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			 To All the Fellow Members of the Metaphysics Class

		

	
		
			Metaphyiscs Shoppe of Wylers Ford

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Metaphysics Class

			Mother was a prophet. She told anyone who came into our home that she was a prophet and a seer to boot. To my father, it was one of the eccentricities that he had come to expect from her, so he simply rolled his eyes and left the room. If his longanimity was remarkable, it sent Mother into a torrent of proclamations: “Surely the Lord God will do nothing, but he revealeth his secret unto his servants the prophets!” or “A prophet is not without honor save in his own land!” These were usually said with an arm waving to the heavens while her eyes looked skyward for affirmation. At least she had decided to be a prophet of God. To be sure, there were times we kids wondered just whom she prophesied for. But to my friends, she wore an air of aristocracy and authenticity that made them wonder just what secrets she did harbor. She was clearly not like anyone else’s mother. 

			In addition to being a self-proclaimed prophet, Mother was an artist. She painted swirling pictures filled with symbolism and allegories in oils and occasionally casein paints that she painted in one of the empty bedrooms in our huge, old three-story house she commandeered and ordained as her studio. She spent many long days painting in secret and made a production of revealing her finished pieces, having my brother or me bring down her very spattered easel into the foyer. There, she would place her latest work, that we were not allowed to peek at, and cover it with an old bed sheet. She would have us, along with whatever of her friends she could cajole into attending, gather before the altar, I mean, easel, then she would whip off the sheet with a flourish. We learned early on to gasp in wonder and appreciation. Her friends would “Oooh” and “Aaaah” at the colors, but then get puzzled faces as they saw images of people with branches growing from their fingers and sheep with human faces grazing in a field of gold leaf. 

			She also made elaborate, colorful, free-form wall hangings at a sewing machine in her studio from random pieces of cloth she collected, and she hung them like tapestries on the walls throughout the house. Her work was bright, colorful, and often disturbing in its imagery, but she had something of a reputation, especially with her paintings. She had once had an art show with Salvador Dali when I was just a baby, a fact that she shared with us many, many times. She sometimes sold her pieces for far more than I would have thought possible at the time, although my knowledge of art prices was perhaps not very thorough. 

			Despite her enthusiasm and successes in the artistic world, her real stock and trade was being a prophet, if that could be a business, and during that time in the late 60s and early 70s, there was a questioning of old beliefs, a searching for answers from wherever they might be found, so she found a great many interested acolytes.  Mother had spent many weeks off and on over the years studying at The Association for Research and Enlightenment in Virginia Beach, investigating the vagaries of her “gifts,” as she called them. Early on, she had had long discussions with Hugh Lynn Cayce about her abilities and what it all meant, although I could never quite tell whether she found him receptive to the role she saw herself in or disparaging. Sometimes she spoke of him glowingly. Other times, she seemed to dismiss him as overly restricted in his viewpoints. 

			I think it was a result of her avid scholarship and her regal demeanor that led us to start The Metaphysics Class each Sunday evening when I was in high school. Mother never doubted her abilities, but she also knew that a portion of bringing others to her perspective was being sure to sell the story to avid listeners. Her readings of Tarot cards were always told in elaborate tales where the passive voice held sway: “A great disappointment will be felt.” By whom? Ah, there was the mystery. And people were never going to be simply “met,” but were going to “come into someone’s life,” or, even more mysteriously, they would simply “appear” or “disappear” from someone’s life. Her voice as she recounted these future events in any one of her mystical readings always seemed to rise an octave, smooth over, and lose modulation, as if what was being revealed were supernatural and inevitable on the face of it, and not of her telling but foretold by the stars, or the cards, or perhaps the sediment in the wine. She was simply reporting what was revealed to her. Or through her.

			She always made a point of looking the part. Her panoply included flowing purple and black dresses whenever she was discussing the paranormal and she managed to carry an expression of “I know something you do not” at all times. She was darkly complected (as we all were, being of Italian descent), with deep, dark brown eyes and jet-black hair. She looked like an old testament prophet. I’m certain she believed she had been in a former life, at any rate. As a psychic, she embraced any audience to whom she could pour forth her vision and be recognized for her rare and awesome powers, so when my best friend James and I approached her about holding sessions to discuss the various aspects of the unknown, she was almost immediately eager. There was one proviso: she made it clear that there was to be nothing in the way of seances or Ouija boards or the like. She eschewed what she called black magic, and besides, what she dealt in was not magic at all so much as misunderstood mysteries, just waiting to be peeled apart onion-like through her inimitable talents.

			We decided to have the classes in my bedroom in the antebellum house where we lived. My room was actually two rooms made from the upstairs of an addition that ran the width of the back of the house. I had fashioned my room more like a den than a bedroom, with floor to ceiling shelves of books, travel posters, and a couple of daybeds rather than a traditional bed. Unfortunately, I did not have an ascot or a smoking jacket. Besides, I wasn’t allowed to smoke.

			The first meeting involved James, me, another friend of mine named Steven, and Mother.  Mother and her three disciples trudged up the creaking stairs and retreated to our “study.” There, Mother sat us in a semicircle and began a lesson in the Tarot. 

			This was a bit of old hat for me. I had seen her reading Tarot cards for years, both at the dining room table for herself and for others as they sat in the parlor of our gothic house. She had explained the various cards to me any number of times, although to be fair, my retention of the meanings was not nearly what she wished it were. But it was new to my friends. and they took it in eagerly, and I focused harder this time. It made sense for her to start with the cards. It was what she knew best, no doubt. She read the cards multiple times throughout the day and had bartered on card readings for most of my life: a gallon of fresh milk and a dozen eggs in exchange for a reading when we once lived on a ramshackle farm, a pile of worn-out, used clothes for one of her tapestries in exchange for a card-reading session at the used clothing store downtown later on, and, ultimately, for cold, hard cash when I was a teen. 

			In the den that was my room, she went through the twenty-two cards of the major arcana, those cards that did not fall into suits, and what they meant if they were upright, and how upside down they were negated or subdued. I loved the imagery: The Fool stepping unconcerned off the cliff, The Magician pointing to the heavens and the earth. The pictures conjured up all sorts of symbols to me. She had arranged the cards to cover them in order, one by one. Then she covered the minor arcana, the fifty-six cards in the suits of wands, pentacles, cups, and swords. I always liked the Ace of Cups. It looked vibrant, generous, soothing. Mother explained how cards in the suit of cups were about intuition and emotion, wands were will-power and passion, swords told about logic and language, and pentacles covered careers and money. Each number represented a different aspect, and she went through each one carefully. 

			Her particular layout was the Celtic cross and she explained how the positions revealed their divination. The first card she would lay out dealt with the state of mind of the person who had shuffled the cards, what it was they were concerned about, even if they had not expressed it overtly. Across that was a card that was that which was going to need to be overcome. It was, literally, at cross-purposes to the person’s concerns. To the left of those two cards she put down a card that represented the past, what led up to this dilemma. To the right of the two crossed cards was a card that represented the future. Above the crossed cards went a card that told the person’s dreams, what they hoped would be the outcome. Below the crossed cards, and completing a second cross, was a card that told their subconscious understanding of the situation. 

			Next to the cross-within-a-cross were four cards Mother called the staff. The bottom card Mother used to tell her audience how they needed to approach whatever problem they had come to see her about. Above that was a card revealing the hindrances to achieving whatever goals were sought. Next was a card that represented the persons desires and fears, but also used by Mother to make a kind of “if-then” statement with the top card of the staff, which she always referred to as the ultimate outcome. 

			Then she did a reading for James. He shuffled the cards while making a wish silently to himself. She told him how to make the final three-deck cut of the deck in order to complete the ordering that would result in his own special reading, cutting with his left hand, two small piles to the left, turning over the top cards for an overview of the upcoming reading, then reuniting the larger stack atop the smaller ones. 

			He handed the deck back to Mother and she raised her head regally. Her mouth was a thin line of concentration. As she lay out the cards, she didn’t say anything, just placed each card slowly and deliberately into its spot. She placed a card, then paused, focused on its meaning. Then she turned another card. It was done slowly, solemnly, suspensefully. 

			James kept looking from the cards to Mother, getting a little more anxious with each card when she didn’t speak. Was it bad? Was the future full of horrible calamities for James? Why wouldn’t she say something? But Mother always read the cards this way, taking a long time to put the cards out, studying them and how they were related. And she loved the drama of it as well. Just as important, she was weaving a narrative in her mind, creating a plot with a set of characters relayed by the cards. Then Mother spoke calmly, reassuringly.

			“This is a good reading, James.” She smiled benevolently, granting James a kind of benediction through her eyes. James gave out a sigh of relief. She pointed to the cards and told the story she had created from the cards. James had lots of questions, which Mother answered by pointing to various nuances in the meanings of the cards as revealed in the artwork, which seemed to me to cover an awful lot of ground, but James was fascinated. 

			“But what about my wish?” James finally asked.

			Mother pointed to the page of wands card at the top of the staff of the layout. She smiled knowingly. “Ask her out.”

			James just gaped at her, his eyes agog. Of course, we were all seventeen, so what any one of us might wish probably had to do with a girl. James was dumbfounded. I don’t think Steven knew what to think, but he declined to have his cards read. We broke up the meeting, which had lasted a good two hours, and went downstairs, where Pop was watching Bonanza on television. We vowed to meet again the following Sunday.

			Over the course of the following week, the three of us boys discussed the Metaphysics Class within the groups we ran with at our schools. When we were goofing off over the beginning of the weekend and the following Sunday, we were to be joined by three or four more of our friends, inquisitive kids eager for answers in an age when we questioned the veracity of so many of the traditional sources of answers. 

			When I told Mother in the middle of the week there was a growing interest and more people were coming, it both energized her and challenged her. It was one thing to ramble through the Tarot unprepared but well-versed with the three of us, but this was already gaining some traction. She went to her books and began studying them diligently. In particular this week, I saw her reading books on The Kabbalah and Rosicrucianism, subjects that seemed to me arcane, and frankly, almost forbidden, although I really didn’t know much about them. 

			That Sunday, there was a stream of my friends traipsing through the family room where Pop was watching Mission Impossible. He smiled at everyone and went back to his show. Mother had always been out on the edge, and I guess that was a balance for my father, who was decidedly less edgy, but solid. If she was having a herd of young people over to perform mystic rituals, no big deal. It was, perhaps, just part of what he had signed up for. In my sanctum, I had to turn around the desk chair and pull out a folding chair from a back room. 

			Mother entered after we were assembled, her long, flowing purple dress trailing behind her. She had a dark scarf tied around her neck with the one end in front, the other on her back. I would not have been surprised if she had worn a conical hat with stars and planets on it, but she left off that item. She welcomed us solemnly but warmly, embracing with her eyes her lambs having come forward to learn about the secrets of the world, her secrets and her world. 

			After brief introductions, she began discussing reincarnation. The notion she explained was decidedly not Hindu or Zen, but an amalgam of her studies of the week. For Mother, reincarnation was not at all predetermined, nor was it meant to be punitive. Rather, it involved a soul’s journey through various stages of development. Through reincarnation, each soul was allowed to meet challenges set out for it. According to Mother, we each had five stages we needed to pass through, each one more learned and mystical than the previous. In this manner, a soul was allowed to free itself by virtue of behaving in accordance with the laws of nature and the unseen world. Then the soul would be free from the cycle of life and death and guided back to its deserved, real home, the home of the enlightened souls. 

			If she had wandered through her first class, she was very well prepared for this one. My friends and I were captivated. If this was true, human beings controlled their destiny, even in the spiritual realm. In the Bible Belt where we lived, this was big news. Then, she had each of us. in turn, sit before a mirror. A lone candle burned between the mirror and the pupil, and we were to gaze quietly, relaxed, into the mirror until we could begin to see the forms of our past lives presented before us in a kind of hypnagogic revelation. There were a number of interesting past lives discussed. I was struck by the fact that while some members of the group had perhaps been Americus Vespucci or Francis Bacon, somehow no one was a scullery maid, and yet, didn’t scullery maids have souls too? 

			We ended the class with Mother leading us in a meditation. She explained how the word “Om” was intended to include all vowel sounds if said correctly, then went through a relaxation process meant to help the whole meditation along. I did wonder how The Sunday Night Movie downstairs might sound odd with a room full of young people directly above bellowing out “OM!” I suspect Mother would have been happy to pass a collection plate around, but none of us actually had much money, so no plate appeared.

			Over the next few weeks, the assemblage grew as more people heard about our informal gathering. A couple of my siblings attended, my younger sister and my older brother, although my oldest brother was dubious about most of it. There was a young couple that I recalled graduating from my high school a couple of years before, eager, enthusiastic, and respectful. There were several more of my friends, both eager for admission into this nether realm we were exploring and bored with nothing to do on wintry Sunday evenings. There were a couple of older women Mother had met during the week and invited along. 

			At one point, we had perhaps fifteen to twenty people traipsing upstairs into my room each Sunday. I never heard Pop say a word about any of it, as if having these strangers clomping through the family room was no more unusual than bringing in firewood. But then, if one is wed to a prophet, what should surprise him? I made sure my room was clean and often burned incense before people arrived to provide a certain ambiance to the place. I carried up the dining room chairs and carefully arranged them in a circle, with our teacher to be at the head. 

			Mother would enter (she somehow never just came into the room: she entered) wearing a different, but somehow the same, outfit each time. They were different clothes, but they were always dark purple, deep blue, black, with occasionally a splash of red or green. Colors have meanings too, she told me once, and the colors we choose define both how we see ourselves and how others see us. 

			She covered a different topic each week. We gazed into her crystal ball (yes, she already had one on hand that I had occasionally seen her use). She covered topics I had rarely known her to delve into, such as phrenology, which is the reading of a person’s personality based upon the various bumps and the like on their heads. It seemed a bit unsanitary to me, but perhaps seers wash their hands often. She discussed astrology as well. She was a devotee of the notion, but since she herself did not create astrological charts, I could tell her heart was not in it. Each session ended with Mother leading us in meditation, the house fairly resonating with a sonorous chorus of “OM.”

			As the sessions continued, Mother returned to her strong suits by discussing astral projection first and taking my friend James on a hypnotic experience of seeing his body from above, as if he were perched on the ceiling looking down at himself. James swore for years the experience was quite real. I don’t recall anyone else taking the astral journey, perhaps because time ran out, or perhaps they had a fear of flying. 

			In a different meeting, she read our palms after enumerating the various factors involved: the lines, the wrinkles, the bumps. Another session, we stared at one another as we each sat before an as-yet-unpainted canvas to discern auras and what energy was truly at work within our curious souls. And we added up digits of our significant dates to see what numerology had to offer regarding the true meaning of the date, or our names, or the names of those we knew. We discussed crystals and their sometimes beneficial and sometimes deleterious effects. Each week, it was a new topic, and I always liked that she included, when she could, participatory elements. And always we ended up with meditation.

			Over the course of the next few months, our numbers flowed and ebbed. I suppose some grew tired of the commitment of a Sunday evening and others simply forgot, but gradually, the number of attendees dropped off to just a few dedicated student metaphysicians. When the weather warmed and outside beckoned, we stopped having our classes. People just stopped coming and, frankly, I believe Mother was glad to stop, the preparation being more tedious than simply walking around being a prophet naturally. In the end, there was just one teenaged boy, me, in his room chanting “Om,” and waiting for the curtain to pull back. 

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Sylvie and I opened up The Metaphysics Shoppe in a small, dusty building facing the courthouse in Wylers Ford, Kentucky. The store itself was long and narrow, having once been a shoe repair shop, but the size suited us fine. A bigger space would need more merchandise to not look ridiculously under-stocked at all times. As it was, we could spread out our wares enough to create quite ample browsing aisles without it looking half-empty all the time, as if this were only a hobby that had gotten out of control, which it was, to some extent. 

			Our choice of Wylers Ford was that no one knew us there, and that was important. It’s a small town and very heavily dominated by protestant churches, so in a way, it seemed counter-intuitive. But there were more people interested in New Age philosophies attending Sunday services than many might have guessed. We were counting on that. And frankly, with fewer people going to church, people are looking for other ways to meet their spiritual needs. That’s why we were there.

			As I mentioned, the building was old, and it had been empty a number of years. The wooden floor creaked and sagged and the walls evidently created dust, given the amount we swept up daily. But it served us well for a good while, until it all began unraveling a year or so later. 

			There was the small window space in the front alcove where we could display some of the jewelry and books we carried, and place posters advertising services provided. We bought a glass-topped counter for the register and kept various crystals in the case, as if they were to be guarded closely, although we bought them in bulk, and they were not very costly for us. But Sylvie made lovely cards for each type of crystal and what its curative powers were. “Flourite to keep you focused,” for example. “Carnelion frees your creative being.” We had several rows of crystals, with the bulk of the stock kept in heavy plastic bags in the hallway of our living quarters upstairs. Also in the glass case were the earrings Sylvie made out of silver wire as she sat at the register during the day, her small anvil on a little table I nailed together. There was a drawer for her pliers and cutters and pins. She made earrings all day long, and she was good at it. Many people came in just for her earrings.  Lots of days we sold more of her jewelry than we did anything else.

			Across from the glass counter was a rotating book stand with titles covering anything we found that could be construed as “New Age” and some that just caught our attention. We had books on herbal remedies and books on meditating. There were astrology books, tarot interpretation guides, and positive thinking texts. We carried tracts on chakras, trance readings, and just about anything, even a few novels that had a new age slant to them. A little farther back into the shop was a table with a rack of unusual greeting cards that featured perhaps more magical than New Age themes, but unicorns and fairies are always popular. There was a small box there of handmade cards that a local artisan put in on consignment, but he wanted too much for them, in my opinion, and they rarely sold. 

			We had a small wooden file cabinet I had refinished with lots of incense in it, and we burned some pretty regularly to help keep the atmosphere going, my personal favorite being the Indian dhoops. Most folks liked sandalwood; it was our best seller. The building itself had a vague odor of leather and shoe polish that was not unpleasant, so with the addition of the incense, it made for a soothing atmosphere. There were some miscellaneous items displayed farther back in the store whose connection to the theme was more tangential, perhaps, but in fact were items we sold the most of overall: scarves, various fragranced soaps, essential oils, face creams with special herbal ingredients, various herbal teas. At the back of the store, we hung a heavy velvet drape on a long pipe. Behind the velvet was the main attraction of The Metaphysics Shoppe: me.

			My name is Rex. My older brother said our parents named me Rex because what Pop really wanted was a dog. But instead they got me. What started The Metaphysics Shoppe as a business were the “sessions” I had with “clients.” I had a mixture of folks who wandered in requesting my services. There were curious twenty-somethings out on a lark to do something different in a tiny burg, usually in pairs and giggling a lot, especially if it was a girl and a boy. They often bought earrings before leaving, giggling some more. 

			There were confused thirty-and forty-year-olds, either trying to make up their minds about what to do next, or wondering what went wrong with their decision-making. They browsed the books, looking for answers, and listened intently at my reading of the cards. I watched their faces carefully as I spoke. It is amazing the ways people will tell me when I have hit a nerve, either positively or negatively. A wince, a smile, a faraway look, even a blink can tell me that something I just said is the nexus of my reading.

			 And there were the middle-aged women (primarily) who looked around surreptitiously, as if they were afraid of being seen in the store. They were intrigued, maybe a little fearful, but by far the most willing to believe. They usually picked out scarves and soaps before they left, perhaps as much to convince anyone who saw them leave that they were actually in the shop to buy merchandise and not to delve into the supernatural. 

			And then there were the curious shoppers who often behaved as if it was more of a “head shop” than anything else. No, we did not sell bongs or rolling papers. About the only thing “hippie” we carried were long strings of beads that looked like they came straight out of the 60s. The idea was for patrons to create separate spaces to meditate in their homes, but I wanted nothing to do with any of the other paraphernalia. It was risky enough just having a store where I read people’s fortunes during my sessions. Adding anything to do with drugs would have been just silly.

			 I half-expected a minister from a local church to take it as a personal challenge to close us down, thereby saving the souls of not only the parishioners in that church, but anyone else who happened to be strolling along Main Street. But they never did. Perhaps they were more tolerant than I gave them credit for.

			What were my “sessions?” It depended on what the client wanted. A laying out of the cards? Tarot reading forty dollars. Using the Creole fortune-telling cards I got in New Orleans and that I really liked, fifty dollars (it took longer and was a more detailed reading). Throw in a palm read for another ten. If it was something they wanted to go deeper into, such as a sage burning and cleansing of their spirit, well, that was negotiable, but anywhere from fifty to seventy-five dollars. 

			Often, I used various gemstones in the process, so I sold those with the session so that the healing powers would remain around them at home. Same went for sound therapy: if I used a drum or a bowl or a tuning fork, I would often sell the device at the close, although I was always careful to let them know, not everyone gets the same results. (They really needed to return for additional sessions at some point.) I once did a trance reading for a man named Phillips who wanted to know how to treat his kidney stones, but I scared him so badly, he left and never returned. I hope his stones passed relatively pain free. I decided not to do trance readings after that. I could not watch people’s faces with my eyes rolled back into my head, a skill I had developed as a child to scare Becky Tawson, who lived next door, when I would walk like a zombie across my yard and towards hers. It never failed to elicit squeals of terror from her. It seems it also scares grown men. Of course, I tortured Becky because I had a crush on her, which is what boys do. I was only trying to help Mr. Phillips. I wonder if he tried the cider vinegar and celery cure I advised while in my “trance.”

			We had some regular customers, although not a whole lot. Shirley came in once a month to get a reading of cards. She was an energetic red-headed woman about sixty who always carried her little Shih-Tzu named Cookie with her. Nice lady, cute
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