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			I believe in miracles.

			For all the people throughout my life who have picked me up when I really needed a lift. Thank you!

		

	
		
			Introduction

			
			In the summer of 1974, Steven Spielberg and I landed on Martha’s Vineyard. I came for a family vacation; he was there to shoot Jaws.

			I stepped off the old, single-engine prop plane and knew instantly that this was where I belonged. Quite simply, it was love at first sight. I felt as if there were magic in the wind. My spine tingled; I could taste the sea on my lips. This place was home.

			With its quaint New England charm and captivating beauty, the Vineyard sits off the base of Cape Cod, a mere seven miles from the reality of the mainland. With her pristine beaches and endless miles of green meadows, the island feels like heaven. There are no traffic lights, billboards, highways, or malls on this rock. An unguarded feeling permeates people’s attitudes and tends to relax their faces. Yes, I know, an environment this laid-back and carefree sounds almost un-American. Which is precisely the charm of the place.

			The island is cool in another way, too. While the rest of the country staggers through the sweltering heat of summer, the chilly Atlantic waters keep the Vineyard incubated in a comfortable climate with fragrant sea breezes. Even in the underbelly of August, it is not unusual to throw on a sweater when contemplating the stars.

			Aside from the occasional “borrowed” bike, or the sight of me strolling along the nude beach, there is no real crime on these shores. The Vineyard is safe enough for residents to leave the front door open and the keys hanging in the ignition; even to do a little hitchhiking—sometimes with surprising results.

			Both the world and I have changed quite a bit through the years, yet this magical little isle has managed to stay relatively unspoiled. Though I have traveled extensively, the Vineyard has always felt like home. It’s the one place where I can completely let go and see the extraordinary in the ordinary.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Soul Mates

			At the age of forty-eight, feeling becalmed in listless waters without a following wind, I am drawn toward geographic salvation. I am once again on a plane returning to my summertime sanctuary, hopeful that my mystical island goddess can heal that which lies broken within me. I pray that the Vineyard’s magic will repair not only some recent wounds, but maybe a few old ones, too.

			God, has it really been six years since my last visit? There’s no excuse for the lapse, other than wanting to avoid the insanity of my parents. Actually that’s a pretty good reason. Visiting them in Florida during the winters has fulfilled my filial duties, up until now.

			As the clouds pass below my wistful gaze, my mind drifts back a decade, to that time in Nashville, Tennessee, when I was running my company, South Beach Entertainment, named for my place of birth. South Beach was more boutique than behemoth. The business allowed me to channel my love of music and empowering people into a career that was enjoyable, and eventually quite lucrative.

			What did South Beach do? Whatever our clients needed or wanted. We helped songwriters to hone their image and select their songs; get their music to major artists; and get recorded. One client had a scenery company that built stages; another owned a recording studio in Florida that produced songs for television and film. We would pretty much do anything, as long as it was legal and somehow involved the most crucial aspect of any entertainment venture: long strategy sessions over ridiculously expensive dinners.

			I had come to the Music City straight out of Berklee College of Music in Boston, the famous school where, for reasons that elude me to this day, I received a full scholarship to study composition and the piano. For two long years, I tiptoed around the hallowed halls, waiting for their expensive bookkeeping error to be discovered and for my deportation to commence. During that time, I also managed to write and record several songs that caught the attention of the Nashville publishing houses. After a few of the songs were actually published in exchange for a modest sum of money and a few pints of blood, I packed up my rat-infested Back Bay hovel and headed south.

			I occupied my evenings playing piano at what was surely the world’s smokiest bar. Not only did this place completely cure me of any stage fright, it also taught me to play a wide variety of show tunes while holding my breath for three to four hours at a time.

			I also caught a break while pumping gas on my first full day in town. I noticed a guy across from me filling up his shiny ride, and figured since he had a new car and a beard, he had to be in the music industry. This calculation proved correct, and within a month I was working for his company in the tape room—the Nashville equivalent of the mailroom—making cassette tapes for the more successful writers in the firm. If it weren’t for this one man, I would never have worked in the music business. And to this day, I have never forgiven him for it.

			After about a year of this, I grew tired of earning close to minimum wage for making others wealthy, and I decided to hang my own shingle.

			After a shaky start doing my own thing, I found my course, and my life slowly started to improve. It took a few years, with a little trial and a lot of error, but after a while my entertainment/consulting business began to kick out some pretty serious cash.

			This seemed like a lot of fun, and I truly loved my mixed bag of talented clients. The challenges were difficult, but that made getting there all the more sweet. You had to be creative and immune to rejection—two qualities that would serve me well in so many other areas of my life. Over time, my clients became like an extended family, and I got a tremendous amount of joy watching them grow artistically. It was a thrill to see someone’s lifelong dream become a reality, through hard work and determination. Much more important, doing this kind of thing kept me from having to work at a real job.

			Of course with my newfound wealth, I did everything a Successful White Guy was supposed to do:

			1) I bought a beautiful home in the woods, with lots of empty rooms.

			2) I filled those rooms with expensive stuff made from Chinese slave labor.

			3) I purchased an overpriced, high-end German car that was terrible for the environment.

			4) I dated, supported, and lived with a stunning former supermodel who was dealing with substance abuse issues.

			5) I put on some weight.

			For the first couple of years, I was able to distract myself in a variety of ways, both healthy and unhealthy, from an ever-growing voice within that declared, Something very important is missing that you desperately need to go discover.

			But what that “something” could be was the million-dollar question. Ironically, the more success I achieved, the louder the voice became. Something very important is missing that you desperately need to go discover.

			But what about all the money that was flowing in every week? Was I supposed to just walk away from it all? Wasn’t that against the law in America?

			You have more than enough. Let it all go, and go find yourself!

			The house, the cars, the cash, and the crazy girlfriend, I should give all that up? After all that ass-kissing work I had to do to get them?

			You have more than enough. Let it all go, and go find yourself!

			That’s easy for you to say; you’re a disembodied voice that doesn’t need to eat, or have a steady regimen of image-reinforcing, yet somehow shallow sex. I could end up living in a cardboard box behind Walmart or, even worse, with my parents.

			You have more than enough. Let it all go, and go find yourself!

			Oy!

			Somehow, some way, I found the courage to do just that. I let it all go. It took a couple of years, and in the interim my ego tried to move the whole show to the Los Angeles film industry, but ultimately I shut down the company and began to try to figure out what I really wanted to do with my life.

			I made temporary forays into several new areas. First, I launched a motivational speaking career. The practical upside was obvious: Someone was paying me to talk, as opposed to what I had grown used to: people paying me to shut up. That went quite well until one day I suddenly realized that I had absolutely no idea what the hell I was talking about.

			Then I attempted a few screenplays. Next, I embraced a grand vision to help save the world that fared only slightly better than the Hindenburg. I also did a whole lot of traveling, but nothing was saying, This is it!

			Then I met a girl . . .
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			It’s the day after Christmas in sunny Del Mar. I have come here on a whim, at the invitation of an old friend. Having exited all external responsibilities in Nashville, it was also a wonderful alternative to another gray, dreary December in Tennessee. The plan was to take a week or two walking the beach here, before heading even farther west to see some friends in Hawaii.

			It is a picture-perfect postcard day. A friend arrives from Los Angeles with the well-known spiritual author Dick Sutphen, writer of the bestselling book Soul Agreements. The three of us share the day and discuss, among other things, the mysterious topic of soul mates.

			DICK’S WELLSPRING OF WISDOM

			Do soul mates really exist? Yes, most certainly.

			Do we have only one in a lifetime? Not necessarily.

			How do we find them? Follow your heart.

			How will we know when we meet them? Trust me, you will know.

			Does love between souls transcend death? Absolutely.

			I describe what has been happening in my life recently, and Dick says, “It sounds as though you may soon meet your soul mate.”

			“Well, it’s going to take a miracle for that to happen,” I reply sarcastically.

			The next day I get a call from a woman whom I met on Myspace, inviting me for tea. An hour later, I walk down the block and meet her at a seaside café. After a few minutes of chatting, she suddenly insists, “You have to meet my roommate. I feel like you two would really connect. I’m picking her up from the airport tonight, and she’s leaving for Aspen in the morning, so it has to be this evening. How about I call my boyfriend, and the four of us have dinner?”

			Feeling as if I should be open to the idea, I agree, and Ms. Myspace drives off.

			An hour later, the three of them walk through my door. The roommate is stunningly beautiful, with olive skin, green eyes, flowing sun-streaked hair, and a smile that could melt a wall of ice. Yet, oddly, she lacks the pretense that usually accompanies such a stunning storefront.

			I love the sound of her voice; the resonant tones, the calming phrases, and the careful consideration of her words. We finish each other’s sentences and share a common worldview. This woman seems to totally get me, see me, and feel me.

			As we are preparing the meal, our eyes connect, allowing me to witness an even greater beauty within. She encompasses a depth, compassion, softness, and sensitivity unlike anything I have experienced. An inexplicable familiarity exists between us that we openly acknowledge. Crossing paths in the kitchen, we spontaneously embrace. I can’t help myself; I say, “Holding you feels like coming home.”

			She blushes.

			Who is this person? Why do I feel as if I already know her? What is happening here?

			We enjoy a delicious dinner of Pasta Paul-ivera, and then settle into a long, interesting conversation. Near midnight I say to the beautiful roommate, “This is great, but don’t you need to go home and sleep? Otherwise, you’ll be exhausted for your ski trip.”

			“Oh, I decided not to go. On the flight back home I was reading this fascinating book called Soul Agreements, and it changed my perspective on dating. I’ve decided not to waste any more time, and wait for the real thing instead.”

			“What?” I nearly fall off the couch. I mean, of all the books in the world to mention! “I spent yesterday with the author in this very room, discussing soul mates!”

			She is just as astounded as I am.

			The next day we decide to take a local yoga class, and as we are signing in I see that her surname happens to be . . . Miracle!

			“Miracle? That’s your last name? No one told me that was your last name. That’s not your last name.”

			She smiles.

			“Really?” I say, incredulous.

			“Since the day I was born.”

			Hmmm . . . this is getting interesting.

			After our class, we go for a long walk on the beach, and for the first time I take her hand in mine. The day turns into night, and before long, fourteen hours have flown by.

			Before she leaves, I ask, “Can I show you a recent entry in my journal?” She nods. “Here, look at this: ‘It’s going to take a miracle for me to find someone to share my soul with.’ I had no idea my words would be taken so literally.”

			She laughs and adds, “This is getting interesting . . .”

			As she pulls out of the driveway, I realize that I already miss her. Something beautiful is happening.

			The next day, a highly intuitive friend pulls me aside and says of the Miracle, “I’m not saying she is the one—but she’s the one.”

			Instead of leaving after ten days as planned, I decide to stay at my friend’s gigantic beach house in Del Mar. Two weeks turns into two months, in what feels like two minutes. During that time, the Miracle and I spend every minute together, and at my behest she returns home to Nashville with me.

			Over the next two years, we spent our days discovering each other again for the first time. Unfortunately, after that auspicious beginning and a wonderful middle, we drifted into the relationship rapids and started taking on more and more water. Our troubles seemed to feed off one another, and I began to have major doubts about whether we were right for each other. My reluctance to commit only triggered her abandonment issues, which set off her defenses and caused her to act out. Which activated my fears of commitment, which then ignited . . . You get the idea.

			By this point, we literally could not get along or agree on anything. If our relationship were a book, it would have been called The Four Disagreements:

			1) Never Tell the Truth.

			2) Take Everything Personally.

			3) Make Wild Assumptions.

			4) Do Everything Half-Assed.

			It reached a low point where she finally moved out and started dating another guy, but not without returning for spontaneous overnight visits on a regular basis.

			If that sounds like Love Limbo Hell, you’re right.

			Feeling panicked, I had to do something, so once again I reached out to my enchanted isle in the hope of salvation. Was it just me grasping at straws, or was some strong force pulling me back to the Vineyard? I wasn’t sure, but in the end I decided to just go with it.

			I had several choices. I could rent a very small house in Edgartown—thus spending thousands of dollars I really didn’t have anymore since listening to the financially irresponsible disembodied voice. I could stay with my parents in an updated version of the Bates Motel. Or, I could camp in the woods like the Unabomber, and be covered with ticks. Believe it or not, I almost chose the ticks.

			Try as I might to spin this thing, it looked, on paper, like I was merely trading one form of suffering for another. But after a few more heartbreaking episodes with the Miracle, I decided to take my chances and head toward the Vineyard. Besides, maybe this was the summer my parents would finally come to their senses and realize what a wonderful son they had.*

			With both my ability to sleep and my appetite rapidly evaporating, I threw some clothes into a bag and hopped on a plane to Martha’s Vineyard. The game plan was to catch my spiritual breath, avoid contact with the Miracle, and try to figure out what the hell had happened to my life.

			
		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			The Parental Asylum

			It all started thirty-five years ago, when my parents bought some land in the woods of outer Edgartown. For years they scrimped, saved, clipped coupons, cut corners, and fought like mad to build a place for themselves. Just to be clear, I should point out that all of the combat was waged exclusively against each other. Mom was the driving force behind the construction, while Dad was unofficially against the project. He instituted a campaign of passive resistance that Gandhi himself would have envied. But to be fair to my father, his default setting sits perpetually at “no.” In other words, he’s pretty much against any initiative that requires him to leave his seat.

			Every summer, my parents migrate by wagon train from Saint Augustine, Florida, to this tiny cabin in Martha’s Vineyard that I fondly call The Parental Asylum. When visiting them, you never know what to expect. It could be peaceful for a brief interlude (we’re talking three days max), or a harrowing hellhole (stay for anything longer than a week, and you have only yourself to blame). You might be welcome (Mom), or you might not (Dad). Through the years, their roles have become well defined: Mom invites you to stay as long as you’d like, while Dad makes you feel as if it’s time for you to move on by the end of the first day.

			The fact is, Dad only has the social energy to be nice to humans for about ten minutes a day. This allotment of pleasantries is usually exhausted at the supermarket, or on the phone with a customer service representative, trying to save a few bucks through some once-in-a-lifetime offer.

			The Parental Asylum sits nestled at the dead end of a dirt road, so there’s never much traffic. With its cedar walls, the place is rustic and down-home. Mom’s choice of decorating motif? Early American Cluttered. Every available space, from counters to walls, is covered in a variety of garage sale knickknacks, such as: a General Robert E. Lee Memorial Tea Set, a tattered map of Armenia, a list of Reader’s Digest Top Ten Jigsaw Puzzles, and old publicity stills of Clark Gable.

			[image: ]

			My bags not yet unpacked, I take a quick visual tour of the house. Though much of the decor could spark a lively debate, I focus on one piece that is particularly puzzling. I point to what looks like an old ice pick. “Hey, Mom, what’s this?”

			“Oh, be careful with that,” she says. “I bought it a couple of years ago at the bishop’s garage sale. It’s a Pope Pius the Twelfth pickax.”

			All of this junk is thrown together in the same way that birds tend to grab anything available when building a nest. Mom’s designing mantra is Let no space go unused. It would take a Stephen Hawking to find any rhyme or reason to all this decorative chaos.

			Truth has always been elusive in our family, with the level of veracity hovering just below the old Soviet newspaper Pravda. For example, despite constant claims to the contrary, Mom and Dad spend most of their time in front of the television. They prefer old films, reruns, and news programs warning them of impending doom. Every Sunday night they watch 60 Minutes, then PBS; on Tuesdays, it’s always Animal Planet. In fact, their entire schedule, whether TV programming or food consumption, is pretty much set in stone. What works best is to never ask them to step outside their shared comfort zone.

			THE FIVE DEADLY QUESTIONS

			Does anyone want to . . .

			visit Edgartown?

			watch the sunset?

			go somewhere?

			go anywhere?

			change the routine in any conceivable way?

			Mom has even written out the summer breakfast schedule and posted it on the refrigerator: Monday: eggs . . . Tuesday: bagels . . . Wednesday . . . You get the idea. As a practical joke, I considered rearranging and reprinting the schedule, just to see what would happen.

			My parents’ miniature dachshund, Max, is the last member of our strange aggregation. Max has the dubious honor of being the only carbon-based life-form my parents feel comfortable having around, despite the fact that he barks at anything and everything that moves. Lately, in an effort to shake things up around the house, Max has added to his repertoire things that don’t move. This is Mom’s cue to say in a stern voice, “No barking, Max.” Five minutes later, he’s back at it again, followed by the familiar refrain: “No barking!” Since this pattern of futility has gone on consistently for ten years, I’m going to go out on a limb here and suggest that Max doesn’t seem to get it.

			One of Max’s annual rituals is getting skunked. I guess he hasn’t figured that one out, either. I wouldn’t want to call Max dumb, but he’s not the sharpest pup in the litter. Through extensive, hands-on research, we’ve discovered that he only knows two words:

			1) his name

			2) and another word—we just haven’t quite figured out what it is yet.

			For some bewildering reason, every time I reach for Max, one of my parents will say, “Don’t hurt him.” Having never harmed an animal in my life, nor even entertained such an unfathomable notion, I can’t figure out why my actions provoke these repeated warnings. Upon reflection, I conclude that this phrase must be some kind of unique blessing bestowed upon the breed. So, in an effort to fit in, every time one of them touches Max, I also say, “Don’t hurt him.”

			This always elicits a bewildered look from them, and the comment, “We would never hurt Max!”

					

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			We Make Contact

			I cope with my parents’ eccentricities by spending most of my time away from the Asylum. On a typical day, I bicycle for hours, swim in the chilly waters of the Atlantic, and hitchhike around the island. Yes, I could get around solely on my bike, by public transportation, or with my parents’ car, but I would miss out on countless fascinating encounters. And so, I stick out my thumb.

			After years of hitching on this island, I have become familiar with the tenets of its unwritten code, which I will share with you now:

			The Official MVY Hitchhiker’s Manifesto

			Stand up straight and keep your hands out of your pockets. No shades or hats, and you’d better not have a backpack (it could have a bomb in it). Smile a lot—sincerely if possible; insincerely if hung over. And clean is always better than filthy.

			It’s easier for one person to get a ride than two, unless you’re with a woman. An obvious rule of thumb: The prettier the girl, the faster the ride (just as in life). A gorgeous woman alone will get a ride immediately, and if she’s seriously hot, she might cause a major pileup. Trying to hitch with three people is extremely difficult, and with a group of guys wearing turbans, it’s next to impossible.

			It’s much harder to hitch with a dog, unless it’s a puppy or a yellow Lab. Stay away from farm livestock or, God forbid, any creature that appears to be rabid or what is traditionally considered a wild animal (i.e., lions, bears, cobras, et cetera).

			Your best times of operation are during the daylight hours. It’s very challenging at night, at least until the bars get out—but then you run the risk of getting into a car with a drunken maniac. Being maimed or crippled in a bad accident would likely put a damper on your summer.

			After being picked up, politely attempt some kind of conversation with the occupants and, based on the response, take your cue from there. Any mumbling, hitting, or biting by the driver is a sign to keep quiet for the remainder of the trip.

			The older the driver, the less likely the ride. “Those lazy kids should walk like we used to. The world is going to hell, I tell you!” Yet older cars stop more frequently than newer ones; especially old Volvos. (Save the whales!) Convertibles, classic cars, and Jeeps with no tops tend to stop a lot. Yuppies in SUVs, repairmen, commercial vans, motorcycles, police vehicles, tour buses, ice cream trucks, and tractors almost never do.

			Lastly, it is bad form to flip people off if they pass you by. This rule applies no matter how long you have been standing in the rain while being eaten alive by mosquitoes. As in life, it’s best not to take the rejection personally.
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			With the sun on my face, I stand by the side of the road, small bag of pastries from the doughnut shop in hand, for my first official hitch of the season. I’m off to a rocky start; there’s been no action for the past half hour. Although discouraged, I quickly bounce back and comfort myself with the mantra, Not to worry; the perfect car will pick me up. Maybe the lessons of The Secret really do work—although I must admit to being skeptical ever since I heard about some New Age place in California called The Prosperity Center going out of business. I decide to give it another try and begin to visualize . . . a vintage car filled with Swedish nannies who are headed to the beach for a little fun. They’ve packed a gourmet lunch that they wish to share with me, along with their company.

			A car approaches (okay, here we go) . . . My thumb goes out . . . No sign of blond hair (no problem, I’m not picky) . . . It looks like an older guy (maybe he’s just the nannies’ driver) . . . He’s slowing down (spirits sinking a bit) . . . No nannies (falling lower) . . . The guy is balding, with glasses (completely deflated) . . .

			But wait—I recognize this guy from pictures in magazines. In fact, didn’t I just read some brilliant piece written by him in The New York Times? Yes, somehow my nascent psychic powers have manifested the actor, comedian, writer, and fellow Homo sapien,* Larry David.

			Cut to . . .

			(Car pulls over)

			Larry David: Need a ride?

			Hitchhiker: Yes. Thank you.

			As I get into the car, Larry looks at me suspiciously, with eyebrows raised. He’s contorting his body away from me as his hands firmly grasp the steering wheel.

			Larry: Umm . . . You’re not a serial killer or something, are you?

			A reasonable enough request, but one extended with funky timing. If he was seriously concerned for his life, he should have asked me this before I got into the car. Not wishing to further startle my host organism, I take a few moments to consider my reply.

			Hitchhiker: Well, Larry, it’s the summer and we are on the Vineyard. So even if I was, I’m on vacation and not working.

			Larry laughs; the ticking-bomb tension has been defused. He sticks out his hand, and we shake. Larry is wearing casual attire—a light short-sleeved shirt and khaki pants. I’m in an old weathered T-shirt and shorts.

			Larry: That’s good enough for me. Where are you going?

			Hitchhiker: To be honest, I’m not really sure. How about Aquinnah?

			This is asking a lot of my new driver. It’s a good fifteen miles from here to the very tip of the island. The roads are long and winding, and I figured it would take me at least two or three rides to make it all the way there. So if Larry agrees, I will have the luxury of one constant companion the whole way
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