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To women in general, to
Madeleine,
Margo, Martine, Gloria,

and Donna especially.

 


 


The greatest book in the world, the
Mahabharata, tells us we all have to live and die by our karmic
cycle. Thus works the perfect reward-and-punishment,
cause-and-effect, code of the universe. We live out in our present
life what we wrote out in our last. But the great moral thriller
also orders us to rage against karma and its despotic dictates. It
teaches us to subvert it. To change it. It tells us we also write
out our next lives as we live out our present.

 


~ The Alchemy of Desire—Tarun J. Tejpal

 


 


Self-realization begins at birth; it is the
journey as much as it is the destination.

 


~ Araminta Matthews

 


 


 


 Introduction

 


This book is a remarkable autobiography
starting with the “splinter accident” in the author’s childhood.
Harmless at first glance, the incident turns into a traumatic,
haunting experience resulting in a chain reaction of failures in
the author’s early life.

 


After several decades of failure, through the
accidental discovery of secret meditation techniques, the author
awakens the power of Kundalini (evolutionary Life Force energy) and
learns the breadth of his deficiencies. As a result, he struggles
to regain his spiritual and physical equilibrium, what the author
calls “symmetry.”

 


The reader is impressed by the author’s
profound self-study, his willingness to admit failure, his
sensitivity and awareness in grasping and deciphering his true
nature—often with the help of strong females who act like beacons
of sanity in his erratic early life.

 


Furthermore, with its captivating narrative
power, the book succeeds in transferring his first hand experiences
and feelings to the reader.

 


In his final message, JJ Semple focuses on
how to activate the hidden potential of our unique beings, which is
actually laid out for each of us in a “blueprint” before our birth.
Thus, the book stirs us to self-reflection, reminds us to
concentrate on true pertinent values, all the while encouraging and
showing us how to avoid addiction while leading a more natural
life.

 


Helmut A. Schaeffer, Ph.D
Berlin, 14 August, 2006
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Prologue

 


I did not know then what I came to grasp
later on—that an automatic mechanism, forced by the practice of
meditation, had suddenly started to function with the object of
reshaping my mind to make it fit for the expression of a more
heightened and extended consciousness, by means of biological
processes as natural and as governed by inviolable laws as the
evolution of the species or the development and birth of a
child.

 


~ Kundalini: The Evolutionary Energy in
Man—Gopi Krishna

 


 


There’s an accident. A seven-year-old boy is
rushed to the hospital. His parents spare no expense: the best
care, the finest doctors, and soon life is back to normal. Months
later, however, when he returns to school, there are ominous signs,
such as the sudden erosion of his cognitive abilities. Can there be
a link to the accident? No one, including his parents, believes so.
Yet the signs are unmistakable. At first he just feels different.
Gradually, however, he watches his body change—his looks, his
abilities, his personality, every part of him—until as a teenager,
he realizes he’s no longer the same person. Only after years of
failure does he discover a secret resource within his body that
enables him to understand how the accident affected him.

 


I am that boy, and I still have trouble
believing there was a link between that accident and my subsequent
implosion. But a link there was. My conscious mind tried to
suppress it. Yet, as I grew older, more concerned about my health
and the direction of my life, I started to investigate. I read many
books, tried many remedies, and talked to many wise people. All to
no avail. It took me more than thirty years of Yogic practice to
discover the hidden capabilities of my body.

 


The early part of my life is a catalogue of
failures. None of these anecdotes is meant to shock, discourage or
offend. Like parables, they illustrate how dysfunctional behavior
takes root when the body’s natural symmetry is disrupted. At first,
my future seemed bleak—like so many others searching for
redemption. Malcolm X was a pimp; Saint Peter renounced Jesus;
Milarepa was a murderer. Did those acts disqualify them from
redemption? On the contrary, their most shameful acts were turning
points.

 


By telling my story the way I lived it, with
all the warts and blemishes apparent, you will understand how,
amidst all the uncertainties of life, against all odds, I was swept
out of a desperate situation and handed the means of attaining
self-knowledge. For my story is your story. You possess this
power.

 


My story begins at birth, or, more
accurately, just before conception. We are all perfect at that
split-second moment before conception. Of course, like a building
before the foundation is laid, at that moment our beings are only
blueprints. These blueprints—the numinous plans laid out for our
substantiation—are perfect. At the moment of conception—the moment
the egg is fertilized by the sperm—the body begins to take shape.
It’s the moment when, were we able to stand over our perfect
blueprints, we might wonder if they can be executed as designed.
That’s the job of the Life Force. The Life Force has many names:
Kundalini, sublimation, Tantra, alchemy, serpent power, primordial
energy, cosmic power, Qi, Reiki, and Primal Spirit. Until the
moment of birth, the Life Force controls our substantiation. The
moment we are born we become conscious and our natural life force
becomes inactive. After we’re born, something always seems to
interfere with our continued growth. We get sick, accidents occur,
we become addicted, we grow older, our bodies break down. It’s not
that things can’t happen while we are in the womb, they can. By and
large, however, our time in the womb is peaceful. But after we are
born, the frequency of interference increases because that’s when
we start doing things to ourselves. That’s when we bring our will,
or lack of it, to bear. That’s when the serious damage is done.

 


Most of the time we just go on living. What
else is there to do? That’s the irony of the Life Force: just when
we need it most, it becomes dormant. If only the blueprint could
have been realized without interference—the operative expression
being realized without interference. By that I mean without some
stimulus altering the growth process.

 


There are two types of stimuli: those under
our control and those beyond our control. For example, most birth
defects are beyond our control. They occur in many ways, from
genetic imperfections to externally induced toxic chemicals to
harmful vaccinations to illness or addiction in the expectant
mother’s body. The pathology of stimuli outside our control is
beyond the scope of this book. Not being a pathologist, I don’t
know much about them. I do, however, know about the stimuli under
my control. I’ve explored them at length during the struggle to
return my body to its original symmetrical state.

 


The stimuli under our control are the
substances we ingest, the ideas we adhere to, the influences,
forces and conditions we subject ourselves to, the addictions we
form, the choices we make. From the moment we’re born, any one of
thousands of stimuli—within or out of our control—can alter our
growth, assuring degrees of deviation from the blueprint for our
unique bodily substantiation.

 


If it’s under our control, we are
responsible. In any case, responsible or not, because of the nature
of life—its accidents and its addictions—we are at risk of
deviating from the plan for our perfect body. It happened to
me.

 


Yet while it was happening, I never stopped
yearning for the perfection I’d lost. Why? Because intuitively I
sensed I was becoming someone else, someone other than whom I was
meant to be. Of course, I didn’t realize I was growing away from my
perfect body. In fact, I didn’t know I possessed a perfect body—one
designed for me before my birth. Now that doesn’t mean I had short
toes and two heads, it simply means I was not the individual I was
meant to be. The degree of deformity is determined by the toxicity
of the stimulus.

 


I know it’s hard to believe. You may say: Who
cares? I’m fine the way I am. As with everything, the degree of
caring is relative. But suppose you realized you were growing away
from your perfect body. How much would it bother you and how much
effort would you expend to remedy the situation?

 


I submit that if it bothers you and you want
to remedy the situation, then you are already on the path to
restoration, the path of self-knowledge. There’s one thing about
self-knowledge. Once you’re attracted to it, you’ll be driven to
delve deeper. And you will find it. Not just in dribs and drabs,
but in the form of a science, an empirical science based on the
study of the human body, your body. It took me years to discover
that a science of empirical self-knowledge actually existed. I now
realize that I was looking for empirical self-knowledge all my
life, even in my most self-destructive moments. Once I got a taste
of it, I wanted to learn more. I acted compulsively, determined to
go to any lengths to repair the damage to my being, the damage done
by my accident. Luckily, my discoveries led me to a means of
activating the Life Force, the only way of correcting the damage
done by my accident.

 


• • •

 


This book is also about healing. It begins
with the injury that rendered my perfect body imperfect. There’s a
lot to be learned from imperfection. Believing you’re perfect, you
see yourself as The Standard. Imperfect, you are intuitively drawn
to perfection and search for it everywhere.

 


In 1972, when I was thirty-four, a stranger
handed me a book called The Secret of the Golden
Flower. It was a serendipitous moment, my introduction to
empirical science and the beginning of my healing process. I didn’t
realize it at the time. In fact, I put the book away for over a
year. Sometime later however, I picked it up and began practicing
the method of meditation in the text. At first I thought I was
wasting my time.

 


Three months into my practice, however, my
body started changing. Profound psychological and mental changes
occurred as well, but the bulk of the transformations occurred in
my physical body. Moreover, once the transformations began, my body
took over on its own. How can the body take over and effectively
transform itself? Very simply, I had aroused a power within myself
known as Kundalini. Friends to whom I described my experience—the
ones who had the patience to listen—humored me. They granted me
some sort of spiritual epiphany, but cautioned that it had really
only happened in my mind. I told them no, my body was being torn
apart and rebuilt. I told them Kundalini was potent enough to
accomplish this metamorphosis, like the crab that sheds his shell
and grows a new one. What do you suppose their reaction was?

 


You’ll find out in the chapters ahead. But
first I want to describe some of the far-reaching implications of
my experience—just to give you an idea of the power of perfection,
because Kundalini is perfection. That doesn’t mean a person who
awakens it is perfect. Far from it; he or she is still a fallible
man or a woman. But should a person submit to Kundalini, over time
its power is capable of restoring that individual to a pristine,
perfect state.

 


It happened to me. After activating the
Kundalini-Life Force, I was able to see the blueprint of my perfect
body and compare it to my altered state. Amazingly, the Life Force
recognized my deformity and immediately began to correct it. I
witnessed it slowly reshape my body to the exact proportions in the
blueprint.

 


So how does Kundalini heal the body? By using
the body’s own communication network—the nervous system. For
example, suppose you saw halfway through a tree branch. The branch
continues to live, but compared to its undamaged counterparts, the
sawed branch begins to wither. Leaves fall off, twigs and branches
turn brittle, and eventually the limb dies. Trees, you see, have no
means of revitalizing damaged limbs. They don’t bother with them;
they merely grow new ones. Unlike trees that simply grow new
branches, we humans have no limbs to spare. We do, however, possess
a mechanism for regeneration—Kundalini.

 


I was like a tree with withering limbs.
Fortunately, I learned how to revitalize myself. It’s a method I
call Golden Flower Meditation (GFM), a system I developed after
numerous readings of and experimentation with The
Secret of the Golden Flower, a book I call The Empirical
Science Bible. Practicing GFM resulted in the awakening of my
Kundalini-Life Force.

 


Now I’m not the only one interested in neural
revitalization. Doctors and researchers are, too. That’s right, my
empirical research, performed on myself over the last thirty years,
has led me to a crossroads with traditional medicine. With one
difference: I take an inside-out approach while traditional
medicine takes an outside-in approach.

 


Before I go into the differences, I want to
tell you what researchers have accomplished. It will help you
compare the two approaches. The research I refer to began with the
problem of chronic pain. Do you know what doctors call chronic
pain? RSD, or reflex sympathetic dystrophy. And it dates back
awhile.

 


In the October 10, 2005 New Yorker article by
Jerome Groopman: “During the Civil War, Dr. S. Weir Mitchell served
as a surgeon for the Union Army and treated soldiers wounded by
bayonets, sabers and bullets. Some continued to complain of severe
pain long after the injuries—typically an arm or a leg—had healed,
and Mitchell noticed that these men had other symptoms in common:
burning pain, accompanied by swelling, redness, and temperature
fluctuations in the injured limb.”

 


The same New Yorker article fast-forwards to
1946, “Other physicians adopted the term causalgia to refer to a
pain syndrome that occasionally developed in a limb after an injury
or a medical procedure.” Still later in the article, Harvard
Medical School Assistant Professor, Anne Louise Oaklander explains,
“Patients with RSD were often dismissed as being neurotic,
self-serving, or somatizing. Then you meet them. You realize that
they are reasonable people, and you see them in clinic periodically
and it becomes clear that this is not a psychiatric disorder.” The
article concludes, “When one of her RSD patients fails to improve
with medication, Oaklander considers a surgical option which
entails implanting an electrical stimulator in the limb or near the
spine to send benign impulses at regular intervals along the
injured nerve. Once the stimulator is implanted, the patient can
turn it on or off by holding a special magnet over the skin, and
some eventually find they no longer need to turn it on. Thousands
of people have received stimulators, though complications, such as
infection and electrode malfunction, are common.”

 


And that’s the difference between outside-in
and inside-out. A foreign object implanted under the skin, the
electrical stimulator works from the outside-in. Using the body’s
own hidden resources, GFM works from the inside-out. It activates
the healing power of the Life Force, which, in turn, repairs the
damaged members by sending vital energy throughout the nervous
system. Through meditation the nervous system is stimulated such
that the natural chemical substances of body are recombined and
used for healing.

 


So—and this requires a leap of logic—if I
could see the original design for my body and it was perfect in
every way, there must be some sentient agency that created this
design. And even though my growth took a detour on account of my
deformity, the blueprint continued to exist in some ethereal
computer-memory-like storage, waiting for the day that I might
learn of its existence and find a way back to it.

 


Happily, GFM, the method of meditation I
practiced, restored my deformed body to its original state, and, in
so doing, proved both the existence of the blueprint and the
restorative power of the Kundalini-Life Force. This sounds an awful
lot like Intelligent Design, doesn’t it? A permanent blueprint of
our beings and a mechanism within the body capable of restoring it
to its intended state. It sounds like it, but is it?

 


First of all, I feel uncomfortable even
discussing Intelligent Design (ID), especially against today’s
backdrop of socio-political controversy. As soon as one utters the
words Intelligent Design, people roll their eyes. It’s a concept
that needs an overhaul. Trouble is, it’s already had an overhaul.
Its antecedent, so-called Creation Science, was even more
controversial and a lot less credible, especially in scientific
circles. For the sake of argument, however, let’s take a
dispassionate look at ID. The problem is not really that ID is
inherently ludicrous or silly; it’s merely that instead of trying
to prove it, its proponents have attacked the basis of the
scientific method, thereby alienating the entire scientific
community. Instead of looking for evidence to prove their
theory—and that’s all Intelligent Design is, a theory—they attacked
evolution, saying that life is too complicated to be explained by
science. But because they could offer no proof of their own theory,
ID remains just that—a theory. So why does this particular theory
provoke such an uproar? Well, it’s really social politics, isn’t
it? The ID proponents who attempted to force schools to replace the
teaching of evolution with Intelligent Design were perceived to be
playing politics.

 


If it weren’t for this political maneuvering,
ID as a theory should pose no threat to anyone. Its proponents, if
they wanted to prove their theory, would spend their time searching
for empirical proofs, not trying to discredit or impugn other
fields. After all, Gopi Krishna himself declared, “There would be
no intelligence in us if there were no intelligence in the
universe.” The difference between Gopi Krishna and today’s
proponents of ID is the former investigated ID empirically.

 


Following his lead, I uncovered additional
empirical evidence of Intelligent Design. My inquiry, however, does
not constitute a repudiation of evolution. In fact, the two are not
mutually exclusive. I didn’t use either “scientific rationalism” or
“divine inspiration” to investigate Intelligent Design; I used GFM
and personal observation, techniques of the empirical Life Force
scientist.

 


Don’t take my word for anything I say; I
don’t want you to. I want you to find out for yourself. For
Kundalini is not something that can be observed in a Petri dish or
isolated by medical experiments or psychological testing. The power
I discovered is systemic. It works with the rest of the body
functioning around it. And if it worked for me, it will work for
you. That is, if you approach it correctly. What is the correct
approach? This book explains my approach in detail. I don’t leave
anything out. By the end of the book you’ll have learned from my
mistakes. In fact, you’ll be an expert.

 


So does my experience validate Intelligent
Design? A suitable metaphor might be a computer game a child plays
for many years. Over time he masters the game, until it becomes
boring. One day, an older, more experienced friend tells him about
a secret code that opens up new levels of complexity. When he uses
the secret code, the new features challenge him and the game
becomes full of wonder again. Does he reflect on the designer who
foresaw his gradual loss of interest? Or does he accept his good
fortune and move ahead?

 


I have accepted my good fortune and moved on,
secure in the knowledge that science and ID are not mutually
exclusive. My experience with The Secret of the
Golden Flower showed me that there is a dormant Life Force
in our beings. This metaphysical entity—the Primal Spirit as it’s
called in The Secret of the Golden Flower—is a reflection in
us of Nature’s undivided entirety.

 


It is as real as the physical sub-systems of
our body: the digestive system, the nervous, the respiratory, the
cardiovascular systems. Although it exists side-by-side with the
body’s major physical systems, it can only be activated through the
techniques of highly refined meditation methods like GFM.

 


I realize a postulate like this attracts
skepticism, and that’s normal, especially since its actuality lies
beyond the material world. That’s why I use the term metaphysical,
because it lies beyond the physical; it cannot be seen or
touched.

 


When we dig deeper, however, we discover that
life is loaded with unresolved mysteries. For instance, we were not
able to see the endocrine or lymphatic systems with the tools of
early medicine. We had to wait for more advanced technology. So
it’s important not to put limits on science because what we
designate today as reality will be different tomorrow. Why be so
eager to say: show this Primal Spirit to me now, or admit it
doesn’t exist?

 


Unfortunately, we can’t go out and purchase a
gadget for awakening the Primal Spirit. To apprehend it, we must
master the secret meditation techniques revealed in this book. Once
activated, however, the Life Force heals the physical systems of
the body. In fact, there’s a little understood cause and effect
relationship between the physical and metaphysical. Physical
actions, such as diaphragmatic deep breathing, control of heart
rate, and the other secret techniques mentioned throughout this
book activate the metaphysical entity, which, in turn, restores the
physical systems to their optimal states.

 


Activating the metaphysical entity (Primal
Spirit and Life Force are other names for this entity) pays
dividends in the form of bodily rejuvenation. Instead of slowly
dissipating our energies over a lifetime as individuals who ignore
the Primal Spirit do, those who activate the Primal Spirit spark a
rebirth, a release of pure Life Force energy throughout their
beings.

 


Whether you believe me or not cannot be
resolved by debate. Debate puts dabblers on the same footing with
adepts, like Talk Radio—a modern Tower of Babel, a cacophony of
ignorant and intelligent voices that ultimately drag the
intelligent voices down to the level of ignorance.

 


The fact that I can see my original design
and it is perfect means to me that an unseen sentient entity in
nature created it before my being came into this world. As someone
who has reactivated this Life Force entity and watched it
rejuvenate my body’s physical systems and restore my symmetry,
worshiping it is the furthest thing from my mind. I want to
understand it, to make it available to others.

 


My guiding purpose, therefore, like that of
the child with his newly enhanced game, is to revel in my discovery
and let its wondrous power continue to help me evolve. At the same
time, I feel bound to tell my story to those interested in
empirical knowledge, particularly, those readers looking for
information on activating the Life Force in order to take advantage
of its extraordinary restorative healing powers.

 


****

 


 



1—Accident

 


…That these men, 

Carrying, I say, the stamp of one defect,
Being nature’s livery or fortune’s
star,
His virtues else, be they pure
as grace,
As infinite as man may
undergo,
Shall in the general censure
take corruption
From that particular
fault.

 


~ Hamlet—William Shakespeare

 


 


I have a first memory, one of the few before
my accident. I run into our Manhattan townhouse, right through my
mother’s cocktail party. I’m upstairs before she can ask me about
the birthday party I’ve been to. I shut the bathroom door, take off
my Eton jacket, stuff it in the toilet and start to flush.

 


When my mother connects my absence to what
she later calls “a plumbing noise,” she quietly excuses herself
from the party and follows me upstairs.

 


“I found you in the bathroom. You were
shoving your Eton jacket down the toilet, frantically pulling the
lever.” I love my mother’s version; she gets so into it she doesn’t
realize she’s mimicking my movements and switching tenses. “But the
damn jacket won’t go down. You’re working so hard you don’t even
hear me come in. Your face is beet red, there’s water all over the
floor and your little arm was half-way down the toilet.”

 


“What did you do, Mummy?” I ask the same
questions every time; it’s all part of the reenactment.

 


“Well, I grabbed your arm and pulled you
away, dear.”

 


“What did I say?”

 


“You said, ‘I want to wear a jacket with a
collar.’ That’s when I decided it was time for you to go away to
school.”

 


“Only babies wear jackets without collars,” I
say.

 


My mother laughs, “Children don’t notice
clothes; they just wear them. I’ll never understand why you were in
such a hurry to get rid of that nice Eton jacket. Marched straight
through the living room and up the stairs—without so much as a
word.”

 


It’s one of those ritualistic memories that
get blown up to family myth, almost as if my mother is talking
about someone else. And yet, although I don’t remember the incident
like a teenager remembers his first kiss, it fits. It’s the first
manifestation of me being I. Perhaps some kid said something about
my jacket. Perhaps I made it up because my father wore jackets with
collars and I wanted to be like him. In any case, it’s the reason I
got sent to boarding school at the age of five.

 


• • •

 


I have another memory. Two years later. I’m
in the Fetterden School locker room. The usual
after-football-practice routine. Taking showers, getting dressed, a
lot of yelling and roughhousing. Four of us in a tight circle,
snapping towels at each other’s private parts. My towel is heavy
from the puddle of water it’s been lying in. Its sting will be
extra painful.

 


I’m dodging attackers on all sides. I duck a
blow at my backside just as a shot to my ribs lands harmlessly. An
instant’s respite, a split second for my counter. Thwack! I can
tell from the snap sound I’ve landed an elimination blow. The
victim howls in pain and falls to the ground in a lump. One down,
two to go. Outraged by the viciousness of my blow, the pack turns
on me.

 


Pursued by six angry, towel-waving boys, I
run out of the locker room. In my rush to escape, I slip and crash
into the wall. I’m squatting down, examining my ankle, when my
teammates come up. As soon as they see the blood oozing out, they
head back to the locker room, as if to say, “Serves you right.” My
ankle is numb and already starting to swell. I look at the
baseboard. A sliver of wood about three inches in length is
missing. At that instant, I know the missing shard of baseboard
molding is lodged in my foot from heel to toe. I’m quite familiar
with the story of Achilles. Perhaps, if I keep quiet I won’t suffer
his fate.

 


I limp back to the deserted locker room, lift
my foot to the sink and wash the wound with cold water. Then I
dress myself and hobble to the toilet, leaving a trail of red drops
across the gray linoleum floor. I stuff toilet paper into my sock
to soak up the excess blood, wipe up my bloody tracks, and head to
the infirmary.

 


On my way to the infirmary, I make the most
important decision of my life. For reasons known only to a
seven-year-old, I decide not to tell anyone about the splinter in
my foot. In retrospect, I can’t remember exactly why I refused to
tell. Did I really believe the Achilles myth? It’s too long ago and
too muddled. But I do remember a particular fear of splinters.
Perhaps, it was the way my mother always extracted them, slitting
the skin with a razor blade, or poking at them with a needle in
order to expose a tip to grip with the tweezers. And as deep as
this splinter was, I knew it would hurt. Perhaps, it was a ploy to
force my mother to remove me from boarding school. So even under
tough questioning by the nurse, I refuse to disclose its
presence.

 


After she bandages me, I limp back to the
dorm. The next morning the foot of the bed is soaked with blood. I
go back to the infirmary. The nurse changes the bandage. That day I
stay in the infirmary and, when my blood refuses to coagulate, the
nurse gets anxious. A doctor examines me. That evening the doctor
calls my mother in New York.

 


The next day I’m on a train to New York with
the nurse. My mother meets us with an ambulance and off we go to
Doctor’s Hospital. That’s when things get murky. All I remember is
the doctors—the best pathologists and specialists in New York—can’t
find the splinter. I know it sounds amazing. But since I never say
anything, it remains there, packed away in my foot.

 


Later on, long after the incident, my mother
explains that wood doesn’t show up in X-rays or in the fluoroscope
machines they used at the time. It doesn’t sound credible to me,
but what do I know?

 


My condition becomes critical. I go into a
kind of comatose state, receiving blood transfusions and penicillin
injections every four hours. Still I refuse to tell. And because
the wound won’t heal, pus oozes from my ankle and I have to be
helped to the bathroom. Eventually, I am unable to go by myself.
Attached to feeding and evacuation tubes, I lie in bed unaware of
what is going on.

 


My mother is frantic. She harasses the
doctors who are doing the best they can. Of course, my refusal to
talk doesn’t help; it makes them suspicious. They pressure my
mother. I have a vague recollection of confessing to my mother, but
only after swearing her to secrecy, making her take an oath never
to tell anyone. Given my confused state, even today I don’t
remember whether I really told her.

 


I often wonder if that’s why I was sent to
Florida to live with my father and stepmother. Perhaps, it was my
mother’s way of keeping our confidence and taking care of the
splinter at the same time. But if that’s what really happened, it
cost her dearly in the never-ending game of parental politics that
divorced spouses play.

 


• • •

 


I wake up in a Florida state of mind. Almost
by the fact of being in sunny Hobe Sound, the wound heals over.
That’s when I kind of snap back, about three months in all before I
stop being delirious. Sealed inside, the splinter no longer bothers
me. I resume walking without pain.

 


My father puts me in the one-room schoolhouse
right on the beach. It’s the only school I ever liked. I don’t have
to make much of an effort; I’ve already done the work at boarding
school. In fact, I am so far ahead, I pass the time watching the
girls. It’s my first exposure to the opposite sex. Boarding schools
in the 40s weren’t co-ed.

 


Of course, the splinter’s still lodged in my
foot, and unbeknownst to me, wreaking havoc with vital nerve
conduits. Visits to the local doctor are routine, until the day Dr.
Larson announces, “There’s a splinter in your foot.”

 


“A splinter?” I exclaim, feigning
surprise.

 


“Wood always works its way out. We can see it
now.”

 


“I don’t know how those New Yawk bozos missed
it,” says my father. “The money your mother wasted. Don’t you
remember it going in?” My father’s always suspected I was hiding
something, but by this time, I’m an expert at deflecting his
questions.



 


“No, Dad. I was running from these boys. I
never saw anything. Guess it broke off inside. I didn’t know wood
worked its way out.”

 


“Well, it does and I’m going to take it out,”
says the doctor. “The nurse will give you something. A few days and
you’ll be back in the water. In fact, salt water should do it
good.”

 


The nurse walks toward me, holding a mask.
The next thing I know, the doctor is standing over me, shaking a
jar of liquid with a fat three-inch splinter inside.

 


“You want it?” he asks.

 


Groggily, I look at it. “No,” I say, turning
toward my father.

 


“Bet you feel a couple of pounds lighter,” he
says.

 


• • •

 


A few months later, I ask my father if we can
go to a movie, the new John Wayne western.

 


“We can see it tomorrow before you go back up
North,” he replies.

 


“Back up North?”

 


“You’ve been down here six months. You’re
behind. Keep it up and you won’t get into Yale.”

 


“I really like this school, Dad.”

 


“You like the girls, you mean,” says my
stepmother.

 


“You need a good school, back East,” says my
father. “With team sports and accreditation.”

 


“School’s fun here…”

 


“School’s not meant to be fun. You didn’t
think you were going stay here forever, become a plumber and live
on a boat, did you?”

 


****

 



2—Consequences

 


 


Can we deny the fact that whether a
fortuitous gift, divine grace, or the fruit of Karma, in every case
there is a close link between the talent or beauty exhibited and
the organic structure of the individual.

 


~ The Awakening of Kundalini—Gopi
Krishna

 


 


My mother and stepfather drive me to the
Hersey School for Boys in Westchester County. I am nine years old,
a fourth grader and already a veteran boarder. I’m resigned to it.
All part of belonging to the eastern Brahmin establishment, says my
19-year-old cousin. When I tell him about the school in Florida, he
laughs, tells me St. Paul’s or Andover is where boys in our family
go to school.

 


“You’re lucky to be going to the best
schools,” says my father.

 


Well, my new school does seem less impersonal
than Fetterden, and the headmaster projects a friendly attitude of
concern. So after a few months I forget the school in Florida and
throw myself back into the competition of sports, studies and other
activities. With two exceptions.

 


Home for Christmas vacation, I tell my
mother, “I forgot how to do math.”

 


“Nonsense, you’re just out of practice,
dear,” she replies.

 


“No,” I insist, “I can’t move the numbers
around in my head any more.”

 


“That Florida school was much too easy. You
missed half a year of math.”

 


“I used to be able to do problems in my
head.”

 


My mother’s explanation sounds plausible, but
I know she doesn’t understand. I actually have forgotten how to do
math. All of a sudden it’s a grind. Problems I solved in my head in
the third grade are like tangles of spaghetti. Rules I understood
so easily and my ability to apply them have evaporated. Now numbers
are, well, just numbers. Like in the way everyone else learns, by
memorizing. That’s it! Just to get by, I have to memorize. I can no
longer calculate in my head. Okay, I’ve been in a fog for seven
months, but that doesn’t explain what’s happened. Of course, no one
pays attention. I don’t dare tell my father. He’d say I’m not
working hard enough. It’s easy for my parents to explain the lapse.
For all practical purposes, I missed a year of school.

 


It should have been a warning. After all, who
knows more about my capabilities than me? But even if my parents
had believed me, what could have been done to remediate the
situation? Tutoring?

 


“That isn’t necessary,” says my mother. She
thinks I’m a child prodigy.

 


Schools like mine have the best teachers.
I’ll catch up over time, she says. In the end, I probably would
have accepted my mother’s explanation if it hadn’t been for yet
another sign.

 


At the Fetterden school I sang in the choir.
I had an amazing voice. Whenever I sang as a soloist, everyone,
including my fellow choir members, turned to look. I loved to sing
and was proud of my voice.

 


Although we don’t have a choir in my new
school, we sing popular songs like, “Home on the Range” and “Jimmy
Crack Corn” at Friday night assemblies, and before Christmas
vacation, carols and holy songs. The first time I sing with my new
schoolmates, I notice that no one pays attention. This puzzles me.
Then I notice I’m having trouble controlling my voice. Previously,
I pitched my voice by placing it in various parts of my body and
controlled the dynamics by using my breath to regulate the flow of
air. In fact, I had an endless supply of breath. Yet, by the end of
the first year at the Hersey School, not only am I struggling with
math, I’m singing off key. Again, I tell my mother. But this time I
have nothing to go on because, aside from humming around the house,
I’ve been away at boarding school so much my mother has never heard
me sing in performance.

 


What would you do if your nine-year-old child
came home one day announcing that he had forgotten how to sing and
do math? The same as my parents, I’ll warrant. They didn’t take me
seriously. So I end up pushing the warning signs away.

 


By the time I start fifth grade, I’ve
accepted my mother’s explanation completely. Still, in the back of
my mind, I know I once possessed these gifts. But what good is it
to wonder? There’s no practical way to get them back. I certainly
don’t believe hard work will do it. If anything, I feel cheated, a
victim of some goofy hoax. Nothing in the entire universe can be
done. I am growing in another direction, away from my lost
abilities. And although that realization slowly slips beneath the
surface, returning from time to time to shape the ways I think
about myself, generally I just plain forget, burying my loss away
in the lower layers of consciousness.

 


Much later, I came to discover the
relationship between my accident and my lost abilities in math and
singing. At the time though, I certainly didn’t know about
Pythagoras and his idea that math and music are related to harmony
and physical symmetry. In fact, Pythagoras formed a cult around the
idea that we are harmonically symmetrical beings. To Pythagoras,
the structure of the body and musical harmony were contained in a
mathematical expression. If one string was out of tune, the whole
instrument played false. We are the instruments. And while the
splinter was trapped inside my foot I lost that inner harmony. I
started to shrivel. Like acupuncture in reverse, the splinter
blocked a network of neural passages, altering my growth. Not only
did it smother my talents, it sealed off parts of my memory.

 


If it hadn’t been for those two indicators, I
probably would have permanently accepted my mother’s explanation.
But my sudden inability at music and math were like waveform
monitors—feedback on the altered state of my being. Sadly, no one
around me at the time was capable of analyzing this feedback.
Nevertheless, deep inside I retained a faint recollection of my
lost abilities.

 


So why didn’t I tell my mother about the
splinter? The question still haunts me. It shows that, youth or
adult, we are responsible for our acts. That a foreign stimulus
entering the body can alter growth. That the merest slip of courage
comes back to haunt us. That at every moment, even as children, we
are called to face the consequences of our actions.

 


There were other signs, too. At seven I was a
good tennis player, able to rally with my hard-hitting father, an
amateur club champion wherever he played. When I next play with
him, I still have excellent form, but I’m erratic. I can’t control
the ball. I was better at seven than at ten. The same explanations,
the same rationalizations. Nevertheless, the fact that I no longer
have anything to excel at influences my feelings about myself. And
I begin to adjust my persona accordingly.

 


****

 


 



3—Stumbling

 


 


As Primal Spirit the life of man receives
its human nature from father and mother. This Primal Spirit is
without consciousness and knowledge, but is able to regulate the
formative processes of the body.

 


At the time of birth the Conscious Spirit
inhales the energy and thus becomes the dwelling of the new-born.
It lives in the heart. From that time on the heart is master, and
the Primal Spirit loses its place while the Conscious Spirit has
the power.

 


~ The Secret of the Golden Flower—Lu Yen -
Richard Wilhelm, Translator

 


 


As I grow, my body stretches and my face
flattens, as if crushed from the side by a hydraulic press. My nose
becomes elongated, my eyes close together. I am not un-athletic,
but I am not the confident young math student, singer, and tennis
player of an earlier time. I am slender, almost gaunt with no
natural muscular tone. Before the accident I had a large round
head. I often look at the portrait my mother had taken before my
accident and wonder what happened.

 


[image: tmp_4d6628a5e6bda05fa0f35b790ed33d81_A7OvbV_html_504483b4.gif]

 


Figure 1: I’m 2 years old

 


Of course, I understand how the body morphs
as we age. But it doesn’t seem possible that the Me in the portrait
should become the 14-year-old boy about to enter high school.

 


The changes aren’t just physical. I’m a
daydreamer who avoids and puts off every task. I don’t excel—not at
sports or studies. Yet, at no time am I aware—as I am today—that my
body, and consequently my being, are victims of my decision not to
tell the school nurse about the splinter.

 


My growth takes a detour. I’m not talking
about the adjustments that go with adolescence. Without knowing it,
I am becoming a different being. I begin to fashion an altered
persona to match my altered body. I guess you could say that some
watchdog process inside me is constantly evaluating my appearance
and fashioning a persona—a mode of behavior—to go with it. I become
the class clown. Disrupting moves the class along. I don’t have to
work as hard. I toggle between two states: class clown and
daydreamer.

 


Now, I don’t wake up one day and say: Hey, my
body’s not growing the way it should. Yikes, I’m metamorphosizing!
I know…I’ll adjust my behavior. That way no one will notice because
I’ll be acting the way this new sort of person usually acts. No, it
isn’t a conscious effort; it’s a protective mechanism, a means of
allowing my altered being to fit into my surroundings. And in
boarding school fitting in is essential.

 


As I write, I realize it’s almost impossible
to imagine. First, you—the reader—have to accept that because of
the splinter, my physical growth took a detour. Next, you must
accept that, at some level, I was aware of it and, in order to fit
in, I fashioned a new persona on the fly. It’s easy to say: he only
imagined it, it couldn’t have happened. The only proof he gives us
is a vague impression that he forgot how to do math. That’s not
much.

 


It’s not much? It’s everything. It’s the
empirical truth of the body. Our beings are always talking to us
through our bodies. Every time some outside agent, self-induced or
not, hurts our bodies, our bodies speak to us.

 


You don’t think your body talks to you when
you drink too much? So maybe you don’t drink. I’ll substitute
something else. My first cigarette. It wasn’t pleasant. In fact,
inhaling was downright excruciating. Hiding in the woods while two
older boys lit me up. The hacking and coughing. Their laughing at
my misery.

 


“You want to throw up,” they say. “A few more
tokes and you won’t.”

 


Right then and there, I might have listened
to my body. But I didn’t. Why not? Because the mind made it
possible for me to take the self-abuse. The mind rationalized my
discomfort, and made fitting in a more important value than
protecting my body.

 


The MIND—the great rationalizer—is constantly
at war with the body. And where do those comforting
rationalizations originate? Do they come from within, from our
beings? No, the mind absorbs them from the culture. My best friend
smokes Camels, maybe I should switch…Don’t be a dope, Sarah, just
because your parents are uptight about sex doesn’t mean you have to
be…It’s Miller time. Look at those hotties. Have another beer, Tim,
and we’ll go get a tattoo. That’s something the babes really go
for.

 


You see, the mind and the body really aren’t
friends. The mind is a tool of the culture, an expert propagandist
for fitting in. Yet, as the mind drowns out the truth, the body
continues to tell it. Which is your real friend? The body, you say.
Do you listen to it? I didn’t.

 


And yet, at some level, I must have. I never
would have made it back otherwise. Spiraling out control, there has
to be some measure of omniscience, or else recovery is impossible.
The mind is just too strong. It campaigns incessantly for all the
things you think you ought to be doing, all the things you think
you are missing. How can you possibly stand up to the supplications
of the mind?

 


Nevertheless, as my abilities decline and the
memory of my accident fades, I keep a sense of awareness in spite
of the things my new persona tells me about myself. Without it, I
would never have found a way to restore myself—for the worst is yet
to come.

 


****

 


 



4—Failure

 


 


Even the most piddling life is of momentous
consequence to its owner.

 


~ James Wolcott

 


 


In the 1950s, my New England prep school—yet
another boarding school—is a place of such privilege that failure
to gain entry to a prestigious university is almost unheard of.
Stagger into the interview with the Ivy League recruiters. Act
respectfully. Share a few nods and winks. Answer a few perfunctory
questions. C average? No problem. Mediocre SATs? We can work things
out. Need a scholarship? Hey, we like your family tree.

 


Although I never recover my exceptional
ability at math, by my senior year I’ve memorized the operations.
Connecticut boarding schools like Woolley make it difficult to
fail. The teachers are great and second chances are plentiful. In
fact, the system hates failure. Get along and you are almost
guaranteed entry into some Ivy-adorned campus. By my senior year, I
am an expert at conning the system. After all, I’ve been at
boarding school for twelve years. Hovering between a B and a D, I
do just enough to keep my parents satisfied. In spite of my
resentment toward being sent away, I have to keep them believing I
am clever.

 


At age 15, I drift away from math as a
favorite subject. I become an avid reader with a fresh sense of
curiosity. My favorites are James Joyce and Aldous Huxley, twin
rages of the 50s. With their seminal books under my belt, I feel
prepared for discussions on existentialism, nihilism and the
meaning of life. To strengthen my reshaped persona, I adopt a lot
of big words. Substituting literature for math isn’t so much of a
love of literature as a defense mechanism. Math skills declining?
Gotta have a substitute? Voilà Lit! The perfect replacement! After
all, math is black and white; you either know the answer or you
don’t. With Lit, if you write 15 pages, no one will know the
difference as long as you use a lot of big words, or so I
thought.

 


It’s not that I’m not serious about Lit; my
curiosity is genuine. I just don’t know what I am talking about
most of the time. So it’s a big blow to my newfound persona of
intellectual when I receive my senior report card. In it, the
headmaster summarizes my career in these words: “This boy has no
talent.”

 


This upsets my mother and stepfather, of
course. They rather approve of my new persona. In fact, their first
impulse is to defend me. When I read my report card, I’m puzzled,
and a bit indignant. I don’t have much to do with the headmaster.
How dare he say I have no talent! He never speaks to me, but
somehow he’s pegged me.

 


I have to admit I squandered the fall term.
Doing what exactly? Well, while everyone in my senior dorm was
reading The Scarlet Letter or studying math and history, I slipped
into the corridor to catch flies with my hands. The human spider, I
stalked the halls, running up my nightly total of flies. I became
good at it. It’s difficult to look back, to watch myself waste a
school term at such a useless pastime.

 


Roper, my roommate, tries to reason with me.
“What the hell are you doing?” he asks.

 


“Perfecting a hand-eye coordination
technique,” I reply.

 


“They’ll have you back in study hall with a D
average, you know.”

 


I couldn’t answer him then. Now I know why.
It had been about ten years since the splinter incident.
Uninterrupted physical growth is linear, but a negative stimulus
causes the body to implode, creating a gap between intended and
actual physical symmetry. The splinter was just such a negative
stimuli.
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Because of it, my symmetry takes a new
direction at age seven. From that moment on, it begins to sag.
That’s right—it isn’t even a straight-line deviation; it’s a
downward curve. Why? Over time, the gap widens geometrically. By
age 28, the gap between my intended and actual symmetry will be
greater than the gap at age 14. The gap is a compilation of
physical, mental, emotional, psychological and spiritual growth.
They’re all intertwined, all dependent on physical symmetry. So
unless I find a way to close the gap, the curve will spiral
downward with the last remnants of my mortal being.

 


Unaware of this, I rationalize my predicament
in terms of the situation at hand. It comes out something like
this: College is a lock, so why study? The truth is, I am lost in
an inner turmoil bounded by inertia—a kind of living nothing. My
grades nosedive.

 


As Roper predicted, I’m put back in study
hall. A senior in study hall is unheard of. I shrink down in my
chair while everyone stares and whispers. Still, I refuse to study.
As soon as the monitor passes by, I open the book hidden inside my
bag. Somerset Maugham, DH Lawrence, Orwell, Camus, Conrad and
Fitzgerald are my favorites.

 


My parents discuss changing schools.
Perversely, I resist. When they ask me why, I dodge the question.
But I’m more honest with myself, even if I don’t do anything about
it. The truth hurts, especially the headmaster’s remark about my
lack of talent. Not enough to make me try, not in the traditional
sense, not in my studies. Yet I wonder why I can’t excel at
anything. Hell, I don’t even understand the books I’m reading.
Okay, maybe at some level they influence me. But for the most part,
I’m pretending. Desperately trying to be someone.

 


• • •

 


I meet Roper, my Woolley School roommate, at
a friend’s house, Cecil Hesse, heir to a cosmetic fortune. Roper
and Cecil were roommates at Springer Academy before Roper got
kicked out for drinking and Cecil skipped his junior year to go
straight to Columbia. Cecil is a genius, Roper explains.

 


Cecil and his father, Eric, live in a
three-story Eastside brownstone. Eric Hesse is tall, erect and
Jewish. His goatee reminds me of an Aldous Huxley hero. Cecil is a
younger version with a rounder face. Neither the younger nor the
elder Hesse dresses preppy like Roper or me. They wear turtlenecks
and rubbed leather suede shoes, all conceived with a certain
Bauhaus look: sleek yet expensive. Both are sophisticated and have
deep voices that radiate gravitas. Their clothes make me aware of
my parochial limitations. I feel like sneaking off to the toilet
and flushing down my entire wardrobe. I have never been exposed to
life outside my family’s circle of WASP friends. I am in awe of
Eric Hesse.

 


The coldest Christmas vacation in memory, I
dread the thought of standing on Lexington Avenue hailing a
downtown cab. That’s when Cecil persuades his father to drop us.
But on the drive downtown, Eric Hesse insists on stopping at the
Biltmore Bar. Three large tumblers are placed before us: Rémy
Martin, Hennessy, Courvoisier. Eric asks us if we can tell one from
another, like this might be a parlor game I played with my parents.
I’m flattered that someone is treating me like an adult—all the
more reason to admire Eric Hesse. In the end, only Cecil, of
course, passes the taste-test. When it’s my turn I have enough
trouble swallowing the fiery liquid, much less making an educated
guess.

 


“L’appétit vient en mangeant,” exclaims Eric
Hesse, slapping me on the back. I gulp it down to everyone’s
amusement.

 


Three new tumblers appear. Somehow I am able
to identify the Courvoisier. With each swallow I try not to betray
the marinated-in-kerosene sensation chafing my throat. At
half-empty, I forget about my throat altogether. I laugh at Cecil
and Eric’s elegant banter soaking up stories of famous writers and
artists, even contributing my own bons mots from time to time. And
from the looks on their faces, not behaving too ridiculously.
Encouraged by their nods and winks, I launch forth on my own, not
like at school, trying to impress Mrs. Flanagan, the history
instructor’s wife. No, I’m soaring, floating above the
conversation, giving tongue to a world of new ideas. Yes, a Brave
New World is opening up for me, as if I’ve broken away from the
limited world of my parents. I’ve read Somerset Maugham and DH
Lawrence and now I am standing beside Huxley’s ‘Complete
Rabelaisian Man.’

 


Or so it seems. Must be the Cognac. I can’t
see myself thrashing and lurching around in the back of the car on
the way to the Café Bohemia. My attention is everywhere at once:
thoughts of the Biltmore bar, visions of a Bohemian life, the
lights on Second Avenue, Mrs. Flanagan’s velvety white throat. My
mind is like a crab claw, snapping at anything that moves.

 


“You all right, man?” asks Cecil.

 


“Yeah.”

 


“Just so you are…” Cecil stares at me, as if
he is having second thoughts about introducing me into a sacred
brotherhood. Like, what if I barf on the customers? Hesse’s own
standing might plummet.

 


Talk about mood altering, it’s like going
from a casino to a church. One minute I am using liquefied energy
to propel myself to the pinnacle of self-expression, the next I am
in a cavern surrounded by a hush so moodful that the world seems to
be teetering between slow motion and inertia. Glasses clink,
chiaroscuro people at small round tables whisper breathlessly.
Cocktail waitresses in short white aprons scuttle between the tiny
tables delivering drinks and collecting money. Behind them at the
bar, stick figures lounge in various poses from tight to languid. A
young black man in an Ivy League suit appears on the stage carrying
a cymbal, which he tightens onto the top of a tripod. He sits
behind his drum set and ruffles a few rolls. A few ears prick
up.

 


A long-legged black girl in a waitress
costume takes our order. Three more men, one white, appear on the
bandstand. The white guy picks up a saxophone; the other two
slither in behind bass and piano respectively. The tinkling stops.
All eyes swing to the curtain.

 


Onto the small stage steps a tensile young
black man in a more expensive Ivy League suit. The sidemen ready
themselves as the leader fingers his trumpet valves. Mouthpiece to
his lips, he raises his elbows. When he brings them down, the music
explodes and Eric Hesse is forgotten, replaced by Miles Davis.
Perfect anti-hero for the fifties: blacks, bohemians, beatniks,
students, outsiders.

 


When he finishes his solo, Miles walks to a
corner of the stage, turns his back on the audience. JR Montrose,
the tenorman, is deep in his solo, but I am watching Miles. He
breaks off a noiseless riff, turns and walks to the piano, puts his
foot on the bench, and just listens. It’s the first time I’ve heard
jazz—not just some watered-down Broadway jazz—the Prince of
Darkness himself. It’s perfect, beyond words; the most exalted
expression of feeling I‘ve ever encountered.

 


Afterwards, I puke my guts out on Sheridan
Square. Hesse takes pity on me, leads me to an all-night record
store on Broadway, where under his expert guidance, I buy some
Charlie Parker, Miles Davis, Sonny Rollins and Dave Brubeck 10”
LPs. Some are chosen for the originality of the cover art.
Brooding, melancholy Art Pepper—even Hesse has never heard of
him—but the cover art conveys a kind of existential yearning. Here
is someone who had found his own level and excelled at it.

 


I take the lot back to my dormitory at the
Woolley School and listen over and over to the esoteric music that
no one else can stand. I imagine myself a hero in a modern Faustian
allegory: being able to trade my soul for something to excel
at.

 


It certainly isn’t ice hockey. I’m the
weakest skater on the team, so they stick me in the goal. I hate
the pucks whizzing around my head. I hate the fact that I duck each
time a puck flies toward me. I must be lucky. The team is
undefeated. All I remember are skates, sticks and bodies crashing
into me, and my teammates congratulating me for the all pucks that
somehow wind up in my glove.

 


None of the Woolley School faculty has ever
played hockey and the school doesn’t have the money to pay an
outside coach. We ask Mr. Foster, the English teacher, to act as
our unofficial coach and driver for the road games. He never comes
to practice, so when his station wagon stops beside me as I walk to
the dorm one night, it’s instant panic.

 


“Get in,” he says. “We’re going to the Head’s
house.” We drive off, listening to HV Kaltenborn on the car radio
while I review a multitude of infractions that have never come to
light.

 


“Anything the matter, boy?” asks Mr.
Foster.

 


“No sir.”

 


“How was practice?”

 


“Great, sir. You should come out once in a
while.”

 


“Too cold—if you don’t carry one of those
sticks,” he says.

 


• • •

 


The way the headmaster looks at me, I feel
like the ultimate cornered rat. Quickly, I review my backlog of
infractions. But no, he takes out his Bible. Gotta be something
else. He never uses the Bible for castigating sin. It’s not
Episcopalian.

 


Mrs. Flanagan comes in, smiles at me, and
whispers in the headmaster’s ear. The Head rises and shuffles
toward the vestibule to a figure standing in the shadows. Mister
Semple is the only part of the conversation I catch.

 


Uh-oh, I’ve been kicked out. My father’s come
to take me away. No, wait a minute, those faces are telling me
something. What, goddamn it?

 


How do I take the news of my mother’s death?
I don’t cry. Perhaps I cried too much when I went away to school at
the age of five. There are no tears left. All that manly Spartan,
old-school crap. Come back with your shield or on it!

 


All I can think about when my father shows up
is I’m getting kicked out. I never, ever thought of this. The only
person I could talk to and she sent me away to school when I was
five. She had a channel into me, into who I am. And now she’s
dead.

 


On the way from Metcalf, Connecticut to New
York City, my father hardly speaks. He tells me the story on the
way out of the school driveway. “She fell down the stairs,” he
says. “We’ll get the details in the city.”

 


I look at him in stunned disbelief. “What
happened?”

 


Then he lets me have it. “They think she was
dead by the time she reached the bottom. That’s all I know.”

 


“Fell down the stairs? Dead?”

 


“We’re going to the funeral home. Ben’s
there. I don’t know any more because Ben was so upset on the
phone.”

 


After that exchange my father doesn’t say
another word for two and a half hours, not until we pull in front
of a Lexington Avenue funeral parlor and I see my mother lying in a
casket.

 


All during the drive I think about my mother.
It isn’t the time for tears, not with my father sternly bearing
down on the road and my stomach churning. The winding road has me
on the verge of puking. I refuse to ask him to pull over. Instead,
I think about my mother telling me that I’d make a fine Episcopal
minister.

 


“That’s because you don’t think I can do
anything else. So, I need to stay out of the way of the world in
some quiet corner and gather my flock.”

 


“I didn’t say that, dear. You’re a deep boy
who just needs time.”

 


Yeah, time…time to figure out why there is
nothing I excel at. Nothing I do well. No talent. No skill.

 


“Here we are,” says my father pulling up
behind a line of hearses.

 


I don’t want to see her body; I don’t want to
remember her that way. Just lying there dead. My mother, the first
dead person I’ve ever seen! What a sheltered fuck I’ve been. I know
it’s probably wrong, not wanting to see her, but what good does it
do? Dead is dead. While everyone, with the exception of my
father—and I respect him for it—is muttering platitudes about how
peaceful she looks, I can only say to myself, ‘That’s not my
mother. What there was of her is not there in that casket.’

 


Ben Peck, my stepfather, is dazed—a
grief-stricken, lost soul. I wonder how he’ll survive. Contrast
Ben’s reckless emotion with my father’s discomfort. When Ben
embraces me, I burst into tears for a moment, quickly trying to
control myself. For my own sake, or my father’s? I’m not quite
sure.

 


Later on in the car, I ask my father if I can
continue to see Ben. The question doesn’t sit well. He’s jealous of
the other man’s easy sense of intimacy. All of my things are at my
mother’s apartment. Will I ever see them again? It seems to me that
before my eyes at my mother’s funeral, a wordless protocol deciding
my future is thrashed out and I have no say in it.

 


My mother was the only person I’d told about
the connection between the splinter and my lost abilities. She
never probed or questioned me, like a psychologist might do, but I
know she sensed something.

 


****

 


 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/6584
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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