagined he must have thought about
a lot of things. About his wife and baby, who were down there, trying to
live on nothing, since his once generous salary had been reduced to
pennies by the collapse of everything. He must have thought about what
he had done with his life, and why he was up there, and who he was, and
where he was going, and his destiny. About the possibility – God (or
whatever he believed in) forbid – that he would die up here, and about
what would happen then…
-Luxury
Aurelio was a little bit famous in Siloist circles. Everywhere he went,
people locked around him to hear his amazing stories, and if they were
not already his friends, they became his friends.
He had many stories, but told two of them in particular over and over: the
irst, about how he’d been overcome with terror as the torturers
approached his cell, until a mysterious voice told him “don’t suffer twice,”
and his terror was washed clean away; the second about how later, on the
train, he had befriended two torturers, and how they had saved his life.
Aurelio was so kind and innocent and funny; listening to his stories, you
knew that if he knew your story, no matter how sorry or embarrassing it
was, he would understand and sympathize through and through, and then
he’d laugh with you and it would be obvious that everything was OK.
Two of his friends, Carlo and Clara, had invited the family to visit their
home in the south of Chile, and so from Santiago they lew south to Puerto
Montt. They stayed in a hotel there for several days, and their friends
drove them through the countryside, which reminded Livvie of the Swiss
Alps.
But what she remembered most was what Clara told them about her
parents. Only a couple of years ago, said Clara, both her parents had been
hit by a car and had died instantaneously. She had rushed to their side
and done the Ceremony of Assistance for them, and together they had
lown to the Light.
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Aurelio and Livvie looked at each other – what luck that would be! How
wonderful if both of them might go at once, of course a long, long time
from now, after the kids were grown. How wonderful to be spared the
unthinkable horror of losing the other… But they laughed and put that out
of their minds – surely their own time was far off, and they would cross
that bridge when they came to it.
Livvie kept hoping the kids were getting something out of the trip. It was
hard to tell – the twins were at an age where expressing enthusiasm for
anything at all was anathema, and Juan was still a little boy, big eyed and
absorbed in his wonderings.
It was when they were driving one afternoon down a tiny dirt road
through the countryside, and Juan was gazing out the window at the lakes
and streams, ish farms and dairy farms, ields and hills and orchards they
were passing, that he let her know he was quietly taking everything in.
Suddenly speaking up, he said, “I used to think watching TV and playing
video games was much more fun than playing outside. Now I know this is
much more fun than that!” Livvie thanked her lucky stars.
Even the twins, with their adolescent disdain for doing what their family
did, seemed to be relaxing little by little. One night after dinner, all of them
walked arm in arm back to the hotel, dancing and goo ing off in the street,
and both the twins joined in giggling.
When it was time for them to leave for the next leg of their trip, their
friends put them on a bus that took them to the shores of an enormous
lake, and they boarded a boat headed for Argentina.
The crossing took two days, irst across one huge lake, then across
another. All around the irst lake, Lago Todos los Santos, rose
snow-covered peaks, their slopes covered with pine forests. Many of
them, said Aurelio, were active volcanoes.
The irst boat left them on a small, forested island, where they spent the
night in a medieval-looking hotel. The setting was enchanting - they ate
dinner that night in a restaurant overlooking the water, and later, upstairs
in their rooms, they found chocolates on their pillows. Nevertheless, the
kids found the place spooky, especially when they heard scratching
sounds in the walls, and Emmie said it was probably mice…
In the morning they continued by boat across the lake. On the other side,
they boarded a bus that carried them through the mountains and across
the border into Argentina, to another enormous lake, Lago Nahuel Huapi,
where they boarded a bigger boat for Bariloche, far away on the other
side.
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They arrived at the city, a famous tourist destination, that afternoon.
Livvie felt funny being such a blatant tourist, but she told herself they
were giving people work, which was important. And everyone was
friendly, and treated them with respect, despite the obvious fact that they
were norteños, people from North America. Livvie was trying to stop
thinking of herself as an “American” – as their friends liked to point out,
Latin Americans and Canadians were just as much Americans as people
from the U.S.
The hotel in Bariloche was a windfall. A ive-star hotel, it was far more
elegant than what they were used to, and they had two spacious rooms on
the ifth loor. That was a mistake, but it wasn’t their fault – they’d told the
travel agent not to book them in anything more sparkly than four stars,
because the ifth star generally cost as much as the other four put
together. But the agency had booked them by mistake in this one, Hotel
Lagos Patagonia, so now the agency had to pay for it.
The kids were delighted. The rooms gave a panoramic view of the
enormous, gleaming lake, a sumptuous breakfast in their excellent
restaurant was included in the price, and downstairs was an enormous
steaming indoor swimming pool. The next day the twins chose to stay
there with Emmie and enjoy the hotel while Aurelio and Livvie took Juan
up the side of a mountain on a ski lift. It was summer, so no one was
skiing, but they were told the view would be spectacular.
At the ski lift they climbed onto little bench seats that hung from a cable
and rode swaying high above the mountainside covered with grass and
blue lowers, and Juan was goggle-eyed at getting to look down at the
ground slipping away below his swinging feet.
At the top, they stood among rocky outcrops and gazed out over the vast
lake, across layer upon layer of mountains unfolding all around the
shining water.
Nearby, just up the slope, an immense glacier was pouring itself
micro-millimeter by micro-millimeter between the granite crags. Some
children were playing at its foot, and Juan, who had never been in snow,
pulled Livvie and Aurelio toward them.
They weren’t dressed for the snow, but Juan didn’t care. Stepping
tentatively onto the frozen white ield, he found it slick under his feet, and
Livvie grabbed his hand before he fell. The snow was packed too hard for
snowballs, but that was ok. The important thing was that Juan had seen
and touched snow. Livvie held his hand as he stood slipping and sliding,
and they gazed out over the vast blue lake. And for a long moment, time
took a breather, and they were just happy to be where they were.
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Bariloche was beautiful, but they didn’t know anyone there, and they had
only scheduled an overnight stay. So the following day they said goodbye
to the elegant hotel and caught a plane for Buenos Aires.
-Entropy
In the capital city, since they were too many to impose on friends, Aurelio
checked the family into another hotel.
The contrast couldn’t have been more extreme. Old and smelling of must,
their new lodgings were falling apart everywhere. The room Emmie and
the twins were in was dark and smelly, and a leaking air-conditioner had
saturated Hunter’s bed. When they called the front desk, the attendant
just giggled and said they had no extra rooms, no extra beds, no
mattresses, no pillows…
Hunter and Hayley ended up sharing a bed, and in the morning they all
went out to ind a decent breakfast elsewhere. As they sat over coffee and
chocolate and croissants, Emmie asked if anyone had noticed the brand
name on the air conditioners in the hotel.
When they looked at her blankly, she said, “It’s Entropy!”
Her bombshell fell on deaf ears.
“What’s entropy?” asked one of the twins.
“Hah!” said Emmie. “It’s is the natural tendency of everything in the
Universe to fall apart!”
It couldn’t have been more apt. They all laughed and laughed – the joke
was almost worth the horrible accommodations. And none of them ever
forgot what entropy was after that.
That night they moved to a hotel where that was still a far cry from
Bariloche, but at least the air conditioners worked.
As it did every summer, the city was simmering in an oppressive, steamy
heat, and they spent the next week wandering from shade to shade in the
moist green parks and taking boat rides on the river. In the evenings they
treated round after round of Aurelio’s friends to dinner.
Aurelio had always appreciated a ine dinner. He liked Livvie’s cooking,
and when they were home, he disliked going out to eat because he
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claimed that North American restaurant food gave him indigestion;
besides, he hated spending money on something that disappeared so fast.
And that was ok with Livvie; putting together a good meal was a kind of
meditation for her, and she loved to relax with a glass of red wine as she
cooked, and have another glass with dinner. Aurelio would sometimes
join her, but only for a small glass, because he was generally abstemious
when it came to alcohol.
Here it was a different story. In Argentina he knew and trusted the food,
and now, for once, he had bottomless silk-lined pockets. He loved nothing
more than to take his friends out, happily paying for eight or ten people to
enjoy an elaborate Argentine asado, where every part of the cow is
transformed into a succulent specialty served sizzling from the ire.
And he had no problem with restaurant food here in his homeland, which
seemed to have a magically salubrious effect on him. He could easily
digest a well-marbled three-inch-thick steak served with salad and
mountains of pasta with cream sauce, all followed by sugary black coffee
and pancakes stuffed with caramel sauce. As for wine, of which Livvie
could never consume more than two glasses at home without falling
asleep, here the two of them could inish off a whole bottle.
-184. Escape from First Class
After a week in Buenos Aires, they left for the longest and most indulgent
leg of their trip: a month at the seaside in Uruguay with two of Aurelio ’s
closest friends and their 12-year-old son.
Pepe and Lucia had both been present at that fateful birthday party 20
years ago when Aurelio and a dozen other young people had ended up in
prison. After the irst night, Lucia and the other women had been sent to a
separate prison, but Aurelio, Pepe, and four other young men had stayed
together, to be moved from prison to prison for the next six months.
During that ordeal, Aurelio and Pepe had grown close, and Aurelio
couldn’t wait to spend time with him and Lucia again.
The plan was to meet in Aguas Dulces, ten hours away by bus. But Aurelio
had found a way to cut at least a couple of hours off the trip by taking the
new ultra-swift ferry across the wide estuary between Argentina and
Uruguay. The whole crossing was supposed to take only an hour, he said,
because the boat was powered by some futuristic technology that made it
ride more over the water than in it.
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At the ferry terminal, feeling lush, Aurelio bought irst class tickets. As
soon as they’d paid, they were funneled into a cavernous glass and steel
chamber where hundreds of other passengers were milling about among
an array of glass showcases displaying perfumes and wines. Where was
the ferry? There seemed to be no exit, and in the heat the time passed
stickily while they looked around in puzzlement, until at long last a
revolving door materialized in one wall and they found themselves being
sucked through it into a similar space, also illed with showcases
displaying all kinds of tempting items.
Although the two spaces looked identical, something told them they were
now in the bowels of the ship.
“It’s like a loating mall!” commented Aurelio.
Despite his jingling pockets, Aurelio hated shopping, so he urged
everyone onward, looking for an exit. There must be more to this vessel.
They were all excited about the irst-class tickets, and full of curiosity,
they found a glass-sided elevator and crowded into it. The button at the
top read “First Class,” and Juan pressed it.
The elevator took them to the top deck, where the doors slid open onto a
large glass-enclosed salon. The place was empty and silent. With windows
all around, the view over the wide brown estuary was great, but there was
not a single door, no way to get outside and feel the sun and the wind and
smell the ocean breeze. They looked around in disappointment, not sure
what to do. Then Aurelio noticed the large NO SMOKING sign.
“Let’s go back down,” he said.
They descended once again to the main cabin, where the ordinary people
were, people who didn’t have the illusion of wealth. In the comfortable
hubbub, people were sitting and standing everywhere, the chatter
lowing, children running around. Best of all there was a door out to the
open deck. This was where they belonged!
All over Latin America in those days everyone smoked, both indoors and
out – only in the US did a signi icant sector of the populace regard the
habit as a sin. Lighting up with satisfaction, Aurelio sat down next to a
couple of old ladies and introduced himself in his friendly way. They told
him they were sisters from Uruguay, and Aurelio introduced the rest of
the family. The sisters had intense, beady brown eyes, and a motherly
manner. When Aurelio offered them cigarettes, they confessed that they
were desperate for a smoke, so he gave them an entire pack.
Cigarettes, Livvie thought, were like pets, a great connector. The sisters
were so overcome with gratitude that they told Aurelio the whole family
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was welcome to stay with them at their home in Montevideo anytime.
Then they invited them all to tea, and everyone sat and ate little ham and
cheese sandwiches, and crackers, and soft, sweet white bread, passing the
mate from hand to hand. The sisters laughed with delight to see
Americans drinking mate.
At last they inished, thanked the kind sisters, and went outside into the
wind. While Emmie and the youngsters went off to explore, Livvie and
Aurelio stood at the railing looking out across the turgid brown water.
Behind them they could still make out the receding shores of Argentina,
while ahead the approaching shores of Uruguay grew slowly closer. The
boat surged over the water, the wind came cool off the Atlantic, and
already Aurelio was striking up a conversation with an old couple on his
other side. Standing beside him, Livvie appreciated the way he talked and
listened to everyone around him, leaving a wake of good feeling behind
him.
-Fresh Waters
Uruguay, which is very small on the map, is very large on the ground.
When they disembarked, they still had many hours to travel before
reaching their destination. The bus was waiting for them, and the sun was
sinking over the little port town as they climbed aboard and found their
seats.
The reclining seats were comfortable, and as they lew down the long,
straight highway and the sun sank lower, they gazed out the windows at
endless grassland, soft low hills and small trees. Juan commented that the
little hills must be “hiltons,” because they were too small to be real hills,
and they all laughed. They ate some sandwiches they’d bought on the
ferry, and traveled on and on into the dusk. Little by little, night fell, and
everyone but Livvie fell asleep. As the bus churned through the darkness,
she drifted, falling in and out of semi-sleep…
Nine hours later she lifted herself out of her daze as they slowed and
came to a stop. Gathering her wits, she woke everyone up, and they all
grabbed their bags and tumbled out into the early morning on a street
made of sand.
From where they stood, their luggage piled around them, it looked like
every street in this little town was made of sand. In all directions the soft
cream-colored roads led away between little beach houses. The sun was
high, the wind blew soft around them, and not far off, the sea turned in its
334

blue-green sleep. It was so pleasant to stand still on the earth and breathe
the morning air that for a while they just stood and gazed around them.
Presently a taxi driver approached them, and Aurelio told him the address
Pepe had given them. Then, with their luggage piled on top of and around
them, they set off to ind their new home.
After a short ride through the sandy streets, the driver pulled up beside a
whitewashed A-frame with a bright blue corrugated iron roof. They were
only a few blocks from the sea.
Aurelio was paying the driver and thanking him when the door opened
and Pepe appeared, his bronzed face shining as he welcomed them all,
happily embracing everyone in turn. Shortly Lucia appeared, and then
their son Thiago, and after more hugs and kisses on the cheek all around,
they all went inside.
On the ground loor were the living room, the kitchen/dining room, and
two bedrooms with double beds. From the living room a wide wooden
stairway led up to a big loft with ive more beds under the open beamed
ceiling. Pepe and Lucia had claimed one of the downstairs bedrooms and
reserved the other for Aurelio and Livvie; everyone else ran up the stairs
to claim their territory.
That afternoon after they were settled, they all put on their swimsuits and
went to the beach, the kids running ahead barefoot. At home Livvie would
have been worried about razor blades and needles buried in the sand, but
in this mild place it seemed there could be nothing to hurt anyone.
Everything was quiet and calm, as if time did not take itself seriously.
Livvie didn’t wonder why Pepe and Lucia came here every summer. Aguas
Dulces was a gentle place; there seemed to be nothing to do but lie on the
beach and swim in the ocean and eat churros. Nothing could come in from
outside to distract you - ordinary humans did not have cell phones in
those days, and the blue roofed house had no landline. In fact, for the
entire population of 400, there was only one phone. Later Pepe and Lucia
took them to see it, a lone pay phone cloistered in a little storefront in the
center of town, jealously guarded from overuse by a lady employed of the
city.
Livvie wondered why, being right on the very salty sea, the town was
called “fresh waters,” and they said that was easy. If you took a shovel and
dug down into the sand, you’d hit fresh water very close to the surface.
And it must have been true; all around them, the countryside was
beautiful and fertile, full of farms and forests of small, happy trees. Water,
the lifeblood of the land, was everywhere.
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-Emmie’s New Life
A few days after their arrival in Aguas Dulces, it was time for Emmie to ly
back home to Massachusetts. Aurelio had promised to see her off in
Montevideo, and Livvie stood with them as they waited in the little town
square for the airport bus to arrive.
Emmie was weeping. Her old life was gone, swept up and away in the
happy chaos of her time with the family. Two weeks ago she’d been a
solitary person dedicated to the quiet single life, a sober vegetarian who
limited herself to one small meal a day. Her life had been under control,
and she’d been apprehensive about how she’d be able to tolerate being
with her sister’s rambunctious and noisy family for even a few days.
Now, two weeks later, she wasn’t weeping over the loss of her old life.
She’d discovered that she loved the warmth and craziness of family life.
She loved being with the youngsters, and she’d become one of their
favorite people. On top of that, she’d fallen in love with the succulent
meats of the Argentine asado, the creamy lan, the wine and crusty bread,
and with Latin culture in general. Despite the chaos, she’d been relaxed
and happy for two weeks.
That was why she was weeping, in a whole welter of joy and trepidation
and sadness. As they stood there waiting, the ocean and the breeze
murmuring around them, she told them how blessed she was to have
spent this time with them, and how she yearned to bring her new life
back with her to Massachusetts. She wanted so much to continue in this
wonderful new direction. She wanted a family! How would she ever be
able to make that happen? She lived alone, she knew no one back home,
and she was already almost 40. She was afraid she would just fall back
into her old loneliness, and that would be so very, very sad…
Aurelio and Livvie told her they knew she could change her life. There
were things she could do to make that happen; it wasn’t hard, she just had
to be very clear about what she wanted. She could work on it. If she set
aside some time every day, and imagined how she wanted to live,
imagined it as clearly and in as much detail as possible. Then little by little
things would begin to move in that direction.
The bus came, and Livvie embraced her sister joyfully, sad to see her go,
but happy for the new life she was beginning. She marveled that none of
that would have happened if Aurelio hadn’t followed his generous
impulse…
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A couple of months later, after they were all back in the states, Emmie
called to tell them about her progress. The irst thing she’d done when she
got home, she said, was to buy a couple of low-cut sequined dresses. Then
she’d enrolled in Spanish classes and Latin dance classes, and started
learning salsa and the romantic tango. On the weekends she went to
dances…
For several months she persisted in her quest, until at one of the dances
she met a sexy Peruvian named Mario. It wasn’t long before they married,
and the following fall she called to tell them she was growing round with a
baby girl.
Aurelio just smiled.
-The Unblemished Moment
Not long after Emmie left Augas Dulces, several members of Aurelio’s
family arrived to take her place. His sister Milagros and her 15-year-old
daughter Del ina made the long bus trip from their home town, Parana,
and his 19-year-old son Lucas came from Buenos Aires.
They all settled in, and Aurelio was happy – he hadn’t seen his son or his
sister and niece for several years.
The newcomers had been there a week when Aurelio told Livvie he had a
trip planned just for the two of them, a trip to the seaside city of Punta del
Este. Because now that they could leave the kids with Milagros, they could
take some time for themselves.
Livvie was delighted. She knew nothing about Punta del Este, but she
knew she would love it if she and Aurelio were going there together.
Before sunrise two days later the two of them left the family sleeping and
slipped out with their small suitcase, walking down the silent streets to
the center of town where the buses came and went. Lights were just
beginning to twinkle here and there, and a soft rain was falling. Hand in
hand, they stood in the dark until the bus came. Then they climbed
aboard and found seats in the irst row with an unobstructed view out the
wide front window.
The bus took off into the dark, and they rode a long, long time in silence,
watching the road unfolding before them as the sky grew lighter on the
horizon. They passed through the countryside, and through a shabby little
town, its small shops lying quiet in the dimness, old cement buildings
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wearing away with time, no one around but a few working people in the
early morning. Warm and quiet, the rain came down from Brazil. Sitting
there, feeling Aurelio ’s calm energy radiating from his hand into hers as
the bus carried them through the dawn, Livvie began to feel an uncanny,
deep pleasure.
It was strange, she thought. Here they were, in an ordinary bus, riding
through an ordinary, unspectacular country, a humble place where people
lived quiet lives. Nothing special was going on, nothing at all. And yet,
somehow, she felt the most extraordinary peace. Whatever might happen,
everything was simply ine, in and of itself.
For a long time she sat in utter contentment. She told Aurelio how
peaceful she felt, and he smiled and agreed. It was wonderful…
At last, after what seemed hours, Livvie realized that they were no longer
in the countryside. The sun had come up, and they were entering a city
with tall buildings by the sea. They could spend the whole day here in
Punta del Este, said Aurelio, and they’d stay in a hotel that night, and go
back to Aguas Dulces the next day.
The bus let them off at a terminal downtown, and they set out walking
slowly through the city streets. With no destination, they just wandered,
happy to be together, saying very little. Everything was fresh, everything
new and perfect. It seemed nothing could ever be wrong.
In this simple contentment Livvie wandered through the whole day. Later
she could never remember exactly what they did all day – they could have
done anything. It wasn’t what they were doing that was memorable, it was
the peace.
That evening they dined in a restaurant by the water, and the food was
exquisite. They spent a restful night in a hotel nearby, and the next
morning, after a leisurely breakfast, they wandered the city some more
until it was time to catch the bus back to Aguas Dulces.
As they rode back through the evening, Livvie fondled the unparalleled
sweetness of what they had just experienced. It was wonderful – but it
mysti ied her.
She wondered if Aurelio had felt the same, and if he knew what it was. He
seldom talked about his own feelings – most of the time, he just exuded
peacefulness. She had to ask him.
“Why should it be more of a pleasure to be there, in a place like Punta del
Este, than back in San Francisco, which is just as beautiful?” she asked
him.
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“Because,” he replied, “when you live somewhere you get used to it, and
then you shut off, and everything becomes mechanical.
“But once in a long time, if you are very lucky, you ind yourself suddenly
without cares in a completely new place. Then your consciousness is free
just to perceive, to take everything in as it truly is, in its perfect freshness,
its eternal newness…”
“So,” Livvie speculated, “if we didn’t shut ourselves off, it would be just
such a pleasure to be at home, or anywhere, as it was to travel on a bus in
the rain from Aguas Dulces to Punta del Este, and spend a day there doing
nothing?”
“Yes,” said Aurelio , “Just such a pleasure.”
They got back to Aguas Dulces, and Livvie’s state of bliss slowly dwindled,
until she was back in her ordinary state. But she treasured the memory of
that peace, keeping it safe in the book of sacred moments in her heart.
-Paradise
Early one morning not long after Livvie and Aurelio got back from their
excursion, Pepe herded everyone outside and made them climb into a van
he’d rented for the day. He wanted to take them on an adventure, he
wouldn’t say where.
They drove for an hour through the countryside before turning off on a
dirt track that climbed gently up a hill. Up and around they bumped until
they came out on the hilltop and pulled up outside an old Spanish-style
adobe. Everyone tumbled out of the van and stood looking around them
in the quiet sunshine, wondering what this place was. Below them a lake
spread far into the distance, shining in the sun…
Presently a stout woman and a rugged-looking man, both of them in their
sixties, came out to greet the new arrivals. Everyone is welcome, they
beamed, we will be your hosts, along with our two sons, please just make
yourselves at home.
The irst order of business, they said, was refreshment. Directing their
guests through an archway into a shaded patio, they invited them to sit
around the long oaken table, and when everyone was settled, began by
passing around a gourd of mate. Mate is the currency of friendliness all
over Argentina, and it was even more so in Uruguay, where everyone lives
with a thermos of hot water and a gourd of mate in hand at all times.
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So the two families sat, and the mate was passed from hand to hand, and
there was hot chocolate for the youngsters, and cookies.
Livvie didn’t know how long they sat there under the trees, sipping the
mate and talking quietly, looking out across the lake and the broad, low
land, feeling the sun warm around them. Nobody had explained what this
place was, or why they were here – but she knew. It was a place to take a
break from time. It was easy. You put everything into the hands of your
hosts, and you were safe, and everything was ine.
Everything about that day was slow, but slow in a gracious way, like a
silence that was so full of itself that nothing needed to be said.
After the refreshments, the woman showed them around the beautiful old
house, with its central courtyard covered by a grape arbor. She invited
them to pick the ripe purple muscat grapes, and they did, crushing them
sweet-tart in their mouths. Outside she showed them the garden, and the
old well. She showed Juan how to drop a bucket down and bring up water,
then pour it back in and he was enchanted to see and hear it splash and
echo.
One of the sons asked if anyone would like to go horseback riding.
Although Livvie didn’t know the irst thing about horses, she said yes, of
course. Juan was eager, and the twins willing, as were Thiago and Del ina.
The other adults stayed at the house drinking mate, and Livvie went with
the youngsters, following the boy as he led the way to the pasture.
When they got there, Livvie looked up with misgiving at the horses, their
enormous backs high above. But the young man helped each of them up
and assured them that the horses were gentle and slow.
It was another world from up on her horse’s knobbly back. Balancing
uncertainly, Livvie let her horse carry her wobbling and swaying out
across the grassy ield as it followed the others. Fine, she thought, it
knows where it’s going, I don’t even have to steer.
She was just beginning to relax when the horse came to a nonchalant halt,
lowered its head and began to nibble the grass, evidently enjoying itself.
Nothing Livvie could do with the reins would persuade it to go on, and
she could only sit, watching the others move farther and farther away
until, apparently satis ied, it raised its head and wandered on after the
others. For another half hour they all meandered slowly around a broad
grassy ield, until the boy had them turn homeward, and they all clomped
back to their starting point and dismounted.
The next thing was the lake. There were canoes, said the other son. Did
anyone want to take them out? Juan was entranced, and the other
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youngsters were game, so they all followed the boy down to the water’s
edge. He showed them the three long canoes tied up to the low dock. They
could take them out as far as they liked, he said. It was perfectly safe – no
lifejackets needed, the lake was only two feet deep anywhere you went.
Dividing themselves between two boats, they set out, paddling toward the
middle of the giant lake. Almost scraping bottom with the paddles, but not
quite, they rowed far out and sat gliding, just looking, in the calm sun. It
was like being on a great, shallow mirror - funny to think you could just
step out and walk back to shore…
They spent a long, silent time just loating, dreaming, gazing around them,
until at last they turned and rowed back and climbed the hill and joined
the others, who were still just sitting in the shade, conversing in soft
voices…
A little later the boy with the horses said he would like to take them on a
special eco-tour by horse-drawn cart. Why not, they said. Everyone was
willing, as long as it didn’t take any physical effort. They all climbed up
and sat on the hard wooden seats while the boy held the reins, and they
set off down the dirt track for the woods below.
Livvie could not believe how slowly the cart rolled forward - so slowly
that she didn’t have time to be impatient. It was strange to be in a moving
vehicle without a motor. She savored the delicious silence as they
trundled slowly, slowly through the hot sun over the dirt road, dust rising
all around them.
At last they entered the little forest. Under the trees it was cool and dark,
and the boy stopped the horses and got out. They climbed out too, and he
showed them a special plant, a small, dark green one with heart-shaped
leaves. This plant, he said, grew only here, and nowhere else in the world.
After that they got back in the cart, and he took them further into the
wood, then out into a clearing beside a stream, where he stopped beside
an enormous tree.
This was an ombu, he told them, one of the wonderful trees whose
smooth trunks and branches curving in outlandish shapes reminded
Livvie of Dr. Seuss. Aurelio loved the ombues, and everywhere they went
in the south he would look for them. Livvie loved them too, with their
smooth limbs undulating every direction and sinking deep into the soft
earth.
They all got out of the cart and went over to the great tree, running their
hands over the bark, and the young ones climbed all over its patient
curving limbs. There was no hurry, and they stayed a long time.
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At last they climbed back into the cart and made their gradual way back
up the hill to the old house. It was time, the boy told them, for lunch.
Lunch, it turned out, was really dinner in the middle of the day. It was
nothing like lunch back home, a hasty sandwich in the middle of the
workday. But why not? The gentle morning’s activities had left everyone
hungry, and all morning their hosts had been roasting a lamb over the
coals.
Again they sat down around the long table, and their hosts passed around
plates of lamb, fragrant with chimichurri, a piquant sauce of green herbs,
olive oil, and garlic. There was salad too, and long loaves of crusty white
bread, and coffee and white cheese with dulce de membrillo, a thick, sweet
fruit paste that Aurelio said was the typical “poor man’s dessert” all over
the south. This one was made of quince, but you could also get dulce de
batata, sweet potato, he told Livvie. Too sweet for him…
They ate at a leisurely pace, savoring everything, until at last they were
satis ied. Then, after the food was cleared away, it was time for the siesta.
This was a habit Livvie would grow to love years later, when she and
Aurelio stayed in Argentina for many months. After eating so much in the
afternoon, you had to lie down and sleep for at least two hours, it was
only common sense. How else would you make it all the way to 6 o’clock
tea, with its pastries and hot drinks that had to tide you over until you
inally ate supper at 10 or 11 or even midnight?
At their hosts’ invitation, the four adults lay down in string hammocks in
the shade of the elms. Livvie must have been more relaxed than ever in
her life, because she did not even wonder where the children were, or
what they were doing. Whatever they were doing, here in this peaceful
place, they could not be anything but ine.
They lay there saying nothing, gazing up into the mild blue sky through
the leafy branches of the elms, the breezes soft around them and the land
spread out around them like the essence of tranquility. For a long while,
they lay quiet, just breathing…
At last Pepe spoke. They should all buy an estancia together and come to
Uruguay and forget everything else, he said. And Aurelio and Livvie
agreed, as did Lucia. It was the obvious thing to do. It would be paradise.
Pepe said he was serious, he and Lucia had been talking about this for a
while now.
Livvie didn’t know about Aurelio, who was always “slow,” but she was
sold. Utterly content, she loated there in the soft warmth, suspended
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outside time. The idea of returning to the anxious rush of life at home
seemed the most senseless and tragic loss. Clearly this was where they
had to be.
A small voice nattered in the distance that there were “practical details” to
think about, and “money” and the like, but she shut the tiny voice out.
Details did not matter here. This was where real life was, sweet and
strong and full of peace. So powerful was her yearning to live always in
this sweet, slow paradise that she told herself that they must, would, and
could make it happen.
When Livvie told Aurelio later how delighted she was with the idea, he
smiled, and agreed. The next day she approached Pepe, and assured him
that they really wanted to do this, and must ind a way. Oh yes, he told her,
he agreed wholeheartedly, as did Lucia. That was what they were
planning for their future, and they would be delighted if Livvie and
Aurelio would join them.
-Idle hands
And so, everyone in full agreement, they all went back to Aguas Dulces
and continued their seaside life. All day they swam in the warm ocean,
learning to dive under the breakers, hoping to avoid the invisible stinging
jelly ish that enjoyed the water with them.
When they got tired they would lie on the beach, hoping the rays would
transform their embarrassing whiteness into something a less glaring
hue. Walking home through the endless sand they would stop at one of
the little carts that sold churros, and go on their way savoring the sweet,
crunchy, creamy deep fried pastries stuffed with warm liquid caramel.
And some days they would take the kids and pay for a ride on one of the
giant open-air jeep trucks that took them swooping over the dunes.
As always, Livvie worried about her body. It was embarrassing to be a
northerner, so white from the San Francisco fog that sometimes people
would ask them if they were ill. And she was getting fat. In the mirror at
night she would ponder her nakedness, noting her roundness. Her
favorite pants were growing tighter, and inally she stopped wearing
them. But she told herself she was being obsessive, it would be a shame to
miss out on all the wonders of the food here – the succulent asados, the
good bread, the churros. She would deal with losing weight when they got
back.

343

Aguas Dulces was the vacation of vacations. But vacations, Livvie had
always noted, are not always perfect. At irst it was delightful to be in the
quaint, simple surroundings, with nothing to do but walk and swim and
enjoy themselves.
But after three weeks of idleness, she had to admit she was beginning to
go a little stir crazy. Sitting at the little table outside their front door, she
began to spend hours writing in her journal. One day when the warm air
was thick with lies, she wrote, “I know it’s a fallacy and a weakness to be
bored, but God am I bored! I have a vague impulse to write – but what?
I’ve just killed a ly that landed on my arm – what satisfaction!”
Vacationing meant relaxing, doing nothing – but that went against her
nature. Her life was about action, and it had to be meaningful action.
Everything in her life drove her that way – irst her mother had laid the
foundations with her inexhaustible enthusiasm about saving the world
through music, and now the Movement was telling her she needed to have
her own mission, the particular work that would be her gift to the world.
But what project could she undertake? What could she give to the world?
How could she make her mark? She loved to write, but wasn’t that just
sel ish? How could writing ever be enough? The world was a disaster,
falling apart at the seams, with so much horri ic suffering everywhere you
looked. What could she do to change that? The question gnawed at her
day and night – but her mind was a desert, not an idea in sight.
At last, one morning, something began to bubble up, a possibility. Maybe
writing could be enough, if it served to inspire others, to help them ind a
way out of their own suffering. She’d just inished reading a book her
sister had given her, a book written by a daughter about herself and her
mother. It was an inspiring story, a story of suffering and overcoming
suffering together. Why not do something like that, Livvie thought. Jude
had been such a powerful, inextricable part of her life, her obsessive joy
had carved the channel Livvie now moved in. What if she wrote about her
mother and how her work had in luenced her?
And so she set off, happy at last with a suitable purpose. She wrote the
introduction that very afternoon, envisioning a long, dense
autobiographical novel, an intricate tome of family intrigue and
inspiration.
As it turned out, the book she would inally publish, back in the U.S., was a
slim one, a collection of her mother’s stories about her childhood.
Jude’s students blushed at those stories because their mentor had written
them in the midst of losing her rational mind to Alzheimer’s. But Livvie
loved those stories, they were full of wonder and darkness. Her favorite
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was about the time Jude’s angry, brutal father woke her and her two
brothers up in the middle of the night and took them all downtown to the
soda fountain and bought them ice-cream sodas.
As for the estancia, after they said goodbye to Pepe and Lucia, none of
them ever spoke of it again. Aurelio and Livvie went back to their lives in
the U.S., and Pepe and Lucia went back to Buenos Aires, where their lives
took a totally different turn.
But the estancia was forever alive in Livvie’s dreams, one of her paradises.
Maybe one day in the afterlife they would all meet up there, and maybe
then Livvie would write the saga of their lives – although it was hard to
imagine how, in Paradise, where there is no time and no con lict, she
would never be able to conjure up a decent plot. But she would cross that
bridge when she came to it.
-A Small Provincial Town
At last their stay by the seaside ended. Aurelio’s son left, and then his
sister and niece, and inally they were alone again with Pepe, Lucia and
Thiago, and it was their turn to leave.
As they all stood outside the blue-roofed house that morning, hugging
each other goodbye and promising to stay in touch, Livvie was surprised
at the bond that had grown among them all. She was sure they would see
each other again somehow…
After the goodbyes, they walked to the center of town to catch their bus
for the Montevideo Airport. From there they lew to Parana, the city
where Aurelio had been born and raised.
Aurelio had often disparaged his birthplace to Livvie as a “small
provincial town, very boring.” And it was indeed in a province, being the
capital of Entre Rios, whose name means “between rivers,” because four
rivers wrap around it: the Parana to the west and south, the Uruguay and
the Mocoreta to the east, and the Guayquiraro to the north.
But when they arrived and found Parana to be a large and noisy city of
almost a quarter of a million, Livvie could not understand how Aurelio
could call it a “small town.” Only later would she understand that he was
not talking about size.
Livvie thought the city beautiful. It had a European feel, full of old
buildings of a fading elegance. The streets sloped gently up and down, as
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if the city were built on gentle ocean swells, and everything was lush and
green, gardens full of lowers everywhere. There were many trees, the tall,
blue Jacaranda were in bloom, and there were strange “palos borachos” –
drunken sticks – their trunks swollen as if pregnant, their foliage a riot of
pink and yellow lowers that looked like a child could have drawn them
with crayons.
Aurelio ’s sister lived in one of the residential neighborhoods, and Aurelio
and Livvie rented a sleek apartment nearby, on the top loor of the
Apartamentos de Urquiza. Justo Jose de Urquiza was a local hero from the
mid-1800s; later they visited his palace, painted pink with paint tinted
with cows’ blood. Below their apartment the whole city spread out with
its red tiled roofs and roof-top patios. They spent a week living in that
apartment, going out to visit Milagros and Del ina, as well as Aurelio’s
many childhood friends.
Spending time with all his friends was a tall order, there were so many of
them, all of them now married with their own children. Each family
invited them to dinner, and the kids and Livvie gamely followed Aurelio
from asado to asado to asado.
Everywhere they went, no matter who their hosts were, Livvie could
predict what they were going to eat. Every family had a quincho, or
covered open air barbecue, in their back yard, and the food of celebration
was always beef, or once in a while lamb, roasted to perfection and served
with a salad of lettuce and tomatoes and a loaf of crusty white bread. For
dessert there was either lan or ice cream, or her favorite, dulce de
membrillo with white cheesE. To drink there was the good red wine from
the province of Mendoza, generously watered, with a cube of ice loating
in it, since it was summertime.
Aurelio took his family to a different home every night, and at every one of
those nostalgic dinners, the kids and Livvie sat for what seemed hours,
attending to the food and wondering what time it was, while Aurelio and
his friends reminisced.
After dinner, the kids would go off to another room with the other
children, and Livvie would do her best to join in the conversation. Which
meant, since she was not pro icient enough to understand much of what
was being said, that most of the time she just sat and spaced out, bathed
in the warm, unintelligible babble, while Aurelio talked and talked and
laughed and laughed with his friends, until inally it was time to go home.
At one of the dinners, Livvie asked their hostess how it was living there in
Parana. The woman told her things were way too expensive, but it was
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safe enough - she didn’t worry too much when the kids went out. The
worst problems were the kidnappings and the moto accidents...
Livvie shuddered. Kidnappings – her worst nightmare. And the motos
were just as bad. Everyone rode the little motorcycles everywhere,
sometimes an entire family on one bike, and she had never seen anyone
wearing a helmet.
Evidently their hostess was a strong woman. Now she was telling her
about a friend’s 19-year-old daughter, who was in a coma, about to die,
after a moto accident. Two years ago another friend had lost a son that
way, she said. But, she shrugged, dangers are everywhere, and you can’t
live in fear.
At one of the dinners the host said something that moved Aurelio to tears,
talking about the time years ago when Aurelio was in jail and his mother
was on her death bed in the hospital there in Parana. When they heard
Aurelio was to be taken to visit her, he said, everyone in his wide circle of
family and friends had stopped what they were doing, even leaving work,
and had gone to the hospital hoping to get a glimpse of Aurelio as he was
led handcuffed inside.
Aurelio had had no idea they were there. Telling Livvie about it later, he
wept again.
Aurelio was happy to be able to visit all his old friends, but later he
confessed to Livvie how shocked he was by their lives. They were all good
people, and dear to him, but their lives had hardly changed over all these
decades. That was the way life was here, he said. This city might be large,
he said, but its culture and its lifestyle were not. This truly was a
provincial town. Here time was not sweetly suspended, as it had been
sometimes during their stay in Uruguay. Here time was stuck in a
changeless groove.
It was like when the old fashioned records Livvie remembered from her
youth got stuck playing the same bit of inanity over and over and over ad
in initum until someone came and lifted the arm. All Aurelio ’s friends
were still doing and thinking pretty much the same things they had been
doing and thinking the last time he’d seen them, so many years ago. The
only difference was that now their hair was turning gray.
At the end of the week Livvie wrote in her journal, “At irst I was
overwhelmed by the beauty of this city, and now I am overwhelmed by
the limits of its littleness. It is ingrown, like any closed system. People
who were born and remain here give me a feeling of complacent
desperation, like a cow munching her cud tied to a railroad track, awaiting
the impending doom of Nothingness, no new horizons…”
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Nevertheless, Livvie knew it was important to Aurelio to be there and see
all these old friends. He had enjoyed himself immensely, and she was glad
they had come.
-Elders
Two of the people Aurelio wanted to see most were Julia and Helio. Julia
was the nanny who had taken care of his cousins when he was little, and
Helio was his uncle.
Leaving the youngsters at the apartment, Livvie and Aurelio went irst to
ind Julia. The place turned out to be an old gray building, its lat front cut
with elegance, like so many of the facades of the old buildings here. They
rang the bell and stood waiting before the tall, carved door of heavy, dark
wood, and after a while an ancient lady opened it. Behind her they could
see a long hallway lined with folding beach chairs, and old ladies in cotton
housedresses sitting in them.
Aurelio said they were looking for Julia, and the ancient lady led them
inside. As they entered, all the others looked up at them curiously. Who
are you looking for, they asked, and they said they were looking for Julia.
But there are several Maria Julia’s, they said, smiling. It was only when
Aurelio told them she was an 80-year-old black lady that they said,
“Ahhhh,” and one of them went to ind her.
Julia came out leaning on a cane, and when she recognized Aurelio, a
beautiful warm smile lit her face. She said they could sit in the garden,
and they carried some chairs outside. Then they sat together in the shade,
and she asked Aurelio about himself and his life, and told him about hers.
She had no family but his, the family she had been nanny for, she said, and
now she lived here with 15 other old ladies, all of them co-owners of the
place. She was so present, so peaceful, simple and joyful, and so entirely
lucid that Livvie was touched. How wonderful, she thought, to be able to
live as one chooses, surrounded by friends, in one’s elder years.
There was a dignity about Julia, and about the whole household, that she
had never felt in a residence for the elderly in the states. How much better
this was than the senior ghettos people are herded into in their last years
in the land of the free, where everyone looks on the very old as pitiable
discards, the unwanted refuse of a society that no longer needs them.
When they said goodbye Livvie thanked Julia from her heart. This was
such a different possible future! She knew it would not be a likely one for
either her or Aurelio back in the states, but still, it was beautiful to see.
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After saying goodbye to Julia, they went to ind his uncle Helio, who had
been like a second father to Aurelio when he was young, seeing him off on
his travels and greeting him on his return, making sure he was ok.
They found the old man at the social club in the center of town, playing
cards with several friends. A skinny, dapper old man in a nicely cut suit
with a carnation on his lapel, Helio was delighted to see his nephew, and
he introduced his wife Clarisita, who was much younger, and beautiful,
with dark red hair in a bun, and a warm smile. Everyone was friendly and
cheerful, and when Aurelio introduced Livvie, the old man kissed her and
called her “mi hija” – my daughter – and Livvie was touched. What a
beautiful old man, she thought. Another example of a different way to age!
She loved the story Aurelio told her later – that only a few years ago Helio
had been dying. He had called all the family to his bedside, and when they
all arrived, long-faced and ready to say their goodbyes, they found him in
the pink. To the puzzled throng he announced that he had fallen in love
with his nurse, Clarisita, and they were getting married!
-The Roof of the West
At last they had dined and reminisced with the last of Aurelio ’s dear
friends, and it was time for the inal leg of their trip, a visit to Silo in
Mendoza. The old city lay far away, at the foot of the Andes, which was
why this time, instead of enduring sixteen hours on a bus, they were
lying.
They boarded the plane on a beautiful clear day and took off into the
morning. All of them, even Juan, were old hands at lying now, and they
settled in to pass the time with books and games, gazing down through
occasional clouds at the endless lat pampas far below…
They had been in the air around three hours when a stewardess tapped
Aurelio on the shoulder and told him the pilot wanted to see him and his
family. Puzzled, they all got up and followed the stewardess forward,
crowding into the little cockpit.
It was another world. Sitting before their panels of instruments, the pilot
and copilot were surrounded by windows of thick glass that curved up
and around on all sides, the only thing between them and the pale, empty
expanse of the atmosphere, as they guided their vessel through the air.
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“Look,” said the captain, gesturing ahead of them, and turning to smile at
Juan, who was staring around him open mouthed as the plane hurtled
forward.
They looked - and there, like a jagged blue wall across the horizon, lay the
Andes. Blue-white and rugged they shimmered, taller than Livvie could
comprehend. She could see why people called these mountains the
“backbone of South America.”
“Straight ahead there, a little on the left, is Mount Aconcagua,” said the
captain, and Livvie thought she could make out a slightly larger bump on
the horizon. “The indigenous people say the mountain is a sleeping giant
who will awaken when an Indian maiden kisses him,” he went on. “That
has not happened yet – who knows what will happen when it does…” and
he gave them all a mischievous look.
They stood and stared and stared… Finally, they thanked him and went
back to their seats. The mountains were so immense, so stark – Livvie
could almost feel something holy and incomprehensible breathing from
them.
Half an hour later they landed at the small airport in the broad, fertile lat
lands. This whole province, said Aurelio, was famous for its agriculture,
and especially for its vineyards, and the wines that rival even those of
France.
It was a warm afternoon, and they took a taxi through the small city to
their hotel. The city was beautiful, the broad streets lined with tall green
trees fed by the acequias, the deep stone-lined ditches that carried fresh
water along each side of every street. They were part of the ancient
irrigation system built by the Incas, and for hundreds of years had carried
the precious snowmelt down from the high mountains to feed the farms
and orchards all around.
When they got to the hotel, the irst thing Aurelio did was call Silo. They
talked brie ly, and when he hung up, Aurelio said they were invited for a
visit three days later.
That taken care of, they spent that evening exploring the friendly city
streets, enjoying the dry warmth and the sights. Craftspeople stood at
their booths under the tall trees in one of the park-like squares, and Livvie
bought two small wire sculptures from a young man. One was made of
aluminum wire that he had folded together into the shape of an airplane;
the other was of copper wire, a little tree with red enamel leaves like tiny
lames. That evening they went out for an asado at one of the outdoor
restaurants…
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They spent the next day wandering through the city, enjoying themselves.
Everything was so lush and beautiful, warm and green, that Livvie wanted
to stay forever. Falling in love yet again with a new place, she felt sure they
needed to move here. This would be as good as an estancia in Uruguay. Or
maybe they could buy an estancia near here…
Walking in the warmth, enjoying everything, relaxing so deeply, Livvie
recalled her state of mind at home, so full of tension and details and
problems. Why couldn’t they live like this back home? Livvie knew it was
the culture there that made it impossible.
So if they couldn’t do that, why couldn’t they move to Argentina or
Uruguay?
But she knew they could never do that, because the family was at home her parents and her brother and sisters and their children, and Stephen
and his wife, whom the twins loved.
And anyway, she knew it was always very different to live anywhere
permanently than it was to be there on vacation, no matter how glorious
the place. Daily life always had its downsides…
So they were stuck. At least, she told herself, she had to remember how
she had felt on this trip so that, when they were back in the day to day
grind, she could remind herself that there was another way to be alive…
-Crowning Glory
They had come to Mendoza at the right time, it turned out. This whole
week the town was celebrating the Vendimia, the Harvest Festival. There
were parades, and Livvie and her family stood and watched from the
sidewalk as loat after loat went slowly by, and beautiful young women in
peasant costumes lung melons and grapes into their midst, and everyone
cheered and clapped.
One night they got tickets to an open-air concert. Their taxi dropped them
off as close as it could get to the big amphitheater. The place was said to
hold 30,000 people, joining the multitudes of concertgoers Livvie and
Aurelio and their family set out walking, always uphill, making their slow
way toward the gates.
Inside they found seats on the hard benches and sat waiting. The sun had
gone down when the concert inally began. There was music, but that was
not all; it was a spectacle. Down in the pit, an orchestra played Argentine
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folk music, and on the stage troop after troop of dancers in a rainbow of
costumes performed folk dances. On and on it went, the dancers
astounding everyone with their grace and agility, and the music throbbing
and pounding its heartfelt strains into 30,000 listeners’ blood.
The sky was black and illed with stars when the ireworks started. They
were as outrageous as the music and the dance, soaring in sumptuous and
exotic fountains of light, bursting with a crack and a boom, blooming in
the blackness above the crowd. All the while the orchestra played
Beethoven’s Ode to Joy, the music building and swelling and crying out
with pathos and exaltation…
The joyous strains were at their climax when “crack!” – something hit
Livvie hard on the head. Surprised, she reached up and felt her head – and
her ingers came back bloody. What on earth?! She poked Aurelio and he
and the kids looked at her in puzzlement while she whispered what had
happened. Peering behind them they looked up and all around – the
projectile seemed to have come from up in the hills behind them. Livvie
imagined some rowdy youths throwing rocks into the crowd and laughing
from their hiding places in the dark…
She was ok, it was a shallow, if bloody wound, and when the concert
ended a short while later, they all wandered out bemused through the
packed crowd. Later, talking about it, they decided a piece of the ireworks
must have fallen on her head.
Whatever the source, she igured it was yet another reminder to snap out
of her habitual reverie. Maybe, if she’d been truly awake, some
hypervigilant sense would have noticed the missile hurtling toward her
and she would have simply moved aside…
-Stone Giant
The next day they got up early and piled into a hired car. They were going
up into the mountains, to a place Livvie and Aurelio had to see: a desolate
mountainside 9000 feet above sea level at the intersection of three rivers
and three mountain chains.
The drive took four long hours, up a narrow road that snaked ever
upward around the jagged lanks of the mountains, past ever more
dizzying drops. Aurelio had warned Livvie that Argentine drivers are
insane, and she had not been eager to be at their mercy. Now, as they
peeled up the sinuous road, she held her breath, peering down over the
sheer edge at the freezing little river that charged and frothed down the
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ravine far below. But the driver, Miguel, was a considerate young man, and
all the way up he drove with relative circumspection, never once passing
on a curve.
At last they passed the milestone that told them they were nearing their
destination. Punta de Vacas, now nothing but a collection of ramshackle
buildings, had once been a stop on the now-defunct railroad. After
rounding a few more curves, they pulled off and parked at the side of the
road.
Getting out, they all followed Aurelio, who seemed to know where he was
going as he climbed down the gravely slope.
“This is the place,” he said, stopping in a level area above the river.
It was the spot where Silo had given his irst talk, back in 1969. Then he
had spoken about the “Healing of Suffering” to a handful of young people,
while soldiers peered at them from behind their machine guns. It was the
time of the military dictatorship, and the soldiers had no idea what these
crazy nonviolent youngsters were up to, up here far away from
everything…
There was nothing here to mark the spot, nothing but the great wings of
the mountains on all sides, their rough mineral slopes painted in every
color from deep reds and purples to soft greens and grays and blues.
Nothing but the mountains and the great sky, arching blue above them.
Not far away, said Aurelio, were the ruins of the stone hut Silo had lived in
before the soldiers machine gunned it to the ground.
They stood and looked out over the vast valley, the wind echoing around
them, the sun beating down. Bending down, Livvie gathered a handful of
the dry red gravel under their feet, and put it in her pocket. There was no
need of a monument here. A great, empty peace lived here – it had been
here long before Silo, and would be here still be, even after every last
human had gone.
At last they made their way back up the slope and climbed into the car.
When they were all settled, Miguel told them he would like to take them
to a special place not much farther up the road, a place they would all like.
Aurelio agreed, and Livvie was glad – the kids were being patient and
polite, and deserved something more interesting after that obligatory visit
to a place where there was nothing…
They continued on up the road, ever higher into the mountains, until at
last they came to a small sign reading “Puente del Inca” – the Inca Bridge.
Pulling off, they parked in a clearing with several other cars.
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It was clear Miguel could hardly wait to show them what he had brought
them to see. This place was magical, he said as he led them across the
parking area toward what looked, again, like nothing more than a barren
mountainside.
But this time there was something more there. Following their guide, they
found themselves stepping onto a massive natural stone bridge, wide
enough but with no railings to keep you from tumbling off into the wild,
foaming river. This was the Inca Bridge across the Rio Mendoza, said
Miguel as he led them across it, and they could almost feel the stone
trembling underfoot as the river thundered through a deep cut in the
rocks far below.
On the other side they climbed down a slope curving back toward the
ruins of an old bath house, built ages ago around a healing spring above
the river. Everything, both the ruins and the surrounding cliffs that sloped
perilous and smooth all the way down to the river, was stained vivid
orange and yellow and white, and glowed with color in the afternoon
light.
The entered the ruins through a low doorway. Inside, the loor was
smooth and looded with the spring water, and walls and roof were coated
with the petri ied orange sediment. The waters were supposed to be
slightly radioactive, said Miguel, and if you left an object – a shoe, a
branch, anything – in it for several hours, it would end up petri ied, like
dried orange peel.
Taking off their shoes, they wandered with the other tourists through the
warm, tingly water. Above them the roof was crusted with stalactites, and
below them, far below the open windows, at the foot of steep rocks
slippery as glass, the icy river surged. In the sunlight a sparkling rain of
droplets shot down from the roof. They were entranced.
Miguel said there were old Inca houses further down, below them, but
you needed climbing gear to reach them. At last, as if in a dream, they
wandered back to the car. Now, said Miguel, he would take them back to
Mendoza. There was just one more place he wanted to show them, but
that was on the way.
They set off, and before long they turned off on a road to the north.
Driving a short distance, they pulled over and stopped. This, said Miguel,
was the road to Mt. Aconcagua. They could see the great peak there,
straight ahead, in the distance.
They all got out and looked, the afternoon wind chill around them.
Enormous mountains were everywhere, and Livvie wasn’t sure she was
looking at the right peak – until she realized that the gray and white
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immensity in the distance was so huge it hardly seemed like just one
mountain.
This was Aconcagua, the Stone Sentinel, guardian of the mountains. She
remembered what the pilot had told them as they approached the great
wall of the Andes: that under Mt. Aconcagua lay a sleeping giant who was
waiting for an Indian maiden to melt his stone heart with her kiss.
Standing there in the icy stillness, far from their day to day world, Livvie
could almost feel the giant’s pulse, beating deep in the earth with the
patience of in inite strength.
-Danger
The next day was their day with Mario. By 9am the whole family was
ready and waiting on the sidewalk, and it wasn’t long before the he pulled
up in his little gray car, waving at them gaily to out the window. Everyone
piled in, and he set off at a healthy clip, talking with animation with
Aurelio, who was in the passenger seat.
Leaving the city, they drove through the countryside for a while and then
into the suburbs, where they pulled up outside a high white wall. They all
got out, and Mario unlocked a wooden door in the wall, and they followed
him through a little garden into a small white stucco house. Inside they
met his two young teenage sons, who greeted the newcomers politely and
then went back to what they were doing at the computer.
Mario motioned conspiratorially to the twins and Juan. “Legos,” he said,
jerking his thumb toward an adjacent room, and they went in to explore.
Even the twins in their early adolescence were not beyond mesmerizing
themselves for hours with the little colored plastic units that it together
in so many endless con igurations.
Inviting Aurelio and Livvie to sit in the simply furnished living room,
Mario disappeared into the kitchen, returning several minutes later with
three cups of tea on a tray. Then he sat down and he and Aurelio
continued their conversation. If Livvie only roughly understood what they
were going on and on about, she did catch their general drift. They were
talking about the sorry state of the world, and Mario did not look happy.
When Ana got home an hour later, the mood shifted. They had plans to
take their visitors up into the foothills, said Mario, to a very special place.
Since they were so many, nine altogether, they would take two cars.
Accordingly they followed their hosts outside, where everyone somehow
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ended up in a completely lopsided arrangement, Aurelio in Mario’s car,
and the rest of them in Ana’s station wagon.
Livvie wondered why they had been segregated that way; did Mario want
to talk to Aurelio privately? But she told herself it would be good to talk
with Ana, with whom she was more at ease anyway. Ana spoke good, clear
English, as did Mario, although only to a chosen few. But more than the
language barrier, with Mario there was the barrier of Livvie’s
self-consciousness. She never seemed to be able to speak coherently
when she was around him. With Ana it was easier, and she igured she
would broach her favorite and most perplexing topic, one they clearly had
in common: kids and parenting.
The little gray car shot away ahead, and Ana followed, barely keeping up.
Livvie hoped Aurelio wouldn’t die in a car crash with Mario – but she told
herself Mario probably already knew how he would die, and it wasn’t in a
car crash or he wouldn’t be driving like that, so Aurelio was safe.
As they drove, Livvie told Ana about how she found it such a contradiction
to be raising her kids in the city, when she knew they needed nature. And
how she felt trapped there, because that was where they lived, they had
jobs there, and their extended family was nearby, and would be so sad if
they moved away. Most of all, she told Ana how hard she found it to let her
kids go, let them have their freedom, because things were so dangerous in
the city.
“Yes,” said Ana, “It is dif icult. But in the end you have to tell yourself,
‘these are human beings like me, and if they survive, ine, and if not,
equally ine.’”
Livvie wondered if Ana really felt that way. But she only said “Yes, I guess
that’s true,” and the talk moved on to more trivial matters.
They drove for half an hour up into the craggy stone foothills, and turned
at last up a long driveway leading between tall poplars and ending at a
parking lot outside a massive old hotel with cream-colored walls and red
tiled roofs. Getting out of the cars, they all walked down a grassy path
under the trees, following the youngsters, who seemed to know where
they were going. Livvie walked beside Aurelio, relieved that he had
survived his wild ride.
Walking past the buildings, they crossed a wide lawn that ended at the
edge of a cliff, where they all stood looking out over the vista. Below them
in the distance a turquoise lake shimmered, held in the cup of the
mountains. Silent, they all gazed out through the sunny air, while the wind
sailed over them, waving the grasses at their feet…
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At last Mario turned, saying it was time for tea, merienda, and everyone
followed him into the hotel.
Inside, a waiter led them into a cavernous dining room, rustic and elegant
with heavy furniture of polished dark wood and ceilings spanned by vast
dark beams. Taking his place at the head of a long table Mario invited
everyone to sit.
When they were all seated, the waiter began to lay out a sumptuous
spread: rolls and pastries, meats and cheeses, coffee and tea and
chocolate. Everyone fell to with a good appetite, and while they ate, Mario
asked Aurelio about his time in prison. Again Aurelio told his stories, and
Mario listened with rapt attention.
At last they it was time to go back. On their way to the cars, Mario pointed
out something under the trees to Ana, who ran to the car and came back
with a large canvas bag. Crouching down, the two of them began
gathering the large, brown, leshy things that grew in the grass, putting
them carefully into the bag. Happily, Mario informed everyone that this
would be part of their dinner.
Livvie was horri ied. Wild mushrooms! She told herself she was being
silly, of course they knew what they were doing. But as she watched them,
she had a sour feeling in her stomach. Ever since her childhood she’d been
told how easy it was to make a mistake…
Finishing the harvest, they got back in the cars in the same lopsided
arrangement and drove back down the winding road to the little white
house. Inside Ana prepared dinner, and Livvie helped her, chopping
lettuce for the salad. When everything was ready, they gathered around
the little red linoleum table in the kitchen and ate together, roast beef
with mushrooms simmered in a brown sauce. Everything was delicious,
and everyone ate with gusto, and Livvie hoped no one would die.
The food reminded her of one of the many ideas percolating in her brain,
so while they ate, she told them about her idea. It had to do with the
thinness mania that was causing so much suffering everywhere, especially
among women, she said. She wanted to develop a body image project,
workshops where women would be validated for their bodies no matter
how they looked.
To Livvie’s satisfaction, Mario was enthusiastic. “It’s a dictatorship by the
System about what one eats!” he remarked incredulously. “About one’s
own body! How outrageous! How angry that must make people feel!”
Ana said she loved fat people, they were gorgeous, and humorous.
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Clearly these two had no trouble with fat – they were both thin, and both
loved their food.
The talk moved on to other issues, Aurelio as usual falling effortlessly into
the swim of the conversation. When they were inished with dinner, the
kids went back to the legos and Mario did the dishes, talking over his
shoulder to Aurelio and Livvie and Ana as they sat at the table sipping
their coffee.
When the dishes were done Mario joined them for coffee and a inal chat
in the living room before he drove the family back to the hotel.
That was when Aurelio told Mario about Livvie’s adventure with the
ireworks. He was captivated.
“Out of 30,000 people, you were the one who got hit!” he marveled.
“Amazing! Wonderful!” And he laughed and laughed with glee.
Livvie laughed too, but she was discombobulated. She never knew what to
say to this man, this teacher and mentor she revered. Whenever she
wanted to, she never seemed to be able to capture his attention, let alone
impress him. He always seemed to gravitate toward the most humble
people, like Aurelio, who didn’t even care whether he talked to them or
not.
But now, all of a sudden, without her having done a thing except get hit in
the head with ireworks, her mentor was staring at her goggle-eyed and
laughing like he’d never heard anything so wild.
It was ine to be the center of attention, but she wished her moment in the
sun had been her idea, and also that the reason for her getting the
attention were a little more digni ied.
Then she remembered the pamphlets she’d brought along about Jude’s
work in music education.
“Oh, by the way,” she said, pulling one out of her purse and handing it to
Mario, “this is an educational project I’m involved in.”
“Ah, this is very interesting,” he told her. “But you said this was not your
work?”
She hadn’t said that, but of course it was true…
“No,” she answered. “It’s my mother’s. I think it’s important work, and I’m
managing their institute. But that’s not the only thing I want my life to be
about.”
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Mario looked at her and said, “Well, maybe one can never do one’s own
project. One always takes things from others and depends on the work of
others…”
Livvie didn’t tell him about how hopeless she was at managing the
institute. Knowing nothing at all about business management, she’d
offered to take the job not long ago, when her parents’ last manager quit.
She needed the work, and she’d been sure it couldn’t be too dif icult – it
was just business, after all, which was “only money,” as her parents had
taught her. How hard could it be?
That had only been two months ago, and already she had come to a
painful realization: bookkeeping was a high art, far beyond her scope. She
really didn’t know how she was going to continue when they got back
home.
At any rate she had at last intentionally captured Silo’s attention, even if it
was by piggy-backing on her mother’s work. Most of the time she felt like
Aurelio’s sidekick, someone of no account who may have fascinating
projects in her head, but never managed to bring them to fruition.
But Livvie knew that wasn’t what Silo cared about. It wasn’t because of
Aurelio ’s projects that Silo and all the others, including herself, gravitated
to him – Aurelio didn’t have any projects. He was just a genuine, humble
human being who loved living and cared about people. That was what
counted.
-Aldo and the Angel
At last it was time to go home. They took a plane back to Buenos Aires to
spend their last two days with Pepe and Lucia before catching their light
back to the U.S. Their friends had arranged for one last excursion together,
this time to Tigre, where the great Rio de la Plata comes down from the
north and fractures into hundreds of tiny, quiet rivers.
The two families took a train to Tigre, and spent the hot afternoon on a
tour boat that roared deafeningly down the quiet waterways. It was noisy,
but beautiful, with the water shining between the banks where the
willows grew lush and green and the mosquitos lurried in the steamy
heat…
After spending a languid day, lunching in a café by the water, they boarded
a train back to the city. Livvie sat down beside an old man, and Juan sat
down across from her.
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“Look,” said the little boy, pointing to a large hole in the loor at their feet.
“Won’t the fumes come up through that hole and poison us?”
The old man was listening curiously, and Livvie told him in Spanish what
Juan had said.
“Oh no,” he answered, smiling broadly, “that just makes it more
interesting!”
Juan, who understood what the old man was saying more from his
expressiveness than from his words, looked at him curiously.
They began to talk – the old man was a gentle, smiling person, simple and
dressed like a isherman. Speaking in a soft, halting voice, he said his
name was Aldo.
“I am sorry for not speaking very well,” he said. “Two years ago I had an
operation to remove luid from my brain.” Taking off his cap, he showed
her the scar on his balding head.
“Oh, but it’s great that you speak slowly,” she told him, “it makes it so
much easier for me to understand you!”
That made Aldo happy, and they both laughed.
“I am learning everything all over again,” he went on, smiling. “At irst I
could not even speak. And still I cannot read. If you will tell me the names
of the stops, I will know where to get off – I am going to San Ysidro, to
work on my boat.”
Livvie told him of course she would tell him when they got there, and
hoped she would remember to pay attention.
“I used to read a lot,” he said. “And I used to play the harmonica. I forgot
that too, and am learning all over again.”
She thought that sounded hard – but he did not seem unhappy. In fact, he
seemed delighted with life, full of wonder…
“Does it bother you to have to learn everything again, or do you ind it
interesting?” she asked him.
“Oh no,” he said, “it doesn’t bother me, because I have a very strong belief
in God.”
“Ah,” Livvie said, “did you have some special experience that gave you
your faith?”
360

“Oh yes,” he told me. “Thirty years ago I went out of my body. I saw it
down below me, and I felt very good, very peaceful. I didn’t want to go
back. Yet I did go back… But even so, the experience stayed with me.
“And then, not long ago, when I was talking to my daughter, I felt a
presence, something pulling on my attention…
“‘What is it? What is it?’ I kept asking myself. I kept reaching, reaching,
trying to discover what it was…
“Then I became aware of – I felt, rather than saw – a Being. Very peaceful.
I can’t think of the word for it…”
And he closed his eyes, and put the tips of his ingers together…
“An angel?” Livvie asked.
“Yes!” he said, “Yes, an angel. The angel was with me for a while, then it
left. But I stayed with that feeling of peace… I asked my daughter if she
had not felt something, and she said no.”
He was silent for a moment, remembering.
“Soon,” he went on, “I will go to visit a senora who knows about such
things. Someone serious, not someone of the church.”
“Oh, who?” Livvie asked.
“Are you interested?”
“Yes,” Livvie said, “but we are going home tomorrow.”
“Que lastima,” he said – what a shame. Taking out his wallet, he showed
her a card, and asked her to copy down the phone number, so she could
call and talk to his wife. She promised to do so the next day.
Then he took out his harmonica and played a small tune, very simple
because he was learning to play all over again. It reminded her of some of
the folk music she’d heard there.
“I don’t know where this music comes from,” he mused. “I think maybe it
is from the Angel…”
Then, lowering his harmonica, he went on, “There is a reason you sat next
to me – it was not by chance. God had some reason, something we needed
to do or give each other. Just as God had a reason to give me my brain
problem.” He smiled happily.
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Yes, Livvie thought, perhaps he’s right, perhaps there was a reason for her
to sit down here. But what did she have to give him? All she had was what
came to her mind.
“I’ve heard that one’s guide, or one’s angel perhaps, is always available,
always inside us,” she said. “And that all you have to do is ask to feel their
presence.”
“Ah, yes,” he said, nodding.
And she told him about a book she’d read about children’s near-death
experiences, how they often report experiences like his. And he listened
and seemed glad to hear it.
When they came to San Ysidro, she did remember to notice, and told him
it was his stop. He said goodbye, thanking her and tipping his cap
cordially before standing and carefully making his way off the train.
Livvie called his wife the next day and got their address, and when she got
home to San Francisco, she wrote to Aldo, and he wrote her back, a
simple, friendly greeting. After that they corresponded for a couple of
years, and Livvie sent him copies of her newspaper, which was partly in
Spanish, until eventually they lost track of each other.
Even tough they lost touch with each other, Livvie never doubted that
wherever he was, in this world or some other, he was ine.
-Getting Something Done
Much later, reading her journals from that trip, Livvie was impressed by
her facility with words back then, and by the clarity of her thinking. Was
she losing that as she aged? Probably.
And yet she would take whatever was to come. Not only because she
seemed to have no choice, but because what she had instead of her old
quick clarity was a gentler way of being in the world. As if, increasingly
aware of her own incompetence, she had to rely on a more ample “I” than
the little “i” who always had to be on top of everything.
Maybe that was what happened – her little “i” climbed up to the top of the
world, got dizzy, and fell off!
Her little “i” was so often humbled these days, especially when her
children became impatient with her. But that was ok – when they got
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upset at her foibles, her big “I” would pat her little “i” on the head and say,
“There, there, don’t worry, the young ones are just afraid of getting
addle-pated themselves someday. But no one should worry about that.
I’ve always been the one in charge, and I do know what’s best, so you all
might as well relax!”
When the kids were young and Livvie and Aurelio and Diego and Louise
and their families were all still living together in the big house, Livvie was
anything but relaxed. She was determined to do things her way or go
crazy trying. She knew life was Sacred, but she didn’t trust the Sacred to
take care of her. On the contrary, she was intent on taming it, on taking the
Sacred by the horns and riding it. Then she igured she could make it take
her where she wanted to go.
When they got back home that spring after their big trip, Livvie was
cha ing at the bit. She couldn’t live her entire life in her imagination. Her
mind was already full, and always cranking out more, but she had
accomplished not even one of her brilliant projects to save the world. She
had to actually do something! The newspaper didn’t count, since it didn’t
involve anyone but her and Aurelio. Livvie wanted to touch lots of lives,
turn everything around for those people by bringing her genius ideas to
fruition.
Her current favorite idea was the SONV – the School of Nonviolence. She
had it all worked out in her head – the wonderful curriculum it would
offer, topics that were really relevant to happiness and freedom. It would
be extra wonderful because it would include her kids, whose sorry plight
in the public schools had always been the real impetus behind her
incessant scheming to transform education. Now, Livvie resolved, she
would make it happen.
Not that the trip hadn’t been a wonderful break. It had been a real
vacation, and they had done it to perfection. After blowing every cent of
Aurelio ’s windfall, they were broke again, but happy. They had tasted the
hors d’oeuvres of paradise.
Remembering her own enchantment with her family’s trip to Europe
when she was the twins’ age, Livvie wondered if any of her children had
appreciated this trip as much. They had all been delighted to miss school,
of course, but Juan might be too young to remember much later, and the
twins were in their blasé early teen years...
She needn’t have worried. Years later they all made it clear to her how
much they appreciated that trip, and she had to recognize once again that
people are seldom who one dreams them to be. JUAN, CCCC
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Back in San Francisco, they fell back into their life with Diego and Louise
and their kids.
Livvie was glad to be back home. They were a good, boisterous household.
Diego was easygoing, and he and Livvie and Aurelio often talked about
their experiences with the Movement. Louise was friendly and energetic
and outgoing, and although her in-your-face approach to life often made
Livvie uncomfortable, the two women connected as easily as they clashed,
and could spend hours talking about the kids, and their lives, and their
struggles. Louise was a writer too, and a storyteller, and often contributed
her own poignant stories and poems to Humanzine.
Livvie often thought, in those days, how lucky they were to be living with
such good friends. Not that they always got along, but what family did?
Because by now they were like a family. Over the last two years, eating
together almost every night around Livvie’s father’s big oak table under
Louise’s gigantic painting of orange ish on in a bright blue sea, they had
gotten used to each other’s ways.
Those dinners together were always times of warmth and companionship,
and sometimes of hilarity. Like the time Jamie was talking with Diego
about baseball, speci ically about the practice of corking one’s bat. Livvie,
who was as illiterate in sports as she was in politics, asked Louise what
they were talking about, and Louise explained that it meant illing the bat
with cork so it was lighter and easier to swing.
Sitting at the other end of the table, Aurelio sat listening to Jamie and
Diego with a puzzled, almost pained expression on his face. At last, unable
to stand it any longer, he interrupted.
“But isn’t that very uncomfortable?”
They looked at him at a loss, until Diego asked him what he meant.
Aurelio looked at him as if the issue were so obvious, anyone should see
it. “Well, of course,” he explained patiently, “if you put a cork in your butt,
isn’t it very uncomfortable?”
The storm of hilarity that swept through the room then should have
carried the house down the hill. Everyone laughed until they could laugh
no more, explaining to Aurelio between gasps that they were talking
about bats, not butts, and he joined delightedly in the laughter. He was
never one to be embarrassed about anything, and he knew he was no
master of the subtleties of English pronunciation.
It was at one of those family dinners not long after they returned from the
south that Diego and Louise told them they had unfortunate news. They
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had to move. Diego had lost his job with the United Way, and the only
decent work he could ind was in Portland, Oregon.
Livvie was crushed. She would have been happy to live with them forever,
if that had been possible. The old “nuclear family” model seemed gray and
two-dimensional compared with the warmth, richness and lexibility of
their two-family union. She knew she would deeply miss her friends and
the juiciness and depth of relationship that can come only when more
than two are in the mix.
It would be especially hard to say goodbye to two-year-old Jessie, who
would often come and climb up to sit on Livvie’s lap when they were
together. Livvie’s own children were well past that stage, and she so loved
the feeling of a little child on her lap…
But Diego and Louise had no choice. They sent a mountain of boxes up
north in a moving van, and all too soon the day came when they were
leaving. They all stood on the sidewalk outside the big house and hugged
each other goodbye. Then Diego and Louise and their children got into
their station wagon and drove away. Livvie and Aurelio did not see them
again for many years.
-A Scheme
Their friends’ departure left Livvie and Aurelio in a quandary. There was
no way they could cover the mortgage by themselves; but this was their
home, they belonged to the house as much as it did to them. Not that it
was an ideal place to live; the possibility of violence was all around them,
like a serpent waiting to strike. But that would probably be true anywhere
they could afford to go.
It didn’t take Livvie long to come up with a scheme. She’d heard that you
could make money by hosting foreign students, and after a little research,
she found a company that set such things up. When she called, they said
sure, we’ll pay you $600-700 a month if you’ll host a student, just give
them a room and dinner every day. We’ll just have to inspect your home
irst.
It was a no-brainer. They had a lot of rooms, and with students sharing
rooms, they could host several of them at once. Livvie imagined bringing
in at least a couple of thousand a month – that would save them! And it
would be wonderful for the kids to live with people from different
cultures.
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Jubilant, she told Aurelio. He looked at her thoughtfully, and said
“Hmmm.” As always, Livvie was incredulous at his lack of instant
enthusiasm – how could he not see the splendor of her solution? But why
didn’t she remember? This was always the way it was. As usual, he gave
her a fond and patient look and reminded her, “Livvie, I am slow.” He had
to think about it.
Livvie said ine – but she didn’t let it rest. She knew that this was what
they needed to do, and she kept going back to it. At last, with only a
twinkling of regret, Aurelio agreed to give it a try. He knew when she was
stuck on something – and who knew, it just might work.
The company sent her the forms, and Livvie illed them out and made a
date for the inspection. They cleaned the house maniacally, and a woman
came from the company. While she prowled, snif ing and peering and
jotting notes on a pad, Livvie bit her lip in suspense. At last she told her
they were ok to go ahead, and Livvie said great, bring them on!
-Dog Cat, Hund Katze, Chien Chat, Inu Neko, Shun Katu
Their irst guest was 17-year-old Ella, who had come from Belgium to
study English at a language school in the city. Blonde and smiling, Ella
won everyone’s heart instantly by presenting them with an enormous bag
of Belgian chocolates, a gift from her mother. This was more than they’d
expected – gifts for the host family! How could they lose?
Ella was as good as her chocolates. She stayed for a month and was
earnest and friendly and helpful. She loved to try her English out on
anyone who would listen, and every night over dinner she talked to all of
them in her happy, lilting accent, telling them about her country and her
family, and asking question after question about America and Americans.
She it right in, and it felt good to have someone else with them again.
They had been missing their big dinners around the table with Diego and
Louise and their kids.
After that other people began to arrive. Aurelio’s son Lucas came to stay
with them from Argentina, and sometimes Micaela and her boyfriend
Tony and other friends would drop in. Once again they were sharing their
evening meals with a crowd. It felt right – so much more interesting than
their little family all alone.
After a month Ella bade them a tearful farewell, and Gabe arrived from
Madagascar. Livvie had no idea where in the world Madagascar was, so
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she looked on the globe that they kept in the middle of the dining table,
and saw that it was a huge island off the eastern coast of Africa.
Gabe told them his father was an important of icial in the government
back home, and regaled the family with stories of the good things his
father was doing for his people, digging wells for the poor villages,
building schools and hospitals. Madagascar was beautiful, he told them,
full of forests and wonderful animals. Gabe stayed only two weeks, but
they all enjoyed him so much that they decided they could open their
doors to more than one at a time.
That was the beginning of the lood. Over the next four years, more than
sixty young people would live with them, staying anywhere from a week
to a year, arriving from countries all over Europe and Africa and Asia and
Latin America. Livvie bought a little notebook and asked each student to
write in it when they left, and they left their pictures and their affection.
After Gabe came Yui, and then Sang, arriving within days of each other. Yui
was 16 years old, pretty and shy, from Japan, and Sang was a slick and
aggressively friendly Korean, already in his 30’s. The moment Livvie saw
the way Sang looked at Yui, she knew they were in trouble; and sure
enough, he lost no time in pushing his attentions on the girl. Livvie called
the homestay people and asked them to ind another place for him, and
the next day Sang left, writing politely in their book as if nothing were
amiss. After that they were more careful.
The students kept coming. At one point that irst summer they had ive at
once – a Japanese girl, a German boy, and three French boys who were
traveling together. With eleven of them at dinner, they played Livvie’s
favorite game, “Dog-Cat,” in four languages at once – German, French,
Japanese, and Armenian, because one of the French boys also spoke that
language.
Dog Cat is simple. You pass two items around the table, say a saltshaker
and a spoon. The saltshaker is the “dog,” and the spoon is the “cat,” and
both are passed in opposite directions. When your neighbor offers you
either the dog or the cat, you have to ask, “What is it?” and they have to
answer, “a cat,” or “a dog” before you can take it from them.
You offer the “dog” or “cat” to the next person, and the same thing
happens; no one can accept it before asking what it is, and no one can
answer without asking the person they received it from, as if they had
already forgotten.
And so the chain of “what is it?” “what is it?” “what is it?” echoes from
each side of the table, over and over, everyone getting more and more
mixed up, until at last one fortunate soul is offered the “dog” from one
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side, and the “cat” from the other – and all they can do is look in confusion
from side to side, open mouthed and totally stumped – and everyone
breaks down in hilarity, and the game ends in the delight of the utterly
ridiculous.
The night they played Dog Cat in four languages, with four different and
impossible alien words for both “dog” and “cat,” the hopeless breakdown
of everything came earlier than ever. It was wonderful.
-What they needed
Annika’s parents had given their only child everything but a family. A thin
little girl from Moscow, she was willing enough, but she had no practical
skills. When Livvie asked her help with dinner, she had to show her how
to wrap her small, white ingers around the knife handle, and how to cut a
tomato. Later on it came out that she didn’t know how to ride a bike, and
Lucas took her to the local school yard and taught her.
But her most important lessons came at dinner. If they passed the salad
around and she got it irst, Annika was as likely as not to take the entire
contents of the bowl for herself. “Hey!” the kids would object with
indignation, and when she looked at them in surprise, they had to explain
what the problem was.
That was how, little by little, Annika learned how to live in a family and do
ordinary things. She was cheerful and humble, and accepted everyone’s
tutelage without insult.
Anatoly was another rich Russian child. He was only 15, but the whole
time he was with Livvie’s family, he kept saying he had to buy a limousine.
They laughed at him, until they learned that his father ran a limo company
and had actually asked his son to check out the local models.
The Japanese girls, so shy and stiff, were often the most emotional. Himari
fell in love with the kids’ Legos, and when Livvie gave her a Lego set for
Christmas, she wept with delight. Sakura came to them after several
weeks at a boarding school in Tennessee. When she left, she wrote,
“Although I bother you like nail, (so sorry), I didn’t have any problems
about you. I used to cry in Tennessee because of homesick, but I’d never
cried here for that reason. I always was happy.”
More than once their young visitors would tell them they had come to the
States to get over a friend’s suicide. Usually the trip was a parents’ idea,
but the one who stayed the longest came all on his own.
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-Adelmo
Adelmo had begun the journey of his life after his best friend had killed
himself. It wasn’t the irst suicide Adelmo knew of among people his own
age in Argentina, and he couldn’t just sit back and do nothing.
He set himself a mission: in the name of his friend and as a celebration of
life, he would ride his bicycle from Patagonia to Alaska. Instead of letting
his friend’s tragedy keep him from living his own life, he would make his
grief a spur and an incitement, for himself and hopefully for others, to live
to the fullest.
Adelmo was a joyful companion and a great help, good at everything. He
didn’t have much money, but he contributed what he could. He helped
make repairs on the house in exchange for a bed, and he wasn’t particular
where he slept.
Once in a while the impulsive good nature he and Livvie both had in
common would get them into interesting pickles. They were on the way
back to the car after getting furnace ilters at Home Depot when they saw
a man standing in consternation beside his own car and a pile of lumber
he had purchased.
“What’s wrong? Do you need help?” they asked him.
“Oh yes,” he said, “I can’t seem to get this load tied safely on top of my car,
and I have no other way to get it home.”
“Maybe we can help,” they said.
The man was grateful. He got in his car and Adelmo and Livvie stacked the
lumber on his roof and tied it on with the rope he gave them. When
everything was tight and secure, the man thanked them, adding, “Only
trouble is, I’m not sure how I’ll get out!”
That was when they realized that when they had passed the rope through
the windows on either side, they had tied the doors shut with him inside.
“Never mind,” the man said gaily, waving out the window as he drove
away.
They never found out how he extricated himself…
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Livvie was in her element hosting all those young people. Not all of them
were easy, but every last one was tenderly human, and she was happy to
be able to provide a homelike place for them in this strange land.
The business aspect was the only real downside. The $600-700 they
received for each student every month seemed to evaporate out of
Livvie’s hands, mostly because she had to actually feed them, and many of
them were teenagers with prodigious appetites. What was left over didn’t
come close to covering the other half of the mortgage, the half they’d lost
when their friends moved away. Still, the homestay money was better
than nothing. They had to make it work at least until the twins inished
high school.
-Release from Reason
All during this time, Jude was slowly losing her memory. Mostly this was
not pleasant, and left Jude perplexed and frightened, and illed her family
with sadness.
But now and then, it could open the doors of wonder. Then, talking with
her reminded Livvie of paddling a little boat in and out of the enchanted
inlets of the Tigre River Delta, each hidden inlet new and shining, holding
a new surprise.
That was it was like one afternoon when Livvie was visiting. Standing side
by side in the kitchen, she and Jude were gazing out the window at the
sunlit hills.
“I want to go back where we came from,” said Jude.
"Where do we come from?" Livvie asked.
"I don't know."
"Well - where are we going?"
Jude turned to look at her daughter, her eyes shining.
"Oh, I know where we're going, though I won't try to put a name to it. But
there are lots of places we can stop along the way. And if we write a book
together, we'll be so astounded we'll forget to die!"
Livvie laughed and hugged Jude’s thin body, so fragile from the chemo
that had cured her cancer…
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Livvie and her siblings always assured each other that they didn’t need to
worry about inheriting their mother’s dementia. Surely it was the chemo
that had stolen her memory…
Being the oldest, Livvie had always assumed it would be mostly up to her
to igure out how to care for their parents in their old age. Long ago she
had told them she would never put them in an old people’s home, but now
she was beginning to have her doubts. Every time they visited, her father
looked more forlorn and wasted. At eighty- ive, he was in good physical
health, but caring for Jude was taking its toll on him.
Her behavior was both alarming and hysterical. She left the gas burners
on, iddled with knives, and sat too close to the ire; and once, when she
went swimming, she wore her underpants on her head for a swimming
cap. Lost in a scramble of loating memories, she wandered in and out of
distress, perplexity, and a hazy wellbeing, and could even ly into fury and
blame, although that was rare. But no matter how unlike her former
dynamic take-charge self Jude had become, Livvie knew she was in there,
intact in her being.
One night Livvie took Arnie to a support group for Alzheimer’s caregivers.
Everyone had similar experiences to share, but no one had any helpful
hints. The only thing that impressed Livvie was when someone said his
mother was “already dead,” that only her body was still alive.
How could anyone say such a thing, Livvie fumed. More than once in the
past year she had seen the ire of Jude’s being blazing so furiously bright
and joyous in her eyes that she had had to look away.
And there was the music. Jude’s ability to play the piano remained
uncannily intact; in fact, although her technique sometimes stumbled, her
playing was only getting got more and more expressive.
One Sunday night Livvie and her brother and sister and their families
gathered at Jude and Arnie’s house for dinner, more than a dozen people,
adults and children, everyone in a great spirit of boisterous delight. They
were exchanging stories and munching leftovers when Arnie drew Livvie
aside with a contained franticness.
"Will you come out here and see if you can keep her from leaving?"
"Oh - OK." she followed him into the garage. Jude hadn’t driven in three
years, but there she was in the car, sitting in the driver's seat, with the
garage door wide open behind her.
"Come on Betty, get in,” she told the fat golden retriever, who sat on the
garage loor, undecided. "We're leaving this place."
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"Hi!" Livvie plunged into her role. "Where are you going?"
"We’re going home." Jude was wearing her father’s face, the Depression
era face of bitter resentment.
"Don't go yet – I wanted to spend some time with you! Let's go for a walk,
just you and me."
Pleading, Livvie was sure her mother could read right through the ruse,
but she didn't know what else to do. She bent down to look into Jude’s
eyes and took her hand. Jude remained sitting, obdurate, but Livvie could
feel a little give.
"Well – OK," she muttered at last. Livvie tugged gently, and her mother
began to climb out of the car.
To give her what independence she could, Livvie let go of her hand and
walked out the garage door, into the evening sun. Jude began to follow, but
at the last minute, noticing the dog and the open car door, she said, "Betty!
Get in the car. We're going! We're not going to stay here with these
people." Arnie, helplessly following all their moves, was hovering silently
on the perimeter.
"Come on!" Livvie pleaded, "Let's go for a walk, please!"
Livvie knew her semi-frantic begging was a mistake, but she couldn't
generate anything else. Forgetting there was no key in the car, she thought
her mother might really get in again and drive away. Again she sought
Jude’s unwilling hand, "Come on, come with me!"
Her mother pushed weakly at her. "Oh, whatever for?! Go away!"
But then something shifted ever so slightly, and she did follow her. Livvie
stood behind the car and leaned on it, looking out at the hills as if
admiring the evening.
"Look how beautiful it is!" she said, putting her arm around Jude’s thin
shoulders. Stiff, unresponsive, her mother glanced sneeringly up at her.
"What's happening?" Livvie asked her, "What's wrong?"
"This is a terrible place."
"I think it's great. What's the problem?"
"Everyone hates each other."
"Oh – I thought everyone was having a great time..."
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Livvie felt stupid. She knew that was the wrong thing to say – she just
couldn’t seem to ind the key to helping her mother out of this state. She
knew Jude felt left out. Now that she no longer had the mental capacity to
join in, all the unresolved insecurities of her long life, which she had
always pushed away through reason and determination, were looding
over her.
Livvie kept her arm around Jude’s shoulders, response or no response.
"Jude, will you play some music for me?"
"Oh!" and Jude turned to her, a new light kindling in her eyes, "All right!"
Relief. They went in together, down to the grand piano in the living room.
The others, probably noticing what was going on, had all gone somewhere
else. Livvie sat beside her mother on the bench, snuggling up to her. Jude
laid her brown, oak-tree hands, on the keys. Brahms. The music lowed
out of Jude, and Livvie’s tears lowed out of her. She didn't have to hide
them – her mother had no criticism. They both submerged in a bath of
pure, powerful emotion.
Arnie had been watching, listening, from the shadows. After the irst
piece, he shyly approached, "Is there room for me?"
Jude looked up at him with affection, "Of course!" She and Livvie moved
closer together on the small bench, and Arnie perched beside Livvie. She
put her arms around them both, and hugged them tightly. She loved them
so much.
Jude turned toward them gaily, "Isn't this wonderful? Isn't life amazing?"
She played and played. One piece turned into another. All the elements of
her ancient repertoire, from classical to ragtime and jazz to her own
passionate improvisation, entwined and intermingled, creating their own
marvelous evolution. She played a song from their courtship, "Come,
come, I love you only," and Arnie joined her in his pure old tenor.
The tears coursed down Livvie’s face. She didn't hide them even from her
father. They sat together in precious oneness, something they had never
been able to ind when her mother was "rational," protected like the rest
of them by her armor of reason.
Now, in her nakedness, she had been released – and had released her
listeners as well – from that reasonable prison.
Finally, after ifteen or twenty minutes, she played a inal chord, and with
reverence, sat, head bowed, in silence. Then she turned again, smiling and
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peaceful, to look into their eyes. Once again, her joy blinded Livvie with its
light.
"Thank you!" she said. "Aren't we lucky?!"
-The Home
It was only a few months later that Livvie had to put her mother in the
Home. Even with the help of Ilisapesi, the wonderful Tongan woman they
had hired to come a few hours every day and help, it was clear that Arnie
could not go on like this. He was becoming a ghost with worry and
watching.
At last they’d found what looked like a decent, friendly place nearby that
had room for Jude. That morning Livvie drove down from the city, and
after the greetings she slipped back her mother’s room, packed a small
suitcase for her, and stole out to put it in the back of the car. Then she
went back to Jude.
“Let’s go for a drive,” she said, taking Jude’s hand.
“Oh, OK,” said Jude, smiling.
Livvie felt like a rat.
Jude sat quietly while they drove, looking out at the June sky and the
golden hills and dark oaks as they sped toward the af luent town. The
Home was only a ifteen-minute drive away, so Arnie could visit her every
day. Then he could go home and someone else would be watching her.
When they got there, Livvie parked and got out, and took the suitcase
from the back seat. Then she opened Jude’s door and invited her to go
with her. Unsuspecting, Jude got out and took Livvie’s arm, and they
walked gently into the lobby.
The place was bright with large windows and tropical plants. Old people
in wheelchairs sat where they had been placed, scattered like a human
still life around the room. In the center of the polished loor sat a grand
piano.
Without hesitating, Jude went to the piano like a child to its mother.
Sitting down, she laid her hands on the keys and began to play, and for a
long while her music looded the room, and people smiled…
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A woman in scrubs came up to Livvie, and she told her she’d brought her
mother to them.
“Oh, how wonderful that she plays!” said the woman, listening. At last,
when her mother came to a pause in the music, the woman went up to her
and spoke to her.
The spell broken, Jude turned and got up from the piano bench, suspicion
creeping into her face. Livvie went up to her and hugged her and kissed
her.
“You’re going to be here for a while with these wonderful people,” she told
her. “I’ll be back…”
Jude started to follow her, but the woman held her arm, and pulled her
toward the dim interior, and Livvie turned and ran.
-The Glory of the Lord
Jude didn’t last long at the Home.
For two months, Arnie went to see her every single day, staying for hours,
just sitting with her, having lunch and dinner with her and then going
home. Livvie and her brother and sisters went as often as they could, and
they all told each other the place was ine, for a Home. The caregivers
seemed to take good care of Jude, and were cheerful and friendly with the
family.
There had been one minor incident, Arnie told them, one day when the
caregivers realized Jude wasn’t in her room and thought she had
wandered off. At last they found her outside, lying on the little lawn
outside her room. For some reason, everyone was horri ied, and they
apologized to Arnie profusely. Privately Livvie wondered what the big
deal was – it must have been nice for Jude, lying in the sun on the warm
earth...
One time Livvie brought Haley and Hunter and Juan to visit their
grandmother, and they all waited in the lobby while someone went to ind
her. When they brought Jude out, she came docilely, and sat quiescent,
looking right through her visitors, without responding to anything they
said, as if she were blind and deaf.
Livvie and her children sat there helpless and uncomfortable until Livvie
somehow got the idea that Jude was thirsty. When she said so, Haley
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jumped up and went to ind something for her to drink, coming back after
a time with a glass of milk. Putting the full glass carefully in his
grandmother’s hands, Haley gazed at Jude wonderingly while she sipped
iercely and blindly from the straw.
A few weeks later Livvie was at home in San Francisco when Arnie called.
The Home had called. Jude was unable to eat or drink, they said, and
appeared to be declining rapidly. They should come. Arnie and Sam were
on their way down, and Laurie was driving down from the East Bay. Livvie
told her father she would meet them at the Home.
When they got there, Jude was asleep in her bed. She looked lost, her
gaunt frame quiescent, and she did not wake up when they greeted her.
That was when one of the attendants took them aside and told them Jude
seemed to be nearing her time, and they could not keep her there any
longer. They were sorry, in-house hospice was only available for residents
who had been there at least four months, and Jude had been there only
two. They would have to ind another place.
They couldn’t believe it. What on earth was the point of a rule like that?
But there was nothing for it – they had to ind another place. They went
back to Arnie’s house and called all the nursing homes in the area. At last
they found a place that would take her and called the Home to give them
the address. Then they drove back down and watched while the orderlies
put Jude on a gurney and trundled her into an ambulance. The ambulance
drove away, and they followed it through the quiet streets.
At the nursing home, they put Jude in a bare room with shiny loors and a
sliding door onto the patio. She did not wake. The hospice people came
and kept her as comfortable as she could be in that husk of a body, and
Arnie and his children sat with her all afternoon. It was hard to watch her
lying there, now and then tossing itfully in her oblivion, the rest of the
time utterly gone. In the evening Sam took Arnie home and Livvie and
Laurie went back to their own homes.
The next day, Saturday, Livvie drove down with Aurelio and the kids, and
the ive of them all went join the others at the nursing home. Jude was the
same. Arnie had been there since early morning, and Sam and Laurie both
came around the same time as Livvie and her family. Throughout the
morning they all stayed with Jude.
Sitting with her was hard work. At lunch time Livvie and Aurelio took
Arnie and the kids back to Sam’s house for lunch, and Sam and Laurie
stayed with Jude.
In the middle of lunch the phone rang.
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“She’s gone,” said Laurie.
Dropping everything, they all rushed out the door and lew down to the
nursing home.
When they got there, music was pouring loud through the hallways,
blasting joy through the entire place with “The Glory of the Lord” from
Handel’s Messiah – not one corner of that sprawling facility could have
escaped. Awash and rolling in music, they went into the room where
Jude’s body lay empty, and it was like a room full of angels exulting.
Her body lay empty, nothing there at all. But her spirit – her spirit,
released from its bondage, was free! Nothing had ever been clearer.
“What perfect music!” Livvie told her sister, as they both wept, overcome
by relief and grief and joy.
“Yes!” said Laurie, “She just stopped breathing, and I knew she was gone,
so I grabbed the irst cassette I found on the table and put it in the player
without looking at it, and it was this!”
It was their mother’s favorite part of the Messiah. Now she was soaring on
the wings of that triumphant music, free at last, herself the essence of joy.
She wasn’t the only one who had been set free. On their way home that
afternoon, Arnie told them, weeping, about the wonderful thing that had
happened to him only hours before.
That morning Sam had brought him down early and gone back home to
take care of some urgent tasks before returning to join his father.
Sitting in a chair beside Jude’s bed, Arnie held her hand and gazed at her
while she slept.
After a while, just to say something, he spoke to her.
“I love you, honey,” he told her as he had so many times before, his words
falling into the silence like they always did now.
But this time, instead of just lying there aloof, rigid and absent, as she had
for so many days, she opened her eyes and looked at him. Then she smiled
her great, happy smile, squeezed his hand, and told him, “And – I – Love –
You!”
After that she closed her eyes and went back to wherever she had been
loating.
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It was enough for Arnie. All their life together, he had known she was of
two minds about him – one for, one against. Battling herself over him, on
one side she’d tried to make herself love him, and on the other side she’d
tried to make herself not love him.
Now he knew who had won. She loved him. It was the vindication of his
whole life.
-Ship’s Log
Freed of the burden of Jude’s falling apart, Arnie blossomed into a new
old man. At 85, he was bent and crotchety, but sturdy as an oak. Alone in
the rambling old house where he and Jude had raised four children, he felt
the desolation of missing her, but also the relief that she was free. Little by
little, his color began to return, and a softness came into his face.
Livvie wasn’t worried about his physical wellbeing – he was strong, and
his mind was clear. But she worried about his spirits. For more than ifty
years his life had revolved around the wild woman who was his wife –
now what meaning would his life have? He had always tended to be glum
and anti-social, and now that he had only himself and the fat old dog,
Betty, to take care of, it would be easy for him to sink into depression.
Then an idea waltzed into her brain. If I were in Arnie’s shoes, she
thought, I would write about Jude, and about our life together. Writing
was such a helpful tool for integrating the past, and reconciling, and he
had already written one book…
But how to get him to do that? He was an engineer, not a creative writer; if
she suggested such a thing to him, he would shrug off the idea as
something silly.
But what if the Academy asked him? The Academy could ask him to write
the story of his life with Jude, including the story of how she developed
her way of teaching. If the request came from Eric, who had been the head
of the Academy since Jude’s mental decline, Livvie was pretty sure her
father would take it seriously.
She contacted Eric, and he liked her idea, as she had known he would. As
a young teacher Eric had lived with the two of them while he studied with
Jude, and Arnie was like his own father; of course he wanted to help him
in any way he could. He promised to write Arnie a formal letter
requesting him to perform this service, and he’d have all the board
members sign it.
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Livvie and Eric chuckled together in self-satisfaction. It really was a
sneaky good thing! Not that the request would be in any way insincere –
Eric and the board members knew that the story of Jude and the Academy
would be avidly sought after by her many acolytes.
For the next few weeks, whenever Livvie talked to Arnie she could hardly
keep from asking if he had gotten any interesting mail. But she kept her
mouth shut, and waited. The weeks crept by, and she almost gave up,
thinking that the whole idea must have somehow gotten lost. But then
one weekend when she was visiting, Arnie mentioned in an of hand way
that he had gotten a request from the Academy.
“Ah,” Livvie said, equally of hand. “What kind of request?”
And so he explained to her, telling her about the letter and the idea of the
book, sighing as if writing it were an onerous task that he really didn’t
want to undertake.
He didn’t fool Livvie. It was just his way to couch everything in gloom,
when underneath, his mind was chirping away in anticipation. Livvie was
sure he would do it.
Sure enough, he inished his dreary homily by saying bleakly, “but I
suppose I’d better do it... Someone has to, and I guess it might as well be
me.”
And so it was.
Arnie well remembered his other foray into authorship, back when his
children were small, and his tenure at the university depended on it. That
tome, about materials science, had taken him a whole year to write,
plunking out the manuscript with two ingers on a manual typewriter. It
was an academic work, full of mathematical formulas and
incomprehensibility, had been published by a well-known publishing
company.
This one couldn’t have been more different. This book would take him a
while, since he still typed with two ingers, but it would be a labor of love,
and the Academy would publish it. They got him a bare bones computer
and he agreed grudgingly to learn how to use it.
From then on he sat for hours every day at the computer in his bedroom,
remembering and remembering, typing and typing, swearing now and
then, patient as an old donkey plodding onward, waiting for his carrot at
the end of the day.
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Every day was the same, structured around the basic schedule he had
observed for most of his life. Getting up precisely at 7am, he would have a
soft-boiled egg, a piece of toast, a glass of orange juice, and a cup of black
coffee. Then he would take Betty for a walk, and when he came back he
would sit down at the computer and work until lunch time.
At 11:45 he would go to the kitchen and heat up a can of soup, and at
noon he would sit at the round table and eat it with a piece of bread and
margarine, a substance he and Jude had long eaten for their health. After
lunch he would wash the dishes, and then he would work until ive.
At ive he would put a piece of ish in a baking pan, make a green salad,
and cut himself a piece of French bread. While the ish was baking, he
would open a can of prescription dog food and carefully weigh out the
exact amount prescribed by the veterinarian. Then, placing Betty’s dish
on the loor, he would watch her wolf it down in two bites.
At six he would sit down at the table and eat, while Betty sat beside him,
watching every bite with her large, woeful eyes. Every now and then he
would toss her a bit of whatever he was eating, and she would lop her tail
on the loor and gulp it down and wait for more, until he inished and put
his plate on the loor, and she would lick it clean.
Last of all he would get himself a dish of chocolate ice cream and sit down
at the table to eat it under Betty’s un linching gaze. When he was done he
would give her the bowl to lick, and on the days when the ice cream
container was empty, she would lick that out too.
When eating was done, the two of them would watch television until 9:30,
and then they would go to bed, Arnie in his room, Betty on the loor
outside his door.
In this way the book about Jude was written, little by little, day after day,
over the span of four years. Sometimes it was hard, and he had to think
and think, and dig around in old letters and old journals, or go to the
library to ind out when such and such an event had happened. But he had
a good mind, sharp as an Exacto knife, and he wrote and wrote, carving
the past neatly into its proper segments and arranging them all in the
proper order.
When the book was inished, it read like a ship’s log, a complete list of the
facts, everything accounted for. Only rarely, when a special memory
caught him off guard, would a burst of poetry lare like a fragile lower on
the sober page, alone in a desert of black type.
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The Molehill that became a Mountain
One Sunday morning Haley, who was usually itching get out of the house
and go his own way, came into Livvie and Aurelio’s room white and
trembling. He felt like he was evaporating, he said.
Livvie put her arms around him and asked him what had happened, and
he told her he had just smoked some weed, and suddenly everything was
whirling and his body was dissolving.
Livvie had known for a long time that Haley smoked, and she’d never
objected. Now she wondered if she should have – this seemed more like
LSD than tame old weed…
Haley stayed in his room the whole day, refusing to come out. When
Aurelio asked at dinner what was going on with him, and Livvie
explained, he got a pained look on his face. He was terri ied about the kids
smoking, sure they would lose everything if the police found out – so
terri ied that he had told Livvie he would leave her if she didn’t stop the
kids from smoking.
They’d been over this before, and Livvie had tried and tried to convince
him that it was only the dealers who got in real trouble. All the kids
smoked nowadays, she said, reminding him of the time a few years ago
when her brother’s son Gael had come home with the big news that he’d
inally met a kid who didn’t smoke! Forbidding their kids to smoke pot
would only make them want to do it more.
But after Aurelio’s experience in the Argentine prisons, nothing would
convince him. And now it looked like maybe he’d been right, maybe he
wasn’t making a mountain out of a molehill, and she really should have
forbidden it…
On Monday morning Haley was the same, and refused to go to school.
Fine, Livvie said, and after taking the others to school, she sat with him on
the loor and talked to him, trying to comfort him just by being there.
Aurelio scolded her, saying she was only making Haley more dependent,
and that she should make him go to school. But there was no way she
could do that, so Haley stayed home, afraid even to leave the house.
This went on for days, and at last Livvie took Haley to the doctor, who
scolded him for “self-medicating,” told him he should go to school, and
prescribed an anti-anxiety drug.
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Marijuana, he informed Livvie, was different now than it had been in her
youth. It had been so in-bred that some strains were like LSD in their
potency; just as with royalty, inbreeding sometimes produced monsters.
The meds did help, and after a two-week absence, Haley inally agreed to
go back to school – but only if Livvie would wait outside in the car all day.
Only then would he feel safe enough to go through the school day.
Maybe any other parent would have latly refused, and when Livvie told
Aurelio what Haley wanted her to do, he raised is eyebrows in disbelief
and told her it was ridiculous. But for Livvie it was a no-brainer. She write
in the car as easily as anywhere else, and sitting there all day would help
Haley get his life back, why wouldn’t she be willing?
So every day for the next two months she took a sack lunch when she
drove the twins to school, and then waited outside for six hours. The time
did not drag – it never did when she was writing, and when she wasn’t
writing there was plenty to think about, and when she got tired of sitting
she would take walks around the neighborhood. At last, when school got
out, they would all go home.
Haley’s recovery took a long time. Livvie took him to cognitive therapy
classes, and to a practitioner of something called Psychosynthesis, which
Livvie liked better than plain old psychotherapy because it used guided
imagery. Haley liked the cognitive therapy, and Livvie found it useful too,
since it allowed her to trick herself into admitting how unlikely it was that
if she let her kids go to the store for a coke, they would all end up face
down in a ditch.
Little by little over the next year, things went back to some semblance of
normal. Haley learned to deal with his anxiety and panic attacks, and
driven by the need to understand what had happened in his brain that
terrible Sunday morning, he began to think of studying neuroscience…
Livvie knew he was ine when, toward the end of the school year, he told
her he wanted to move out. A friend’s family had invited him to stay in
their spare room.
Weeping inside, Livvie smiled and said of course. She knew the family,
they were good people, and she igured Haley needed to get away from
her and their house and everything reminiscent of the terror he’d gone
through. And she knew it would be better for her too, because if Haley
was living elsewhere, she wouldn’t even know if he didn’t come home at
night, and so would have no reason to worry about him.
Haley moved out the following week, and they gave his friend’s parents
money for room and board.
382

-Talking with Jude
It had been half a year since Jude died, and Livvie’s feelings about her
mother were all over the place. She often sensed Jude’s being close by, as
if at any moment she might call on the phone, and she keenly felt the joy
of her release; at the same time, her mother’s total absence plunged
through her like a rock dropped into a well. But over everything towered
her resentment – even as Livvie loved and missed her mother, Jude was
still the most domineering, obnoxiously powerful presence in her life.
Meanwhile both Hunter and Juan were questioning their parents’ ways
and refusing to do their part in the household. They balked at eating
dinner with the family if the Simpsons were on TV, yet continued to
expect Livvie’s services as cook and housekeeper. Only if she harassed
them mercilessly would they contribute the tiniest of chores.
It never occurred to her that there was anything more than adolescence
behind her children’s contrariness. But if Hunter and Juan hadn’t been too
exasperated to explain themselves, they would have set her straight.
They would have explained, on one hand, that they both ironically felt
exactly like Livvie felt: that they were being used unfairly. And if Livvie
had thought about it, she might have agreed. Why, out of all the young
people living in that rambling old house, should her own kids be the only
ones who were asked to do chores? They weren’t servants, that they
should be expected to wait on the foreign guests, toadying to their every
desire!
And on the other hand, they would have confessed their surprise that
Livvie didn’t actually want to do all the housework. After all, she’d always
taken care of them so cheerfully, wasn’t that just another of the ways she
expressed her love for them? They had always counted on her
unconditional giving style of loving, especially Hunter and Haley, whose
summer parents cracked the whip, and were all about discipline and
training.
And Hunter had an additional gripe. Her twin brother had managed to ly
the coop, be on his own, and get Livvie and Aurelio to pay for him to do it!
Not that she would have known where to go or what to do if she’d had the
chance, but still, it stung.
For her part, Livvie had no idea what her seething offspring were
thinking. She loved them – that went without saying – but she still
writhed under the injustice of their behavior. If they were refusing to do
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their part, didn’t that mean she’d been a bad parent and they were
turning into monsters? She knew they both resented her
over-protectiveness, but that didn’t justify them being so self-centered,
embalming themselves with television…
And so Livvie and her two remaining nestlings existed in an uneasy
discord. Most of the time she simply took the easiest path, just letting
them be and not demanding too much, in hopes of keeping them happy
and close by. But every now and then it would all become too much, and
Livvie would explode and rail at them for not doing their part.
When these dramas unfolded, Aurelio would transform himself into the
traditional authoritarian father, intoning that they must do their chores or
else, at which they rudely dug in their heels and ignored him.
Things had become so messy and confusing and frustrating that Livvie
had to do something, and at a loss, she inally did what she hated most.
She looked for help from outside.
Maggie was the Psychosynthesis practitioner she’d taken Haley to. Livvie
had never had a session with her, but she liked her, and when Livvie
called, Maggie said of course, come on in.
Two days later, Livvie went to see her. She greeted her warmly and they
sat down, and Livvie plunged in with gusto, relieved that at last she could
share her disaster with someone else.
She began by telling Maggie she was embarrassed to be there – she had
never believed in "therapy," because to her it implied being a sick and
needy victim, something she refused to pretend to be.
To her relief, Maggie told her, "We actually call don't call ourselves
therapists – we use the term 'guide.’” So that was ok.
They continued talking, and not surprisingly, Jude came up.
"I have such strange feelings about her," Livvie said, "We were so close, it
was as almost if she were my own self, we communicated sometimes as if
we were the same person. Yet at the same time I simply could not stand
her!"
Maggie did not seem phased. Instead, she asked, "Would you like to talk to
her?"
Livvie was taken by surprise – she didn’t know why, she had worked with
guided images many times before and spoken with various people who
were not there. But why not?
384

"Go ahead," said Maggie, "Close your eyes. Can you see her?"
Oh, Livvie could see her all right. There she was, as she had seen her many
times toward the end of her life. An aboriginal ancient, sitting in stubborn
silence, eyes shut, lines of malignant wisdom cutting through her face,
absolutely grim and silent. She looked exactly like her father in his old age
– her father, whom she loved and detested more than anyone on earth.
Livvie sat looking at her mother, enthralled...
"Talk to her!" said Maggie.
Then, all at once, her mother opened one blue eye and winked!
And all Jude’s mischief pierced Livvie with its mirthful radiance, and she
succumbed to the delight that was always there, waiting to spill through
that uncompromising mask.
Jude began to talk. Things Livvie had heard before, yet now they punched
through her mental clouds like clear lightning.
"First of all," she announced, "the Universe is not perfect. And that is its
perfection."
Oh.
"So,” Livvie ventured, “it's ok for me to resent you for dominating my life,
and yet love you so unbelievably much?"
"Of course – we are always moving toward perfection."
Fearfully, Livvie asked, "And have you found a way to overcome fear?"
"Actually," Jude admitted, with some wonder, "I'm just learning that!"
"Oh! How do you do it?"
"By looking up, and asking friends for help."
Livvie could see strong hands reaching down through the clouds, lifting
her mother up. Up she climbed – and there was her own blithe mother,
and Peace Pilgrim. They had the fragrance of spring.
Jude continued, "I want you to tell Eric some things." Eric, her beloved
friend and adopted son, who was carrying on her work. Eric had been
grieving and grieving for her these months, and for his own father, who
was dying.
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"Tell him that Death is easy. It’s just a transmutation of the body into
Light. Letting go of the body doesn’t cause pain…
“But if you can let go of the body while you are in it, then you can use it!
That's what our work with song and play is about – learning to let go of
the body while you are in it, so you can use it.
“And tell Eric you have to bring the light into your body every day."
"How do you do that?"
"There are three ways: by being with people, singing, and telling the
truth."
At that Livvie felt an inner smile.
"And tell Eric I am still teaching him."
How wonderful. Livvie thought of how happy he would be...
"You should come and dance with me," she added, "I'm inally learning
how!" A pause...
"Oh – and here's something you can tell your father: Angels are real; and
sometimes they come to earth in the form of animals, to be with people."
Livvie knew she was thinking of Betty, who still lived with Arnie,
enfolding him while he slept at night in her great golden retriever wings.
"You have work to do," she told Livvie. "I've been helping you with your
book – but you don't need to put my name on the cover. It would just be
too weird – people wouldn't understand."
A long pause. The light was growing stronger. It weighed Livvie down and
penetrated her with a pleasant lethargy.
Then, almost as an afterthought, her mother added, "I'll be happy to
introduce you to God. He is, in fact, a He – but also Beyond."
For some reason, this seemed OK, even to the staunch feminist in her –
perhaps, Livvie rationalized later on, if there is a God, there is also a
Goddess...
Another pause, then, "Don't try to de ine things too much. Words are not
for de inition. Words are channels for Light. De ining things means
limiting them – and there really are no laws. Except one, the Law of Love.
And love is not an emotion - it's far beyond that."
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Livvie felt immensely peaceful, a physical light pervading her body and
everything around her. Now when Livvie spoke for her mother, the words
came out quietly, like footsteps.
"Tell Maggie I'm glad to know her," said Jude.
"Likewise," said Maggie.
That was all.
They sat a while in that golden silence – and then her mother went back
to wherever she had come from.
A couple of months later, Livvie did publish the book she had mentioned.
It was a collection of Jude’s stories about her life and work. Livvie loved
them – they were naïve and straightforward, fresh and unassuming and
honest. She hadn’t been able to inish the writing before the Alzheimer’s
got her, so the book was incomplete. But Livvie published it as it was,
writing a foreword and afterword for it, putting Jude’s name on the cover,
as she had told her not to.
She was right – the book wasn’t well received. Her students complained
that this was the work of someone who was losing her marbles, as she
herself would have said.
-A Hair-brained Scheme
It was Gian who irst hooked Harry Green. In the mid-nineties, before
Harry became Mayor of Oakland, he had a radio talk show, and Gian kept
calling in to tell him about their project, 2000 Without Wars.
2000 Without Wars – it meant what it said. The idea was to enter the next
millennium with at least one week without war anywhere on the planet,
just as a demonstration that it could be done. Why not? That “everyone
knew” it couldn’t be done didn’t faze Livvie and Aurelio and their friends.
Crazy Siloists all over the world were jumping on the bandwagon. So Gian
kept calling Harry Green about it, and eventually Harry bit, and invited
Gian to bring his 2000 Without War friends to dinner.
That night Aurelio and Livvie picked Gian up and they all drove across the
bay to Harry’s “house,” a warehouse he shared with several roommates
and a hoard of acolytes.
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The place was bright and cavernous, and people were milling about
everywhere. Following the general low, they found Harry, who greeted
them abstractedly, and went back to talking with the knot of people
around him.
Little by little the company moved into the dining area, and they all took
seats around an enormous plank table. A meal, earthy and mostly
vegetarian, was served, cooked by one of Harry’s admirers. As they ate,
they listened to Harry talk in his booming, stentorian voice. This living
arrangement was an experiment, he was saying, in building community…
He went on talking about his organization, dominating the conversation,
everyone listening respectfully, until Aurelio spoke up mildly in response
to something Harry had said about South America.
“I am from Argentina,” he said.
“Oh?” said Harry.
And that was the end of Harry’s monolog. Aurelio launched into his story,
and the politician listened, captivated. The more Aurelio talked, the more
spellbound Harry became, listening and listening, asking Aurelio to tell
him more and more.
For Aurelio this was nothing new. Aurelio had that knack. Without even
trying, just being his innocent self, he would invariably become the center
of attention wherever they went, everyone clamoring to hear all about his
adventures. It blew Livvie away; she could never get anyone to give her
the time of day, let alone ask for her life story…
They stayed until late in the evening. Harry continued to ply Aurelio with
questions, but Gian did at one point manage to tell him about the 2000
Without Wars event they were planning at San Francisco State University,
and asked him if he would be the keynote speaker. After a brief
consultation with an assistant, he agreed.
That was how, a month later, Livvie’s brother Sam ended up picking up
Harry at his home and driving him across the Bay to the event. On the way
Harry asked him to stop at an address in North Beach, so Sam drove him
halfway across the city and waited for half an hour while Harry talked
with the person he’d gone to see. Then the person gave Harry several ile
boxes full of notes, which Harry asked Sam to help him carry to the car.
When they at last got back on the road, they were already late for the
event.
Meanwhile, the house was packed with people who had come to hear
Harry speak. Livvie saw Mrs. Howell, the director of the afterschool
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program her children had gone to when they were little. Livvie had never
seen her in anything but jeans and sweatshirts, but tonight she had
dressed for the occasion in a close itting, short-skirted knit mauve suit
and high heels. Livvie had always respected Mrs. Howell as a
down-to-earth human being who cared about children more than about
outward appearances, and it was strange to see her like that. But she was
a friend, so Livvie went to greet her.
When Mrs. Howell saw her, she burst out laughing, and when they
embraced, Livvie caught a powerful whiff of alcohol. With that Mrs.
Howell’s statue in Livvie’s hall of fame wobbled drunkenly on its pedestal
and crashed to the ground…
At last Harry appeared and took the podium to enthusiastic applause. He
did not apologize for the delay, but did go on to speak very passably in
favor of the 2000 without wars project. He had always been a supporter
of hair-brained schemes for world peace and nonviolent community and
all that, and he spoke ardently about ending war for all time. At the end
the audience applauded loudly, and Livvie and her friends thanked him,
and her long-suffering brother drove the great man home.
Two years later, the year 2000 came. That whole year, there was not even
one day without war, let alone a whole week. But Livvie liked to think that
they had at least dropped a jewel of hope and intention into the vastness
of time and space. That droplet would keep spinning ahead of its
twinkling comet-tail, spiraling ever upward toward the world of the
possible, the Universal Human Nation….
-Undreaming the American Dream
Until April 20, 1999, Livvie had spent most of her life lulled by the
American Dream. Not the dream of equal opportunity for all, but the
belief that if you were one of the privileged few who were in the American
Dream – that is, if you were part of the white upper middle class – you
were safe.
Livvie never even knew she was dreaming until that day, when a friend
called her with the news.
"Have you heard what happened?" her friend quavered.
Something about her friend’s voice warned Livve that it was something
she did not want to hear, and she put up her guard.
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It did no good. What her friend told her was worse than anything Livvie
could have imagined. Two teenage boys had shot and killed twelve
students and a teacher in a suburban public school in Colorado. A
massacre of innocents in the clean heart of her own land, children like her
own slaughtered by children like her own.
Feeling like she’d been kicked in the stomach, Livvie told herself this
shouldn’t be such a shock. She knew that innocent young people died
every day in cities all over the country. Even right here children were
dying every day in gang killings, drive-by shootings, all kinds of horrors.
But those children – and she blushed inside to even think it, but it was
true, the thought was there - were different from her children. Those
children were gang members, drug dealers, poor immigrants, victims of
racial and ethnic discrimination…
Livvie knew those children were dying – those children and children all
over the world who were dying of starvation and warfare and hideous
diseases – but what could you do? All she had ever known how to do was
sigh and look regretfully away. It was horrible, but they weren’t “our”
children.
But Columbine – that hit home. Any of the children who had died there,
and either of the shooters, could have been Livvie’s own child.
Livvie had always thought of her family as upper-middle-class, even
though Aurelio was a blue collar worker and they were always so “tight”
that they would never be able to send their kids to college.
So now she identi ied with the families of the shooters and their victims,
all of upper-middle-class white families. Their kids were af luent youth
who wanted for nothing, kids whose parents had poured their dreams
into them, had given them everything, just as Livvie had with her children.
That was when something was extinguished inside her, an old belief that
went up in smoke. The whole scenario of her childhood in the suburbs of
the ‘50s lickered like a world from someone else’s life and went out.
That dream, which had up until then provided the stage props and
backdrop of her life, was the American Dream. In it, all Americans lived in
little white houses with green trim and lawns with picket fences, and all
the neighbors were white, and everything was normal, and Dick and Jane
and Betty Crocker were everyone’s heroes. That America was the land of
the virtuous and lucky, the only really safe place in the world.
Bad things might happen in other countries, where there were wars and
violence and people starving. But here, in the land of the free, life was safe
and good. And if you were good back, if you did as you were told and
390

always shut the door behind you, you would grow up happy and
contented, in peace and comfort. The evils and dangers of life would
never touch you.
It wasn’t her rational mind that was asleep, dreaming and believing this
dream. Her rational mind was quite awake, and knew that the American
Dream was only a dream, a hallucination born of the sweaty love affair
between the Industrial Age and the Pursuit of Happiness. Rationally she
was only too aware that terrible things happened to people like her and
her family.
But her sleeping body didn’t know that. Her body was slow, and until then
it had been so happy dreaming, a loat in that fable of safety.
Sinking its dagger into her innards, Columbine woke her body up.
-The Ultimate Illusion
Maybe Columbine opened Livvie up so wide that something had to give.
She had met the Chi Nei T’sang practitioner the year before without
knowing who he was. Waiting for Haley to inish his psychosynthesis
session outside Maggie’s third loor of ice, she’d heard a bump coming
from the stairwell.
Another piece of furniture, she thought. And sure enough, the corner of a
desk appeared, rising unsteadily up out of the stairwell, followed by the
tall young man who was carrying it all by himself. Staggering past her, he
maneuvered his bulky load down the hall and through an open door at the
other end. This was the third piece he’d done that with; he’d already gone
by with a bookcase and a small table.
After a moment he reappeared, and Livvie smiled at him.
"Is that the last one?"
"Actually, yes," he replied.
"I was going to offer to give you a hand; guess I'm too late."
"Thank you," he smiled. "I would have offered you a free massage session."
"Oh, too bad. What kind of massage do you do?”
Maybe she would take him up on it anyway – she loved massage.
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“Abdominal,” he said.
Oh. How weird, she thought. That didn’t sound like something she would
want to experience. She was glad he hadn’t offered.
It wasn’t until almost a year later that it occurred to Livvie that Maggie
might be able to help her with her insomnia. Psychotherapy was pretty
much the only thing she’d never tried for sleep. She’d been to her regular
doctor, and to the sleep clinic at Kaiser, and to various “alternative” people
whom Aurelio referred to as “quacks,” and none of them had a thing to
offer. When her Puritan ancestors scowled at her, reminding her that only
weaklings had to go to shrinks, Livvie snapped back at them that Maggie
was not a shrink but a “guide.” Then she called, and Maggie didn’t have
any openings, but her husband Howard did, so Livvie went to see him.
Howard was a pleasant fellow with curly silver-yellow hair and a bland
smile. When Livvie told him her problem, he said, “Oh, yes, I have that
problem too.” But he said he’d been getting some help from a young
practitioner who’d opened up his practice next door the year before. He
felt Paul was a gifted healer, if young and lacking in life experience. He did
abdominal massage.
Oh. Too bad Livvie hadn’t helped him after all. She called Paul and made
an appointment.
Paul explained over the phone that this form of abdominal massage was
an ancient Taoist technique developed by the monks to increase their
ability to tolerate high levels of energy. Ah, so it wasn’t just some visceral
health fad. That made her feel better. Not only would this save her from
the ignominy of psychotherapy, it was something spiritual, something
from the east, tested over the ages.
It was a Saturday afternoon when she climbed the three lights of stairs
and emerged slightly out of breath in Paul’s of ice. Airy with bay windows,
the room was almost empty. He had arranged the desk, table and
bookcase against one wall, and the other walls were hung with framed
Taoist diagrams showing the human body and mysterious symbols of
what might be the low of energy. In the middle of the bare wood loor
was a futon. Paul welcomed her and asked her to lie down there on her
back.
Feeling awkward, Livvie obeyed. Paul was tall, bearded and athletic, with
earnest blue eyes, and was very young, probably in his mid-20s; Livvie
could easily have been his mother.
He knelt beside her and explained that this was a deep but gentle
massage. Breathing was key – you had to breathe deep into the belly, as if
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down into the sacrum, the lat, v-shaped bone at the base of the spine. The
chest should not move, only the abdomen. He had her pull back her shirt
and fold her pants down below her navel, and Livvie felt even more
exposed, her belly bare in the white light from the bay windows. But
when he laid his long hands softly on her skin, Livvie relaxed.
"Breathe in through your nose..."
Livvie closed her eyes and began to follow his voice...
She was in another world – and yet it was more real, and more purely this
world, than any place she’d ever been.
Young again, she found herself in the house on the beach where she and
several young friends were living. It was a former chicken coop, an old
adobe with white walls, a sloping red-tiled loor and open beam ceilings.
This was no memory – she was here, alive and well, sitting with her friends
around the rough plank table where they were sharing soup and bread. The
evening light lay golden around them, and they sat together full of innocent
vitality, talking quietly, their words lowing hushed and soft like the breeze.
Out the window, the sun was setting in rose and orange tones over the
ocean. Nasturtiums climbed around the open doorway, and they could see
out across white sand, across the dunes toward the sea.
This was a time in her life, Livvie saw with astonishment, that she had
always remembered with a sad aversion; a painful time, lived through a veil
of anguish. Because back then, in that shadow life, she had believed herself
alone, unloved and unlovable, with the future stretching hollow, bleak and
lonely before her.
But now Livvie was truly here, as if for the irst time. Everything was the
same as in her old dismal dream life, except that now life was full and rich,
and Livvie was utterly at peace.
And she knew, with a quiet recognition, that We Do Not Die.
She knew that every living particle of this place, and every being here, was
immortal. Life was triumphant, and there was no fear.
She knew that nothing real is ever lost, that every negative feeling or
thought we ever have is nothing but a misinterpretation obscuring sweet
reality.
She knew that after all our imaginary constructs of despair pass away, we
are here, washed clean, warm and vital.
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Time – timeless time – was unending, full of peace, such as she could never
have imagined before. A deep, warm joy and gratitude and suffused her
being. Reality was sweet like the essence of all summers.
And then she was half back, straddling two worlds. Her timeless self was
in that deathless world, full of life and strength, while her
ifty-three-year-old body was lying on an of ice loor in San Francisco, on
an afternoon when the world believed itself to be careening in chaos and
discord, and she was receiving a massage.
She heard herself say, "If I don't come back, will they arrest you for
murder?"
Paul half gasped, half laughed. She supposed he was a little unnerved, and
she could not blame him.
For a while Livvie lay silent, smiling, unable to bridge the gap between
this rich and present world and the shallow one where her body lay. Still
savoring that timeless world, she felt that somehow she must be able to
stay there…
At the same time her body was anchored in the ordinary, unreal world,
where irrational faith was her fragile and only lifeline.
At the end of the session, lying there with almost all of her inally back in
the regular world, Livvie knew that her return to unreality was inevitable.
And although she did not understand it, she was glad to be back. Her
mind felt clean.
Paul was looking at her uncertainly. "You had a strong experience," he
said. "Every experience is different; if you do it again, it won't be the
same."
"It was incredible," she smiled at him. "I don't understand it though. Do
you? I was in another reality."
"The Taoists say there is another reality you can experience if you
meditate and study for many years," he ventured.
No, he did not understand. As Howard had suggested, this boy had a gift
with his hands, but did not yet know the realm to whose gates he had
unwittingly escorted her.
-Big Endings
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The end of the ‘90s was like a whirlpool, carrying so many parts of
everyone’s life swirling into the dark. Jude was gone, Arnie was in his
dotage, Livvie was over ifty, and Aurelio was nearing sixty. The kids were
nearing graduation, the twins from high school, and Juan from middle
school. Even the millennium was ending - Y2K was looming, and everyone
was getting nervous about planes falling out of the sky when the
computers that held them up stopped working.
Livvie and her family held onto their remaining stability with all their
might, the winds of change howling around them. Aurelio was still
working at the job he’d started when Juan was born, doing rotating shifts
as a “sanitation engineer” at the airport’s “shit plant,” as he called it.
Livvie was taking care of their visiting students, publishing their
newspaper, and doing the rare freelance jobs that came her way, mysti ied
as always at the conundrum of how to get paid for what she loved to do.
The biggest changes were with the kids. The twins, who had been artists
since they could hold crayons, were studying at the School of the Arts, the
small and prestigious public school they had both auditioned to get into.
But Livvie seldom saw Haley, who had moved out the year before. Juan
was at the middle school down the hill. At the end of the year, all of them
would be moving on.
Every day, as Livvie had for years, she still drove Hunter and Juan to
school, even though they assured her they would be ine taking the bus
like all their friends. She knew they probably would, but she just could not
let them go. They grumbled, but took the path of least resistance, and let
her have her way.
As she had for years, she drove them to and from social events and offered
to do the same for their friends. On the rare occasions when she couldn’t
keep her kids from going out on their own, she stayed up peering into the
dark like an owl until they came home, knowing she would never be able
to sleep until she knew they were safe.
She was just as bad with Aurelio. If he was late, she paced and watched
and worried until he showed up. One time when he was a lot later than
usual, and she was home alone without a car, she called her friend Bert
and got him to go out in his car to look for him. Shortly after Bert set off,
Aurelio came in the door, and Livvie melted with relief, demanding to
know what had happened to him.
She felt ridiculous being so fearful and desperate, but she had to make
sure her loved ones were safe, because only if they were OK was she OK.
The only problem was, she wasn’t in charge.
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-Millennium
On the last day of the last year of the Second Millennium, Vladimir Putin
took of ice as the President of Russia. Other than that, there were no
disasters, at least nothing important enough to merit a mention in
Wikipedia when Livvie consulted it years later.
Nevertheless, the turn of the millennium brought big changes to their
family. They had been in the same house for seven years, a record for
them, but they were tired of stretching themselves thin to make the
mortgage payments. Now that the kids would all be graduating from their
different schools, there was really no reason they had to stay any longer.
Where to go was the question. Aurelio was still working at the water
pollution control plant, so they had to stay within driving distance of the
airport. But prices had been climbing, and there was no way they could
afford another place in the city. Even the surrounding areas were getting
pricey. Puzzling over this conundrum, Livvie had another brilliant idea.
Arnie was almost 87, and although he was doing ok by himself, Livvie
hated to think of him always alone in that ive-bedroom house. Surely he
would be happy for some company. What if she and her family offered to
move in with him? They could pay rent, which she imagined would also
be welcome. She told Aurelio her idea, and he thought it was worth a try,
so that weekend they called Arnie and told him they were coming for a
visit.
When Livvie told him her idea, he was only a little grumpy, and she could
tell he liked it. It would just be four of them, Livvie told him, because
Haley was living with friends in the city. And after the summer, Hunter
would be moving to Chicago to live with her dad for a while, so then it
would just be Aurelio and her and Juan.
Arnie pondered this for some time. Then, slowly, “Well, I suppose that
would be all right with me.”
So it was agreed. They would move in the following month, and would pay
$750 in rent.
Livvie was pleased as punch with herself. She loved the old coot, and was
happy that she would be able to spend time with him and take care of him
at the end of his life.
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They moved to Clover Valley that winter, putting their furniture in
storage.
-Ancient landscapes
Everything in Arnie’s house held secrets from the past; Livvie knew she
would have to walk quietly to avoid waking up the old neuroses that were
gently snoring in the dusty corners of every room.
When she and her brood arrived with their suitcases, Juan carrying the
black cat Hershey in his arms, Arnie and Betty were waiting for them in
the front yard, Betty waving her golden plume of a tale, both of them
grinning. They all hugged, and Arnie’s eyes were full of happiness at
having his family there. Nervously, his hands luttering, he shooed them
inside and stood leaning on his cane, his mouth half open, as his family
illed the house with their hubbub.
Juan and Hunter knew the house almost as well as Livvie did, having
visited often since they were small, and without further ado, both
disappeared down the hallway to stake their claim to a bedroom.
Arnie’s room was the master bedroom with the picture window looking
out on the garden. A long, plain, light room, it still had one wall papered
with the Japanese themed wallpaper Livvie had loved as a child. She had
spent so many timeless moments gazing into its pale pink paradise with
its blossoming trees in turquoise and gold, its small people in pointed
hats poling their boats past pagodas and torii gates, against a background
of snowy mountain peaks…
Juan and Hunter established themselves in the two small back bedrooms
that had been Livvie’s sisters’ rooms when they were little, and Aurelio
and Livvie took the larger room that had long ago been irst her parents’,
then Livvie’s, and inally the Academy of ice.
Livvie laid their suitcases on the bed in their new space and looked
around. It had always been a dark room; Arnie had installed a skylight,
but something in the room managed to suck up most of the light that
trickled in through the frosted glass. Now, just as when her parents had
slept here, the walls were grayish green, the loor covered with linoleum
tiles, fake gray-green marble with dark red veins the color of dried blood.
A double bed stood where her parents’ bed had once been, taking up most
of the room, its tall, dark wood headboard carved in scrolls and leaves and
lowers looming against one wall. A battered desk stood where the
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matching dresser had been, with the fading mirror her mother would
peer into when she put on her red lipstick.
When Livvie and the others were children they had loved to play in that
room. When their parents were not paying attention, Livvie and Sam
would climb onto the bed and jump riotously, higher and higher, hooting
that they were “little mice” and their parents were “big noodles,” until
Jude or Arnie appeared and admonished them to stop for heaven’s sake.
Livvie and Sam couldn’t understand it – they were just happy, what was
the problem?
Her parents had moved out of that room and into the new master
bedroom when Livvie was a teenager, and she had moved in. To shake the
dim room out of the sadness she saw everywhere as an angst-ridden
14-year-old, she had painted one wall a stunning vermillion, two others a
rich yellow ocher, and the fourth lime green. The room was happier then,
and Livvie hid in its warmth, shutting the door and listening to Bach,
glaring at herself in the mirror, and drawing ferocious self-portraits in
heavy charcoal, writing stories about a solitary, sensitive young girl who
liked to sit alone in gloomy glades, and did not know how to live in
conventional society.
She’d moved out at 18, and the Academy had moved in. Then Bob
Morrison, the tall, gaunt business manager, had found an old can of paint
in the garage and repainted all the walls the old dull gray-green. In
mourning, the room turned over and went back to sleep.
Now, somehow, Livvie didn’t mind that she and Aurelio were moving into
a room the color of a prison hospital waiting room. They probably
wouldn’t be there for the long haul, and anyway Aurelio ’s snoring would
have her sleeping by herself, across the hall in the little guest room that
had once been Sam’s. That room still throbbed with the cerulean blue she
had given it in the years of her teenage rebellion, and under the
gray-green of this room the old orange and yellow and lime-green still
glowed.
And so they made themselves at home, and Livvie was glad to be with her
father and accompany him in his old age.
Arnie was still working on his book about Jude, and spent most of his time
in his room, pecking away with two ingers on the computer. A quiet man
who habitually voiced his displeasure only in subdued tones, he bore the
general disruption of his life with stoicism. Only once did he lose his
composure.
It happened one evening when Livvie was cooking dinner and Juan and
Aurelio were sitting at the dining table, arguing about something. No
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sooner had Juan raised his voice in impatience than a sonic boom
shattered the decorum of the house.
“I CAN YELL TOO!!!”
It was Arnie’s voice, its echoes trembling in rage as they hurtled and
caromed through the house. Astonished, Livvie looked up to see him
standing in the doorway glaring at them. Snorting, he turned on his heel
and clomped back to his room.
They laughed about that later, but it was Arnie’s house, after all, and they
had to honor the decorum that dwelt in its very bones. That included
falling into step with his routine, breakfast at seven, lunch at noon, and
dinner at six. Everyone breakfasted and lunched on their own, but the
family dinner was sacrosanct. Every night Livvie would cook, and at
precisely six they would all sit down together around the round table that
Jude had transformed with such pride years ago.
She remembered the year in her childhood when her mother irst brought
the table home, a monstrosity from some Victorian mausoleum. The thing
must have weighed hundreds of pounds, and for months it hulked in the
dining room on four immense black legs that could have held up the roof
of the Parthenon.
Livvie didn’t know how Jude knew there was walnut under the black, but
that summer, when school let out, she manhandled it out into the patio
and removed the huge legs. Then, wearing gloves to protect her from the
noxious chemicals that no one knew you shouldn’t breathe, she labored
for days stripping the wood bare. When the light brown wood lay
exposed, she sanded it by hand until it was soft and smooth to the touch.
Finally she mounted it on four slim steel legs.
When she brought it back inside, it loated above the loor, its weightless
grace in harmony with their wonderful persimmon-colored plastic Danish
Modern couch. They all took turns rubbing the wood with beeswax until it
glowed.
-Imaginary Solutions
Livvie had always lived ninety-nine point nine percent of her life in her
head. When they moved to Clover Valley, it was no different. Her inner life
continued just as wonderfully as it had in the city, her mind churning out
magical solutions for every possible problem.
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Living in her head was the obvious thing to do considering the disaster
that sprawled everywhere in the “real life” physical world. Out there,
inding practical solutions for anything but her most immediate and
personal issues was utterly beyond her. But inside her, in her imagination,
everything was possible.
For years now, the thing that caused Livvie the greatest suffering in the
outside world was the public school system. Ever since her children had
been lung into that nightmare of well-intentioned blunders and snafus,
she’d been obsessed with changing it. Even now, when her youngest was
in high school and her twins were in college, she hungered to ind a way
to transform the whole monstrosity. It might be too late for her own
youngsters, but millions of others were suffering…
Her mind knew exactly what to do. The tools to end suffering had been
dumped in her lap, irst by her mother and her music, and then by Silo
and his work to “end pain and suffering, learn without limits, and love the
reality you build.” The solution was ripe for the plucking, if only
somebody with some clout would agree with her.
She knew her ideas were pie in the sky, but she was obsessed. Even if she
could do next to nothing to change things in the outside world, the
possibilities were so fascinating that she spent almost all her time inside
herself, in the well-endowed and limitless laboratory of her imagination.
Not that there was anything wrong with imagining. Every action starts
inside someone’s head, she told herself, and there was always a chance
that one of her brainstorms would materialize. Her favorite way of
manifesting her imaginings was by writing. She had already written a
fantasy-testimony about education called “Where the Sky is Full of Light,”
and had even printed out a copy. But when it didn’t publish or market
itself, she left it sitting there on her desk, and went on her next daydream.
That was the only problem with being a writer. The practical aspect –
inding a publisher and getting what one wrote into the bookstores - was
so daunting that she knew she would never be able to crack it. So she left
that aspect to that mysterious someone who someday, long after she was
dead, would stumble upon the treasure trove of her all her books and
poems, utter a cry of astonishment and delight, and publish them.
Now, in her head, she was feverishly working on her next book.
Tentatively titled “The New Schools,” it would be a manifesto-manual for
humanizing education worldwide. Never setting pen to paper, or ingers
to the keyboard, she spent hours daydreaming about the perfect school
system, elaborating it in excruciating and perfect detail.
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The New Schools were the Answer to Everything. Based not only on her
mother’s work and Silo’s teaching, but also on the practical experience of
so many real-life experiments she had read about, they would be
nonviolent and cooperative, places where young people and teachers and
parents could all follow their joy, everyone giving the special gift that only
they could give. Everyone in the community, including the old folks, would
have a place there, if they so desired.
In the New Schools, no one would be bored, no one would be stressed out,
no one would be excluded or belittled or ignored. School would be the
place everyone wanted to be, a place of belonging and friendship and
inspiration, laughter and heart-to-heart talks, music and art, play and
exploration. Everyone would be inspired to learn what they loved, and all
learning would be dedicated to the furtherance of life, never to violence or
oppression. The endless possibilities and the synchronistic way
everything it together dazzled her.
REPETITIVE The only problem was, her glorious dreams remained almost
entirely in her head. She knew that if they were to have any impact, she
would have to do more than write about them, and so she spent hours
mulling over how to let people know about her ideas, how to get teachers
and parents and administrators and students on board. Unfortunately, the
real world remained so alarming and overwhelming, and her imagination
was such an alluring comfort zone, that most of her ideas never made it
past the boundaries of her own skull.
It wasn’t that she did nothing in the real world. When the twins had
started kindergarten, she’d invited other parents to form a Parents for
Peace group, and a few people had joined. For that whole year they met at
Livvie’s house every week, spending hours talking and laughing and
puzzling together over the challenges and failures of trying to raise
children nonviolently.
It was great getting together with other parents, but Livvie doubted that
their meetings had any positive impact on the children. They did try - like
the time they had the kids bring all their war toys to the meeting. Hunter
brought her toy bomber plane, and Haley brought his water pistol, and
they all went outside, where they made a big pile of the sacri icial toys in
the middle of the patio. The parents would have loved to make a bon ire,
but a lot of the stuff was plastic, so they made do with putting everything
in a garbage bag to leave out with the trash in the morning. The kids just
looked on sadly…
Later on Livvie volunteered more than once at her kids’ elementary
school, reading to classes, going on ield trips, and helping out on school
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camping trips. It was hard to insert anything meaningful and interesting
into an environment ruled by fear, and most of the time she just felt like
another cog in an enormous wheel-spinning mechanism that was going
nowhere.
Once, though, she’d been sure the machine was going to eat her alive. She
was reading a tale from Silo’s Guided Experiences to Juan’ third grade class
when she suddenly realized, halfway through, that she was telling her
little listeners to imagine themselves naked… Almost choking, she cut it
short and stood up.
“Well, that’s the end,” she babbled. “Thank you for having me, it’s time for
me to go, goodbye!”
And she rushed out of the room, leaving the children intrigued and the
teacher wondering what to think. She was sure someone would call her
later on and tell her that the kids had gone home talking about nudity, and
the parents were outraged – but nothing ever happened.
Another time she’d brought her mother in to play singing games with
Hunter’s fourth grade class. Already sliding into dementia, Jude was
uncertain what she was doing, and the game fell lat. Worse still, Hunter
was mightily embarrassed.
Livvie kept trying, but the physical universe was so bulky, so dif icult to
deal with, and it was so much easier to change things in her head. Even
when she managed to speak aloud about her ideas, people didn’t
understand the magic of what she was talking about. The teachers and
administrators and other parents had their own ideas, not their fault of
course, but they would open no doors for her.
Perhaps it would have been different if she’d pursued a career in teaching,
she told herself. As it was, she had no training or experience that would
get people to take her seriously in the world of education. She thought
about going back to school for a teaching certi icate, but that would have
meant actually following the rules, and she couldn’t imagine subjecting
herself to the System, with its dog-eat-dog approach to life.
And so she stayed where she was, in that delightful realm where anything
was possible: her head.
-Teaching
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After they moved to Arnie’s house, however, things took a different turn.
They were, as always, short of money, so when she heard that you could
take a course in teaching English as a Second Language, and that there
was a fair demand for ESL teachers in the Bay Area, Livvie was intrigued.
She loved languages, and teaching was a hallowed calling in her family, so
it would be a nice feather in her cap that might even be fun.
Aurelio agreed that it would be worth the gamble, so Livvie enrolled in a
six-week course at a language school in downtown San Francisco. The
classes were held weekday evenings, and taught in a hands-on style, and
Livvie enjoyed them immensely. The lesson plans, which the students
tried out on each other, were easy and playful. There was even room for
creativity. The more they practiced teaching each other, the more
encouraged Livvie got. If this was what teaching would be like, she
wouldn’t mind going to work at all.
At the end of the course, she found a full-time job in Millbrae, near the
airport where Aurelio worked. The English For Everyone Institute was a
private school for adults, most of whom were young and from a variety of
countries. It was Livvie’s irst full time job in years.
Only when she started having to get up at 6am every day did she
remember why she hadn’t worked full time for so long: it was her
insomnia. That malady had plagued her on and off since Juan was born.
Sometimes Livvie would sleep ine for weeks – but then it would attack
her again, for no reason, and stay with her for days. There was no way to
know when she would be able to sleep and when she wouldn’t. When she
didn’t sleep, she would go to work so exhausted that instead of eating
lunch she would put the seat back in the car and lie there, vainly trying to
get half an hour of sleep.
But she was determined to make this job work, insomnia or no. Her new
boss told her he would start her off by having her work mostly in the
of ice, and every now and then she could try her hand at teaching a class.
This was only fair, since Livvie was virtually without teaching experience.
But it also disappointed her – she had taken that course so she could earn
money doing something meaningful, and now they were shunting her into
another boring grunt job. It didn’t help that her superior, the other person
in the of ice, was a young woman half her age.
Livvie’s disgruntlement faded, however, as she got to know her coworker.
Varya was from Hungary, and it turned out they had many interests in
common, including poetry. Talking with Varya illed those long days in the
of ice with a lively interest.
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Which was good, because when at last they let her teach classes, Livvie
quickly discovered that she did not like teaching one bit. The students in
Beginning English were lazy and critical, and even though they were all
over 18, they acted like high school delinquents. Worst of all, at the end of
the semester they got to ill out teacher evaluations, and they had a
heyday with hers.
Eventually she began tutoring students one on one, which was much
easier and more enjoyable. Then she divided her days between working in
the of ice with Varya and tutoring a young man from China, a livable
arrangement.
Even if she had wanted to become a teacher in that institution, she
wouldn’t have had a chance. She had worked there only a year when the
whole school suddenly closed amidst innuendos about the integrity of the
management. Varya and Livvie said goodbye sadly, and promised to stay
in touch, knowing that they would not.
-Heliodoro
Their nest was shrinking rapidly. Haley was long gone, even in name,
since not long after moving out he’d changed his name to Finn; and
Hunter was about to move back to Chicago to live with Stephen and
Marisol, get a job, and igure out what to do with her future. Juan was the
only ledgling left in the nest.
Even though Livvie and Aurelio were no longer living in the city, they kept
in touch with their friends in the Movement. One of them was Heliodoro, a
puckish character who seemed always to struggle to ind his niche, though
he was a ine writer and had contributed to their paper more than once.
They knew his sister and her daughter, whom the twins had played with
when they were all little. Aurelio and Livvie had always felt close to Helio,
and although he was only a few years younger than Livvie, they couldn’t
help thinking of him as one of their children.
Now they were worried. After recently coming out as gay, Helio had begun
hanging out with a much younger man that none of Helio’s friends felt
good about.
He had introduced his friend to them all at a party.
“This is Adolfo,” he had said, holding the handsome young man’s hand,
grinning and swaggering like someone drunk.
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That would have been ine - except that none of them trusted Adolfo. The
boy was friendly enough, but his friendliness had a gaudy, slick quality,
and his aura breathed stealth and sleaziness.
But Helio was smitten and poured himself into his new life de iantly. His
friends saw less and less of him, and when they did see him, they sensed a
fugitive kind of desperation about him.
Livvie and Aurelio became even more concerned when they went to visit
him at his apartment. The place was a mess, dirty clothes strewn
everywhere, dishes unwashed. His slovenliness was more than
carelessness – it had the stench of despair. He assured them he was ine,
but something was clearly and deeply wrong.
Diego was also close to Helio, and Aurelio and Livvie called him up in
Portland more than once to confer about how they could help him. There
must be something they could do for him, they kept saying. Livvie thought
they should at least go see Helio more often. But life was busy, and Helio
was only one of its many facets, and they did nothing…
Livvie was at home in Clover Valley, gazing out the window at the fruit
trees in their full foliage, their fruit hanging ripe, when the phone rang. It
was Diego. Without even saying hello, as if he could barely get the words
out, he said what Livvie had been dreading to hear.
“Helio está muerto.”
Helio is dead.
The news fell through her like a stone, and Livvie heard an enormous sob
come out of her, wrenched from her depths…
“He was found dead from an overdose in his apartment this morning,”
Diego went on. “They think it was suicide.”
Livvie told Aurelio, and they looked at each other horri ied. They had not
done enough…
It was only two days later that Diego called again. This time, to her
amazement, he was in high spirits. He had dreamt of Helio, he said, and he
told them how it went:
“He was sitting at a table, all dressed in white, and very happy. I was so
surprised to see him, and I said, but Helio, you are dead! And he just
smiled, and told me he was totally ine. I scolded him for killing himself,
but he said that in this new life, everything was forgiven ahead of time, so
nobody had to worry about anything...!”
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Since then, said Diego, he’d known that Helio was ine, and they didn’t
have to be concerned about him at all.
Livvie was delighted. She knew that good dreams can at times be far more
real than “reality,” and she felt sure this was one of those times. In some
way she did not understand, whatever they had or hadn’t done for Helio,
it had been exactly right.
-The Second End of the American Dream
That Tuesday morning in September, Livvie’s ringtone jolted her awake
out of a thin sleep. She’d had an agitated night of wondering why she
couldn’t sleep, and had drifted off at last as the sun rose. Now, groping for
the phone, she wondered who the hell was calling so early. It was 6:30 am.
“Hello?”
For a moment there was silence, a hollow whistling of distance…
Then a chirpy voice, “We’re ok!”
Ah – Livvie recognized the voice, it was Aurelio ’s daughter Micaela,
calling from New York City.
“Uh… - that’s good…” Why was she telling her that?
“Did you hear what happened?”
“No…”
And Micaela told her everything. How two planes had just crashed into
the World Trade Center’s twin towers, killing who knew how many
hundreds or thousands of people. Funnels of smoke were rolling out of
the wreckage, people running through the streets screaming and
weeping, mayhem everywhere…
Out the window by Livvie’s bed, it was a beautiful morning, the sun
shining, birds chirping in the apple tree. She could hear Arnie in the
kitchen, preparing his boiled egg and toast. Juan’ alarm was about to go
off for school, and Aurelio was snoring across the hall. Normally Livvie
would have let Aurelio sleep, since he didn’t have to be at work till
midday…
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But now, nobody could sleep. As the news sank in, Livvie wondered if her
body had known something she hadn’t, and that was why she had slept so
badly…
She lay there grappling with the news, wondering what on earth to think.
What had happened to their life, the idyll of normalcy they’d been told
they could have if they were good? Where had the regular day gone, that
pleasant sanctuary of predictable work and play, breakfast, lunch and
dinner, comfort and safety?
It reminded her of Columbine, only a thousand times worse…
Nostalgia opening in her chest like a wound, Livvie went to greet her
family and tell them the news.
-The Illusion of Safety
It took Livvie and everyone she knew a long time to get over what had
happened. So long that they never really never did get over it, and their
children had to make up a new way of dealing with reality.
The hardest thing was losing the illusion of safety. Livvie’s parents and
grandparents had paid dear to for that illusion, irst with World War I,
then with the Great Depression, and inally with World War II. Once those
nightmares were over, and the authorities said it was safe to come out
now, they had believed it, and Safety had been enshrined in every home.
Safety was everyone’s birthright – “everyone” meaning everyone in of the
white upper middle class. You were entitled to safety as long as you
obeyed the rules: get a university degree, land a good job, marry and have
2.5 children. Then you can live in a house in the suburbs, have two cars in
your garage, and be rewarded with a happy retirement, grandchildren
and golf, no pain or suffering anywhere in sight.
Who wouldn’t want be good to reap those rewards? It was a big
improvement over the way our ancestors lived. Fierce with necessity, they
had forged their way west, making everything they needed from scratch,
taming the wilderness, conquering nature and the people who were part
of nature. Good or bad, they had wrested their survival out of thin air and
bare earth, and that had given them inner strength and faith in the future.
Those tough individuals tried to drill the gifts of self-reliance into their
offspring, and were dismayed when the kids weren’t interested. But who
could blame the kids? Growing up sitting in warm rooms playing with
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machines, and they preferred to spend their time inventing things that
made toughness and self-reliance unnecessary.
They had done well, and had taught their own children, the
baby-boomers, the children of the War, what they had been told: that life
was simple, and Capitalism, which was the same thing as Democracy,
would take care of you if only you would behave yourself and do as you
were told. And the baby boomers had received this gift with a sense of
entitlement, because they were Americans and their forefathers had
fought for this freedom.
And then, at the turn of the millennium, suddenly and out of nowhere, the
Enemy had appeared. Crazed with unholy poverty and ignorance, a few
maniacs had lown their planes into the twin towers, sending the precious
bauble of the American Dream lying…
Now the Dream lay smashed on the bloody loor of reality, and no one was
safe anymore. Maybe the illusion of safety was only a cheap ornament
fallen from the Tree of Life, but Livvie was attached to it, and it was hard
to lose it…
-Silver Linings
In the weeks following the attacks, Livvie felt a bleakness in her heart, as
if her dearest hopes had been unpinned and had fallen away. The news
media muttered of revenge and war, and told of attacks around the
country against innocent people who looked like the Enemy. In the fear
and mistrust that were percolating everywhere, Livvie wished the
community they lived in were friendlier…
But maybe, she thought, people would be friendlier if they were invited.
Sammy had lived in the valley for most of his life, and knew a lot of the
neighbors. What did he think, Livvie asked him, if they invited people to
get together to talk about what had happened, to support each other?
He liked the idea, and so did Arnie, who said it was ine with him if they
invited people to his house. So it was decided. They would invite the
neighbors to a potluck at their house two weeks from the coming
Saturday. Printing out 300 invitations, they tromped all over the hill,
putting them in people’s mailboxes.
On the Saturday in question, they cleaned the house, and at six o’clock
that evening the people began to come. Neighbors Livvie had never met or
even seen came bearing their salads and their casseroles, children and
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grandparents in tow. Sammy and Amelia were there, and many friends,
including the Indian family from down the hill and the Persian family who
had bought the house next door after Hank died and Sarah had moved
away.
It was a royal spread, and everyone was grateful to be there. They ate and
talked, and after dinner, over coffee and dessert, Livvie started the ball
rolling by thanking everyone, saying it was good to have such a warm
community around them at a time like this. She confessed how shaken
she’d been by the events, how strange and sad it was to have their safe
haven destroyed. Then other people began to speak up, to talk about their
own feelings. One neighbor had a family member who had died in the
Twin Towers, and two others knew someone who had lost loved ones.
They talked a long time…
At last the evening was over. Before they said goodbye, Livvie invited
everyone to sit quietly for a moment and wish the best for everyone
affected by the tragedy: those who had died, and those who had lost loved
ones.
They sat together silent, eyes closed, each person dipping down into the
stillness, the quiet place inside where there is no terror, no mistrust, no
fear, only a soft clarity. For a long moment they stayed there, together in
silence, and Livvie felt the ragged place inside her ill with a lovely
warmth and calm.
-Relief
Livvie was no good at the one thing she thought most important, outside
of her family: getting other people interested in Silo.
It wasn’t that she hadn’t tried. For years now she’d been trying - but the
more she tried, the worse it got. Her over lowing enthusiasm seemed only
to drive people away.
She couldn’t igure it out. How could people not come locking when they
heard how Silo had changed her life?
But they didn’t. They weren’t interested. They might stop to listen, but the
moment she mentioned anything about getting involved, they ran the
other way.
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That was why she had loved publishing the newspaper. It was one way
she could talk about her experiences without trying to get anyone to join
anything.
They’d stopped publishing when they moved to Arnie’s house, and she’d
been at loose ends ever since.
Then one day a rumor about Silo reached her ears. It was said he was
writing something new, something he would say nothing about. Some
speculated that it was something with a more spiritual bent... Livvie
hoped with all her heart that that was so.
At last, a year after they’d moved to Arnie’s, word came that the new book
was out. It was called Silo’s Message, and it was his gift to everyone,
available for free online.
Livvie lost no time in downloading it, and as soon as she began to read,
she couldn’t help giving a sigh of relief.
It began: “Here it tells how the non-meaning of life can be converted into
meaning and ful illment…”
This was what she had been waiting for. Pure poetry, it was all about the
questions she had been asking all her life. But it was practical too. A kind
of manual for overcoming suffering, it contained ceremonies for different
moments in life. Livvie had always loved ceremonies…
But you could use the book any way you liked. The author emphasized in
the very beginning that the book was open to interpretation. All he asked
was that no one change the text.
He did have suggestions. Perhaps people who liked the Message might get
together in small “Communities of Silo’s Message,” and study the book
together. They could do some of the ceremonies, re lect and interchange
about their experiences, supporting each other on the path…
Livvie and Aurelio read the whole book together in a few days, and to
Livvie’s vast relief, neither of them could ind anything in it anywhere
about building structures or getting anyone to join anything.
-Stuck
Even though no one said anything about anyone building groups, Livvie
immediately got stuck in the same conundrum.
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Of course she wanted to form a Community of the Message. If only people
knew about it, surely they would be clamoring to participate. But how to
let them know about it? How to invite without forcing, give without
grasping?
She tried and failed, again and again, and at last she concluded that Silo’s
Message was a set-up. It pushed you off the edge, into the deep end, sink
or swim. The only way to keep a loat was to treat others as you wished to
be treated, caring about them the way you cared about yourself. If your
motive was really all about you, if your welcoming hand was really a
grasping hand, they’d run the other way.
But it was impossible not to grasp. She felt like one of those hapless
monkeys that people trap by putting a handful of rice inside a
hollowed-out coconut chained to a stake. The hole is just big enough for
the monkey’s outstretched hand, so he reaches in and grabs the rice. But
his ist won’t it through the hole unless he opens it, and grasping is such a
part of his nature that he won’t let go of the rice so he can escape. So he’s
stuck, and the people catch him, laughing at the stupid creature.
People did come to her meetings, but only a very few, because Livvie was
still stuck with her hand in the coconut.
-Decision
At 89, Arnie was still going strong, though not enthused about continuing.
Once almost six feet tall, he was now six inches shorter, his neck bent
almost at right angles to his spine, his whole frame compressed by nearly
nine decades of gravity. His brown eyes were milky blue around the pupil,
and he walked with a cane. Still he bore the inconvenience of his old body
stoically, and went through every day with regularity, preparing his meals,
walking the dog, working in the garden, and writing his book about Jude.
Then one day he told Livvie he was done writing. He’d been working on
the book for four years, and had chronicled seven decades of Jude’s life.
Now he’d come to a wall he could not scale.
Until now he’d written of his wife as he’d known and loved her, a ireball
full of passion and determination and a dazzling enthusiasm for living.
But that part was over, and he couldn’t write any more. No way was he
going to describe the falling away of Jude’s capabilities, the way her raw
consciousness was left exposed and defenseless in the face of the chaotic
universe. Someone else could write that part. He was done.
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Having said that, he went to the garage, got the rototiller, and steered the
heavy machine down into the garden. It was time to break up the ground
for planting.
It was a huge machine, but he grappled it down the sloping lawn to the
place that needed digging up, managed to get it started, and took ahold of
the two handles. The thing rumbled forward as if it were alive, and he
hung on as it ate through the hard-packed soil, shaking him from head to
foot as it lurched over the ground. When he’d followed it all around the
ten- by ten-foot plot for the vegetable garden, he was sweating but
satis ied. He turned off the machine and pushed it slowly back up to the
garage.
The next thing was the compost. He stumped back down the hill, picking
up the shovel where he’d left it leaning against the house, and clomped
over to the compost pile that was slowly building up inside half a rusty oil
drum. When he lifted the old board cover, he saw that it was doing nicely,
steaming in the sun. Taking the shovel, he pushed it into the dark mass,
lifted and turned it. He did the same again, and again, leaning into the
shovel with all his weight, lifting, turning, ‘til the sweat ran down his face.
Just one more, and that’ll do it, he muttered to himself, thrusting the
shovel into the mound.
That was when he felt something give, and a dull pain throbbed behind
his left kidney. Damn, he thought. Stopping, he straightened up carefully –
and he knew he had a problem. He’d better not reach down to pick up the
board; he’d get Sam to put it back later. Swearing under his breath, he
made his way into the house. He’d have to take it easy for a day or so.
He took it easy, but his back didn’t get better. He went to the doctor, who
said they couldn’t do anything but give him pain medicine. So, a devout
believer in his doctor, he took the pills and stayed in bed, reading and
frustrated. The pills made him feel terrible. Betty lay on the loor beside
the bed, her eyes gazing at him quizzically.
A week passed, and Arnie wasn’t getting any better. “Must be getting old!”
he grumped. On Sunday they had a family get together, and Sam and
Laurie and their families came. They were preparing dinner when Arnie
appeared in the doorway leaning on his cane, and told them, the three of
his children who were present, that he’d like to talk to them in his room.
Wondering what was up, they followed him back. He lay down and looked
up at them as they stood around the bed.
“I’m done,” he told them. It was a statement of fact.
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-Frustration
By the time he decided he’d had enough, Arnie had reverted to his
protestant ways. He never said why he stopped going to mass. Livvie
speculated that without Jude and her mania for thumbing her nose at
caution, he may have remembered how strange those Catholics were,
with all their incense, their gilded costumes, their kneeling and standing
and genu lecting. He was a Protestant, for God’s sake!
Whatever the reason he left the Catholics, he had to go to church
somewhere, and so without fanfare he began to reappear at the Ladera
Church. Every Sunday morning he would put on his good clothes and
drive down to church to sit with the other dutiful churchgoers and listen
to the sermon, then ile out past the preacher, shake his hand and nod to
his old acquaintances, people who knew how to greet him cordially and
keep their distance. Ladera Church, with its bland Protestantism and its
lenient God, was his stand against loundering. It was the church of the
good old days, before the kids went crazy and drove him and Jude both to
Catholicism.
He had gone back to Ladera Church after Jude had died, just four years
ago. Now, after telling his kids he was done living, he stopped even going
there, and began steadily climbing downhill, according to plan. Never
saying anything about what he was doing, he ate only tiny morsels, and
accepted only bits of ice to assuage his thirst. It was as if he had his sights
set on the Exit sign and was just waiting for the door to open.
After a week, he griped, “This is taking too damn long. I wish it would
hurry up.”
But “it” wouldn’t, so he lay there waiting, frustrated that his body
wouldn’t give up the ghost.
He had been waiting like this for around three weeks when at last he
asked Livvie to call the preacher. She made the call, and the man came out,
dressed in his dark suit, and she led him back to Arnie’s room. Leaving
them alone, she went out to the living room to wait.
In the bedroom, the preacher stood over the dying man, taking his hand.
“How are you doing, Arnold?”
Arnie didn’t know why they insisted on calling him Arnold at the church,
no one else did – they must have checked his driver’s license when they
re-admitted him.
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“Well, you know,” grumbled Arnie, “I’ve had about enough of this.”
“I understand Arnold. Would you like me to say a prayer?”
“Yes, please.”
“OK.”
Arnie closed his eyes, and so did the preacher, intoning all at once, in a
subdued rush, “Our father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name, thy
kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven, give us this day
our daily bread, and forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors, lead us
not into temptation, but deliver us from evil, for thine is the kingdom, and
the power, and the glory for ever and ever, amen.”
Arnie lay there, his eyes closed, silent as the words fell over him. When
were they going to take effect, dammit…
The preacher looked at him, unsure what to do. Was the old guy sleeping?
Holding his breath? Dead? He waited…
At last Arnie blinked, the tiniest blink, and saw the preacher still there.
Saw that he was still in his house, in his bedroom, with its pale pink walls,
and the afternoon sun streaming in.
He cleared his throat in impatience.
At that the preacher exhaled a sigh of nerves and said, “Oh, well, Arnold, I
guess I’ll be going now. Hope you feel better soon.”
Arnie glared at him out of one eye. Then he closed both his eyes, and the
preacher made his escape.
Out in the living room, the reverend shook Livvie’s hand heartily goodbye,
a skill he had perfected in the receiving line every Sunday after his boring
sermons, when he got to just stand there and shake people’s hands and
ask how they were doing.
Livvie went back to Arnie’s room to see how he was and peered in the
door.
Alone in his room, he was engaged in a most peculiar behavior. Sitting
bolt upright, he lay down again, only to immediately sit up again, and then
lie back down... As she watched, he continued these strange movements
with the rhythm of an automaton: lying down, sitting up, lying down,
sitting up, lying down…
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At her elbow Livvie felt Ilisapesi, the kindly Tongan woman who had
helped Arnie with Jude before she died, and who was here for him now.
They stood watching him from the doorway.
“A lot of people do things like that when they’re nearing their time,” she
said.
He continued his strange calisthenics for a few moments more, and then
stopped, and lay staring at the ceiling.
They went in and stood by his bed, Ilisapesi laying her hands on his feet.
Livvie touched her father’s arm, and he turned toward her with a faint
and ironic smile. She knew he was frustrated, he had planned to die when
the preacher was there…
“Would you like some music?” she asked him.
“Sure,” he croaked.
He closed his eyes, and Livvie put on a CD he liked, medieval chant,
women’s voices, high and birdlike, thin and ethereal, loating over the
great silence that holds up everything.
-How Everyone Should Be Treated
The hospice people were wonderful. Arriving every morning with their
cheerful, soft, ef icient presence, they would give Arnie the blessed
morphine that let him relax, and then would keep alert to his every need,
bathing him and making him comfortable, treating him and everyone
there with respect and caring. They would stay around all day, and some
other angel would even come and spend the night if they asked.
Livvie and her sister and brother marveled at hospice. Why couldn’t
everyone treat each other this way all the time?
But they knew why. It was because everyone was in hiding. One of the
great functions of business as usual was to distract everyone from death only at the very end of life did it become clear that life is precious,
precious, precious….
After the preacher debacle, Arnie continued his stubborn decline for three
more days. Everyone was on pins and needles, and Livvie was spending
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black, sleepless nights on alert, waiting for the slightest movement, the
faintest call from his room…
The end came on Sunday afternoon, and it happened almost
anti-climactically.
When the hospice nurse called them all, they all came and stood around
the bed - Livvie and Aurelio and Juan, and Sam and Amelia and their
daughter Molly, and Laurie and Matthew and little Bryan, and lisapesi.
Laying their hands on his body, they stood with him, silently assuring him
they were there, while he lay in a kind of tense raptness, breathing rapidly
– until all at once his body jerked, he opened his eyes with a startled look
– and was gone.
That was that, as he would have said. Livvie and Laurie washed the body,
and sat with it while Sam called the crematorium.
When the two men came, the family left the room. A short time later the
men emerged carrying between them the ungainly package of Arnie’s
empty body zipped into a shiny black bag.
On the way out they had to step over the old dog, Betty, who lay asleep in
a heap of disheveled golden fur on the loor in the hallway. One of them
asked Sam, “Is that dog still alive?”
“Yes! And you can’t take her!” said Sam.
Shrugging, they carried Arnie’s empty body out to the white van and
drove it away.
After they left, the family sat and caught their breaths. He had done a good
job of wrapping his life up. Just a month before, he’d inished his book
about Jude, and two weeks after that the letter had come congratulating
him on having paid off the mortgage on the house. Sulky and
cantankerous though he could be, they loved him and honored his solid,
solemn, indefatigable being. All his life, even while snorting at the
incomprehensible injustices of existence, he’d done his very best to love
and honor the life he’d been given, and to care for and love all the people
in it.
Now he too was free. Livvie don’t know if he went to join her mother, who
was doubtless rushing around heaven organizing the angels. She hoped
he got to sit somewhere in a garden and drink in the scent of lowers and
pet his dog.
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Holding On
Livvie was attached to the old house. Even though she had moved out
years ago, the place was her root, her anchor in the world. She assumed
her brother and sisters felt the same; after all, everything that had ever
happened anywhere, good or bad, had been applauded or condemned
within its walls.
Nevertheless, Arnie had left the place to the four of them, and it went
without saying that they would sell it as soon as they possibly could. Even
with its hodgepodge ifties architecture, it was worth big bucks, because
somehow Clover Valley had suddenly become a place where news
anchors and politicians and movie stars lived. They could get probably a
million dollars for it, an incredible sum…
Livvie couldn’t believe she was the only one who didn’t want to sell.
Maybe she was more stuck on the place because she was living there
again, but she could not conceive of giving it up. She made her case to
everyone in the family whenever she got a chance. They didn’t have to sell,
she argued, the house was all paid off, and there must be some way they
could keep it in the family. She twisted her brains trying to igure it out.
Finally she hit on a solution: Emmie and her family could move back out
to California from Massachusetts, and Aurelio and Juan and Livvie could
share the place with them! It was a big house, with ive bedrooms to
divide among the six of them, and Livvie was sure her sister would
welcome the opportunity to move back home…
She was so set on the idea that she completely ignored its utter
impossibility.
First of all, Aurelio and Livvie had tried sharing a house with another
family, and despite the many positive aspects of the experience, it had
been far from easy, because they disagreed about so many little things.
Emmie and Mario were lovely people, but they were both were high
strung and sensitive, and they would certainly clash before the irst day
was out.
Second of all, Emmie had absolutely no interest in moving back home.
Years ago she had moved back east and had stayed there ever since,
basking in the peace and quiet. She had always felt overwhelmed by the
violent enthusiasm and hilarious bonhomie of the family gatherings. In
Massachusetts she was a lower in her own garden, no garish Hartwell
weeds around to choke her out.
But even if Emmie had wanted to move in to the house, and even if they
could have all lived together harmoniously, what made Livvie’s dreams
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pie in the sky from the get-go was the simple fact of Money. A million
dollars divided four ways was $250,000 each, and none of them could say
no to that, least of all Aurelio and Livvie. The only way they could possibly
have avoided selling would be to come up with $750,000 to pay everyone
else off. Which was like going to Mars on a bicycle.
-Hidden Treasure
The day after Arnie’s memorial, they began the cleanup. The place was
ilthy. Standing on the rickety step stool in the kitchen, scraping the thick
grease off the knotty pine cupboards, which Livvie was sure had never
once been wiped down, she resolved that she would never do this to her
children.
(Later she would apologize ahead of time to them for not sticking to her
resolve. Her indignation had made her feel righteous at the time, but
wiping down cupboards had never been high on her list of priorities, and
as she got older and things began breaking down and piling up around
her more and more in every possible way, wiping down cupboards was
the last thing on her mind, and she understood her parents more and
more…)
The cleanup took two weeks of nit-picking, back-breaking hard labor.
After the scrubbing and vacuuming and painting and polishing and
carting away of junk, they all sat for hours going through the dusty piles
and boxes of papers and memorabilia that Arnie had carefully stashed in
all the closets and in the attic.
The work was exhausting, but it paid off. Their greatest reward, far
greater than the money they got for the house, was what they found in the
attic.
Up there in a dark corner, covered in dust and cobwebs, they found a
battered suitcase and an old shoebox. When they got them down and
opened them up on the loor of Arnie’s bedroom, they found that the
suitcase was illed with the letters from their parents’ courtship, and the
shoebox with their father’s diaries.
Sitting down together, they went through everything piece by piece.
Opening the suitcase, they went through the fragile old pale blue airmail
envelopes, unfolding the closely written letters, and reading out bits and
pieces to each other. The letters told of their father’s doleful passion and
their mother’s need, and her attempts to ill the role of love-struck iancé,
of his determination and her tentativeness, of their bungling attempts to
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be what the other needed, of how they strove to achieve the Hollywood
ideal with a compromise.
They knew how all of that had come out, how in the course of ifty years
of hit and miss, despair and tenderness, things had unfolded with a kind
of stark pathos. How love had grown, little by little, silently and
insistently, threading itself through the dark around twisted corners. How
inally it had blossomed in the face of oblivion, like one of those lowers
that blooms only once every hundred years.
The letters were precious and tragic and touching. But the diaries blew all
Arnie’s children all out of the water. The shoe box was full of little
notebooks, most of them containing nothing but schedules and purchase
records. But among them were four small leather-bound volumes with
the dates printed in gold on the covers: 1967, 1968, 1972 and 1973. The
irst two were the years that Livvie had given her mother a nervous
breakdown and turned both her parents Catholic; the second two were
the years Emmie had gone to New York with her boyfriend and stayed
there, getting up to who knew what.
They sat down to read the diaries aloud to each other, starting with
earliest. In deference to Arnie’s wishes, we will not reveal what they said,
except that they said very clearly NOT to read them, and that they turned
out to be a scalding testimony to a depth of agony and determination and
faith that his children had never dreamed dwelt within their father’s
benign, gloomy personage.
Because, of course, despite his wishes, they read every one of his diaries.
They were absolutely incapable of not reading them – it was like being
handed a formula for the cure for cancer and being asked not to apply it.
They read all four of them cover to cover even though he had written “DO
NOT READ” in large capitals across the top of the irst three pages of
every book. Livvie was somehow sure that those instructions were for the
time when he was living, not for after he was gone.
In life, he would have been crushingly embarrassed at the idea of anyone
knowing his most helpless, desperate inner thoughts and feelings. But in
the lightness of death, beyond the morass of beliefs and
misunderstandings and recriminations that chokes us in this life, after
this life was over and there was nothing more to defend, Livvie believed
he would have welcomed the understanding and the recognition that his
tortured testimony allowed his children.
Suf ice it to say that Arnie was a kind, humble, loving man who had been
endowed with not much in the way of communications skills, but who
would have laid his life on the line for any of his family. He was deeply
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religious, more than any of them had ever known, because he never spoke
of it, and he used the pages of his diary to beg God and Jesus for their help
as he groped his way through the agony of trying to hold his marriage
together.
In addition to those two discoveries, Livvie made a third, a private one.
They were taking everything off the walls when she found a faded old
color photograph that had once been a 3x5, but had been cut into a
smaller, crude oval and stuck on the dining room wall with a thumb tack.
It was a picture of Jude and Arnie and Sam and her, when she and Sam
were in their early 20s. In the picture Livvie was putting on a silly
mock-pompous face, and everyone else was relaxed and smiling.
The moment Livvie took in the smiling faces in that little photograph, she
was bowled over, saturated with a love so warm and rich and sweet that
she gasped with recognition. This powerful, indomitable, deathless Love
was where she came from! And she knew she had no call ever to feel
lonely or sad again.
-Seduction
Livvie tried holding onto that comprehension, but like every such
treasure, it vanished like steam. Putting the picture in her wallet, she went
on with her drama.
If she and Aurelio couldn’t stay in Arnie’s house, she was determined that
they would buy a place somewhere else in the Bay Area, anywhere else.
She couldn’t conceive of moving away from her family and the friends
they’d been so close to since the beginning of their relationship.
Finding an affordable place nearby was a tall order. Everywhere prices
were rising like born-agains from the holy river of the housing boom.
Livvie researched prices in every corner of the greater Bay Area,
especially what used to be the less desirable neighborhoods, but
everything was astronomically above their heads. She was almost ready to
give up when she discovered the one possibility left: the town of Vallejo.
Half an hour north of Berkeley, it clung to the very edge of what could
possibly be considered the Bay Area.
Livvie made her case to Aurelio , who was dubious as always, never one to
plunge into anything without examining all the possibilities with a
magnifying glass. With as much patience as she could feign, she explained
to him that if they wanted to stay near their family and friends, and if he
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wanted to keep his job, they had to check out Vallejo. At last he agreed, as
he usually did when Livvie was in full steamroller mode.
The next time he had a day off, they made trip, driving north past
Berkeley until they crossed the Carquinas Bridge. Just around the bend,
they found Vallejo.
Taking the irst exit, they found themselves in a sea of cheap suburban
homes stretching away across the low hills on either side of the freeway.
Far away, toward the eastern end of town, they could see the newer
developments and the big box stores where the freeway disappeared into
the tall green hills and sped onward toward the vast central valley.
Following the signs toward Downtown, they drove through miles of the
small shabby houses and intermittent strip malls. At last they found the
old center of town beside the bay across from the defunct Mare Island
Naval Shipyard, lying still and silent, right where it had been abandoned
after the town’s heyday as a military base.
They drove slowly down the wide, empty streets. Most of the stores
seemed to be secondhand stores advertising “Antiques,” but no one was
looking into their dark windows or moving around in the shadows inside,
even though it was a beautiful sunny day. Livvie looked in vain for a book
shop, her measure of how interesting a town was. Up in the hills above us,
the beautiful old Victorians looked down on them sadly, remembering
times past.
There was no getting around it. Vallejo was dead as a doornail.
Like it or not, getting a house here was the only way they could stay near
their loved ones. Surely there must be neighborhoods that were livable...
They found a realtor’s of ice, and were welcomed by Mary Belle, blonde
and enthusiastic in a purple suit. When they told her what they were
looking for, she assured them she actually did have several houses within
their range, so they got into her car and let her drive them around the city
to see them. To Livvie’s dismay, they headed directly away from the
Victorians, across the freeway, toward the dingiest part of town.
They spent all afternoon with Mary Belle, visiting house after house. Each
home was worse than the last – all of them in poor condition, in
depressing neighborhoods, without a modicum of charm.
Livvie was almost ready to come up with another plan when Mary Belle
turned down a quiet street and parked beside a two story house.
“I saved the best for last,” she told them with a wink.
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Dubiously, Livvie looked out the car window. Sitting in the middle of an
enthusiastic garden of succulents, the house looked remarkably solid and
clean, with its walls of white stucco, its red trim and its red tiled roof. At
the top of a light of brick steps, the front door gleamed like polished
cherry wood. Well, maybe…
They got out and followed Mary Belle up the stairs, waiting at the top
while she iddled with the lock. At last she got the door open, and they
stepped inside… and gasped.
Inside it was quiet as a church. Everything seemed to glow, and even
though the freeway was only a block away, the rooms breathed of silence.
Cautiously they stepped through the white rooms, across the gleaming
loors that she told them were indeed of cherry wood, like the front door.
They tiptoed around the large living room, looked into the generous
yellow kitchen and the two pleasant, luminous bedrooms. Everything was
in order, spotless, every room smiling.
Then Mary Belle beckoned toward a stairway that led down from the
living room, and they crept down it, almost afraid of what they might ind.
Surely it could not be as good as the perfect upstairs…
At the bottom they stopped dead. The lower level was one spacious room,
white walled, the white ceiling supported by dark wooden beams, the
loor tiled with terra cotta tiles. It was every bit as beautiful as the
upstairs, the whole room glowing with the gentle light that fell through
the sliding glass doors. But it wasn’t the room itself that trans ixed them –
it was what lay on the other side of those glass doors.
Out there was something they could scarcely take in. The whole back yard
was a jungle, lush and shimmering with thousands of tropical plants, their
foliage every shade of green, their lowers of every hue, around a shining
pool, with birds lying overhead under a high ceiling of netting.
“Shall we?” Mary Belle slid open the glass doors, and they followed her
out, gaping. A wooden walkway, artfully carved, led them around the large
pond, where great orange and black koi swam, languidly moving in and
out of the shade of the lowering lily pads. Above them, multicolored
parrots, yellow canaries and turtle doves lew and luttered and perched
and twittered. In a hidden corner lurked a large, strange bird that every
now and then gave a sepulchral call.
“That’s the weird one,” Mary Belle laughed.
Enchanted, Livvie and Aurelio wandered and looked. They were both
smitten – it was clear as day that this was their house. They knew that it
wanted them, and would be good to them. Nothing could have persuaded
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them then this elegant sanctuary would not ful ill all their dreams. Their
mouths hanging foolishly ajar, they told Mary Belle they would take it.
-War and Wishes
It didn’t take long to sell Arnie’s house for that million dollars. Livvie and
Aurelio poured their share into the palace in Vallejo, like sand from one
pitcher into another.
It was a little complicated moving up to their new place, because Juan was
still inishing high school near Clover Valley. So Aurelio moved to Vallejo,
and Juan and Livvie stayed with Sam and Amelia for the rest of the school
year, just driving up to visit Aurelio on weekends. They would both join
Aurelio in the summer, and Juan would stay with them until the fall, when
he would go back to Sam and Amelia’s for his last year of high school.
Then, alone with their aviary, Aurelio and Livvie would get a taste of what
their empty nest would feel like when Juan inally left. Livvie didn’t much
like it, but she knew she would have to face it not long from now, when
Juan decided what to do after graduation.
Then, on March 20, President Bush declared war on Iraq. Appalled by the
weight of death on their heads, Aurelio and Livvie went to the vigil at the
waterfront in Vallejo. In the cold wind, the candles sputtered, and the few
people there spoke to each other sadly, hushed with horror at what their
country was doing. They all knew protesting didn’t do any good, but it
was what they had to do. Here they were, living in safety, and people were
being killed in their name while they slept.
Livvie had for a long time been torn by a desire to join Code Pink and do
outrageous radical acts of protest, go to sit ins and get arrested. The
drama appealed to her emotional nature, and she wrote pages and pages
in her journal about the injustice of things, ranting and raving and
indignant. Aurelio was always a calming in luence – he’d had his ill of jail,
and that had solidi ied his already sensible, cautious tendencies, so that
he would always remind her that she should think about how much she
could actually do from jail. And she would agree and tell herself that by
holding their meetings and writing about Silo she was doing her part.
Of course Livvie planned to start Silo’s Message meetings at the house in
Vallejo, like she had in Clover Valley after 911. She knew people would
love them if only they could ind out about them and give them a try.
Message meetings everywhere were always small, but the number of
people didn’t matter. In Clover Valley a handful of people had kept coming
with enthusiasm, and it had been wonderful. But she knew they weren’t
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enthusiastic enough to keep the meetings going after she left – that they
fed off her enthusiasm like humming birds drinking from a blossom. Sure
enough, when they moved away, the meetings ceased as if they had never
been.
The problem was, Livvie’s inner world contrasted disconcertingly with
the outer world. She could so easily imagine a whole houseful, or even
hundreds or thousands of people immersed in their ceremonies, feeling
the good will and bonhomie that was always present. But to transfer that
image to reality was another thing altogether. No matter what irresistible
morsels of description she tossed into the world on her little invitations
to their “Ceremonies of Peace and Wellbeing,” no one came.
It wasn’t entirely her fault. They might have worked if she had actually
passed them out widely. She did leave them in the library, and in the few
public cafes she could ind in that comatose town, and she offered them to
a few people she knew. But that was a mere drop, not just in a bucket, but
in a gigantic vacuum where every drop instantly dispersed into
nothingness.
In April Livvie and her old friend Ann went together to a massive peace
march in Oakland and participated in an interfaith service where they led
a Ceremony of Wellbeing. At least that was refreshing. Standing there
facing hundreds of people of different beliefs and non-beliefs, different
races and ethnicities, different ages and genders and sexual persuasions,
Livvie felt a warm light in her heart as they asked inside them for the best
for all the people affected by this absurd and obscene war. They asked for
everyone, civilians and soldiers on both sides - everyone caught in the
cross ire between two psychopathic governments that sat oblivious with
drunken power at the video game consoles of their hapless nations.
-Neighborliness
When Livvie moved to Vallejo full time that summer, she determined to
get to know the people around her. She and Aurelio started by crossing
the street one Sunday afternoon and ringing the neighbor’s doorbell.
An old man answered, looking at them curiously through the screen door
while they introduced themselves. At last he invited them in, and they
followed him into a small parlor. The place was stuffed with dingy
furniture, the blinds drawn, the air stale.
Sitting in a chair was an enormous old woman whose over lowing body
reminded Livvie of a jelly ish. The old man introduced her as his wife,
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apologizing that she could not get up, and they shook her limp hand as
she stared at them, muttering something. Livvie told them that she and
Aurelio had just moved in across the street and if they could ever be of
assistance to let them know. The old man thanked them, and ushered
them out, clearly relieved that they were leaving.
It was not an encouraging start to her community building. Nevertheless
she was glad they had at least begun to meet the neighbors. She igured
people always appreciate friendliness even if they don’t show it.
Aurelio was at work a few days later when Livvie wandered into the front
yard where red and pink roses were lourishing. Why not pick some
lowers for the old folks across the street, she thought. Surely even the old
woman would have to smile. She collected a nice bouquet and crossed the
street, rang the doorbell and waited.
No one answered, but she thought she could hear voices. She’d seen
young people around the place a couple of times before, maybe their
children were visiting, and they were all in the back yard.
She crossed the front yard and started down the driveway toward the
back, holding her bouquet, when a snarling bundle of malicious muscle
came tearing around the corner of the house, lying right toward her…
Panicking, she stumbled and fell over backward, lowers everywhere, sure
that the dog was going to sink his teeth into her throat. But the dog, who
clearly had exactly those intentions, was only lunging and frothing at the
end of a rope, and a girl was holding the rope, pulling him back, and
apologizing.
The girl took the dog in the house and came back as Livvie shakily got her
feet. It was then that she realized that things were not right with her left
arm. Her left hand seemed to be bent backward at an absurd angle, and
her wrist was buzzing in a hot vice of pain.
Oh shit, Livvie said, I think I have a problem.
Yes, agreed the girl.
They crossed the street and Livvie went inside and called 911, and then
they both sat on the front steps and waited for the ambulance. The girl
was indeed the daughter of the people across the street, visiting from
Oakland. She thanked her for the lowers and her kind intentions and
apologized again and again.
When they took Livvie away in the ambulance, the girl waved goodbye
and Livvie shamefacedly let the paramedics take care of her. Everyone
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was very kind, and at the hospital they told her her wrist was broken and
injected it with a painkiller before pulling it back into place. Livvie hit the
ceiling anyway. It was outrageous that anything could be that painful.
When Aurelio came back that evening Livvie told him about her
embarrassing adventure in neighborliness, and he laughed and was sorry.
Thus ended her irst and only attempt to get to know the people who lived
in the seedy streets around their exquisite abode.
-A Dead Town
It wasn’t clear why Vallejo was so dead. Built on the rolling hills beside the
sparkling waters of the Bay during the Gold Rush, it had brie ly been the
capital city of California, and Mare Island, across the water, had been the
irst U.S. naval base on the west coast. It had history - surely it must once
have had at least one bookstore…
Whatever it had once been, in its present state the town had little to lure
Livvie and Aurelio out of their gorgeous house. So they stayed inside.
Livvie always had plenty to do, cooking up imaginary schemes for saving
the world, and Aurelio had his hands full with the aviary, its thousands of
plants, its birds, and its koi pond, not to mention the overgrown front
yard. After commuting to work ive days a week, he was quickly realizing
that the upkeep of all that gloriousness was more than he had bargained
for.
That fall, the house was full. Juan had graduated from high school and was
living with them, and Hunter had come to stay as well. It was a Saturday,
another September 11, and Juan was out with his friends, but Hunter and
Aurelio and Livvie were all at home, busy with various things in the
basement.
Suddenly Aurelio swore under his breath and pushed his chair back from
the computer.
“I can’t get it to work! And I have a headache,” he said. “I’m going to
Berkeley.”
“Oh,” Livvie said, surprised. “I’ll go with you.”
She was speaking in re lex, always wanting to protect Aurelio and keep
him safe. It was the same impulse that had made her drive her children
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everywhere when they were young, and she knew it was a weakness, but
it had her in its grip. This time it turned out to be fortunate that it did.
They set out, Aurelio at the wheel. As soon as they got on the freeway,
Livvie knew something was amiss. She didn’t want to believe it, but she
soon decided it wasn’t her imagination: Aurelio was weaving from side to
side as they lew down the freeway.
“Aurelio , what are you doing?!” Livvie demanded.
“Nothing, what’s the matter? I am ine!”
“You’re weaving back and forth!”
“No, Livvie , I am ine…” he protested, as he calmly careened back and
forth. Luckily the traf ic was light…
“Aurelio, let me drive! Pull off and let me take over, please!”
“Oh, Livvie, what are you talking about? I am perfectly all right, I’m
driving ine!”
He could be stubborn, but this was getting dangerous. Horri ied, Livvie
begged him to stop, and he smiled and ignored her. She continued
remonstrating with him, raising her voice, pleading – but there was no
convincing him, he simply refused. So she sat petri ied as they hurled
forward, the car wandering almost casually from side to side. They
crossed the Carquinas Bridge and continued toward Berkeley…
They were still two exits from their destination when he took the next exit
and came to a stop at the bottom of the off ramp, waiting for the light to
change.
“What are you doing?” Livvie asked him, “This isn’t Berkeley.”
“What do you mean?” he asked her pleasantly.
“We’re still two exits away from Berkeley. Why don’t you let me drive? I’ll
get us back on the freeway and we’ll be there in no time.”
“I AM on the freeway,” he told her.
“No you’re not, you’re sitting at a stop light!”
“No, Livvie, I am on the freeway!” he assured her, as if Livvie were the
crazy one.
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Livvie’s belief in a stable reality was beginning to be badly shaken. He
really thought he was still on the freeway! Was he losing his mind? He sat
there as if nothing were wrong, driving toward Berkeley in his mind as
they sat in the car waiting for the light to change. When it changed, he
calmly drove across the intersection and got back on the freeway.
Livvie sat appalled for the rest of the ride. At last they reached Berkeley,
and he drove to the bank and parked across the street.
“I’ll wait here,” Livvie told him. As soon as he got out, Livvie got in the
driver’s seat. Then she watched him wander across the street and up the
steps to the bank. When he reached the front door he stood there for a
moment as if puzzled, but at last managed to open it, and disappeared
into the bank.
A while later he came out and got in the passenger seat without comment.
Shuddering internally, Livvie drove him straight home.
When they got there Livvie told Hunter how he’d been acting, and Hunter
insisted they call the emergency room immediately. Livvie don’t know
why she hadn’t thought of that – her own common sense seemed to have
been knocked off base by Aurelio’s bizarre behavior. When they called,
they told them to bring him in immediately.
He had gone to bed because of his headache, and when Livvie told him
they were going to take him to the hospital, he was irate.
“Livvie, I am ine!” he kept saying over and over, outraged at this
unwarranted treatment…
Somehow they managed to get him into the car, and when they arrived at
the emergency room, they took him, still protesting and indignant, for a
brain scan.
They brought him back to await the results, and half an hour later a
doctor appeared. Sure enough, she told them, he’d had a small stroke.
Aurelio still didn’t want to believe it, though he sheepishly did what they
wanted after that.
Always lucky, as he like to say, he had very few repercussions from that
stroke. He had always been a space case, and now he simply became more
of one. His particular spaciness, he had once explained to her, had to do
with directionality. It was a family thing. His sister had lived in the same
house for years and had walked to the same job every day all that time.
And every morning she still went out the front door and turned the wrong
direction…
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Almost as an afterthought, his doctor prescribed a pacemaker, and Aurelio
spent a night at the hospital getting it installed. The doctor had noticed
his irregular heartbeat months ago but had done nothing about it. Now he
admitted that if they’d given him a pacemaker right away, he probably
wouldn’t have had the stroke. Oh well, said Aurelio, what’s done is done…
He went back to work, and soon lost the keys to the airport. After that he
decided it was time to retire, saying he might as well admit it, he was
becoming incompetent. Who knew what else he might lose?
And so they gave Aurelio a big party at the water pollution control plant,
and his tough lesbian friend Sheila, whoalways protected and con ided in
him, wept quietly.
And so Livvie had her Aurelio full time at home. It was good, they loved
each other madly as always. But his constant presence did take some
getting used to…
-Pilgrimage
They’d been in the beautiful house for a year when opportunity again
burst onto the horizon. Silo was inviting everyone to meet him at Punta de
Vacas for the irst celebration of Silo’s Message that fall.
When they’d taken the kids to Punta de Vacas ten years before, Livvie had
hoped they would somehow appreciate that godforsaken spot, where
there was nothing but barren mountainside, rocky peaks and sky, with a
silver river rippling down the middle. But how could they, really? All they
knew about Silo was that he was the reason they had all those wacky
friends who were like family to them, and who were always at their house
for parties and meetings.
To Livvie and Aurelio, though, Punta de Vacas was as sacred as any holy
land, even though they stoutly denied that the Movement was in any way
religious. Livvie still had the sand she had scooped up there, she kept it in
a little glass bottle on her bureau along with a picture of Silo. Who was
she kidding? She was a born-again Siloist. Aurelio wasn’t about to put
anyone on a pedestal, but she knew he secretly felt the same.
So of course they would go to the celebration. As always, money was
“tight,” but they dug into their credit cards, left the koi and the millions of
plants in Juan and Hunter ’s care, and lew to Buenos Aires.
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When they landed, frazzled and exhausted after their 12-hour light, they
took one of the hurtling Argentine taxis to Aurelio ’s older sister’s
downtown apartment. Maria Sophia was a stout, sturdy woman in her
early 70s, and she and her several grown children were friendly and
talkative. They sat Livvie and Aurelio down for dinner around a big table
and began to talk. Livvie could speak Spanish fairly wellf by then, but
understanding was a different matter, and she sat in a daze while they
prattled furiously on and on.
At last Maria Sophia gave them her own bed for the night, and they passed
out – or Aurelio did, while Livvie lay for hours listening to his phenomenal
snores, wishing she could get some real sleep.
The next evening they went to the downtown bus depot and boarded one
of the huge, cushy Argentine buses for the ten hour trip north, to Aurelio’s
home town, Parana. They were going to spend the next few days with
Milagros, his younger sister, the same one who had come to visit them in
Aguas Dulces when they were there with the kids. She still lived in her
small house in a residential part of the huge, noisy city.
When they arrived the following morning, Milagros was waiting for them.
She was an outspoken person, incensed about the injustices of the world,
but she was kind, and happy to see them. She had them put their things in
her own bedroom, and took them outside to show off her enormous
garden. Even now, in fall, it was lush with semi-tropical plants, and squash
and chicory were growing in the small vegetable garden in the corner.
They spent several days there, and visited a number of Aurelio’s old
friends as well, people he’d grown up with. Every time they returned from
one of those visits, Aurelio would marvel to Livvie that just like last time,
his friends were still here, living in the same provincial town they’d been
born in, and were still doing pretty much the same things they’d always
done. Worst of all, they were all old! Aurelio was the same age they were,
and was certainly aging as well, but he couldn’t get over seeing them all
with white hair.
Whether they were with Aurelio ’s friends or with his family, Livvie did
her best to be friendly; she knew it was important to Aurelio to be with
them all. But she was always relieved when the visits were over and she
could take some time alone. They were all good people, but she could not
ind much that she had in common with them, and the things that were
most important to her were incomprehensible to them.
-Body Wisdom
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One afternoon during their time in Parana, Livvie and Aurelio and
Milagros went walking by the river. The two women walked side by side a
little behind Aurelio, who drifted on ahead, gazing about him in his usual
affable way.
Scrutinizing her brother from behind, Milagros leaned toward Livvie and
hissed in a stage whisper, “I’m worried about him, he’s so
absent-minded!”
Livvie laughed and told her he’d been that way since she’d met him. But
then, watching him, it dawned on her that he was walking strangely,
leaning a little backward and to one side. It reminded her of the “Keep on
truckin’ guys,” R. Crumb’s old hippie cartoon of a line of
outlandish-looking men marching forward while leaning backward,
thrusting their feet ahead of them. Or of Monte Python’s Ministry of Silly
Walks, which Aurelio loved to imitate…
She would have laughed, but his posture alarmed her. “Isn’t he walking
strangely?” she asked Milagros.
His sister peered at him for a moment, and then agreed, “Yes, I think so!”
They kept following him, and he kept walking in that absurd way,
oblivious to them. At last, unable to stand it any longer, Livvie ran to catch
up with him and touched him on the shoulder.
“Aurelio, why are you walking like that?”
“Like what?” he replied, stopping and looking at her, the picture of
innocence.
Joining them, Milagros ordered him to explain what he was trying to do.
He looked at them both in puzzlement for a moment, then said, “Well, I do
feel a little light-headed…”
They steered him to a bench and made him sit. Livvie wished they had a
cell phone so they could call a doctor. His behavior reminded her too
much of his stroke three years ago.
Just at that moment, three young men came down the path behind them.
Livvie asked if they had a phone they could borrow.
“Of course,” one of them told her, “what’s the problem?”
Livvie told him her husband was having some kind of medical issue and
they needed to call a doctor.
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“I am a doctor,” he said, smiling. Of course – why was she surprised?
Aurelio always seemed to have a special kind of luck.
The doctor asked Aurelio some questions, then made a call.
“An ambulance is on its way,” he said. “It probably isn’t anything serious,
but it’s best to check these things out.”
When the ambulance came, their savior rode with them to the hospital,
where it was determined that Aurelio had had a “mini-stroke,” where his
body had detected a blood clot and forced it on through by increasing his
blood pressure, which was indeed extremely high. Now that it had done
its work, his blood pressure went back down to normal.
They thanked the kind young man, who said he was glad he could help
and went back to join his friends.
Aurelio had no noticeable repercussions from his strange walking
episode, and they continued their rounds of visits.
At last, after asados in the patios of at least seven of his old friends, their
time in Parana came to a close. They said goodbye to Milagros and took a
taxi across the river to the airport at Santa Fe, to board a plane for
Mendoza.
Aurelio had gone to college in Santa Fe, and he craned his neck to spot the
old familiar places. Musing, he told Livvie how his roommates had
humiliated him when he was a freshman, picking up his bed with him still
sleeping in it and carrying him through the streets, laughing and pointing
at him. All the while he lay pretending to be asleep, pretending not to be
there...
Livvie listened to his story and marveled at how little her calm, funny,
contemplative husband resembled that miserable youngster; he seemed
to be another human being altogether. She knew the same was true of her
– the only connection between her 57-year-old self and her 20-year-old
self was memory.
-There Will Be Peace
From Mendoza they took a bus straight up to the mountains to hear Silo
speak. The place was still the same – immense sweeps of stone rising
abruptly into the sky all around them. Only now there was something else
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there, a tall stainless steel column rising into the sky. It had been erected
there several years before, on the 30th anniversary of Silo’s irst talk.
Now more than a thousand people had arrived, muf led in jackets and
hats and scarves in the bright cold, dashes of bright orange everywhere.
Standing in groups or sitting on the gravely ground, they all converged
around the Monolith, waiting for something to happen.
Standing some distance away, Livvie caught sight of an eddy toward the
edge of the melee, a cluster that began to move toward the Monolith,
feeling its way forward. It was Silo, surrounded by a knot of friends.
Stopping again and again for hugs and photographs, he made his way
slowly forward…
At last he arrived at the microphone that had been set up for him.
Grinning and glaring out across the crowd, he waited for the clamor to
die.
Then, in the silence, his voice boomed out, crackling with the
ampli ication:
“Dear friends. We have failed…”
For a split second the entire mountainside held its breath in shock and
disbelief…
“But we keep insisting!!!”
And everyone burst into riotous laughter, overcome with relief and
delight. We have failed – but we don’t care, on the contrary, we keep
insisting! All their crazy dedication had made not the most miniscule dent
in the impregnable armor of the System – and it was OK! It didn’t matter!
“We have failed and we will continue to fail not just once but a thousand
times over,” he went on, “because we ride on the wings of a bird named
Intent, that soars above frustration, weakness and pettiness…”
He spoke for 20 minutes, ranting about the violence in the world, praising
the work of Martin Luther King and Gandhi, acknowledging his friends’
attempts to follow them, to pave the way for future generations “who will
transform the world.”
Many things he said touched Livvie, even brought her to tears, but one
statement was precious beyond all else. They were words she’d been
longing to hear all her life. When he pronounced those words, they fell on
her like manna from heaven, and she captured them and held them in her
heart:
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“There will be peace.”
That was enough for Livvie. She could go home.
-The Kidnapping
Juan was the only chick left in the nest. He occupied it nervously, knowing
he was going to have to jump any time now, not wanting to think about it.
He’d inished high school, and everyone expected that he would go to
college, but he didn’t know how he was going to do that. Other young
people had parents who put their kids through college, but Livvie and
Aurelio were hopeless with money. Each of the twins had gone to a
four-year college by begging and borrowing, getting scholarships and
loans, but that was so much work…
Livvie knew her son was at loose ends, and Aurelio watched him
nervously, carping to Livvie about how he wished Juan would do
something with his life, get inspired. He was such a good kid, but way too
laid back, playing computer games all the time.
Livvie wasn’t worried about Juan, at least not in that way – she knew he
would ind something he wanted to do. What did worry her was that
things were heating up in the middle east, and she thought they might
bring back the draft, and there would be Juan, ripe for the plucking.
On top of that, she was restless in Vallejo, unsettled herself. The place was
turning out to be a big disappointment. People lived locked in their
houses with the TV, and only went out to go to the mall, and no one was
interested in her lyers about askings. Doing the wellbeing ceremony at
the peace march with Ann had been good, people had listened
appreciatively, but you couldn’t go to peace marches every day. She
needed to do more, and she wasn’t sure how.
The worst thing by far, though, was the nonexistent draft. Livvie
remembered it well from the Vietnam war years, all the boys coming
home in body bags. Nothing had happened now in the real world to
suggest it was coming back, but Livvie didn’t know that since she didn’t
read the papers. Aurelio tried to explain to her that the politicians would
be stupid to bring it back, it would make them unpopular with voters, and
anyway they didn’t need to, there were plenty of poor minority kids
joining up, lured into the service with promises of inancial and
psychological perks – join the army, stop being a miserable impotent cog
and be a hero!
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But all Livvie knew was that there was a war on, which meant the draft
was possible – and if there was the slightest chance that such a thing
could happen to her sweet Juan, she had to stop it. If he went to Iraq and
were killed, she did not know how she would survive.
She and Aurelio had toyed for years with the idea of going back to
Argentina – why not now?
She talked to Aurelio about it. He didn’t mind. He had his own problems
with Vallejo, especially the thousands of plants and the koi ish in that
crazy aviary demanding all his time, so he barely had time for the several
different world news websites he was accustomed to browsing on the
internet. And now that he was retired, nothing was stopping him from
going back home. His sister had told him about an empty lot adjacent to
her own place back in Parana – they could have it for only a couple of
thousand dollars, since the Argentine economy was once again
loundering. Building a house would be cheap too, probably a wise
investment of their measly savings. The more he thought about it the
more he liked it. He began going around with a little smile of excitement,
humming old tango melodies to himself.
They both agreed that they had to be careful how they put it to Juan. Best
just to invite him to go along as if it were a sight-seeing trip, an
opportunity to get to know his father’s country a little. After all, that
wasn’t exactly a lie, they didn’t know what would happen once they got
there. Maybe they would change their minds about living there, or maybe
they would spend six months there and six months in California, like
some friends of theirs were doing.
When they told him, Juan looked at them blankly and said sure, why not.
It would be a good excuse to keep putting off taking that terrifying leap
out into his own life.
They packed the two cats, Hershey and Vanilla, into a couple of crates,
dosed them up with tranquilizers from the vet, left their car at Sam’s
house, put their house on the market and all their things in storage, and
the three of them lew to Argentina.
-Disillusionment
Their irst stop was in Buenos Aires, where they went straight to Maria
Sophia’s place to recover from the light. She made much of Juan, who had
been a little lad last time they were there, then fed them all an enormous
meal and let them sleep off their jet lag.
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The next day they went to Pepe and Lucia’s house, and their friends
welcomed them joyously. They had plenty of room for them all, they
assured them - Thiago was away at college, and they had a guest room. It
was a wonderful old house, three stories stacked on top of each other,
with a patio on the roof where they spent night after night celebrating
with asados and more old friends than Livvie could count.
At last, after two weeks of celebrating, they said goodbye to their friends
and took a bus north to Parana.
Livvie did not look forward to seeing Milagros, who always hooted at her
in incomprehensible Spanish and glared mistrustfully at her while
con iding vital information behind her hand to Aurelio.
Livvie never knew what Milagros was so upset about, although Aurelio
explained that it had something to do with her early childhood, when her
mother had dressed her like a little nun until she was ive years old.
Apparently their mother had lost a child before Milagros came along, and
when she got pregnant again, she promised the Virgin that if the child
were a girl, she would dress her like the Virgin for ive years if only the
Lady would protect the child and keep anything bad from happening to
her.
Livvie tried to keep that in mind – that kind of experience would piss
anyone off. Milagros undoubtedly was a good person, and if nothing else
Livvie could pretend to love her.
The lot next door was small but level, and they could pay cash. Milagros
knew an architect, and there were plenty of builders looking for work. All
in all, they could have a lovely home for under $25,000.
They stayed with Milagros while the work was being done, and after six
weeks moved into their shiny new home and began living as if they
belonged there.
Juan was polite, a little discombobulated that it looked like they planned
to stay, but it wasn’t his business. His parents had their foibles, and he
didn’t have to join them. When they tried to get him to take classes in
Spanish and socialize with the children of Aurelio’s old friends, he said no
thank you, and went back to his video games.
Livvie tried to love being there, but she soon had to agree with Aurelio,
who had always called the city a “small provincial town.” She had never
lived any place quite as stultifying, except perhaps Vallejo…
At least they had their Message meetings, which they held in their living
room every Tuesday evening.
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-Fear
That was one of the good things about being there. In Argentina Silo was
not so unknown, and it was no trouble to ind a few people who wanted to
come to a meeting. They put out the word, and six or seven people began
showing up regularly.
One of them, a young woman named Ileana, came to her irst meeting
weeping. Her Aunt Clara was dying of bone cancer, and no one could do
anything for her excruciating pain. Ileana was desperate, she didn’t know
what to do…
Another of the women, Ana, was a hospice nurse, and suggested they visit
the aunt.
Of course it was a great idea – but Livvie listened aghast, her old fears
looding her. The only thing she feared more than cancer was losing her
children… But she had to go, of course she would go. She had to face her
fears, and perhaps they could bring this woman some comfort.
They went the following day. Ileana had told them her aunt, a devout
Catholic, was living not only in physical pain from her disease, but in
terror that she would go to hell when she died, because the pain was so
unbearable that she could not help wanting to end her life. The nuns who
visited her were only making things worse with their admonitions to be
brave. So maybe she would be open to something new.
The next evening Livvie went to the address of the place, a sordid little
nursing home run by the sick woman’s daughter Iveta. Ileana and Ana
were already there, and Iveta took them to her mother where she lay,
sweating and pale.
The three of them sat around her bed and talked of pleasantries for a
while, and Clara smiled weakly, clearly glad of their presence. At last Ana
asked her if she would like them to do a little wellbeing ceremony.
Oh yes, nodded Clara, without even waiting for an explanation. She closed
her eyes, and they did the little ceremony, just asking in silence for Clara’s
wellbeing, just being there with her.
When it was over she seemed more peaceful, and Ana asked if she would
like to hear the Assistance, a ceremony to prepare one for passing on.
Please, said Clara.
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So Ana read, and they all listened – “The memories of your life are the
judgment of your actions…”
The reading took ive minutes, no more. The last words, “Come, prepare to
enter the most beautiful light...” left a deep silence in their wake…
When they all opened their eyes, Clara was smiling. “My pain went away,”
she said.
After that Livvie knew they had to keep visiting Clara, to do whatever they
could for her, even if only being there with her and reading those brief
ceremonies that were somehow so potent... Ana and Ileana were working
and didn’t have a lot of free time, so a few days later, Livvie went back on
her own.
Clara was happy to see her, even though they barely knew each other.
Livvie sat and talked with her, and read the ceremonies to her. It was
remarkable how just hearing those simple words comforted the dying
woman. And reading them to her comforted Livvie - she could feel the
edges of her own fear melting…
The next time she went, she promised Clara she would come to visit her
every day if she liked. Clara said of course, it would be wonderful. And so
Livvie began visiting, and reading to her, every afternoon. One time she
brought her a little tape recorder and earphones so Clara could listen to
music, something she said distracted her from the pain. But every time
she would tell Livvie how grateful she was for the reading, especially the
Assistance, which somehow took her pain away…
Livvie had been visiting Clara for three weeks when Aurelio won big on
the lotto, enough to do some real sightseeing. There were two places in
particular they wanted to go, Patagonia to the south, and Iguazu, to the
east. Now they could take a couple of weeks and see both places. Livvie
told Clara she would be back, and they all lew south.
In Patagonia they spent three days. The irst day they visited the glaciers,
strapping on crampons and clambering over the slippery mountains of
blue ice. The next day they took a boat across the sparkling blue waters of
the bay, and later went horseback riding in the hills. Livvie marveled that
all the plants were miniature, with tiny leaves, as if that was as big as they
could get in the limited light. In the hills she saw a band of wild horses
running, their manes and tails lowing like water, and she thought she had
never seen anything so beautiful.
From Patagonia they lew to Iguazu, just across the border from Argentina
in Brazil. There, suddenly, the foliage was enormous and lush and the air
soft and rich. The immense falls put Niagara to shame, and Livvie leaned
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over the railing and lost herself in the white mists billowing up from the
chasm where the waters plunged and churned.
Everyone, even Juan, was delighted with these excursions. But at last they
had to go back to Parana and be normal people…
At their next meeting, the day after they got back, Ileana told them Clara
had died.
Livvie was sorry she had not been able to be with her, but glad for her
friend, who she hoped with all her heart was now lying free.
And she gave thanks, because for the irst time since her childhood, when
she looked for her old fear of cancer, cowering there its place on her shelf
of horrors, it was gone.
Not long after that, they sold their house in Parana. They all missed the
U.S. and their family there. Juan still didn’t know what he was going to do
next, but it was clear to everyone that it wouldn’t be in Argentina.
They all agreed they’d given Argentina a try, and it wasn’t for them. There
was nothing for it but to go back to California and ind a new place to live.
Even Aurelio was anxious to leave – he no longer it in here, his fellow
Argentines could tell he was from the U.S. just by looking at him…
Juan lew to New York to visit Micaela and Tony and their infant son
before deciding what to do next. While he was there, Micaela persuaded
him to give college a chance – it wasn’t that hard, she said, and she would
help him ill out all the forms and get the inancial help he needed.
Livvie and Aurelio lew to San Francisco, where they began looking for a
new place to live, staying irst with Sam and his family and then with
Laura and hers while they drove in widening circles around the Bay Area,
which was out of the question, with housing prices over the moon. Sam
and Laura were generous, and told them to take their time, but as the
weeks passed Livvie decided she did not at all like this thing of being
homeless. She longed for a place to call her own, and she shuddered to
think what it must be like to be truly homeless, with no way to anchor
yourself in some illusion of permanence.
-Halls
They settled at last in Davis, near the capital city, Sacramento. They’d
tried Sacramento, but it was too big and too deserted, too much like
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Vallejo and Parana. In Davis, a university town, people of all ages could be
seen commingling in the shaded streets. And there were not just one but
several bookstores.
After some looking, they purchased a condo in the suburbs. It wasn’t
ideal, Livvie would have loved to move into one of the quaint wood frame
houses in the old part of town, but as always, picturesque meant money,
and as always, they were tight.
It was shortly after they settled in Davis that they began to hear about
Silo’s new idea: Halls of Silo’s Message, one on every continent. As soon as
she heard about it, Livvie wanted to live near one.
Each Hall would be a simple structure shaped like a Hershey’s kiss, with
four entrances, symbolizing four ways to enter “the Profound.” Inside, you
found yourself in an empty white dome, nothing on the walls, and no
furniture but some benches to sit on. It didn’t matter what you believed in
or didn’t. Anyone was welcome to enter and sit and ind themselves…
When Livvie heard there was to be a Hall in California, she was entranced.
She began to dream of living nearby, and of spending hours and hours in
that sweet tranquility, meditating and re lecting and talking with friends...
She and Aurelio joined the search for land for the Hall. Land anywhere in
California was insanely expensive, and after exploring high and low, in the
deserts and agricultural valleys and mountains north and south for
months, the only place they found that was remotely affordable was four
and a half acres on the outskirts of the small town of Red Bluff in northern
California, in summertime one of the hottest places on earth.
They went to visit the place, and it turned out to be an expanse of dirt
surrounded by giant oaks just off a busy highway with the trucks
screaming by all day. It was a far cry from Livvie’s dreams of a romantic
idyll in the hills outside San Francisco - but when she stood on the edge of
that empty space, and it melted into her, she knew it was the right spot.
Others told her they’d had the same experience…
Around twenty of them pledged their support, including Livvie and
Aurelio, and none of them had any money. It was not recommended to
borrow or get support from some corporation, tempting as it might be,
since they did not want to be beholden to anyone who would expect them
to behave to their liking. So for months they all scrounged and scraped,
begging friends to help, doing whatever they could to avoid going into
debt. Finally, to their astonishment, they managed to raise the whole sum
of $235,000.
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They inaugurated the park in the summer, when the temperature was 117
in the shade. Huddling under the thin shade of a tarp, they sprayed each
other with plastic misters to keep from passing out in the oppressive heat
- and their joy was unbounded.
The cowboy who sold them the land had been carrying a glass globe
around in his truck for months before he sold the land - he didn’t know
why, but he thought it was pretty and igured he’d ind some use for it.
When he sold the crazy people from the Bay Area the property, he
stopped off and set the glass globe in the center of the acreage.
When the crazy people found it, they were nonplussed, it was like a gift
from the sky. The next time the cowboy came around, they told him about
it, and he grinned and confessed, and they exclaimed that it was perfect,
because in one of their ceremonies they always imagined a “transparent
and luminous sphere” that came down and entered their heart and then
expanded...
Hmmph, he said. Imagine that...
-Attempting the Impossible
It was time again. Livvie and Aurelio had been living in Davis for a year
when word came that there was to be another gathering in Punta de
Vacas that May. It went without saying that they would go.
This time, though, there was homework: the theme of the gathering was
“reconciliation,” so to get ready for it, they had to work on “reconciling,”
whatever that meant.
To Livvie that seemed a little backwards – why not just wait until they
heard what Silo had to say about it, and then try it, instead of having to
reinvent the wheel?
But whatever. Everyone took it very seriously, and someone, thinking they
knew what Silo was going to say, sent a list of suggestions:
1.
Make a list of all the people you’ve harmed, or who have harmed
you, including yourself.
2.
If you’ve harmed someone else, or they’ve harmed you, don’t
expect them to reconcile with you. If they do, that’s frosting on the cake,
but you’re the one who has to do it for yourself.
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3.
Do your best to understand why you and the other person did
what you did.
4.

Forgive the other person and yourself.

Hah, this will be a cinch, thought Livvie. She wasn’t the resentful type. But
she might as well do the exercise…
To her disappointment, it wasn’t long before all kinds of resentments
began to crawl out from under their rocks.
First there was Louise. Livvie still remembered the years they lived
together when the kids were little. She and Louise had been close – but
Louise had also driven her batty. Like that time she had gotten furious at
Livvie for not keeping the house clean enough while she was away
housesitting - ! And the time she told Hunter she’d never known anyone
who could drink more cheap read wine than her mother… And how loud
and obnoxious and self-assured she always was…
That would be a big one – she’d put that off.
But it reminded her of a bigger one, one she couldn’t put off. That was
Jude. Always Jude.
How was it that the irst two people who came up for her were both
powerful women she loved and couldn’t stand? Every time she thought of
either one, something twisted in her gut, and yet they were precious
human beings, dear to her… How the hell was she going to reconcile with
them? Maybe she could start with something easier.
Like her ex. She and Stephen weren’t close, but their relationship was
amicable. She had never apologized for having stolen the twins away from
him, and she wanted to.
That, of course, brought up Hunter and Finn. They would both giver her
plenty to chew on, mostly reconciling with herself for how she’d treated
them, holding onto them for dear life all the while they were growing up,
protecting them as if they were made of porcelain…
That would be harder, the mother-child thing was a hairy ball of wax. But
at least she could start by apologizing to all three of them, to Stephen and
both the twins, for having torn them away from each other. Not that she
could have done anything else at the time, but she knew the separation
had wounded all of them, and deeply.
She would do it in writing – that was always the easiest way. That way she
could prepare her thoughts and launch them as a lag of truce, instead of
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plunging into the emotional fray unprepared and having her head cut off
in battle.
She wrote each of the three an email, apologizing for the hurt she’d
caused them. Not trying to explain or defend her actions, just apologizing
and asking for forgiveness. It felt good.
She didn’t hear anything from either twin at irst, but to her surprise,
Stephen answered almost immediately. His response made her weep with
disbelief and gratitude.
“I was SUCH a jerk back then,” he wrote. “If you can forgive me for being
the complete asshole I was when you left, I guess I can forgive you for
getting the hell out… I’ve always been glad you’re their mom, and I’m their
dad…”
Not in a million years had she expected anything like that. It was enough
to make this whole reconciliation thing worthwhile.
Later she heard from both Hunter and Finn, each of whom thanked her
for apologizing, and said don’t worry, I don’t blame you. Hunter said she’d
always blamed Stephen, and Finn said he’d always blamed Aurelio. When
Livvie protested to each of them that it was she who had left, that it had
been her own decision, they listened and said ine. But their
understanding had been set in stone for two decades.
Anyway, Livvie knew that whatever work they had to do about it wasn’t
Livvie’s business, it was theirs. They had to deal with their own feelings
about their father and step father as best they could, and much as she
wanted to ix everything for them, she had to sit on her hands, which
always wanted to interfere where they had no business…
There wasn’t much more she could do to reconcile with either of the
twins for the moment – the ball was in their court.
Now she had no more excuses. She had to go back to the big one: Jude.
The very thought was so colossal that it outshone the little need to
reconcile with Louise, who somehow had escaped through a crack in the
door...
Why did reconciling with Jude seem like such an immense challenge?
Livvie wasn’t even sure what she was resentful about.
It was true, Jude wasn’t exactly a peaceful person. Along with being joyful
and charismatic and loving, she was wounded and outraged and resentful,
which wasn’t surprising, considering what she had to be resentful about.
First and foremost, there was her brutal father whose beatings she could
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only evade by being sick. Then her saintly mother, who told Jude she
couldn’t sing when singing was all she longed to do. And inally Jude
herself: her sickliness and her damned gender, both of which kept her
from running wild and wreaking havoc on the world.
But those weren’t anything Livvie had to reconcile with. She could
understand Jude’s resentments, but they were Jude’s. And even if they’d
made her mother unhappy, they’d also been part of what had driven her
to be as loving and giving as she could be, despite all obstacles.
No, Jude had been an exemplary mother, warm and loving, enthusiastic,
nurturing, never overly critical, tolerant and accepting. And Livvie had
loved being with her every moment of her childhood, even when Jude had
complained to her about Arnie when Livvie was too little to be burdened
with such things.... Despite everything, she had loved being with Jude all
her life, except for the old hippie days when Jude had kicked her out. And
even then, Livvie had continued to call her and con ide in her, with no idea
how Jude was agonizing over her daughter’s misery.
Now, of course, being a mother herself, Livvie knew very well what Jude
had gone through in those desolate days. Looking back, she marveled at
how unaware she’d been, a mere child, playing at being an adult...
Still, she felt the irrational resentment turn in her gut. Where was it
coming from? Maybe it was just about having been so dependent on Jude.
Which wasn’t Jude’s fault. She’d given Livvie plenty of freedom growing
up – it had been Livvie’s choice not to take the opportunities available, but
to stay cozily in her mother’s orbit. While other young people her age
were spinning out, socializing, growing up, Livvie had hidden, taking
shelter inside her mother’s warm, safe orbit; why would she ever want to
leave it?
Jude was an addiction – and even after Livvie forced herself to leave, to
just get over it, she yearned for her mother. Jude’s love was a shining
power no one could compete with, let alone Livvie.
But Livvie knew she couldn’t stay there forever, or she’d end up like Aunt
Rosemonde, living with Mama at the age of 60.
So she’d inally slashed the umbilical cord, and spun out into cold outer
space.
And at last, after sailing about aimlessly in the dark for more than a
decade, she’d found her own satellites, her own husbands and children.
Then, apparently, she was in the position of power, the one everyone
depended on.
444

Only not really. Even when she was with a man, even when she had her
own children, even when it looked like her children and her husband
needed her, it was she who needed them and depended on them, every bit
as much as she’d depended on Jude. She needed that sense of connection
with someone she loved.
What could she say? That was the way it was, and she guessed she was
just a dependent personality. She needed her children like she needed
breath. She’d over-protected them as a camou lage for clinging to them.
She couldn’t help it. They were the lower of life, the eternal lame. To lose
a mother was expected – to lose a child was to lose your very life.
Her children didn’t like her dependence – no one likes clinging or being
clung to. All anyone really wanted, it seemed, was to be free, and safe from
fear.
That was changing for Livvie, little by little. It was loss that was the key.
She’d already lost the kids when they left home, and she knew she would
probably lose Aurelio when he left the planet before her, since he was so
much older, and didn’t give a hoot about his health.
None of her reconciliation issues had been resolved by the time Livvie
and Aurelio set out for Punta de Vacas. Her mother was the main one, and
she carried Jude in her pocket, taking her out to look at in puzzlement
every now and then, and then putting her carefully back to deal with later.
-No Forgiving, No Forgetting
In Punta de Vacas they met all their friends, and hundreds and hundreds
of shining, friendly strangers, all of them set on reconciling with their
mothers - or, she supposed, with their fathers if they were men.
What a heavy cloud of necessity! It was incredible how everyone was
bearing up under it – the burden was so immense that all they could do
was laugh and enjoy each other and commiserate together.
The gathering lasted three days, and on the last day Silo got up on the cliff
by the monolith to give his big talk. Finally he was going to give them the
key to reconciliation, the magic elixir that would allow them to let go of all
those heavy loads of parental resentment. Everyone waited, holding their
breath in the ierce mountain stillness…
OK, he said. Reconciliation. First of all, it doesn’t have anything to do with
forgiveness.
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What! That was a bombshell. Perplexity murmured across the hillside.
How could that be?... But it was intriguing, how great if you didn’t have to
forgive anyone, or be forgiven.
OK, he conceded. He knew it sounded strange. And forgiveness was
de initely better than vengeance. But reconciliation was far better than
forgiveness.
But why not forgive?
It turned out to be a no brainer. Forgiving can only be done from above,
and being forgiven from below – the forgiver has to be better than the
forgivee. And no one wants that!
Of course, thought Livvie – that’s why she could never forgive Jude. She
knew she wasn’t any better than Jude, she knew Jude had always done her
best. Everyone, everywhere, always does their best, always has and
always will!
He went on. Also, don’t forget. That thing of “forgive and forget” is
hogwash.
That also was a no brainer, it turned out. Because to reconcile you have to
understand what happened – and how are you going to understand if you
forgot the whole thing?
What else? If you hurt someone, he went on, you should make amends
twice over. Whatever that meant.
And inally, resolve never to go down that road again. And then just get on
with your life!
And that was that. Everyone looked at each other in a mixture of
disappointment and relief – it wasn’t the magic pill they’d hoped for, but it
did shed a new whisper of hope on the whole mountain of impossibility of
reconciling with a mother – a father – a resentful child…
Livvie and Aurelio did their work, and managed what reconciliation they
could. Not with each other, they were ok. But with the other people in
their lives they had wronged – or with themselves.
Maybe the easiest thing of all is to wrong oneself, thought Livvie. She
remembered plenty of times – all those old times in her youth, when she
had been down on herself, embarrassed about her body and stricken with
guilt for being so shy and clueless, for not inding the love of her life, for
not living up to her mother’s shining expectations. And the times, more
recently, after she’d had children, when she lagellated herself for being so
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fearful for them, so clingy and overprotective. Yes, she’d wronged them
grievously, and she was determined to make up to them all for it, twice
over if she could igure out how. But at least she didn’t have to beat herself
up about it anymore. She had seen no other possible way at the time. It
had been like being thrown into a pit of vipers. She’d had no choice but to
climb the walls or be fatally stung, even if the vipers were all imaginary.
The event ended, and they lew back to California. It wasn’t until months
later that Livvie found herself reconciled, at long last, with Jude.
It didn’t come from any of her written exercises, any of her ponderings of
her mother’s past. She didn’t know how it happened, but one day as she
was doing the laundry, it simply came to her in a lash:
Jude loved her exactly the way Livvie loved her own kids.
That meant absolutely, unconditionally, with a ierce, essential joy that
burned like a million suns. Her mother loved her with the unalterable
Love that has always, always existed - the very Love, pure and white-hot,
that set off the Big Bang, and could unleash the lowering of endless
Universes, beyond the end of Time.
How could she argue with that?
That was the end of Livvie’s resentment. In the heat of that love, no
illusion could survive.
-Disciplines
The Disciplines – they had long been the Holy Grail for Livvie and her
friends. Only the Chosen were invited to study them with Master Silo, and
fewer still inished and became Masters themselves. Those who did were
viewed with awe, like the Bodhisattvas who dwell on clouds, dispensing
their wisdom like pearls of dew or iery tongue-lashings, depending.
Silo was getting old now, you could see on the videos how frail he looked,
and he was even acting a bit goofy – though Livvie wondered if he was
making some of that up, just to tease people. But maybe it was because he
knew how close the end was that one day he decided the Disciplines were
a free for all. The door was open. Just let him know if you wanted to come
in.

447

The loodgates were looded. Thousands of people all over the world said
Oh My God yes! At last! Now my life will change, I’ll become enlightened
at last, after all these years of struggling…
Livvie and Aurelio both went to the Introduction to the Disciplines event
at the Park that January. After two years, nothing but the silver Monolith
had been installed there, and the organizers had rented a big white tent.
The day was gray and frigid, and the tent stood in the middle of the empty,
muddy ield glowing from inside like a magic lamp.
Inside dozens of friends from all over the country sat and listened as a
Master from each of the four Disciplines – the Formal, the Mental, the
Energetic, and the Material – gave their testimony.
All the presentations were all irresistible, but Livvie fell especially in love
with the Mental, presented by a sweet pixie of a man from Italy. He was
the one she wanted to work with. She imagined traveling to Italy and
spending cherished hours in his cheerful presence. Aurelio chose the
mental too.
It was only after they all went home that they got the next news, a video
message from Silo in Punta de Vacas. The next step, he said, was to get
together at your Park with all the others who had chosen the same
Discipline, and go for it. No one was going to work with a master - all the
Masters had gone home, the disciples were on their own. He was sure
they could all igure it out for themselves if they worked together...
Livvie was knocked for a loop. She had so looked forward to those special
moments, those hard moments, the moments of being pushed to the brink
because the Master knew you were strong enough, and he would be there
to urge you on, but also to tell you if you were heading off the edge of a
cliff. Now she and all her friends were being left to just lounder around
by themselves, the blind leading the blind!
Nevertheless, there was nothing for it but to try. Livvie and Aurelio and
seven other “mentals” met at the Park the next weekend and read the
instructions for their Discipline. Four pages that might as well have been
written in Cyrillic script….
But they plugged away at it, and little by little, they began to understand
just a tiny bit more, a word here and there. Sometimes one person would
get a glimmer, and tell everyone else, and everyone else would begin to
see that point differently – and then someone else would notice
something, or suggest something… It was like rubbing the metallic
coating off one of those lottery tickets with the edge of a nickel, or like
waiting for a photograph to develop – little by little you began to see the
outline of something, you couldn’t tell what at irst…
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After that they met every month for the next year, and every week in
between they met virtually, by phone or internet. Little by little, they
hammered out what they experienced with each of the twelve steps.
Maybe they were wrong – no one would ever tell them – but somehow
something was happening. And even if they were totally wrong, the
experience of working together had a sparkle to it, a magic that gave a
new dimension to everything.
Livvie thought that even if they never got what they were supposed to get
out of the Discipline, it would be worth it to be together, to talk and share
their experiences, to be genuinely glad whenever any of the others had a
good experience, because it was your experience too, because you were
all part of the same thing. Livvie had never experienced anything like it.
-Splitting Atoms
They inished the Disciplines, and another wave of friends decided they
were interested, and went through the same process. And after them
another wave, and another… And each wave was given less time, as if the
Singularity were sucking everything into itself, compressing time itself,
and everything was speeding up faster and faster and faster…
They inished and were all Masters. It was like belonging to a club in
which everyone had imposter syndrome.
Livvie was sure of one thing. She was no Master. She had thought that
once she inished the Discipline, she would be done. She would stop
suffering once and for all, and see everything clearly, and live in a timeless
bliss.
And now that didn’t seem to be happening, not by a long shot. She was
still exactly who she had been – the only difference was she had had a
wonderful time with her fellow “mentals,” all of them climbing the same
slippery slope, sliding backwards and climbing up again, each time a little
farther. And the views were wonderful the higher they got, but they also
felt for each other more, felt the anguish of the depths whenever someone
fell in. Which did happen.
It happened to her, in fact. Aurelio was ill, he’d begun coughing up blood.
He went to the doctor, who took x-rays, and told him not to worry, the
x-rays were clear, it was probably just some allergy. So Aurelio and Livvie
were both comforted, but he kept on coughing, and little by little it got
worse. The doctor persisted in saying he was ine, not to worry, and they
both trusted him, he was a kind man with years of experience…
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Then one night at dinner Aurelio put his hand to his chest and shuddered.
“I have a bad pain,” he told her. He couldn’t eat any more, but went to lie
down. Livvie followed him, shouldn’t they go to the emergency room?
That was the last thing Aurelio wanted. He refused, and she gave in.
“I will be ine, Livvie. Just let me sleep.”
And so she did, promising herself she would take him in the morning if he
weren’t better.
Neither of them slept that night, and at seven in the morning Livvie told
him she was taking him to the hospital. He didn’t protest, which gave her
a sinking feeling.
At the hospital they took x-rays, and this time the young orderly who
came out with him afterwards looked at them both, his face ashen.
“You have a large mass in your left lung sir,” he told Aurelio.
A little while later their doctor rushed in the door in his street clothes
looking anguished. “There was nothing there a month ago,” he insisted.
It was as Livvie had feared, the worst of all worst possibilities. Her
beloved Aurelio had lung cancer, stage 4. They gave him nine months to
live.
-I’m Outta Here
The prognosis they’d given him turned out to be exact.
For nine months Aurelio subjected himself to a whole desperate battery of
treatments. At irst they were just to buy time, but later, when radiation
gave him some temporary relief, he decided he was going to be cured no
matter what. While his family and friends watched him clearly going
downhill fast, he kept insisting, enduring round after round of chemo, sick
as a dog and always hopeful…
It pained Livvie to see the different pieces of his former personality begin
to fall away. The irst was his appetite - once a champion diner, he lost all
interest in food, and began growing thinner and thinner. As he grew
weaker, it also became harder and harder for him to move around. Then
they put him on oxygen, and everywhere he went he had to pull the little
machine behind him.
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At the same time he lost his sociability, withdrawing inside himself,
utterly absorbed in his body’s inner workings. More and more inside
himself, he became hyper-aware of every little physical event. Whenever
anything happened in his body – feeling short of breath, but also noticing
a burp, a fart, a hiccup – he would exclaim, “AY-ay-ay, AY-ay-ay…”
Over the months, these expostulations became more and more frequent,
until they began to drive Livvie crazy, making her pine for long
conversations they had shared so often in the past. She implored him to
only say AY-ay-ay when he was really in trouble, but it did no good, and he
continued to exclaim at all hours of the day and night. And at the same
time, he kept smiling, and assuring everyone he was going to be ine.
Unable to sleep with him gasping and coughing beside her, Livvie set up a
little bed in the living room. That was more tolerable, but she still couldn’t
sleep, and at last she begged her doctor for some sleeping pills. He
prescribed Ambien, and she was able to just get by.
Through all of this, Livvie just kept feeling more and more alone. Aurelio
had always been so warm, so close, so completely there for her – and now
he was gone, huddled inside himself, mute and withdrawn. One time,
desperate for the comfort of his old companionship, Livvie sat him down
and told him earnestly how much she missed him and implored him to
come back. He winced as if she had slapped him, and asked plaintively,
“Oh, have I don’t something wrong?” And Livvie wished with all her heart
that she had not spoken - she knew he was doing his best.
The kids all came and visited, and they all went down to the Sacramento
River, and Aurelio sat on a log and told them he had a confession to make.
He had always loved gambling, he said, and had gambled away a lot of
money in his youth, and he still loved the lottery, and it had always made
him feel so guilty…
Everyone smiled and told him it was no problem at all, and laughed and
loved him. And he sighed and smiled in relief.
For the irst couple of months, they gave him radiation, and for a while it
seemed to be working, and he was able to stop using the oxygen. That was
when he decided that he was going to be cured, or if not cured, at least
that his illness was only going to be a chronic thing that did not kill him.
Then Livvie began to wonder if his mind were going. One night she came
home from grocery shopping to ind the house empty and a note on the
kitchen table, “Went walking.” She was horri ied. He was so weak and ill,
and it was growing dark out, and she had no idea which way he’d gone,
and of course he had left his cell phone on the table so she couldn’t call
him and ind out where he was.
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After waiting for half an hour, she could stand it no longer, and set out in
the car to look for him. Driving slowly down the empty streets, her heart
pounding, she peered into every shadow…
At last she pulled over and called everyone she could think of, the
neighbors he might have gone to visit, the professor who held a peace and
justice meeting, the little grocery store nearby. No one had seen him…
She returned to the house, ready to call the police.
And when she opened the door, there he was, sitting at the table.
When she saw him, she lost it. Throwing her keys across the room, she
screamed, “Where were you!??? Don’t you ever, ever, ever do that to me
again!!!”
Livid, she denounced him from head to toe for the next ive minutes –
until the storm clouds cleared and she inally saw his face, sorrowful and
haggard.
“I am sorry Livvie,” he said, “I just wanted to get some air, and then I
forgot where I was…”
Remorse stabbing her in the heart, she was appalled at herself. “Oh,
sweetheart, I’m sorry too,” she told him, wrapping her arms around him,
“I should never have yelled at you like that – I’m so sorry!”
Of course he forgave her without a second thought, and went back inside
himself…
After the radiation stopped working, they told him a little chemo might
give him a few more months. What he understood was that it was a
special kind of chemo that might actually keep him alive inde initely. Of
course he said yes.
The chemo was by far the worst thing that had happened so far. Violently
sick after every infusion, he kept growing weaker and more frail all the
time. But he was insistent. If it didn’t cure him, this was going to turn the
cancer into nothing but a chronic illness. He had so much more he wanted
to do, starting with their trip to Argentina for the end of the World March
for Peace and Nonviolence, which was coming up in just a month.
No matter how ill the chemo made him, he persisted, until at last a nurse
took Livvie aside and told her, “If you don’t want to carry him onto the
plane, you’d better stop the chemo now.” He was so exhausted that it
wasn’t hard to convince him.
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That November they lew to Argentina, planning to spend several weeks
visiting friends and family before going up to the mountains for the March
on January 1.
They began by visiting Pepe and Lucia in Buenos Aires, where they rested
for several days while Aurelio struggled to get up the strength to go on.
Visitors looded their friends’ house, coming to see Aurelio and listen to
his stories, which he now told in a voice that was weak and halting. Still
he kept smiling, assuring everyone he would be ine, while they all talked
and laughed and passed the mate…
After that they went on, irst to see Maria Sophia, and then to other
friends’ houses in other cities, traveling by bus in between. On one of
them, they sat down next to a young woman with a baby. A bad lu was
going around, and when Aurelio saw the young woman looking at him
anxiously when he coughed, he hastened to assure her, “Don’t worry, it is
only cancer!”
In that way they made their way from place to place, Aurelio getting
weaker all the time, expostulating his Ay-ay-ay’s as and continuing to
insist that he was going to beat this thing.
They were in Parana, visiting Milagros, when Livvie had a strange dream.
She was high up in a skyscraper, on the top loor, holding a little blonde
girl of around three in her arms. Suddenly there was a enormous bang,
and the building began to sway and tip dangerously to one side, and then
she was falling through the blackness. All she could think of was covering
the little girl’s head with her hand to protect her from harm. At last they
landed softly in a green ield, and someone told her to go and ind work…
The next day as she and Aurelio were taking a taxi back to their hotel
from a doctor’s appointment, Livvie wondered morosely what would
happen to her, who would take her to doctors’ appointments when she
was dying?
And suddenly her dream came back to her. Of course! Clear as day, she
saw that the little girl was her new self, the person she would be in her
coming life without Aurelio, and that her job was to protect and care for
that new little one after Aurelio was gone. Illogical as it was, this illed her
with relief and certainty that all would be well.
At last they made it to Mendoza, at the foot of the Andes. The celebration
of the World March was to be held the next day in the high mountains
above the city, at Punta de Vacas Park. They checked into their hotel that
afternoon, planning to spend the night and take a bus up in the morning.
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When they got to their room, Aurelio lay down to rest, and Livvie sat
uncertain. She never liked to leave him alone, but she was so stressed
from worrying about him and caring for him and enduring his constant
AY-ay-ay’s that she suddenly felt as if she would explode if she didn’t get
some air. Telling him she would be back in ten minutes, she left him
resting and set out to walk around the block.
When she got back, she found him huddled under the blankets, shaking
with fever. Alarmed, she called a taxi, and the driver took them to the
nearest emergency room, berating her all the way, saying she should have
called an ambulance.
At the hospital they took some x-rays and admitted him, putting him on a
gurney and wheeling him up to a top loor ward with three other patients.
Warning him both not to talk in order to spare his breathing, and to keep
the head of the bed upright so as not to choke, they left the two of them
there. And as soon as the medical personnel were gone, Aurelio cheerfully
introduced himself to his two roommates and explained that he was just
there because of a chronic condition.
An hour later a young doctor came to see him, talked warmly with him,
and told him they would do their best to take care of him. When the
doctor left, Livvie followed her into the hall and asked her what she could
tell her about Aurelio’s condition. The doctor said that on top of the lung
cancer it seemed he had contracted pneumonia. In a younger and
healthier person it might not be a problem, but Aurelio was so frail and
weak that it might well be too much for him, he might not make it.
That evening Livvie called their children back in the States and told them
what had happened, and they were sorrowful and not surprised. Aurelio
clamored to talk with them, so she gave him the phone, and he began
explaining to them about his chronic condition – until a nurse appeared
and snatched the phone away, scolding him loudly. He must not talk!
All that night they sat together, Livvie in the little hard metal chair that
was all the hospital could offer, and Aurelio upright in his bed. Holding
hands, they hardly spoke, until Aurelio begged her to please lay her head
on his bed and get some sleep. She did try, but of course it was hopeless…
The next morning one of the young doctors came again. After checking
Aurelio he asked Livvie to follow him. In the hallway he told her she
should be prepared - Aurelio might recover from this and go on for a
while longer, or he might die, and it could happen any time.
The news did not surprise Livvie – she’d been waiting for it, expecting it,
for months.
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But now she was unsure how to respond. She wanted to be there with
Aurelio when he passed, but after her sleepless night she s was so utterly
exhausted, she thought she wouldn’t be able to really be fully present for
him. If only she could go back to the hotel and get some rest, and then
come back…
“Can you tell me what I should do?” she asked the doctor. “Do you think I
have time to go back to the hotel for a nap?”
“I’m sorry,” said the doctor, looking at her sympathetically. “I just don’t
know what to tell you.”
At a loss, Livvie decided she had no choice – there was no one else to ask
but herself.
So taking a deep breath, she went inside, as deep inside as she knew how,
and asked herself, “Please, what should I do?”
Then she waited…
And clear as a bell, she knew. She knew without the slightest doubt that
Aurelio was ine, that he was ready to go on to wherever he was going,
whether or not she was there with him when he went.
Going back to his bedside, she told him what the doctor had said, and that
she was going back to the hotel for a nap and would return, but that
whatever happened she knew he would be ine. He just listened and
smiled and said, “Yes, of course.”
She took a taxi back to the hotel, where she collapsed and lay wishing and
wishing she could sleep...
She had been there for less than an hour when the phone rang. Things
were changing, said the doctor, and she should come.
When she got there, the doctor took her aside, and for the third time she
listened to them tell her that Aurelio very well might die any time now.
Had they told him? No, they had said nothing – that was their policy, they
never told the patient unless the family gave their ok.
She had to tell him. She had told him before, of course, when she went for
her nap, but she had the feeling it hadn’t penetrated.
So now she went in to him, kissed him, and sat down on the edge of the
bed, taking his hands in hers and looking into his eyes.
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“They just told me that there is a good chance you might not make it,” she
told him, “and I thought you would want to know.”
That woke him up. Looking at her, his eyes wide, he demanded, “Who told
you that?!”
“The doctor!” she replied.
Luckily the doctor had followed her into the room, and now she came to
the bedside and explained to him, gently and carefully, that his body was
very weak, and he really might not make it.
Listening, Aurelio considered this – and then he smiled, and it was as if a
great peace looded over him, illing the room.
“Ah, then, if it is my time,” he said re lectively, “I am ready.”
It was then that Paul, an old friend from California, arrived. He had come
for the March, but had heard that Aurelio was in the hospital, and he told
them he would stay with them as long as they wanted him.
Livvie almost wept with relief, and they sat and talked, the three of them,
calmly and quietly, for a long while.
At last Paul suggested she phone another friend who lived in the area so
they could all take turns and spell each other and stay rested. So Livvie
went out into the hallway to make the call…
At that moment, in different places around the world, several of Aurelio’s
closest friends and family members felt his presence brush them lightly,
as he called out, full of joy, that he was ine, that he was on his way…
When she went back into the room, doctors were surrounding the bed,
and there was an electric tension in the air. She knew immediately that he
was gone…
Up in the mountains, hearing that Aurelio had passed, Silo held a
Ceremony of Death in the Hall, and hundreds of people sent him their love
and wished him well on his way. Most of them did not know him
personally, but many had heard of him because of his wonderful stories...
-A New Chapter
Aurelio’s disappearance left Livvie lost, strangely hollow and rudderless.
Paul brought her with him up to the mountains the next day, and she
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wandered through the celebration in a daze, receiving the embraces and
condolences of friend after friend after friend.
After the festivities, she somehow managed to procure a plane ticket, take
a bus across the mountains to the airport in Santiago, and ly home.
Back in California, illed with a bewildered void, she spent two weeks
with her brother and two more with her sister, luxuriating in her family’s
warmth.
At last, however, she could put it off no longer. She had to go home. Alone,
she drove back to Davis to continue her life in a place now illed with
emptiness.
Determined not to let herself be overcome with loneliness, she set out
with a will, occupying herself with inding two new roommates, writing in
her journal, helping translate various writings of Silo’s, and continuing the
meditation meetings she and Aurelio had held since they’d moved there.
Nevertheless, the time did not ly by, but dragged itself along. Each day
was a new improvisation, each night a slipping into unconsciousness full
of questions, the gnawing emptiness inside her day and night...
But at the same time, she could sense something else growing inside her,
something urgently alive...
And she knew without doubt what, or rather who, it was. It was the little
child from her dream, cautiously and curiously exploring her new world,
setting out to learn to live and grow, all on her own.
And Livvie knew she had her work cut out for her. Because it was her job
to nurture and protect her new self so that she could grow into the
fearless, joyous human being she had always longed to become, and who
she knew herself already to be deep down: someone whose heart inally
gave up all resistance and opened so wide that unconditional love could
pour through her like Niagara.
There was only one only way to do that job. That was to ind her immortal
self, the self who was unafraid because she knew beyond any doubt that
“we do not die.”
-Black Hole
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A few months after her return to Davis, Livvie drove north, taking Hunter
and her boyfriend Harley with her, to visit Finn and Juan, who were both
going to school in Portland, Oregon.
When they got there, Finn welcomed them all, and showed them around
the rambling old co-op house he was living in with six other Reed College
students. He gave Livvie a room on the closed-in porch, and Hunter and
Harley went to visit old friends.
That week, staying with Finn and his boisterous friendly household,
visiting Juan and his girlfriend Cassie in their nearby apartment, going out
to shop for groceries and walk the quiet streets and admire the lush parks
and gardens and sweet old houses, Livvie fell in love with the rainy city. As
with so many places she visited, she wished she could stay. But it never
occurred to her that she might move - California was her home, so she had
to go back.
After a week, she and Hunter and Harley said goodbye to Finn and Juan
and drove back south. On their way, they stopped to spend the night on
Mount Shasta. It was there that Hunter dropped her bombshell.
They had inished eating and were sitting around the ire when Hunter
leveled her gaze at her mother and said, “I don’t hate you, but...”
And it came tumbling out, everything Hunter hadn’t been saying for fear
of hurting her mother. How angry she was about being so sheltered and
hemmed in as a child, how she’d longed to roam free in nature, because
nature was her calling, how she’d had to ight and struggle to be herself,
and always her mother was there, hanging onto her like a needy,
co-dependent ghost…
Horri ied, Livvie stared at her daughter as she railed on and on. This
couldn’t be happening - it was like her worst nightmare coming true. She
had always counted without question on her children’s love, and if it ever
failed, it would be like the bombing of the gates to heaven…
She knew she shouldn’t be surprised. Ever since she’d irst met Hunter as
a newborn, glaring up at her from the little table where they’d strapped
her down like a spy from another world, Livvie had known her daughter
was a force to be reckoned with. But that didn’t make it any easier, now
that she was turning the full force of her ancient fury on her.
Only half listening, Livvie struggled to make sense of what was happening.
In her head Hunter’s words mixed in with her own thoughts, everything
bobbing around like lotsam and jetsam around a wreck at sea. It all
seemed to add up to Hunter being angry at having been kept cloistered
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like an exotic pet all the time she was growing up, so that when she inally
left home, it had been like plunging into an icy river full of sharks.
Livvie could understand Hunter’s anger about being sheltered. But didn’t
all young people go through a shock when they left the nest? Livvie
certainly had… But of course Hunter couldn’t know that.
Whatever Hunter was angry about, Livvie could not escape the truth: she
had unwittingly hurt her beloved child, and now she was being cut off
from that child’s love. She felt as if her insides had been torn out of her
body…
It didn’t make any difference that Hunter had started everything by
saying, “I don’t hate you” – the truth was in her raw anger, which weighed
and tasted like lead.
The worst thing was being accused of being needy and codependent.
Because that was exactly what Livvie was most ashamed of: her deep
need for love.
Weakly, Livvie protested – and she wasn’t sure if she was talking aloud or
just to herself – that she had worked on herself. Couldn’t Hunter see that
she’d changed, that she was stronger now, at least a little?
Hunter couldn’t. In her eyes Livvie was needy and fearful, and she was
tired of walking on eggs around her. It had to come out.
The wind knocked out of her, Livvie tried to explain, apologizing over and
over – but nothing she could say would make a dent in her daughter’s
resolve. Behind the concrete wall of her fury, Hunter stood her ground.
At last Livvie gave up. Groping her way to her tent, she lay staring at the
darkness…
The next morning they continued their trip, and did not speak of the
matter. Livvie went back to building her new life in her empty house, and
Hunter and Harley went back to their own pursuits.
Little by little over the ensuing years, as other concerns took precedence
in their lives, the tension between Livvie and Hunter dwindled. Indeed, it
might have disappeared entirely if Livvie had not kept it alive by
continuing to worry about it...
-Temptation
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No matter how Livvie focused on inding herself after Aurelio vanished,
his absence left a void that ached without letup. She knew that it was too
early, that she should wait before getting into another relationship, and
anyway she didn’t want another relationship that could gouge a hole in
her soul when it ended...
Nevertheless, she was desperate for the lost warmth, and only a few
weeks after arriving back home, she approached Morris, an old friend
who came to her weekly meetings, and proposed a casual liaison.
Her children had warned her, be careful, now that you’re widowed, you’ll
be a hot commodity among the older men. She’d laughed, but they were
right. She didn’t look her age, and Morris snapped up the opportunity
without thinking twice.
For a while they were intimate, and it did soften the edge. But Livvie knew
they weren’t really cut out for each other, and being with Morris always
had a lavor of self-betrayal. After a couple of months she apologized and
told him she’d made a mistake.
After that she resolved to just stick it out and be alone with herself for as
long as she could stand it, if only to prove to herself that she could. If she
couldn’t, that would mean she was somehow lawed…
-A Second Coming Out
Livvie was home alone when the email came. “A second coming out” –
what could Finn mean?
She didn’t try to igure it out – her normal thinking patterns had been
of line since Aurelio had taken his leave, more than a year ago now.
But an email from Finn was a good thing. Happy at his attentions, and full
of curiosity, she began reading...
It was a long message, carefully written, loving. Finn was like that, always
careful to explain his thoughts and feelings, and they’d always found it
easy to understand each other.
But this time, after reading through the whole thing once, she had to
admit she wasn’t quite sure what he was talking about. She went through
it again, more slowly and carefully, studying the wording, and even then,
she wasn’t sure.
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“Taking masculine hormones” – could that really mean what it sounded
like…?
After a inal reading, she had no choice. That was indeed what it meant.
Her daughter was going to become her son.
Later she laughed at herself. Why had she been so surprised? She’d
known forever that Finn was a boy inside – from the time he was very
small, he had let her know that on no uncertain terms, and she had
accepted it.
At that time it had never occurred to her that her child’s feelings were
anything but a phase that would wash out over time. That was why it had
never occurred to her to try to help him deal with his “tomboyish”
inclinations. What was the big deal? He would grow out of it, just like her
own mother had.
But Finn wasn’t a tomboy. He couldn’t say exactly what he was, or what he
was feeling; but he was only a child, and didn’t have the words or the
concepts to explain himself. All he knew was that being seen as a girl
made him squirm.
Unfortunately, none of his four parents had the slightest inkling about
what was going on with their child. It wasn’t that they didn’t care – they
simply did not know that gender issues existed, or that they could be
addressed - that a person could legitimately be unhappy with the gender
they were assigned at birth, or that they could take steps to adapt their
body to their true gender.
So without knowing there was anything wrong, Livvie did what came
naturally, which was to love Finn the way he was.
When at ifteen he’d brought his girlfriend home and come out the irst
time, she’d been touched and delighted.
And when he left home two years later, she loved every bit of the person
she hugged goodbye: a forthright, friendly, rebellious lesbian who shaved
his hair in a lopsided partially design of his own invention, wore chains
and nose rings and slouchy, low-slung jeans, and couldn’t wait to get out
of the house. She only hoped he would be safe, and gave thanks that San
Francisco was about as queer-friendly a place as anyone could ask for.
And now this rebellious child, who was not even thirty yet, was coming
out again, and how could she not celebrate his honesty and his courage?
At the same time the news made her feel hollow with trepidation.
Because this time he was af irming an identity that much of society
looked away from in fear and abhorrence.
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-Chloe
Livvie had only ever known one other trans person. That was the father of
one of the twins’ classmates, who had come out back in the mid-nineties,
sending their whole open-minded, compassionate community reeling.
When they heard that Max was going to become a woman named Chloe,
the news had hit everyone like a meteor, and no one had known how to
react. What would they do when they saw Chloe? How were they
supposed to treat her now? What would this mean for Chloe’s wife Emily
and little daughter Annie? With no answers, and no idea what do say or
do, they’d done what they usually did in the face of the unthinkable. They
laughed.
Things had gone downhill from there. A couple of months later there’d
been the birthday party where Ernestine, an abrasively friendly young
woman who did not believe in subtlety, had sat down beside Chloe.
“Hey Chloe,” she asked with a grin, “how is it being one of us women? Is it
worth it?” Then, reaching over, she’d tweaked Chloe’s breast.
Gasping, Chloe had rushed out the door.
Only years later did Livvie realize how violated and dehumanized Chloe
must have felt on having that most intimate part of her new femininity
treated as an object of curiosity.
Chloe had never come back to another of their social gatherings, but
Livvie hadn’t wanted to lose her as a friend, and a few days after the party
had invited her to coffee, and Chloe had accepted.
When they met, it was wonderful. Like magic, the shining warmth of
Chloe’s real-life presence had washed away all Livvie’s doubts about this
whole thing of gender, and they were just two human beings who cared
about each other, laughing together.
That had delighted Livvie so much that she tried to tell Finn about it; but
it was too late. Their friends’ cruelty to Chloe was burned too deeply into
Finn’s memory.
That had been ifteen years ago, before Finn left home.
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Demons of Compassion
Now Livvie still had not met any other trans people, and knew very little
about the gender queer community, or the fact that the “gender binary”
was not a fact. So after inally grasping the gist of Finn’s email, she found
herself astonished, teetering on the brink of a bottomless chasm, staring
out across alien vistas and dizzying drops into the unknown, wondering
why she had butter lies in her stomach.
It was a strange moment, the moment before the storm. When she
inished her last reading of the email, she knew without the slightest
doubt that she would support Finn all the way. What else could she do?
She loved the person Finn was, no matter what he called himself.
But even as she af irmed that, inside her the shit was hitting the fan. Out
of her depths, swarms of demons were rising up, fuming and lapping –
hideous, unthinkable, creatures she’d had no inkling were there. Horri ied
and embarrassed, she watched them cavorting around her, sickening her
with their foul, mocking faces and their jeers…
Where had they come from? This wasn’t the dark ages, Livvie was an
enlightened, open minded person who believed in freedom of thought and
act.
And yet there it was. The shock and outrage, the self-righteous, horri ied
insistence roaring up out of her Midwestern Christian heritage. “NO!” it
screamed, “Satan get thee gone! The God-given body is sacred! Do not kill
my daughter!”
Astonished and helpless, all she could do was weep and wail and gnash
her teeth with Biblical anguish. This is not me, she told herself – but
nothing she could do would banish the deep, outraged mourning she felt.
She don’t know how long she struggled, demoralized and aghast at
herself, who had thought herself so open-minded and free.
She didn’t want to feel this way, but she had no choice. The shameful
feelings were there, and all she could do was feel them. And so she felt
them, through and through.
Ages passed. No relief came, no light, only misery…
Until at last something softly tapped her on the shoulder, and said, quietly
and kindly, “Enough. This is your own violence. You’re only making
yourself suffer.”
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Then, little by little, things began to clear. She looked around at the
wreckage, the illusions lying all around her where they had fallen, lifeless
and useless as rag dolls…
And she breathed deep in relief. Because clearly, something good still
remained, untouched by the general carnage. Perhaps it was just herself,
or some part of herself so deep as to seem almost separate from her. Calm
and comforting it stood by her, looking on in tender amusement as she
caught her breath.
And she knew then that she had not lost a thing, but had only gained in
bounty. Because Finn had only taken off a mask, revealing a deeper layer
of his pure, sweet being. And that meant that Livvie and he were more
intimately and truly connected than ever before.
-The Fruits of Courage
Years later Finn would go out of his way to thank her for recognizing that
he needed support in that moment, and for not leaning on him and
demanding that he comfort her, as others close to him had.
The truth was, it didn’t occur to her ask anything of him. Her stuff was her
stuff, and she was the only one who could deal with it. And if what he was
going through was rough on her, she couldn’t imagine how much harder it
must be for him. She couldn’t imagine anything that would take more
courage than changing one’s gender.
And so she set out to give her son her full support and offer her
companionship on his journey. Even though she made blunder after
blunder, she knew Finn’s pronouns were “he” and “him” and “his,” and
little by little, mistake after embarrassing mistake, she managed to make
the change inside her. Through it all he was patient and understanding,
even though she knew it pained him every time she blundered into the
wrong pronouns.
Transitioning was far from easy for him. It was hard to ind the right
balance of hormones for his body, and he had to battle every inch of the
way for his rights in the legal and health care systems. On top of that, few
of his friends and family members understood the delicacy of his position.
Not realizing that his very life could be in danger if the wrong people
found out he was trans, they casually outed him in social situations
without his consent, which horri ied and frightened him.
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But slowly his body adjusted, and he learned how to make the system
work for him; and slowly his friends and family learned to be careful and
respectful. As time passed, Livvie watched her son exult in the new
abilities and experiences that were the fruit of his transition, and she
celebrated with him, rejoicing with him in the radical freedom and
profound honesty of the path he had taken.
Finn has assured her he had no choice in the matter, but she know he
made a decision, even if it was only to give in to the inevitable. Maybe it
would be better to say he surrendered to reality? She didn’t know. All she
knew was that the white heat of Finn’s transformation had trans igured
her love for him, burning away everything untrue.
It taught her that real love had nothing to do with what she wanted. Real
love was elemental and unshakeable. It carried you, it decided – you
couldn’t say no to it.
-Beyond the Great Divide
Not long after Finn’s revelation, when Livvie thought she’d faced every
last impossibility, she found herself once again being forcibly escorted
into uncharted territory. This time it was Hunter who was her guide,
setting Livvie on her feet and showing her which way was north.
Hunter was visiting, and they’d been talking about Finn’s transition, when
Livvie remembered an essay she’d read on the “sacred feminine,” and
began rhapsodizing to Hunter about it. She’d barely started when Hunter
interrupted her.
“You know I don’t identify as a woman.” It wasn’t a question.
“Oh, yes, sorry, I didn’t mean…”
Of course, now Livvie remembered. Hunter had told her that before, and
she’d thought she understood. She’d assumed she was talking about
something like what she’d experienced earlier in life, when she just didn’t
feel feminine.
She was wrong – as wrong as she’d been when she’d assumed little Finn
was “just a tomboy.”
Patiently, Hunter explained what she meant. When she said she didn’t
identify as a woman, she wasn’t talking about feelings of femininity or
masculinity. She was talking about who she actually was, someone whose
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gender was neither purely feminine or masculine, but different degrees of
both at different times. This was important, because as a “gender queer”
individual, she was distinctly uncomfortable being mistaken for a woman.
Livvie was stunned.
In a way, this was harder for her to compute than having her daughter
become her son. Because it didn’t look like anything had changed with
Hunter. She still used feminine pronouns, and still had her trim, athletic
female body, her glorious unruly long hair, her upper register voice. Livvie
knew she wanted children. But Hunter was not a woman!
Grappling with this new reality, Livvie felt both loss and
self-recrimination for ever having tried to possess such a radical spirit.
Now, as before with Finn, love gave her no choice. She loved Hunter, and
of course she would honor her identity and do her best to understand.
That was easier said than done. There was no model in her experience
that she could compare this with. If the mainstream culture had a box for
“third gender” people, like the Mahu of Hawaii and Tahiti, the Hijra of
India, the Sworn Virgins of Albania, or the Two-Spirit people of North
American indigenous cultures, it might be easier – but as it was, anyone
outside that experience could only grope in the dark.
And if understanding gender neutrality was hard for Livvie, a devotee of
mental lexibility, she knew it must be an absolute conundrum for all
those who still insisted that there were only two proper kinds of people:
masculine men and feminine women, both heterosexual of course.

-Levi
Livvie stood being alone for three years before she was both satis ied and
fed up. Enough was enough. She hadn’t died, so she knew she could take
it, and it was time to move on. She’d often felt barb of loneliness, and she
igured it was time to give herself some slack. She was human after all,
and humans are social creatures. She resolved to ind someone who
would care for her, and whom she could care for.
She didn’t even consider the old-fashioned route of going to bars, or the
newer-fashioned route of meet-up groups for singles. The possibility of
being rejected in person still horri ied her as much as it had in grade
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school. With online dating, on the other hand, she could extend a verbal
feeler into the void…
Online dating was a full-time job. She didn’t for a moment think that she
would ind another “love of her life” – Aurelio illed that niche in her
heart. But surely she could ind someone sweet and good…
For some time she went back and forth with any number of on-line love
possibilities, getting too little response from the ones that tickled her
fancy, and too much from the ones that repelled her. In this way she
ploughed through several disappointments, including a visit to a dreary
fellow’s dark, cobweb-draped home from which she felt lucky to escape in
one piece.
It was after months of trial and error that she inally found Levi,
“Lingonberry Cricket,” on Match.com. His online moniker made her friend
Ann guffaw in disbelief when Livvie told her, glowing, that she’d met
someone.
What got her about Levi was his entire sweetness, a sweetness that
nestled in his big-bellied Jewish persona, and in his idealistic belief in the
system Livvie hated. The pure sweetness that made him cast out the bait
Livvie couldn’t resist in his online pro ile: “Mozart makes me happy.”
They dated for a while, the sex was good and long awaited. And he made
her laugh! They ended up living together.
-Different Paths to the Same Center
Not long after she met Levi, Livvie had a most remarkable thought: if she
could ind a new relationship, she could also ind a new place to live, some
place away from Davis. So what if she and Aurelio had assumed they
would grow old together in their Davis condo? That future had vanished
like the last cloud in a great drought, and now she was having to
re-evaluate everything...
Anyway, it was about time. For the last several years she’d felt out of place
in Davis, even if it was a college town with plenty of bookstores. The land
was so lat and endless, and Livvie pined both for the hills and for the
excitement of the city. Now the possibility of moving back to the Bay Area
opened up before her like a wonderful lower.
Levi had no problem with that – he would have followed Livvie anywhere.

467

They found an apartment in Oakland, right on Lake Merritt, on the ifth
loor of a classic 1920s art deco apartment building. The place was airy,
with high ceilings and tall windows with ripply old glass, and it had lovely
inlaid hardwood loors and old ceramic tiles in the kitchen and bathroom.
There were a few problems – smoke coming in the windows from the
people picnicking around the lake on the weekends; pigeons nesting in
the air well outside the bathroom window, freaking Levi out with their
germs; corporate landlords who were as cold as dead ish. But the
neighborhood was lively and diverse, and even if there were occasional
muggings not that far away, Livvie and Levi both enjoyed being beside the
lake and going to the local restaurants and shops.
They had been there less than a year when Hunter called and invited the
two of them to a week-long event in the Santa Cruz Mountains that
summer. Put on by Hunter’s nature awareness community, it was called
“The Art of Mentoring.”
Odd name, thought Livvie, wondering what it meant. But she was
intrigued - it wasn’t every day that Hunter invited her to participate in
something, and this clearly meant a lot to her.
Levi wasn’t interested - he’d had mobility issues since his second hip
replacement, and he didn’t relish the idea of camping. But he encouraged
Livvie to go - she should always do what she wanted to do, don’t let him
stop her.
With both anticipation and dread, Livvie signed up. She wasn’t looking
forward to a whole week in the midst of strangers, doing things she
wasn’t accustomed to, like sleeping in a tent and being without her
computer. But she’d always loved being close to nature, and she was
curious about what Hunter was up to. More than anything, she couldn’t
resist the opportunity to be around her daughter for a whole week. For a
chance to spend that much time with any of her children she would have
agreed to pretty much anything.
When August came, Livvie borrowed a tent and a sleeping bag from her
sister and drove south on I-80, past the the lat and shining bay and the
shimmering expanses of tract homes, until the freeway reached the foot of
the coastal mountains and the map had her exit on a winding little road
that climbed deep into the redwoods...
It took her half an hour of twisting and turning in and out of the shade of
the great trees before she found the camp ground, up an almost invisible
dirt road. Breathing a sigh of relief that she hadn’t gotten utterly lost, she
bumped up the road into the dusty parking lot. A lot of cars were there,
and she wondered how easy it would be to ind Hunter with so many
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people. Funny how just being in an unaccustomed situation could set you
on edge...
She didn’t have time to think about it. Before she could even get her things
out of the car, a young woman came to greet her, and when Livvie told her
her name, she exclaimed in delight and hugged her, saying that Hunter
had told them she was coming. They went to the registration tables, and
after Livvie illed out some paperwork, a young man helped her carry her
things to a spot in the shade beside an enormous redwood, where he
kindly helped her set up her tent.
Livvie was putting her things inside the little dwelling when Hunter
appeared out of nowhere and welcomed her with a powerful hug. She was
in the middle of her camp duties, she explained, and had to run, but would
see Livvie at the welcome circle, which would be in that big meadow, right
over there, in just an hour. And she vanished, leaving Livvie feeling as if
she’d been hugged by the whole forest.
The welcome circle was big, more than 100 people of all ages, from
infants to elders, from individuals to entire families. Hunter sat beside
Livvie on the grass, and they both listened and clapped along as a girl in a
deerskin dress led them in a clapping game, and thanked them for
coming, some of them from very far, to build something together something precious that had been so long ago lost…
After that the week unfolded, days full of welcomings and surprises and
discoveries in a community of the warmest strangers Livvie had ever met.
Without knowing what hit her, she knew she was inding what she had
been missing, without knowing it, all her life. She couldn’t explain it - but
she kept inding herself, over and over, in the sunlight, in the shade, in the
dust, in the tracks of little animals in the sand by the little river, in the
sharing of food around the ire, in the singing together, and listening to
stories, deep into the night under the overarching depths of the black sky
and the stars…
What they were building together was a village, a community of people
working and living together, each one giving their best. That was where
the “mentoring” came in - because everyone mentored everyone else in
whatever they were best at.
Which meant that everyone was respected for who they were. Even the
littlest children were given their space and trusted, so that instead of
being obsessively guarded by their mothers every moment of the day,
they were free to play and explore, always in the company of other
children under the calm eye of a responsible adult. And at the other end of
the spectrum, every elder was respected as an elder, just for the life
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experience accrued over many years. And everyone in between was
respected and allowed to be who they were at whatever stage of life they
found themselves.
Being respected as an elder bowled Livvie over - she was so used to being
regarded as only more and more useless and ridiculous the older she got...
One by one the days of that week unfolded, like the petals of a lower, and
Livvie slept on the forest loor better than she ever did at home in her
bed. Early in the morning she would awaken to the sounds of lute and
drum and singing voices as a little troupe of early risers wandered the
camp waking everyone up with their music. Then all day she wandered
from one task or game or gathering to another, sometimes talking but
mostly listening as others talked about their experiences, telling their
stories - about learning the language of the birds, about being quiet and
careful and attentive like the wild animals, about watching, snif ing,
sensing, connecting - especially connecting.
That was the key, inding that connection. Finding yourself rooted in
stillness, in the trees, in the meadows, in a lower, in the stream, in the
night sky, in your neighbor’s eyes. It was not hard - all you had to do was
slow down and be there. And as Livvie did that, she felt herself relaxing
more than she had known possible, as if she were inding her roots in the
forest loor, inding her breath in the morning air, inding her voice in the
voices of the children and the birds, inding friendship in people she knew
she would never see again. It didn’t matter. They were here now, and now
was unending.
And in the midst of it all, there was Hunter, one of a small group of staff
members who were making this experience happen. Time and again,
Livvie would see her in the midst of a group of children and adults,
showing them how to make ire, how to walk quietly and carefully enough
not to frighten the birds, how to be open and attentive enough to see
something remarkable there in the dust, a treasure, a story, hidden in
what looked like nothing but a clod of dirt. She knew how to lead people
into their own curiosity, asking them the right questions to get them to
look deeper, to look and listen and feel. It was clear that everyone knew
Hunter and loved her, and Livvie was touched to the core with happiness
to see her in her element, giving the gift of herself.
As for exactly what activities they all did each day, wandering together in
and out of shadows, in and out of sunlight, exploring, talking, sharing
their innermost thoughts and insecurities and inspirations, Livvie could
never remember in detail afterwards. All she knew was that she was
coming home, coming home, deeper and deeper into herself.
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Not that everything was easy, or even possible, that week.
The biggest impossibility was the burial. It wasn’t really a burial, although
Livvie called it that to herself. You had to ind or dig yourself a survival
shelter, a little cave, an enclosure in the earth just big enough for your
body, and then, when night time came, you would slide into it feet irst,
pull a covering of earth and brush across the entrance, and calmly go to
sleep.
Livvie tried and tried to get up her nerve, but she simply could not do it.
The whole idea gave her the willies - not just because she would never
sleep a wink, but because she couldn’t stop imagining what creatures
might come wriggling and slithering through the dirt during the night,
intent on making a meal of her…
She inally told Hunter she couldn’t manage it. And Hunter said not to
worry - there were no shoulds here, which was a relief. Still, Livvie
wondered for a long time afterwards what it would have been like to
overcome those elemental fears...
On the other hand, there were moments during that week that were
precious beyond all reckoning.
One of those was something that happened every day: the making of ire.
Certain people there had only to twirl a stick between their hands for a
few moments before a wisp of smoke rose like a miracle into the evening
air. It looked easy… but when Livvie tried it, she only hurt her hands. After
that, watching was even more fascinating...
Then there was a precious night with Hunter. They were at the evening
gathering and Livvie had been looking for a place to sit when she saw
Hunter beckoning to her from the other side of the ire. Livvie went to her
and sat down, and Hunter pulled her buffalo robe over both of them and
laid her head on Livvie’s shoulder. For a long time the two of them sat
there, together in the timeless night, listening to the stories and the
singing, and Livvie felt like she would never need anything ever again.
The third thing was when the teens went out into the wilderness. The
entire village sent them off, and thought about them and wished them
well the whole time they were gone; and when it was time for them to
return, the whole village was waiting, welcoming them back singing for
joy, while the young ones came tromping and merry and triumphant back
to their village, to the people who loved them and were prouder of them
than anyone could ever possibly be of anyone or anything. And Livvie
thought then that she could die and her life would be complete.
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Then, all at once, the week was over. They met one last time, and people
talked in hushed voices about their happiness at being there, and
everyone embraced and said they would be back next year, and some - the
lucky ones - said they would see each other soon, even next week.
Livvie said goodbye to her new friends, hugging Hunter and those few
others with whom she had shared special moments. Then she got into her
metal box and drove away, feeling the most poignant mix of gratitude and
grief. Why didn’t people live like this always, everywhere? If they did
there would be no war, no sadness, no cruelty. And now she was leaving
this elemental goodness, going back into the bleakness and cruelty of the
uncivilized world…
Driving home that day, Livvie sobbed and sobbed, her heart breaking all
there.
Back in the city, her old life gradually smudged her sadness into memory.
Never mind, she told herself. She would stay in touch with the people
she’d met, and ind a way to bring more of this wonderful way of being
into her life - this being with people and with nature, with tenderness,
with caring, without harshness.
One thing she did right away was inform Levi that they had to move. She
had never felt so well, so whole, so at ease as she had during that week in
the woods, and she had left a part of herself there - the part that belonged
in the woods. That was why they had to move closer to nature, away from
all the asphalt, away from the acres of walls and loors and stale metallic
air that came between their bodies and the earth.
Levi, as always, took it kindly. Anyway he was tired of the smoke coming
in the windows from the picnics by the lake. They began looking, and
inally rented a small house right near the Russian River a couple of hours
north in the town of Healdsburg.
After they moved, Livvie spent hours and hours sitting by the river,
reconnecting with herself. Sometimes she would puzzle over the two
currents - the humanist and the naturalist - that had come into her life.
She knew that if she had not found the humanists irst, she would now be
with the naturalists. But she was already a humanist, and she did not have
the time or the energy to swim in both currents, be in both tribes. Anyway
she wondered if you could really belong to two different tribes at once…
At least, she told herself, she had what was essential inside her. Both
connections, the natural and the human, were there, and they both led to
the same place - to that deep, calm center where time does not exist...
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-Tidal Wave of the Future
Livvie and Levi had been living by the river for several months when Juan
called one evening with big news: he and Cassie were getting married.
Livvie was delighted and just a tad unnerved. Juan and Cassie had been
together for so long that she’d stopped wondering if they would ever tie
the knot. They had been “a thing” since Juan’s irst year in college, when
Livvie had gone snooping on Juan’s Facebook page and found, looming
over everything, a fat red heart and picture of a girl sitting in an apple
tree…
He had brought her home that Christmas, and Livvie had liked her right
off. She was a shy girl, friendly and homey, and she and Livvie got over the
initial awkwardness by talking about their common love of poetry.
It wasn’t long before Juan and Cassie moved in together, and it seemed to
be working ine. There was no mention of marriage, but Livvie could
understand that - Cassie was his irst real girlfriend after all, and it was
still early days…
A year passed, and another. They both graduated, and got jobs, and
continued living cozily together. All the while, like a slow-motion red
carpet, the years continued to unroll, and Livvie let herself imagine that
Juan and Cassie were heading, in their own noncommittal way, toward
marriage and children…
And now, suddenly, they were doing it, and maybe there actually would be
grandchildren…
She stopped herself. Best not leap to conclusions; better just think about
what she would wear to the wedding. And she laughed at herself for
having such typically motherly reactions.
Later Juan explained how the whole marriage decision had come about.
This wasn’t the irst time he and Cassie had spoken of it. Over their seven
years together they had talked about it from time to time - they did love
each other, after all, and Cassie had always dreamt of being a bride
someday. But Juan had never been sure. Aurelio had always told him he
should be absolutely sure before marrying anyone, and he just wasn’t.
How could he be? Cassie was the only woman he’d ever been with!
Then one day, like a balloon suddenly loating up into the blue sky, the
answer had come to him. Why hadn’t he thought of it before? They could
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try polyamory! Not necessarily right away, or even ever - but if they knew
they could explore other relationships if things got too stultifying just
with each other, marriage would be a lot less risky. Polyamory was a big
thing these days - they knew more than one couple who had “open
marriages,” and they seemed to work ine....
Of course, Juan was pretty sure Cassie wouldn’t go for it, since she was a
traditional type – but it couldn’t hurt to mention the idea.
So that evening he invited her to take a walk in the park. They were
crossing a little bridge over a ishpond when he casually suggested the
possibility. To his surprise, she smiled and shrugged, sure, maybe that
would work. And then, suddenly, he was down on one knee asking her to
marry him.
They got married that June. The young couple rented a lovely venue by a
lake, and Livvie and Levi drove up from California, and a hundred other
friends and relatives arrived from all over. Cassie wore a white dress, and
they exchanged non-religious vows with a friend presiding, and everyone
danced and whooped and celebrated.
Then they went back to their regular lives, real married adults.
They seemed happy enough, and after six months Livvie went to visit
them. As soon as she arrived, Juan told her, “We have something
important to tell you – we hope you’ll understand.”
And they took her out for sushi and explained to her all about polyamory
and gave her a book called The Ethical Slut. It was going to be ine, they
told her, they were really excited.
It was when Juan drove her to the airport three days later that he
con ided that it was Cassie who had proposed they get into polyamory. He
had, of course, been the one to suggest it originally, so what could he say?
Now they were trying it, and she was having the time of her life. She
already had two boyfriends…
That turned out to be the beginning of the end. Livvie watched from afar
as they plunged into the polyamorous fray, each to the best of their ability.
Cassie was in her element, while Juan was perishing of jealousy.
A painful year crawled by, and through it all, Livvie did her best to support
both of them – who knew, maybe polyamory was the wave of the future,
and Juan just needed to overcome his resistances? Idealistically speaking,
why not? It wasn’t immoral, as long as everyone was being kind to
everyone else.
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Personally, of course, Livvie wouldn’t want to try it – that ling way back
when, with Axel and his Lila had been enough for her, and in her
experience just managing one relationship at a time had always been
complicated enough. She’d never met anyone who had been able to tangle
with polyamory without passing in and out of the portals of hell on a
regular basis. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t possible…
For Cassie it was more than possible. She continued to lourish, litting
from one lover to the next like a butter ly sampling different nectars.
But for Juan it was an endless struggle. No matter how many books he
read, or how much he talked to his therapist, or how much poetry he
wrote trying to convince himself it was all for the best, he spent most of
that year sunk in misery. At last he decided he just wasn’t cut out for
polyamory. He told Cassie and she kissed him sadly and left…
For around a year after that, he was suitably depressed. Livvie did her
best to comfort him as he roasted over the slow ire of post-relationship
self-pity, that morti ication with which she and almost every adult she
knew was all too familiar.
Then Juan told Livvie he was cautiously dating someone new. The next
time Livvie visited Portland, he told her warmly about his new “friend,”
about how funny and sensitive and smart she was. Livvie even got to meet
her brie ly, a tall, shy girl, beautiful as a summer night, and Livvie went
home smiling, with a feeling he was embarking on a sweeter path…
Of course anything could and would happen. It wasn’t likely any of her
children would ful ill all, or maybe even any, of her Hollywood dreams:
inding their soulmate; producing a moderate slew of delightful,
trouble-free children; being recognized for devoting their life to the work
they loved; enjoying long years of sweet and painless old age before
gently migrating into the Beyond, where they would ind Livvie joyfully
waiting for them.
Their reality would be whatever it would be, and it would inevitably
include both suffering and joy. She hoped they would weigh in on the side
of the joy - but they would do what they would do, and all she could really
do was love them exactly as they were, and let them go - again and again
and again...
-Rani
They were both old ladies when Livvie and Rani inally became sisters.
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Twenty years after Rani’s little girl died, Livvie inally called her again
after a mutual friend from the desert called her out of the blue saying he
thought Rani would appreciate a phone call.
Rani! Livvie knew she should have gotten back in touch with her ages ago.
She hadn’t forgotten her – at irst she had been afraid to call, afraid she
still wouldn’t know what to say; and then she’d lost Rani’s phone number,
and hadn’t made any great attempt to ind it…
Of course, she told the friend. Of course I’ll call her.
She called, and found Rani sounding exactly the same, her deep, sardonic
voice full of affection and surprise at Livvie’s call. They talked, and Rani
told her she had been clinically depressed since her daughter’s death all
those years ago. Her little Emil was now six feet tall, a big wonderful guy.
He was schizophrenic, and she often heard him yelling at God about his
life, but he did his best to take care of her, as she did to take care of him.
After that Livvie called Rani every so often and tried to help her. She could
understand Rani’s being depressed – who wouldn’t be, after losing a
child! Livvie could hardly comprehend the idea, could hardly it it into her
head. She’d once had a dream about her Juan falling off a mountain and
dying, and she had never, ever felt such searing, impossible agony…
But maybe, with everything she’d learned from Silo, maybe she could help
Rani climb out of her depression. Whenever she called, she’d offer
something new. Try this, she urged Rani, try listening to this guided
experience – I’m sure it will help you…
And Rani listened to her politely and said, “No thank you.” It was entirely
frustrating. How could she not want to be helped, to ind some way of
lifting the heavy sorrow that weighed her down in every moment?
But Rani was not interested. She had everything she needed in Jesus.
Jesus had always been her great love, since he had come to her when she
was very small, comforting her when her stepfather beat her.
Jesus might be ine, thought Livvie, but obviously he wasn’t doing the
trick. Rani was still suffering, and she didn’t need to! Livvie struggled and
struggled to help her, despite Rani’s obstinate disinterest. Talking to Rani
made Livvie depressed herself. If only Rani would listen…
Livvie struggled with her frustration until one day the proverbial light
bulb went on in her head, and it occurred to her that if Rani did not want
to change, Livvie would just have to accept her as she was.
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The next time Livvie called, she didn’t try to offer Rani any help, but just
listened. That was the best talk they’d ever had. After that, their
relationship blossomed. They talked and laughed, and no matter how
depressed Rani was, Livvie loved talking with her…
The years passed. It was when Livvie and Aurelio were traveling in
Argentina that she got an email from her friend, “please call.”
Finding the nearest phone kiosk, Livvie sat in the booth and dialed Rani’s
number. Rani answered, the distance crackling along the line, and thanked
her for calling. Then, her voice muted with sorrow, she said, “My Emil
died.”
Livvie could not believe it. That this good, loving, compassionate soul had
already endured such unthinkable tragedy – and now this…
Rani told her that Emil had gotten meningitis, and that was what had
taken him - but she knew he was just looking for a way out, he couldn’t
stand living anymore. Between sobs, she choked that Emil was with his
sister now, and they were waiting for her…
After that Livvie stayed more in touch with Rani. After they got back to
California, she drove the 300 miles south to Santa Barbara to visit her for
a week. They were overjoyed to see each other, to embrace again after so
long, and they talked and laughed and wept together for days.
Rani told Livvie she was diabetic and was going blind - her health had
been declining since her daughter’s death. But not to worry, even if there
were a lot of things she couldn’t do now, being alone and disabled, she
was getting along. She had her television, her companion that
accompanied her most of the day and night, and a cleaning woman who
was a dear, and her sister and brother both called from time to time, as
did several other friends.
Livvie wished she lived closer. Even so, she made another trip to see her
the following year. But then she and Levi moved north, to Portland, and
the trip became too daunting.
She was doing her best to call Rani at least once a week when she had an
idea. What if she read to Rani over the phone?
She called her friend. “How about if I call you every so often and read to
you? We could read things we both love – things we read to our children –
like the Narnia books!”
“Oh, of course I would,” said Rani, her voice warm with enthusiasm. “What
a wonderful idea!”
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And so they began. At least once a week Livvie would call, and they would
read together. First it was the Narnia books – they were so wonderful,
those books, and to read them and love them together – nothing could be
better!
Then they read the Secret Garden, and all the books by the English
veterinarian, James Herriot, and all of Laura Ingalls Wilder’s books about
life on the prairie…
One time Livvie tried reading Rani the Bible, but it was so repetitious and
reminded her so much of Sunday school that she couldn’t stand it. Rani
understood.
After a year or so of this Livvie began to understand how isolated Rani
was, living her life alone with her television, with no close family or
friends nearby to check on her. After doing some research, Livvie was able
to connect her with someone from the Jewish community center who
would come every week and check on her. At least there was that…
That was when she had the second idea.
“What if we do a trade,” she suggested the next time they talked. “I’ll call
every day and read to you, and we can keep reading the things we both
love, but sometimes I can also read you the things I’m writing, like poems
and other stuff from my journal. You can critique my writing.”
She was serious - Rani was a keen critic, and knew good writing, and she
was so honest she wouldn’t hesitate to point out stuff that fell lat.
Rani knew she was serious. “Of course!” she said, “I’d love it.”
After that they read together every day for more than a year. Rani listened
and gave her often caustic but usually useful comments about Livvie’s
writing, and they kept ploughing through all the children’s classics they
could ind, laughing and weeping together.
That year was the richest time in their relationship – they were like
sisters together, and even though they had such differing beliefs, Livvie
felt that she could talk to Rani about anything at all, and knew Rani would
understand. It was as if, deep down, they were the same person.
Livvie kept promising herself she would go and visit Rani again soon.
They were both getting up there…
Then came the day she called at the usual time and no one answered. That
had happened before - sometimes Rani got her housekeeper to take her to
the store, and once in a long time she’d go on a rare visit to her brother.
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Livvie called her the next morning, still no answer. Later that afternoon,
no answer. The third morning she couldn’t wait any longer. She called the
apartment manager…
It was two days later that they called her back. They hadn’t been able to
let her know before, they apologized, they’d had to inform the family irst,
and it had been hard to ind them. But now they could tell her. Rani had
been found in her bed, where she’d died quietly of a heart attack.
As with any death, there were two sides to it. There was the loss, the
incomprehensible emptiness - that was unavoidable.
But Livvie chose to focus on the other side. Closing her eyes she felt Rani
and her two children, all three of them together in her heart, the waves of
love expanding and expanding everywhere…
-More than Reconciliation
Livvie and Stephen had reconciled more than a decade ago, after she sent
him her email of apology. She still treasured his answer in her heart – his
complete forgiveness and contrition, “I was such a jerk back then!” Hah!
More than sweet. But she wasn’t prepared for the next level.
After eight years, Finn was getting his PhD in Biochemistry, and she and
Stephen and his wife Marisol were all going back to see him graduate.
Marisol couldn’t make it until the day of the ceremony, but Stephen and
Livvie arrived the day before and spent the day helping Finn pack his
things for his big move two days later, when he and Livvie would take a
sleeper car to the west coast, where he would start his new career as a
post doc at UC Santa Cruz.
The three of them spent the day driving around doing errands, and it was
all very pleasant and easy. They joked together about old times, and Livvie
was glad she got to be with Stephen again for a bit – he was a good man,
whatever their disagreements had once been.
That evening they all went to a Chinese restaurant, and when Finn
excused himself to go to the men’s room, Stephen sat looking quizzically
at Livvie for a moment. Then he said, “I still love you!”
Touched and surprised, Livvie could only answer with the truth. “I love
you too,” she smiled.
She knew they both meant it.
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And that was that.
The next day Finn was ceremonially hooded, the tails of the bright blue
collar hanging down his back like tropical feathers. Livvie and Marisol and
Stephen watched from the audience and the two women both wept,
delighted to be so foolish together.
After the after parties and other rigamarole, Stephen and Marisol went
back to Chicago, and Livvie and Finn boarded the train for the long trip
across the country. How precious, Livvie couldn’t believe her luck, to be
with one of her loves for four whole days and nights…
Those were the things that illed life with warmth and made it glow.
-Little Deaths
It seemed that everything Livvie loved ultimately demanded that she let
go of it. With Levi it was no different.
Letting go is always a kind of death – one of the innumerable little deaths
that prepare the way for the big one. With Levi, the irst of these little
deaths was with money.
Livvie had always been clueless about money, and her parents’ refrain,
“it’s only money,” echoing in her inner ear, justi ied her insistence that
money was the least important of all concerns.
That was why she’d never had a career, never earned 100th of what
Aurelio had brought in by working rotating shifts at the water pollution
control plant. If the rules of Protestant Karma had been true, Livvie would
now have been destitute, living on $500 a month from Social Security.
Instead, Aurelio had set it up so that if he died irst, Livvie would receive
both his Social Security and his pension from the city of San Francisco.
That turned out to be enough not only for Livvie’s needs, but also to ill
some of the holes in Levi’ pockets. Ironically, he’d once been pretty good
at making money. Although he’d gotten ired rather too often for his
obnoxious refusal to be dishonest, he had been able to support his wife
and two children well for thirty years. His marriage had been far from
happy, however, and when he inally left his terrifying wife, he’d given her
all his savings to keep her from biting his head off.
He’d been sure he’d be able to make up for the loss by working, but agism
turned out to be very real, and it got harder and harder to ind work in his
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ield. By the time he met Livvie his health had also begun to decline, so
that for years he’d had to rely only on Social Security.
For a while Livvie was furious at him for his poverty, since it meant she
had to shoulder more than half the inancial load. But even though her
friends and family told her she had every right to feel resentful, she didn’t
like feeling that way. Finally the only thing that would put the snarling
animal of her self-righteousness to sleep was admitting that her income
was purely a gift, and the only thing to do with a gift like that was pass it
on. After that she was mostly just grateful to have enough; and whenever
she spent money, she thanked Aurelio.
The other area in which Levi began helping her let go was the realm of
dying.
Livvie had often been downright cruel to the men in her life when they
got sick. How dare they be weak!? They were supposed to loom large at
the mouth of her cave and protect her! She got that from Jude. Whenever
Arnie had gotten so much as a cold, Jude’s scorn lew through the air like
a poison arrow, nailing him to the wall of her disdain.
It was only when Aurelio got cancer and Livvie got too scared of losing
him that she began to be able to be kind. So now she was nicer to Levi
than she had been to any of her other husbands, although her inclination
to meanness still occasionally hissed and spat in its cave. But it didn’t fool
her - she knew what it really was: just her little “I” pretending to be strong
because it was terri ied of its own mortality.
Seeing Levi face his mortality was a gift.
Intellectually partial to Buddhism, he was an adamant materialist who
believed in “poo ing out” and thought spirituality was generally hogwash.
Illness was an intimate and essential part of his identity, hammered into
him by childhood asthma, and later on by a catastrophic car accident that
nearly crippled him for life.
Complaining was as natural to his Jewishness as breathing, even though
he denied that he ever complained, insisting that he was merely
“observating.” Ever since they’d met, he had “observated” frequently
about his many symptoms, something that had at irst annoyed the hell
out of Livvie, although she generally kept her mouth shut.
Then he’d been diagnosed with amyloidosis, a condition that is eventually
fatal.
That diagnosis changed everything. He still spent plenty of time
observating and refused to recognize himself as anything more than a
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body, although he did keep the tiniest crack in the window of possibility
open for an afterlife. But now he was no longer just a sick person. Instead,
he took the bull by the horns and began devoting himself to educating
others about his relatively unknown disease. That devotion gave new
meaning to his life.
Livvie resolved to support him all the way in his mission. It made her
enormously happy to see him turning his misfortune into a gift for the
world. In so doing he had saved his own life – if not his body, certainly his
spirit.
Of course she had to admit that in a hidden corner of her being, she was
still indignant that he wouldn’t stand strong at the mouth of her cave,
snorting and gnashing his teeth. Why couldn’t he at least to pretend to be
immortal?
When she told him that, Levi assured her that he could stand strong at the
mouth of their cave, he just couldn’t move without falling down!
That was how he dealt with every problem, including his own mortality:
by laughing at it. Livvie admired the hell out of that and was
immeasurably grateful for it - it made it so much easier to treat him kindly
while she kept a wary eye on the other elephant in the room, her own
mortality.
She was working on that one. She didn’t so much fear what came after her
body died, since she knew that death was, as Silo put it, “nothing but the
greatest of all illusions.” It was the grief she didn’t want to think about –
the grief she and her loved ones would inevitably feel when, sometime in
the not-so-distant future, they were parted.
-A New Passion
There will be peace. It had been sixteen years since Silo pronounced those
precious words. Peace was still was nowhere in sight. On the contrary,
most people Livvie knew seemed to be caught fast in the death grip of the
“I,” whose desperation to control everything left only violence in its wake.
As for Livvie, she thought she was satis ied. Not long ago she’d died in a
dream – it was the only way she could stop bad things from happening. At
irst she’d been was a bit disappointed at dying, she didn’t want to stop
being an “I” - but then she remembered the Ceremony of Assistance, and
as she tried to recall it, she woke up.
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Yes, she wanted to live – more than ever! Maybe that was why she kept
wanting, more than anything else, to sing.
It was not so strange, she re lected, that on turning 72, after six 12-year
cycles on earth, she had suddenly lost all interest in writing. Her writing,
after all, was mostly about the past, and the past, while interesting in
itself, was more or less dead. She’d had enough of death. She wanted to
live now, to celebrate the present, to open the future! And what better
way to do that than through music?
So now, after a lifetime of music running like blood through her veins,
after decades of listening and being raptured by other people’s music, she
was inally letting herself sing, letting life sing through her… Short of
childbirth, she knew of nothing so sweet, so joyful, so alive – and singing
was far the less painful of the two options!
Of course singing didn’t make her immune to the subterfuges of the “I.” Up
until now, whenever she’d had the urge to sing in front of other people,
she had stopped herself dead, obeying the command of her “I,” who had
always stepped out in front of her like a policeman, blowing his whistle
and holding up his hand, “STOP!”
But now, suddenly, she didn’t care about the policeman, and she pushed
past him, singing loud and clear no matter who was there. That gave her
enormous joy.
Unfortunately, her valor didn’t defeat the “I.” When people told her she
had a beautiful voice, her “I” got all puffed up, chirping “Yes! Yes! Yes!” and
piping the most ridiculous dreams of fame and glory into Livvie’s hapless
head – maybe she would become the Grandma Moses of Singing!
When her “I” did such things, she could only blush and pretend she didn’t
know herself.
But she knew that was just the way of things with the “I.” As Silo had often
said, the “I” isn’t a bad guy. You actually really need your “I” to function in
this world – without it you’d be a puddle of goo on the sidewalk. The trick
is to recognize your “I” for what it is and not let it take over too much.
Luckily, it wasn’t up to the “I”’s alone. Despite Livvie’s “I” and all the other
“I”’s in the world, something new seemed to be stirring. In a dozens of
places all around the planet, the “We” had begun taking to the streets in
great waves of leaderless protest. Without violence, they were
announcing on no uncertain terms that they’d had enough, that they were
ready to wage massive resistance celebrations as long as was necessary.
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Of course plenty of the more fearful I’s, mostly anarchists and police, were
doing their best to plant violence in the midst of those celebrations – but
maybe, just maybe, the Great Change was beginning...
In Santiago, 100,000 people celebrated the New Year in la Plaza de la
Dignidad, formerly Plaza Italia, renamed “Dignity Plaza” by the people. All
night young people rode astride the wildly painted statue of general
so-and-so, waving the lags of the future. All night, in the summery new
year of the south, the stars fuming overhead, 100,000 people hugged each
other and danced and sang and ate grapes and wandered the warm
darkness, and no one was mean to anyone. How could anything be better?
Up north the American President was frothing at the mouth to start a war
in the middle east to distract the world from his humiliation. Anything
could happen, and the possibility of war horri ied Livvie.
But how different, how very different she was now, facing this horror,
than she had been three decades ago, when her twins were babies. Then
she had been so consumed with terror that it had swallowed her whole.
Now, yes, anything could happen - the world could explode in war;
wild ires and loods could swallow up all of us, or some new epidemic, or
a cataclysmic earthquake, or...
Whatever would be would be. It didn’t matter. Because no matter how
many apocalypses were lurking in the labyrinths of the mind, the heart
always gives birth to countless more joys…
-The Plague
Livvie hadn’t thought the End would come so soon.
The irst time she got an inkling of it was from Levi.
“Ach, they’re making such a fuss about that virus over in China, blowing it
way out of proportion, just like they do everything!” he scoffed.
Two weeks later, the tidal wave hit, exploding on every shore around the
globe, wiping out the future.
Livvie had thought she was ready. After all, she had worked on herself all
these years, and she knew that Death is not real.
She managed to maintain that stance for three weeks. Then, as she
watched the plague gobbling more and more people, not only the old and
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in irm, but the young and healthy, and saw that the government was
preparing to take off in its own private gold-plated spaceship and leave its
citizens to die, her knees buckled.
She’d felt fear before, but it had always been a private affair, something
she knew was irrational, a personal weakness.
This was not personal, nor was it irrational. This was very real, and it was
universal. With the bloody sea boiling around her ankles, ready to snatch
her or any of her loved ones, all she could do was stand there frozen, a
block of ice in her middle.
Levi’s malady made him one of the most vulnerable. He stopped going out
completely, and to protect him, Livvie stayed in with him, going out only
for daily walks, staying far away from other people. Her friends and family
also stopped visiting each other and doing things together, except on their
computer and smart phone screens.
This happened all over the world, and people lost their jobs, and
everything began to look very scary.
At irst everyone thought it would be a short-lived change, but the plague
was indefatigable. The weeks dragged on and became months, and
nobody knew how the world would continue. Sometimes the plague
seemed to be going into a lull, and people would venture out of hiding but then it would rouse itself, licking its lips, and gobble up a few
thousand more souls, and people would scuttle back into their holes…
Little by little, people began to realize nothing was ever going to be the
same as before. Many were horri ied; but Livvie and her friends, odd birds
as always, confessed to each other that they mainly felt ok. In fact they all
had an odd sense of lightness, as if something new were happening, a
positive shift in the wind.
Not that they were complete fools. They still feared for their own health,
and for their children’s health and wellbeing, and they grieved for all
those who were ill and those who were dying, and for the many others
who were falling into anxiety and depression as they watched the future
disappear.
But they’d been waiting all their lives for something that would push this
cruel system over the brink to make way for something new. Could this
really be it?
The only way to tell was to wait and see. Being mostly retired, they were
in a good position. Watching with bated breath as the institutions and
habits everyone had taken for granted began to shudder and sway, they
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began meeting online several times a week to talk about what was
happening, share their experiences, and take comfort in ceremonies of
well-being…
-Death Comes for America
The plague was still in its infancy when the police went too far one too
many times.
In Minneapolis a white policeman knelt calmly on a black man’s neck until
he died. It took eight long minutes, and all the while the policeman knelt
there calmly, his blind lizard eyes staring coolly at the horri ied circle of
onlookers while the black man begged him to stop, pleading that he
couldn’t breathe.
Far from being the irst instance of white police brutality against blacks, it
was the last straw. All across the country whole cities surged into the
streets, demanding justice. Watching at home as they hid from the plague,
Livvie and Levi hoped and prayed that they were watching the real
America, the America of truth and justice, rising up at last, like Atlantis…
That was only the beginning. Every day the people went back to the
street, protesting in massive shows of nonviolence. This disturbed to no
end the powers that be. They had no idea how to deal with nonviolence –
it never occurred to them to just sit down and talk.
The powers had certain friends on the Dark Side who they knew would
save the day. And sure enough, it only took a few troublemakers to give
the police the excuse they needed. None of the protestors knew where
they came from, the small contingent of black clad igures who leapt out
of hiding after dark in every city, throwing things at the police…
That was all the police had been waiting for. Letting ly with the tear gas,
the lashbangs, and the rubber bullets, they sent everyone, peaceful and
unpeaceful, leeing in panic…
Once the war began, it enjoyed itself immensely and did not want to stop.
Every night in every city the war thundered on into the wee hours. But the
more the police unleashed their nightly might, the more the people came
out to protest the next day…
Summer came to the northern hemisphere, and little by little, in the more
sensible countries of western Europe, where most of the people believed
in Science and behaved accordingly, the plague began to die down.
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Americans had never been sensible. From sea to shining sea, the rugged
individuals put their ingers in their ears and clamped their eyes shut.
Chanting “nyaa nyaa” at the plague and at their more cautious fellow
citizens, they locked to barbeques and beach parties, theaters and hair
salons, while the infection rates and the deaths climbed and climbed…
Attempting to console herself for the obvious breakdown of what she and
everyone else had thought of as reality, Livvie went to her own extremes.
This was really nothing new, she assured herself. All of us are given a
death sentence the day we are born, and it’s the cruelest kind of death
sentence, because we don’t know when or how we will die, only that
someday the mysterious Executioner will pull our name out of a hat, and
then we will have no choice but to follow wherever he wishes us to go.
She had long been of the opinion that we owe all of Western Civilization to
our fear of this unavoidable eventuality. What better way to distract
ourselves from our own mortality than sustaining the mammoth system
of duties and obligations, rewards and punishments, pleasures and pains
that we call reality? The distraction had always worked so well that any
“normal” person could easily keep from almost ever thinking about the
minor detail that would eventually snuff out their meaningless little life…
For some, the distraction had inally grown stultifying. That was why
Livvie and her friends had been dogging the footsteps of Silo and other
spiritual types all these years, suffering and struggling and meditating
and meditating and meditating…
But now the plague, sweeping in on its dark horse, was turning out to be
the best teacher yet. Watching business as usual collapse like a house of
cards at the sweep of the black scythe, more and more people were
having to give up the collective lie. Even though this brought enormous
inconveniences, Livvie and other “airheads” everywhere felt a
tremendous sense of relief.
That didn’t mean anyone was off the hook. Death was still there, and
anyone who wanted to continue the journey had to ind a way around it.
Ever since she’d had her experience that we do not die, years and years
ago under the sensitive hands of the young masseur, Livvie had comforted
herself that death was not real. She was still certain of that truth, but the
experience of certainty was largely a memory, and while it was a
comforting memory, it couldn’t cancel the appalling reality of her body’s
imminent demise.
Until the plague, it had been all too easy to fall into the old hypnosis and
just put off thinking about death. But now that had gotten a lot harder 487

you could still keep your face averted, but eventually you’d end up with a
very stiff neck.
And there was nothing at all you could do about death – so the only
reasonable option was to squeeze the last drop out of every remaining
moment.
Livvie did her best to do that by writing and singing and talking to her
friends and loved ones. And as long as things stayed more or less the
same in her personal universe, it wasn’t hard. It was when the inevitable
happened and any of her stage props – namely her body or the bodies of
her loved ones - broke or disappeared.
Levi, meanwhile, just kept plodding along like the proverbial tortoise. At
this rate, she thought grudgingly, he might just win the race to
immortality, even if he didn’t believe in it.
The medical people would not tell him exactly when he would die, only
that he would someday. Fine, he said, and plunged into doing what he
wanted to do, like iguring out how to cook salt-free Chinese food,
watching movies on the wall with Livvie, and talking to anyone who
would listen about the sneaky devil of an illness that had crept up on him,
determined to educate everyone else so that they might avoid it, or at
least out-smart it if it came for them.
Watching him, Livvie was just a tad indignant. How could her unspiritual,
abjectly materialistic not-husband have achieved such a level of calmly
altruistic joy of life without so much as lifting a inger to the Buddha?
With all her years of meditation, she still had to hold onto the walls for
dear life to keep from getting sucked into the howling mouth of hell
whenever any of her offspring uttered so much as an existential squawk.
But there it was. Levi was a remarkable soul. He was from an alien tribe,
and it was hard for her to explain to her family and friends and even to
herself what had drawn them together. But she couldn’t deny it. The
longer she was with him, the more she felt like she had turned over some
random rock and found gold underneath. Or like she had met the Frog
Prince…
The irst thing they’d shared was music. When he’d said “Mozart makes
me happy,” she’d known he had to have a heart of gold.
But then she’d discovered so many other things. He was compassionate to
a fault, and couldn’t bear to see anyone hurting – the misfortunes of
strangers often brought him to tears, so that Livvie sometimes felt callous
and sel ish in comparison. He was also sharp as a whip, and curious, and
even oddly humble, in his own arrogant, smart-ass way.
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Best of all, like Aurelio before him, Levi could make Livvie laugh. His
particular brand of humor generally bordered on the ridiculous, and even
if she were upset with him, he could have her giggling in a twinkling as he
wandered around the house mumbling to himself in twenty different
voices, which he explained to her were the different entities living inside
him, arguing, reprimanding, and making fun of each other, complaining
that he wouldn’t let them out.
But there was one thing Livvie couldn’t get around, the characteristic that
should have nixed him before they ever got started. That was his
unabashed love of the System – the same evil System that was the root of
all evil.
Livvie couldn’t igure it out. Levi had plenty of progressive beliefs, and
would have been out there demonstrating if he’d been able. Yet he was
loyal to the System that had spurned him, leaving him a inancial failure
after decades of devotion to its cause. Proud of his career in high tech, he
was still bitter that he had been neither recognized for his role in the
unfolding of the Internet nor rewarded with inancial success.
Livvie was glad he had failed, and admired him for failing. He had failed
because had always insisted on treating his employees like human beings,
and being brash and arrogant and too sure of his own brilliance, had often
been ired for refusing to toe the line. Now, although he was bitter that
agism had inally forced him out of the ield so that he had lost everything
and now had to live on social security, he was still proud that not only had
he always delivered a good product, he had always been true to himself,
and had refused to treat other human beings as garbage.
Contemplating that, Livvie tried to justify Levi’s love of the System to
herself. He had told her he accepted the System not because he loved it as
it was – he didn’t he hated its cruelty - but because it was what we had,
and he believed he could help change it from inside.
But she still couldn’t stomach it. The system had abused Levi and stolen
decades of his life, and still he defended it. She felt like she and Levi were
standing on separate geologic plates that were slowly shifting, grating
against each other as they moved in opposite directions. Someday the
pressure would reach the tipping point, and then the earth would buckle
and heave…
It was the 50th day of the protests in Portland, and the President had “sent
in the army.” Goons in camou lage were picking suspected “peace
terrorists” up off the streets and whisking them away in unmarked cars,
and a bunch of mothers had formed a “wall of moms” to protect the
protestors, and the police were tear gassing everyone…
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Reading the news, Levi was overcome with grief. How terrible it was, he
said. How could people keep attacking the police like that? He wasn’t for
police violence, but people were just provoking them, and the police were
scared, they had to defend themselves!
That was too much for Livvie. The whole point of these protests was to
end police violence, for god’s sake, and no matter what the protestors did,
the police were still escalating the violence! Only the other day they’d
shot a young man in the face with rubber bullets just for holding up a sign,
and he’d had to have facial reconstruction surgery, and now his mother
was out there raging at the police, showing them before and after pictures
of her boy.
So Livvie blew up at Levi, and he didn’t try to explain himself, which was
good because she wouldn’t have listened. Storming out to the balcony, she
stood staring furiously at the trees until she calmed down.
They didn’t speak of the incident for the rest of the day. But Livvie thought
about it all night.
That was when it occurred to her to try her White Ally homework on him.
She had only recently discovered, to her horror, that she herself was a
racist, and had always been, but just hadn’t noticed. She was a racist
because she lived in a racist society, and she would be a racist until she
found a way to help dismantle the racism that gave her the white privilege
she had always accepted as her due, and that she now recognized for the
atrocity it was.
That was why she’d enrolled in the White Ally Toolkit class, and now had
to do their homework.
She’d been puzzling over the homework all week. Not that it was
complicated. You had to ind someone you’d disagreed with because of
clashing beliefs, and get them to tell you what past experience made them
believe that way. The problem was that she was so habitually nice that she
hardly ever had overt con licts with anyone.
But now, like a gift from heaven, Levi and his incomprehensible beliefs
had dropped into her lap!
After dinner that night she asked him if they could talk about their blow
up. Of course, he said.
So she asked him. “Can you tell me why you believe in the System, what
personal past experiences you had that gave you that belief?”
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Sure, he said.
And he proceeded to defend his beliefs. The police are good people, he
said. Sure, there are some bad apples, just like there are among the
protestors, but most policemen are just good guys who want to do good in
the world, and they have a right to defend themselves.
Livvie wanted to kick him. But that wasn’t in the homework, so she tried
again. What experiences had he had, what exactly had happened to him to
make him feel that way?
It wasn’t easy. At irst he kept going back to justifying his beliefs, and
when he inally started looking for relevant experiences, he couldn’t
remember anything. But they plugged away, and at last he managed to
penetrate the solid fog of his past.
It turned out to be quite simple. When Levi was growing up, he told her,
the unspoken assumption was that unless he ful illed his mother’s dream
and became a doctor or a lawyer, he would go into business. His father ran
a plastics factory, and his friend Ben’s father next door manufactured
buttons. So it happened that Levi’s brother, his mother’s favorite, became
a doctor, and Levi went into high tech, which he liked, and determined to
become a good businessman, setting out to support his family and make
his contribution to the world.
OK, said Livvie. She could understand that. Still, it didn’t totally convince
her. Had that really been enough for him? He was a passionate person
who loved music and the intellect and yearned for justice – hadn’t he
wanted, deep down, to do something more? Something to change things?
No, he told her. Not at all.
Why not? Asked Livvie.
Then he told her the clincher. “The world was ine the way it was,” he said.
“No one ever told us we should change it!”
Ah. Livvie watched his answer settle like a rock sinking slowly to the
bottom of the ish bowl of her consciousness. The differences between
them were beginning to make sense.
The instructions Levi had been given as a child couldn’t have been more
different from the ones Livvie had received.
Her parents had never stopped objecting to the system. Always carping
about materialism, they had urged all their children to buck the system, to
do something meaningful, to work in the arts or at least in education –
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whatever they wanted, whatever they could manage, as long as they were
doing their best to change the world.
And on their end, Levi and his brother had done their best to ful ill the
mission they’d been given: the mission of contributing more goodness to
an already good world.
To Livvie this seemed like a small revelation. Maybe that was even what
lay behind the con lict between liberals and conservatives the world over!
Liberals told their kids to change the world, and conservatives liked the
world ine the way it was – which was why they wanted to “conserve” it.
She felt like the cat that swallowed the canary.
But as it turned out, that was only a small part of what came out of that
conversation. The real prize was vastly more wonderful, because in
understanding each other’s differences, she and Levi had discovered that
they both agreed on the only really important thing: that people were
fundamentally good.
People were good, and life was good, and there was future because they
had faith in the human being. In the light of that agreement, all their
disagreements dwindled, falling away like dry leaves.
So they smiled at each other and took hands, and felt like they were
standing together on a great, high hill, on the top of the world in the
sunshine, taking in the vastness of the limitless future.
-The Incinerator
When the world went into lockdown for the plague, Hunter had been
living alone in a small town far from the rest of the family, and Livvie had
begun calling her to keep her company, reading some of her writings to
Hunter, who was a keen and merciless critic.
For several weeks they’d both enjoyed those calls, until things began to
change, with Hunter’s work demanding more of her and Livvie running
out of things to read.
If Livvie had been more relaxed, she would have perceived that this was
the right moment to go back to calling Hunter maybe once every month or
two. But Livvie was far from relaxed. The plague situation was still dire
and Hunter was still living alone, so she kept calling, and every call oozed
with the nervous need to do the right thing.
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Hunter wished her mother would just stop checking up on her, but Livvie
just kept calling, ignoring all Hunter’s polite attempts to discourage her.
It all came to a head when Hunter was in the middle of supervising the
re-opening of a summer camp program. Livvie couldn’t have chosen a
worse time for a phone call, and when the phone rang Hunter decided to
end the farce.
“I don’t have time to talk,” she said, not trying to disguise her impatience.
“Oh, ine,” said Livvie, “I’ll try again later, maybe over the weekend.”
“I’ll be busy all weekend. I have to go now.”
“Uh - OK - well, just call me when you have time…”
“OK,” said Hunter, and hung up.
Oof. Livvie reeled as the old serpent of self-doubt stung her, sending its
venom swirling through her veins…
She told herself not to be silly. Of course Hunter was just busy and under
stress. But Livvie’s rational mind was a wimp in the face of the serpent. In
the pit of her stomach she knew that what the serpent hissed was true:
that Hunter was incurably angry, fed up with Livvie’s oppressive checking
up. And the more she tried not to think about it, the worse it got. What if
Hunter never called her again?
At last one night, unable to sleep, she pleaded inside herself for help…
Then she fell asleep and dreamed.
She was the high Andes, standing before a great gate like a Japanese Torii
gate, two tall, slim columns of weathered steel supporting two steel cross
pieces, the top one bowed upwards, like a bowl holding up the sky.
At her side she felt a presence, and there was her Guide, robed in white,
smiling at her from under the shadow of his hood. Gesturing to her to
come with him, he passed through the gate, and she followed.
They found themselves in a wide valley, at the foot of a high mountain.
Before them, its golden leaves trembling in the light breeze, a tall poplar
shaded a low cave beside a small, clear stream. Approaching the cave,
they bent low to enter.
Inside a woman, radiant and ageless, welcomed them and offered them a
gourd of crystalline water from the stream. After they drank, she
motioned to them to follow her, leading them into the depths of the cave.
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Deep in the dimness, she stopped at the lip of an abyss from which a
gleaming ireman’s pole rose.
“Be my guests,” she said.
Grasping the pole with both hands, the Guide and leapt into the darkness,
slipping down and out of sight, and Livvie had no choice but to follow…
Down, down through the darkness she lew until - whomp! - she landed
softly in the sand in a small chamber lit by soft torchlight. Nearby, the
Guide was waiting beside an arched doorway, looking at her expectantly
as he held the door for her to pass through…
Going through before him, she entered a cavernous space around an open
pit that roared with heat and lames. Before she take another step, a tall
igure emerged from the ire and came toward her. Recognizing him with
a rush of joy, she ran toward him - but he turned and disappeared around
the other side of the ire.
She knew that igure - it was not her father, but it was very like him, and
she could only follow, pulled by a deep affection and kinship that lowed
from him, warm and bittersweet...
On the other side of the ire she passed through another doorway into a
dimly lit innermost chamber that was hushed and still, like a holy of
holies. The tall igure was nowhere to be seen, but on the ground was a
chest.
“Open it,” said her Guide.
Bending, she lifted the heavy lid...
Inside was a sleeping woman, her body luminous, made of light.
And Livvie knew that she was that igure of pure, golden light, and that
the tall igure was her ancestors, all of them down through time. She knew
too that they, and she herself, had all forever been carrying an immense
burden of guilt and sorrow - the guilt and sorrow from all their millennia
of life on earth. And she knew that she no longer needed to carry that
burden.
And with that the whole chamber exploded then into light.
In the white heat of that light, all the doubt, all the negativity, all the
sorrow she had thought was hers to bear were incinerated, consumed,
burnt to nothing, leaving not even the inest ash...
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In the morning, when Livvie awoke, the only thing she knew was that
something was missing. Feeling curiously light and free she stretched and
looked around - the day was beautiful, sunny and clear, and her old
tension was nowhere to be found.
That day and then many more days rolled on, and the tension did not
return.
Not that everything was now ixed and ine. Hunter still did not call, and
they would probably still ind ways to unintentionally cause each other
grief. There would always be challenges, with all the things and people in
Livvie’s life. Because no matter how her little “I” wanted to ix everything
once and for all, that was not the way things worked.
These experiences of clarity, of lucidity, were important even if they
vanished and did not solve anything once and for all. Because they were
never entirely leeting. One could reconnect with the calm that always
accompanied them. And from that calm, one could look at whatever
drama life was presenting, look at it from just a bit outside, and refuse to
go down the path of suffering any more.
-Towering Beings
All things considered, then, life was good even if the world was falling
apart, and Livvie was happy to be spending this last chapter with Levi.
Still, if ever she had to name the most important people in her life, she
would not hesitate. That would always be her three children. Not that she
believed for a moment that they were intrinsically more important than
anyone else – just that she was their mother. Nobody could argue with
that because it was simply the irrational truth.
By now all three were mature adults, well into their thirties. Livvie
remembered how in her own thirties she had felt like she was already
middle aged. Now, from her 70s, anyone in their thirties seemed like a
child… But her children’s chronological age didn’t matter. No matter how
old they got, they would always be young to her, as young as she herself
was inside.
Each of her offspring was forging their own unique way in the world,
none of them apparently heading toward giving her grandchildren. That
made Livvie a bit mournful, but it was their business, and she couldn’t
blame them for not wanting to bring children into the present insanity.
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They were, of course, all utterly different people. But one thing they had
in common was that they were all un linchingly true to themselves, set on
doing or being whatever it was that, deep in the mists of wherever this
world comes from, they had, intentionally or not, agreed to do or be. Each
of them did their best with the hand they’d been dealt, and they all had
their ups and downs, like anyone.
One time, however, Livvie had seen deeper, and glimpsed who they really
were, behind all the messiness of changing circumstances.
It had happened years ago, when all three of them had been going
through painful personal dif iculties. Livvie had long since forgotten the
details of those dif iculties, and they had all been resolved long ago.
At that time, however, each of the three had been overwhelmed by
whatever was going on, and solutions had been nowhere in sight.
Oppressed by their suffering, Livvie had spent interminable days sunk in
anguish, begging and praying for help for them all.
Then one day, as she sat immersed in sorrowful supplication, all the
gloom melted away and everything cleared. And the three of them stood
before her, shining and complete, each one a towering, happy being,
patient and humorous and magni icent, full of their own unique and
joyous humanity.
At the same time, she was suffused with a new kind of compassion. All at
cone she felt all their suffering, felt it through and through, fully and
without resistance - almost like tasting an exotic dish, or admiring a ine
painting, or listening to exquisite music. And while she could feel
everything they were feeling - all the sadness and frustration, fear and
anger - she felt it without suffering herself. All she could feel was the
deepest love for them and gratitude for knowing them, and for their being
in the world.
Because it was clear they were here on purpose. They were here to give
themselves fully to this life, and their being here was a pure outpouring of
love. Seeing them that way, she could not fear for them - who could fear
for such tremendous beings? They were here because they wanted to be,
and whether they knew it or not in the fractured moments of linear time,
they were having a blast.
-Kyoto
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Livvie had not seen hide nor hair of Aurelio in her dreams for years. Then
one night…
There he was, her other beloved, beckoning from the other side of the River
Styx. He got in a boat and rowed across and told her he was back, the
kidnappers had released him – and she was both thrilled and horri ied.
What about Levi? There wasn’t room for three in the apartment…
She woke up discombobulated and intrigued.
The next night Aurelio came again.
They were inside a mountain at some kind of humanist convention, and
Aurelio came to her. They embraced, but then he slipped out of her arms and
disappeared, and she spent the rest of the dream chasing his image through
the inner passageways of the mountain.
She woke up troubled, not knowing what to think.
The third night Again, she was inside the mountain and again, there was Aurelio. They
greeted each other happily, but then someone put them both to work, and
they were sent on separate errands, and she spent the rest of the dream
looking for him.
That was when she began to wonder if she were about to die, and if he
had come to her to welcome her, or to warn her…
If she were about to die – and at 72, she knew it wasn’t that unlikely, if the
plague didn’t get her, something else would soon enough – she’d better be
ready.
Up until now, she’d thought she was ready, more or less. She’d worked
hard on reconciling, especially with her parents and her irst two
husbands. There was no heavy baggage there - even Jake had come to her
in a dream not long ago, and they’d agreed that they had absolutely
nothing in common but the intention to be friends, and that was enough.
But now she realized she had only brushed the surface.
She sent her children an email with the subject line “If I die.” I love you,
she wrote, and just in case I actually die, here is my wealth - assuming
money is still a thing after the plague. It’s not much, but this is where to
ind it. And she listed all the numbers and names like clues in a treasure
hunt and told them that what she wanted more than anything was for
them to be kind to each other.
497

But that was just a preliminary exercise. Because the real reconciliation
wasn’t just with certain people or events – it was with Life itself. It was
something you couldn’t just do once and then it was done. You had to
keep doing it, embracing life in an ongoing letting go, an acceptance of
every moment, whatever it brought…
She didn’t know how to do that, but it was the only option before her – to
just let go of the log she was clutching and sink into the sea…
That night she had her fourth dream of Aurelio.
Both young again, they were in the California hills, in a tiny town hidden in
an emerald-green valley. No one knew about the town, and it was very poor,
so poor that they could afford to buy a small house there. Some townsfolk
showed them around, and everyone sang together, a lovely pure tune… Then
Aurelio disappeared, and she went in search of him. When she found him, he
was lying on the ground, gazing dreamily up at the sky, and she bent over
him, and kissed him – a delicate, deep, exquisite kiss…
She awoke in the dark, marveling. Still illed with the sweetness of the
kiss, she got up to pee.
When she lay down again, she felt drawn to one of her favorite books of
poetry, The Enlightened Heart. Opening it at random, she read:
Though I am in Kyoto
When the cuckoo sings
I long for Kyoto
That poem! So many times she had puzzled over what it meant – but now,
suddenly, it was crystal clear.
Of course! Whether she knew it or not, she was already where she longed
to be – in her Kyoto, her Hidden City, the land of her true love.
The poem made her smile and weep.
Slipping back inside herself toward sleep, she mused that it was like when
the stream meets the sea – at irst it is surprised, then it knows it is home.
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