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			Praise for 
Mothership: A Memoir of Wonder and Crisis

			“A brave, beautiful testament to love both past and present, a meticulously researched account of our relationship to ourselves and the world…. Mothership does for coral what Richard Powers’s The Overstory does for trees. I can’t wait to assign this to my students.”

			—Garrard Conley, New York Times bestselling author of Boy Erased 

			“A powerful testimonial and call to action to save the equal opportunity healer that is Mother Nature.” 

			—Carine McCandless, author of The Wild Truth, the New York Times bestselling follow-up to Into the Wild

			“As humanity stands at the crossroads of catastrophe and consciousness, Wrenn’s wonder-filled, carefully researched memoir makes a strong case for not only the sacramental value and healing power of psychedelics but also for safe, legal access to psychedelic-assisted therapy for PTSD. Mothership is a deeply moving roadmap through the intertwined destinies of individual well-being and the urgent need to heal our planet.”

			—Rick Doblin, PhD, Founder and President of the Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies (MAPS)

			“A deeply felt, clear-eyed memoir examining what it means to grieve nature’s losses and yet still manage to find healing and love in what remains.” 

			—Florence Williams, author of The Nature Fix and Heartbreak: 
A Personal and Scientific Journey

			“Mothership is a story of personal and, hopefully, global healing. With rare insight, Wrenn captures a mystical reciprocity with the natural world that leads to a love affair with all life he encounters under the sea. At the same time, he is learning, painfully and little by little, to love himself and to be loved. The turning point in his memoir is his encounter with the spirit of ayahuasca, Madre Ayahuasca. Wrenn elegantly describes his own emotional journey as well as the psychological process of working with this powerful psychedelic medicine. Mothership, a story of how healing happens after a traumatic childhood, is an important contribution to the growing field of psychedelic study.

			—Rachel Harris, PhD, author of Listening to Ayahuasca and Swimming in the Sacred

			“Greg’s life story and spiritual journey are one of the greatest examples of the power that ayahuasca and plant medicines have to bring about personal transformation. The first time I met Greg, he had a crippling fear of life. Through a deep commitment to self-healing, he has transmuted this fear into a full embrace with life itself. A raw, real, and riveting personal story, Mothership brings the reader on a journey through the darkness of deep traumas, woundings, and addictions into the light of divine consciousness. Page by page, we witness a transformation from being broken to becoming whole once again.”

			—Alanna Collins, RN, co-founder of Truth is One Interfaith Church, kambô & plant medicine facilitator 
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			This book is dedicated to Tony. 
With you, it’s morning.
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			“Do we need forests? Do we need trees? Do we need reefs? Or can we sort of just live in the ashes of all of that?”

			—Phil Dustan, Chasing Coral

			“Nothing on earth is more gladdening than knowing 
we must roll up our sleeves and move back the boundaries of the humanly possible once more.”

			—Annie Dillard, The Writing Life
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			Prologue

			Wonder and Crisis

			It was fall 2019, the first day of classes. The windowless auditorium was like a spaceship filled with 160 students in suspended animation. As their English professor, I felt rather extraterrestrial—instead of khakis and a herringbone blazer, I was wearing my wet suit, my dive mask hanging from my neck. If I have to look ridiculous to get my students’ attention during lecture, so be it. Of all the courses I teach, this is my favorite.

			“Let’s begin Environmental Literature of Wonder and Crisis,” I said, “by going into the ocean.”

			I clicked to the first slide. “This is a sea snake. A yellow-lipped krait, to be exact.” The ropey reptile, striped like the Hamburglar, looked like it was sipping the water’s surface. “It’s taking a breath—they don’t have gills. There’s an urban legend that their mouths are too small to bite you, but they can actually swallow a moray eel whole. The venom? Well, it could kill you.” I told them about the time I followed a baby sea snake into the mangroves of Gam, past thick schools of snapper with saucer plate eyes, until I felt a crocodile watching me and got the hell out.

			I explained the underwater photos were from my research site, a reef-sheltered haven: a group of islands in the Pacific called Raja Ampat, a smidge south of the equator in Indonesia. About fifty thousand people live there in tiny villages in an area about the size of Switzerland. Much of it is a steamy wilderness of rainforests and worn limestone peaks. Rare birds-of-paradise call out in the morning. The bays shimmer with phosphorescent plankton at night. There’s little pollution except for swarms of floating plastic. And the most biodiverse coral reefs in the world are there and still thriving. They lie at the edge of the Coral Triangle, an area encompassing Indonesia, the Philippines, and Papua New Guinea that is so ecologically important, it’s been called the “Amazon of the Seas.”

			Then I skipped ahead to a video of a five-foot-wide manta ray flying toward me off the beach at Birie: “From my hut I saw it splashing its wingtips like floppy dorsal fins, so I swam out. There he is feasting on a raft of plankton, jellies, and plastic—now he’s barrel-rolling to show us his belly markings. Wait for it, wait for it…yes! He was coming right at me but turned at the last minute!”

			Without any chitchat, I shared a few more photos. A thorny seahorse floating alone at Ayai, its tail curled tightly like an ammonite, like a stargate closed to traffic because the world on the other side has too many people. The grand staircases of table coral at Wai. A dome of coral near Tamaku that was so big I could live inside it.

			One last one: spiral coral in Beser Bay that looked like an attempt to map the multiverse, dark matter and dark energy translated into tiers of whorls begetting whorls. As a student might joke, pics or it didn’t happen.

			“Coral is pitted,” I said. “In each little pit lives a polyp, a tiny jellyfish-thingy that uses minerals from the water to grow itself a limestone home. At night its tentacles reach out to grab zooplankton, but it gets most of its calories from the plants within it, helpful algae called zooxanthellae. The chlorophyll, using sunlight and CO2, makes sugars for the polyp. Imagine eating only one potato a day and getting the rest of your sustenance from the sun: an easy, low-cost life of sunbathing and abundant vitamin D.

			“Raja Ampat was so beautiful,” I continued, deepening my voice to sound more manly, “that sometimes I’d cry underwater with my mask on. Would it be the last time I’d see a healthy reef? So little time remains, folks. Over 90 percent of coral has died in Florida since I was born there. And you’ve probably heard what’s happened to the Great Barrier Reef.”

			Then I showed them the graph plotting carbon dioxide and global temperatures for the past eight hundred thousand years. With my laser pointer, I circled the recent unprecedented surge of heat-trapping carbon, that darker line shooting straight up. “410 parts per million of CO2 is about what we have now in 2019. Our university’s namesake James Madison breathed in 280 ppm as he helped draft the Constitution. Temperatures right now are playing catch up with carbon levels,” I said, pointing to the gap between the end of the two curves. “And coral is one of the most sensitive creatures we have to temperature.”

			[image: ]

			With the ominous graph still on the screen, I read the quote at the top of our syllabus from Rachel Carson’s slim book The Sense of Wonder, which was inspired by her time in nature with her grandnephew: “One way to open your eyes to unnoticed beauty is to ask yourself, ‘What if I had never seen this before? What if I knew I would never see it again?’”

			Remembering that much of the Amazon was on fire when I was there two weeks ago, I read them Carson’s words again but more softly, as if her trustworthy ghost filled my lungs.

			“We’ll talk more about the crisis next class,” I told my students. “So—what is wonder?”

			No hands went up.

			“We’ve all at least seen wonder caricatured in the movies. Disney’s Pocahontas running the hidden pine trails of the forest, yada yada yada. The spacecraft captain in Wall-E holding the last plant from Earth. Jake and Neytiri plugging their brains into the purple tendrils of the Tree of Voices in Avatar—‘I am with you now,’ she tells him on that bomb-diggity, forested moon called Pandora, ‘we are mated for life.’”

			In the front row, Danielle raised her hand. “Isn’t it kind of like the intermingling of happiness and preciousness?” One of the few engaged students in the class, she was brilliant but didn’t want to make a show of it. Sometimes to boost my morale, I pretended I was only speaking to her.

			“Yes, that’s a great start—it involves a mix of emotions. A sense of impermanence. Anyone want to add to that?”

			Again, no hands. Later I learned a frat boy in the back said to his friends that day, “Coral? I don’t fucking care about coral.”

			Though there were inspiring exceptions, most students didn’t want to be here, but to graduate they needed three English credits. To reduce Snapchatting under the tables, I had to stay at once entertaining and strict. Few of them did the reading; a handful openly admitted they’d never read an entire book in their lives. Subjected to standardized “No-Child-Left-Behind” tests from an early age, they wanted me to pour my exam answers into them like grain into a silo and be done with it. My office hours were often spent alone.

			 

			As they read Thoreau and Octavia Butler, Wendell Berry and Robin Wall Kimmerer, they put climate change science in conversation with the literature. What is it like to appreciate an ecosystem that will collapse in our lifetimes? To be moved by beauty that we’re pushing toward extinction? Thoreau didn’t ask those questions as he bathed in Walden Pond, but we asked them in my class. We covered a lot—lobsters and weasels, cow farts and Easter Island’s cannibalism, AI, photosynthesis, ecofeminism, reindeers with anthrax, shrooming, Afrofuturism, the theology of evil, time travel. For their final paper, applying all they learned about wonder and crisis, they wrote about a treasured moment they’ve had outside.

			If I could get my undergrads re-enchanted with nature and educated about the crisis, understanding that we’re proverbial frogs in a pot of heating water, maybe they’d work to fight climate change, expanding their circle of compassion. Ask the endangered Shenandoah salamander found on only three nearby peaks: we’re in a biodiversity hotspot that’s getting hotter.

			I was too concerned about my students’ future to just teach seventeenth-century metaphysical poetry and call it a day. Unlike me, my students were born into a digital world, in diapers on 9/11, many of them forbidden to roam freely outside and play. When they were in second grade, the Oxford Junior Dictionary removed words like acorn, moss, and fern and added database, MP3 player, and broadband. Most of them know they were born into a world whose long-term habitability is uncertain. They’re anxious and depressed. Addicted to the digital cocaine of screens. Craving views of their Instagram stories as if their survival depended on it. If they haven’t attempted suicide, they know friends who have.

			Have they ever sat under a tree and read a book with paper pages? Have they gazed up at the clouds without their phones for a while and in all the puffiness seen acorns and moss and ferns? Or is nature too boring, best appreciated as a backdrop for selfies?

			Do they feel wonder?

			Those are not hysterical questions. As time rushes by, I too have felt my attention and imagination—my very dignity—dying back like seagrape after a hard winter freeze. In this numb blur of a cyborg life, what would it take to be happy? It might take going outside and cultivating wonder, even when we don’t feel like it.

			In teaching this course, I wanted my students to taste what I felt snorkeling once with my mother as we looked at the underside of the ocean’s surface. It was a quicksilvery mirror of sorts for the coral below, psychedelically colored as Fairyland Caverns at Rock City, Tennessee, where my great-aunt dressed as Mother Goose and taught kids to give more than you take. It was a living abstraction—one utterly responsive, like a mood ring, like octopus skin. If we had looked at it long enough, our egos might have fizzled out, our bodies might have been traded for those of melon-headed whales or Picasso triggerfish. My arm was linked with my mother’s in eighty-two-degree water. I thought I’d forgiven her and she’d live forever.

			 

			I clicked ahead to the dictionary definition of wonder—“a feeling of surprise mingled with admiration, caused by something beautiful, unexpected, unfamiliar, or inexplicable”—and read it more robotically than I meant to. “Who wants to add to that?”

			A couple of students left. Danielle glanced at me sympathetically.

			I cooed “Wonderrrrrr…?” into the mic like a gnome, which was supposed to be funny since I’m nearly six and a half feet tall and wear size-thirteen shoes.

			“We’re going to be reading a lot about wonder this semester,” I said, looking right at the kid vaping in the back. “Thoreau fishing in the moonlight in Walden Pond. Annie Dillard learning to see insect egg cases. Amy Leach contemplating a stressed sea cucumber expelling its insides on the ocean floor. Wonder is WOW, quiet or loud.”

			Dramatic infomercial pause. I needed to give it another try, this time less conceptual.

			“When have you experienced wonder?”

			That was when the hands started going up.

			“Once on the way to my 8:00 a.m. accounting class, I saw a praying mantis,” Kyle said. “I thought it was dead but really it was just cold.”

			Peter told us about the first time he saw the night sky away from a city. He was sitting on a boulder in the middle of New Mexico. Later in an essay he’ll say more: “I have friends on either side of me, but they are not who I am having a conversation with; I can feel God and the universe looking down upon me in the form of shooting stars and the wind rustling through the trees around us.”

			Edwin recalled fly-fishing for brown trout not far from campus in Mossy Creek. Danielle lost herself in the cliffs of Big Sur, Ryan in a sunrise at Virginia Beach. Yolanda marveled at squirrel monkeys in Costa Rica, a mother and baby. A few others mentioned their pets.

			I wanted to tell them about the sassy, saucy giant clam I saw underwater in Raja Ampat, but I didn’t. A frilly Glamazon of neon adductors, she and I were real to one another. Fabulous. Remember, this isn’t a TED Talk or group therapy. You’re not Oprah or Brené Brown. You’re an English professor in Lycra and rubber booties. Keep it together.

			So I shared a parable.

			“Sometimes toward the end of a dive,” I said with my unpredictable Southern twang, “a story comes back to me, one I heard at a noisy monastery. The Buddha asked his monks to imagine the earth entirely covered in water. An ox yoke with a single hole is thrown in—it’s tossed on the waves, the wind pushing it every which way. Somewhere far below is a blind sea turtle that comes up to breathe only once a century. How likely is the turtle to stick its neck through the floating yoke? It’s the same chance, the Buddha said, as being born human. This life as a person, it’s that extraordinarily rare.”

			I showed them one more photo. “That’s a green sea turtle. A species that has changed little in 210 million years. He didn’t seem scared when I dove down, which was weird because they’re still hunted for their meat. When I swam back up, so did he.” What I didn’t say: the breath he took at the surface sounded like a gasp, as if he were taking it for all of us.

			 

			As the lecture went on, anxiety was hardening around my ankles. I was talking too fast, as if I were speaking to my father.

			“Who do you think you are?” he asked when I voiced too many opinions. “Someday someone’s going to pop you in the mouth.” On the way to T-ball practice or the donut shop, he filled our Pontiac with conservative radio host Rush Limbaugh, who said things like, “Despite the hysterics of a few pseudo-scientists, there is no reason to believe in global warming,” and “The most beautiful thing about a tree is what you do with it after you cut it down.”

			After I finished grad school, my father wanted to know what I was writing about, why I was spending all my money on diving. I tried explaining the ecological crisis to him, thinking that his nearly dying a decade earlier might have woken him up.

			“Well, even if all of that’s true, I’ll be gone before it would affect me,” he said.

			“But what about your children?” I asked. “What about your grandkids?” He coughed in his dismissive way.

			Trying to convince my students that the world deserves our care, I felt like one of those transparent dolls used in anatomy classes. Instead of my internal organs, I feared my students could see my insecurity. I overcompensated by becoming a preacher-teacher, channeling the Double Rainbow Guy from YouTube (“Whoa!!! My God!!! Oh my God! Oh my God! Woooo! Oh Wow! Woooo!”) and Robin Williams in Dead Poets Society (“Carpe diem! Seize the day, boys! Make your lives extraordinary!”). Projecting authority and cosmic connectedness when often I felt more like an open wound than a person.

			Could they see what happened to me, that I was too weak to stop it? Could they see my family’s secrets?

			Of course not. I was more confident in the classroom than I’d ever been. As I would walk back home from campus, though, the void would come back. I’m not real, none of this is, I would think to myself. I’m doomed, everything is shit.

			That’s my childhood talking. In her landmark text Trauma and Recovery, Harvard psychiatrist Judith Herman defines complex post-traumatic stress disorder (C-PTSD) as the result of “prolonged, repeated trauma” from which the victim can’t escape. “In most homes, even the most oppressive, there are no bars on the windows, no barbed wire fences,” she writes. “Children are rendered captive by their condition of dependency.”

			C-PTSD, also known as relational, developmental, or complex trauma, is the label closest to what I struggle with. Ever since I visited the Amazon for the first time earlier that year and Raja Ampat in 2018 for the fifth time, my symptoms had improved.

			Fading was the panic I couldn’t distinguish from nihilism and deranged loneliness. The flashbacks, sometimes in pictures, sometimes in pure feeling. The nightmares. The writhing of my cells from feeling dirty, impossible to clean. The hypervigilance, scanning frantically for a rescuer to save me from my abyss and then leave me more devastated than before. Neuroplasticity, the ability of the brain to rewire itself, had been my lived experience. I was getting better even as the planet’s fever was growing. The reefs and rainforests had been lifting me up into a new identity. I was beyond excited to return to the Peruvian Amazon during my semester-long sabbatical that spring.

			Cut off by choice from my family, I’ve never wanted children of my own—being a teacher is the closest I’ll get to being a parent. Distrustful of authority, worried I’ll mess up big time because my parents did, I haven’t felt equipped to mentor anyone. And yet more than ever, I want to be the teacher—the father and mother figure—I never had but needed.

			Behind my judgment and cynicism is deep love for my students. I express that love not only through setting high standards but also by framing everything we read in an uncomfortable paradox—there’s absolutely no time to waste in appreciating nature and in saving it; and at the same time, we can relax and exult: we are eternal. As my teacher in Brazil says, “Souls come to earth to learn. It’s the best school there is.”

			“You have the syllabus,” I said, closing my laptop. “Let me know if you have any questions.” I smoothed out the wrinkles in my wetsuit and, just this once, let them out early to read under a tree.
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			Chapter 1

			What Would E.T. Do?

			“Maybe what we can do when we feel overwhelmed 
is to start small. Start with what we have loved as kids 
and see where that leads us.”

			—Aimee Nezhukumatathil, World of Wonders

			In the woods behind my Christian kindergarten, I once found a Miami Vice ball cap and proudly wore it home. Rushing me to the tub, my mother said I’d infest the whole house with bugs.

			“Miami Lice,” she shuddered.

			I also learned not to play rowdy with the pale girl whose mother baked cookies at Publix. Not to pretend with the dentist’s son that we were T. rexes settling a score before the killer asteroid arrived. I should stay sensible and clean. Smell honeysuckle on the chain-link fence. Coach banana orb weavers in web repair.

			When my mother picked me up from school, I was at the curb holding my Care Bears lunchbox, my T-shirt tucked into my matching shorts, and she might ask when I opened the car door, “Did you roll around in the dirt again?” My answer was always no, that I played like everyone else on the playground.

			“Don’t you sit down yet, Greg, you’re filthy,” she said, even though I wasn’t. “Now shake out your shorts and shirt! Kick your shoes! Black earth gets tracked into the house and you ground it up into the carpet and there’s no getting it out. I’ve been vacuuming in ninety-degree heat, and this is what you do to me? How do I get you to stop that?” Before becoming a full-time mom, she’d been an award-winning elementary school teacher but couldn’t grasp that her sons got dirt in their nails. Her breaking point was unpredictable, and it was my job to keep her from getting there. My first name, after all, comes from the Greek word for “vigilant.” Her name was Priscilla, but everyone called her Pris.

			One morning at recess I couldn’t help myself. I was drawn to the dirt, maybe because soil contains bacteria called M. vaccae that’s like instant Prozac when you sniff it. Settling into a spot away from everyone, I crouched down. Like the paleontologist I saw on Reading Rainbow, I sifted through the mulch with the paintbrush of my hand to find roly-polies. If I was careful in the far corner of the playground, I could stay clean.

			I suddenly froze, steam rising from the baseball diamond and the cemetery behind it. Time slowed down; my pulse raced.

			Did my mother hit me the night before? Or did she goad my father into doing it, questioning his manhood until he spanked me too hard on my bed? “Turn over, you brat, you spoiled rotten brat!” he’d roar. “Obey your mother!”

			Staring out at the maypole our school never used, I imagined it was a rocket I could ride to Chuck E. Cheese’s for a whack-a-mole afternoon. That’s when an ebony jewelwing, which is like a dragonfly, landed beside my shoe. I gently pinched its folded-back wings like my father taught me, the toothpick body shimmering and squirming.

			As I brought the writhing insect to my face, the mean voices in my head quieted. Entering a numb vastness, I became a new crayon, the Weeki Wachee rhinestone blue of the jewelwing, darker than the aquamarine watch my mother always wore to the beach. “The capacity for induced trance or dissociative states,” Judith Herman writes, “is developed to a fine art in children who have been severely punished or abused.” In other words, my stillness wasn’t necessarily contentment. I wasn’t a Buddha then, and I’m not one now, even after spending close to a year of my life meditating on silent retreat.

			Then I noticed froggy babies the size of my thumbprint. Neato! No ribbits. They were Southern toads. Bufo terrestris. Dark-green like the pimento-stuffed olives that tasted like pee. Their eyes were black and full of possibility as the screen of our big Zenith television.

			“You’re it!”

			I whipped around—some dweeb had tapped my head and run off. The jungle gym in the distance looked like a cage. The swing set creaked like a haunted house.

			I turned back to the toads. They were beginning to hop around. Scared, I bet, as I was. Recess was revving up, and I was worried for them.

			The only question left to ask: what would E.T. do?

			 

			Some months before at a second-run theater, I had seen Steven Spielberg’s E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial with my mother. E.T.’s eyes were as blue as hers, his skin as wrinkled as my grandmother’s. At the time, I looked like a younger version of Elliott, especially when I wore my red hoodie. Along with Star Trek, E.T. is still one of my sustaining mythologies. It’s a fable about mutual rescuing and grace—about trying to understand someone different from you and realizing you’re basically the same. A coming-of-age story for a boy, family, and civilization. A parable of wonder and crisis that taught me things my parents couldn’t.

			Its ecological message is underappreciated. To my adult mind, E.T. and his shipmates, knowing the earth is in trouble, are here saving specimens in their interstellar ark. Early on in Melissa Mathison’s screenplay, E.T. collects “a sapling—a miniature redwood, a perfect bonsai, growing at the feet of its elders.” Much of the film was shot in Redwood National Park in 1981, when the logging of old-growth forests made the headlines. Now climate change in the form of more wildfires and less fog is an existential threat to the trees. Our planetary crisis finds a haunting symbol in E.T., white as a powdered donut, dying in a ditch. It’s a scene that’s still burned into my conscience. Our civilized, single-use world—the Reese’s Pieces, potato salad in plastic, and suburban sprawl—sickened him. As Elliott tells a NASA scientist, “He needs to go home.”

			 

			Letting the jewelwing go, I tucked a couple toads between my gray sock and ankle. That compartment was a spaceship, warm and steamy as E.T.’s womb-shaped craft. My homeworld, I thought, would be safer than the toads’ mulch. Just as Elliott, mind-melded to a drunk E.T., liberates the frogs about to be dissected in his biology class, I’d save the toads from trampling sneakers.

			Earlier that year, a couple days after bringing it home from the school carnival, I found my goldfish floating on its side like an orange detergent pod. The fishbowl had turned into a dead zone—no one had told me the water needed to be changed. That fish was the first animal ever in my care. And I killed it.

			Toads don’t need an ocean, though. I’d make sure they had happy childhoods in our house. This time I was going to be better. My sock and I were on a rescue mission.

			 

			When my mother picked me up from school that day, she didn’t say I was dirty. At home she cheerfully made me lunch, microwaving a slice of Kraft cheese between two pieces of bread. Grilled cheese, she called it.

			“Crank it up, Gregory Pegory!” my mother called out before we ate, meaning I was to turn on the TV as loud as it would go. The soap opera All My Children was about to come on. Around this time in the series, her favorite character, kidnapped by Adam Chandler, is roaming the Canadian wilderness alone after their plane crashes. “You may not come near me! I am Erica Kane and you are a filthy beast!” is all she has to yell at a grizzly bear to scare it away. She soon finds a priest, who carries her in his arms to a glass home shaped like a boxcar.

			“How was Mrs. Kilgore today?” my mother asked me.

			“She taught us planets. My Very Educated Mother Just…Served Us Nine Pizzas. Mercury, Venus—”

			“Okay, where are this week’s worksheets?”

			“Earth, Mars—”

			“We need to go over them. How many are there?”

			“Jupiter! Saturn! Mommy! I have a surprise.”

			“Sweetie baby Pegory, what, what?”

			“Close your eyes…”

			“Now don’t be silly,” she said, keeping her eyes open. Recently I scared her to bits with a rubber roach on the bathroom floor. When she wasn’t scrutinizing or scolding me, we were laughing. Sometimes she stuck out her teeth like Bucky the Beaver and pretended to brush and floss.

			The microwave beep-beeped.

			I pulled down my socks a few inches. She glanced down. “Why did you put Tootsie rolls in your socks?” she sighed. “Look, they’ve melted. That’ll attract ants, you know.”

			One blob was stuck to my ankle. The other fell to the dinosaur-bumpy floor.

			“That’s not it,” I said, pulling my sock down to my shoe.

			As she stooped down to look, I saw the tissues stored in her bra. Her romper bristled all on its own, like the Haddon’s carpet anemones that I’ll see diving decades later in the Pacific.

			“One for you, one for me. A boy and girl.”

			“Oh, no, no, no!” she cried. Each “no” was spanking the popcorn ceiling, our backyard oaks, and the thinning ozone layer. It all seemed to shatter and fall.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“They’re dead! In your sock!”

			Her howls momentarily quieted to whimpers. “How could you?” With several paper towels she threw the two lifeless toads into the trash can that was Oscar-the-Grouch green. “Gross!” With wet wipes, she cleaned the spot on my ankle where the toads had been, all the while making high-pitched sputters, as if having surgery without enough anesthesia. “I spent the morning mopping this floor, and now you’ve ruined it and I have to wash your clothes. This isn’t fair.”

			“I, I didn’t mean to,” I said. “I promise I didn’t, I didn’t.”

			She washed her hands again and stripped everything off me but my shirt. In twenty seconds, I was Porky Pig. Silent. Frozen.

			“This isn’t fair to me,” she kept saying. “It’s just not fair!”

			On the TV blaring in the family room—was that Erica Kane’s other lover, Jeremy Hunter, radioing for help in a French accent? Or was it Adam plotting to kidnap her again and never let her go?

			My mother turned on the faucet. Then came the hot center of the flashbulb memory: her suddenly lifting me up, her yelling, the grody weightlessness between ground and running water. Up in the air I was sick and lost, closer to the windowsill than ever before.

			I bawled, finally. She made sure, as always, her crying was louder than mine. I was petrified, since my parents rarely held me, let alone roughhoused with me. Their touch wasn’t safe anyway. Now that I’d killed the toads, mine wasn’t either.

			For entirely too long, she washed my ankle with a rough bar of soap, the kind with pumice. She didn’t reach for the Brillo pad, thank goodness, steel wool impregnated with soap.

			The memories end there but live on.

			 

			Mammals are easily traumatized. And by traumatized, I mean so overwhelmed by an upsetting event that part of us is diminished, seemingly forever. The threat from the past remains, priming us to be on high alert. All it takes, researcher Jaak Panksepp found in a famous experiment, is putting a bit of cat hair into an enclosure of newborn rats: their playing stops immediately. The fur is soon removed, but they never return to the same level of play. We aren’t rats, most of us anyway, and yet the study’s findings ring true when I think about broken trust.

			It’s cat fur, though, not the rats’ mother, that’s freaking them out, and their traumatic experience happens only once. When it’s your main caregiver who’s repeatedly traumatizing you and you can’t escape—unlike, say, the trauma of a single car crash—that can lead to C-PTSD. Bonding with others is the foundation of a livable life, but for me it’s been painful and scary, sometimes pure panic—connection and rejection fired together for so long, they wired together. This is why I’ve feared I had to be perfect or else I’d be harmed again. Why I’ve assumed people who adore me hate me, resent me, think I’m gross. My catnip? Out-to-lunch people who are deeply ambivalent about me.

			Unlike a gazelle after a thwarted cheetah attack, I couldn’t simply shake off the trauma right after it happened in the kitchen. My brain kept believing I was in danger. Like the rat pups, I was never the same after the toad incident, the likes of which were all too common growing up.

			That day I learned many things I’m still unlearning with the help of nature: that I’m dirty and unlovable; what we love we will destroy; what we try to save we will ruin; what surrounds us isn’t the Divine Mother’s love but the cold, annihilating vacuum of outer space. Love will squash you until you’re suffocated or your internal organs burst, whichever comes first, and you’ll be wiped away, thrown out.

			Alongside the clarity of E.T.’s caring example and the goldfish’s earlier preventable death, the toad incident also taught me how easy it was to injure other creatures, that their needs were important.

			It’s as if I’m still making amends for killing the toads, for horrifying the only mortal stand-in for Gaia I had: my mother. For so long, I’ve felt outside nature—unnatural and extraterrestrial. I believed I was polluted but, I reasoned, the natural world shouldn’t have to be also. My boyhood home couldn’t be saved, so as an environmental educator and citizen scientist, I’ve tried to help save our planetary home. It’s given me a reason to not end it all even in the moments I hate myself.

			Some days, if E.T. were to ask me to come with him, I’d walk right up that gangplank into the mothership. Ask him to genetically reengineer me so that I didn’t have to be human any longer, maybe more like coral, which is a partnership of animal and plant, or like a redwood with a family of trusted elders. Some creature that can’t be traumatized. 

			For years I’ve sent out homing beacons—not from a Speak & Spell toy, buzzsaw blade, and umbrella like E.T. does to call his mothership, but through tortured poems, flashbacks and broken resolutions, screams upon waking from nightmares, eczema outbreaks, recurring ear infections, prayers to gods I knew little about, Craigslist ads, desperate Grindr and Tinder messages sent in the middle of the night. Get me out of here: my compulsions were an understandable response to my family and yet almost destroyed me long after the threat had passed.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Row

			ROW! My first word. When my mother sang me the nursery rhyme, she pretended to paddle a boat with her arms.

			I said it in our brick house with blue shutters, which was on a wide point where the St. Johns River turns and flows ten miles to the sea. Mornings often smelled of coffee from the Maxwell House factory, but if the breeze was right, we could smell the brackish tannins of the river, its saltier mouth, conjuring a place much safer than that house. A place of cordgrass and clams and whiskered manatees. Mermen who only rescue children who believe.

			I couldn’t quite pronounce the R in row, so did it sound more like oh, a faint grunt of delight or pain? In any case, it was my Om. It created my universe, bizarre galaxies of hard water, declaring me a strange child. A disloyal Muppet destined to conspire with the singing tides.

			Not Dada or Mama but row—life is but a dream, an echo of a dream, as when you put a conch to your ear.

			If row was my essential seed syllable, clean was my mother’s. Her hands were so red and cracked from washing that in winter she wore rubber gloves filled with ointment to bed. After she showered, she wouldn’t touch me. When wet wipes were on sale at Publix, she would buy so many the cashier would ask if she owned a daycare. She used them to
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