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PROLOGUE

Molly’s eyes darted around the room, focusing on the nurses, the doctor, the anesthesiologist, and the surgical space. These masked people gazed down at her, ready to help, but first, they must injure. She closed her eyes, imagining a verdant green space in her favorite woods. She opened her eyes, knowing change would come. She tried to pray with Julian of Norwich, “All shall be well.” She closed her eyes, shivering.

“Molly, we’re ready to begin. We’re starting the anesthesia. You’ll feel a cool liquid entering your veins.” 

“Okay. Let’s get it done.” Molly reached out to grab the nurse’s hand, giving it a quick squeeze, and then let go. She closed her eyes and felt the fluid entering her veins, cooling and numbing her body. She slipped into silence while a gentle softness eased her into a safe place where for a few hours, she could transcend the pain to come. 

Her body floated up and she opened her eyes. Looking down into a large greenhouse-like structure, she marveled at flowers blooming, people milling and chatting, and cameras clicking. Beside her, butterflies fluttered. Red, orange, yellow, green, light blue, indigo, purple. I must be somewhere over the rainbow, she thought. I know I’ve been here before. Where am I?

Looking back down, she saw the MAMs—the Magnificent and Marvelous Book Club—her friends, and herself! What are we doing down there? she wondered. Kicking her legs and flapping her arms, she swooped down for a closer look. Now she knew. Yes, the Butterfly House at Niagara Falls! Yes, she had been here before.

She felt light tickles on her arms, not goose bumps, but butterflies joining her in flight! Some beside her, some on her arms, some gliding down and landing on the flowers below. Maybe I’m a new Mary Poppins, she laughed to herself. I can fly without an umbrella! But then she slowed as she hovered right above the group. The women gathered around a stand of echinacea and were counting out loud. What are we counting? she wondered. 

Sallie pointed at the butterflies while they counted quietly. “One . . . two . . . three . . . four . . . five . . . six . . .” Molly heard herself say. “Six! Six of us!” 

But then another butterfly fluttered in, landing in the middle of the other six. Sallie whispered, “Seven!” 

****

Molly felt the bed shift. The scene disappeared. 

“Can you hear me?” the nurse asked.

She tried to move her head. She heard loud noises, and then her mind slipped back into oblivion.

****

A loud noise pierced the night. Molly cried out, “What was that?”

“Lightning,” Sallie said. “Just a storm.”

She looked up to see flames engulfing wooden beams.

“Out! Everyone out!” she heard Jane say. “Grab your purses and let’s get out of here.”

They ran out together toward the porch across the road. Sirens pierced the wet night. 

****

“We’re ready to remove the breast,” the doctor said. “It’s got to come off. Are you ready?” She looked at the nurse, who nodded. Taking the scalpel, she began to cut. The nurse dabbed the area with sterile pads to control the bleeding. 

“I hoped to save it, but look at this,” she said as she continued to slice the breast. She pointed at the cancer. “I don’t think it’s metastasized into the chest cavity yet.” She showed the others the tumor and its tendrils, still enclosed in the tissue she removed. “We’ll get a few tissue samples out of here and lymph nodes.”

****

Molly floated between worlds, flying. A bald eagle flapped its wings by her side as she flew. Turning her head, she noticed a condor gliding with her on her other side. Swooping down as the birds flew off together, she landed in her front yard. She walked into her house, into the living room, and saw familiar faces. She heard herself talking.

“Consider the butterfly—what change in the space of one short life! Do you think we can change, too?” 

Butterflies swarmed around her. Lightning flashed. 

“God speaks in a still, small voice,” Abigail said.

She floated above the MAMs, wondering.

****

“Okay, count the sponges, and then we’re ready to finish her up.” The doctor turned to the nurse and picked up the sponges they used during the surgery to make sure none were left. “Let’s pray we’ve put an end to it and that Molly will weather the changes we’ve made here.” The nurse and others in the operating room nodded. 

****

Molly lay back in the recliner in her living room, all alone. She looked up at the grandfather clock and the hands were spinning. As if to illustrate the point, the clock lifted up off the floor and started dancing around the room. Molly pinched her arm, trying to figure out where she could be or if this was a dream. The pinch hurt. She looked again and the clock and the hands stood still. The MAMs were back. Now books started flying past. Zig Ziglar. Agatha Christie. James Patterson. The Bible. Familiar books. In Search of Paul1 flew around the room and landed on the mantel.

“Thecla! You’re back!” Jane yelled out. “We’ve missed you.”

Sallie started laughing. “Thecla! You know we went to Turkey, looking for you, and here you are, right in Molly’s living room.”

Molly replied, “But we did find her in Turkey, those scrolls. Changed us all, didn’t they?”

A man appeared by the fireplace. He took the book off the mantel and began to speak. Could that be William Shakespeare? she wondered. He certainly looked like the pictures she’d seen.

Molly pinched herself again. 

“Books are powerful, living entities,” the man said. He held up In Search of Paul. “This book took you on an archaeological journey to Greece and Turkey, where you discovered scrolls shedding light on the book of Revelation. You each experienced a personal transformation, taking your lives in new directions.” The man placed In Search of Paul back on the mantel and snapped his fingers. Six books fell down from the ceiling and he grabbed them, holding them in a stack in front of him. “And so you read these books after Abigail convinced you to ‘read green’?”

Molly looked at the stack. Field of Compassion by Judy Cannato.2 Cadillac Desert: The American West and Its Disappearing Water by Marc Reisner.3 An Inconvenient Truth by Al Gore.4 Silent Spring by Rachel Carson.5 The Great Work: Our Way into the Future by Thomas Berry.6 

The man spoke. “And now what are you going to do about Planet Earth?”

Molly looked up and the man and the MAMs disappeared. 

She walked outside and started floating up. Just call me Molly Poppins, she chuckled to herself. She took a deep breath, inhaling fresh air as she soared up into the picture-perfect blue-sky day, embraced by the warmth of the sun. As she looked down, she saw her house becoming smaller and could make out the streets of her town, noticing the church steeples and the campus of Mainline College. She lay flat, spread-eagle over the marvelous view below. Something seemed to be pulling her upward and now she could see the Ohio River and Lake Erie defining her Buckeye State. The other Great Lakes and the Mississippi stood out in the view and as she continued to speed out into space, she saw the oceans and the continents, and then just Planet Earth glowing in the light of the sun. The light so bright . . .

****

“Molly! Molly!” Someone seemed to be touching her arm. Molly listened. Was someone calling her name? She tried to open her mouth. Her eyelids felt heavy. The light seemed so bright, she didn’t want to open her eyes and her eyelids wouldn’t budge anyway. She slipped back into darkness.

****

The attending nurse typed something in the computer and checked Molly’s vitals. She sat back down in her chair. She’d try one more time. 

“Molly! Molly!”

No response. Not time to call in the husband yet, the nurse thought as she typed a few more words into the computer and waited. 

****

Molly stirred the gazpacho and heard voices. “Molly! Molly! You are called to do this. This is your time.”

“What do you want me to do?” she asked and laughed. “Who are you?”

****

“Molly! Molly!” the voice came back. “I’m Juliana, your nurse. You’re waking up from surgery.”

Molly opened her eyes and looked around the room. “Where am I?” she asked. 

“You’re in the hospital. You’re waking up. Everything went well,” Juliana said.

Molly looked at the nurse and then felt her chest. Under the blanket, she could feel bandages. She placed her hand on them. Something was missing. “What did they do?” she asked. 

The nurse took Molly’s hand and said, “The doctor believes they got it all. They removed your breast and two lymph nodes.”

Molly felt a tear slip out of her eye and run down her face. And then another.

The nurse squeezed her hand. “I know it’s hard, but believe me. You are a fortunate one.” The nurse wiped the tears from Molly’s face. “The surgery went well,” she said again.

Molly closed her eyes and tried to believe. Once again, she whispered her prayer, “All shall be well.”
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4  Al Gore, Inconvenient Truth: The Planetary Emergency of Global Warming and What We Can Do About It, Rodale, 2006. 

5  Rachel Carson, Silent Spring, Houghton Mifflin Company, 1962.
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CHAPTER 1
The Seed

For truly I tell you, if you have faith the size of a mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, “Move from here to there,” and it will move; and nothing will be impossible for you. 

Luke 17:20 (NRSV)1

That same day Jesus went out of the house and sat beside the lake. Such great crowds gathered around him that he got into a boat and sat there, while the whole crowd stood on the beach. And he told them many things in parables, saying: “Listen! A sower went out to sow. And as he sowed, some seeds fell on the path, and the birds came and ate them up. Other seeds fell on rocky ground, where they did not have much soil, and they sprang up quickly, since they had no depth of soil. But when the sun rose, they were scorched; and since they had no root, they withered away. Other seeds fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked them. Other seeds fell on good soil and brought forth grain, some a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty. Let anyone with ears, listen!” 

Matthew 13:1–11 (NRSV)

 He said therefore, “What is the kingdom of God like? And to what should I compare it? It is like a mustard seed that someone took and sowed in the garden; it grew and became a tree, and the birds of the air made nests in its branches.”

Luke 13:19 (NRSV)

Molly and the MAMs Walk the Labyrinth – August

Molly Mabra finished up the dishes and swept the kitchen floor, preparing to spend the evening with her favorite friends. For the past fifteen years, this group of six ladies brightened her life with monthly meetings of the MAMs. She smiled, remembering the first meeting she hosted in her home of “Romance Readers Anonymous.” And then she thought about their epiphany on a weekend trip to Niagara Falls many years ago. After they visited the Butterfly House on the Canadian side, lightning struck their cabin, burning it to the ground just as she was going to suggest they switch to different genres. Eventually, she convinced them, although they were not all sure the lightning was a sign.

A round of reading nonfiction led them to read Katharine Long’s choice of a theological treatise, In Search of Paul, by John Dominic Crossan. The tall Katharine, a religion professor at Mainline College in River City, Ohio, then wrote her college roommate, Ursula Goodtree (an archaeology professor) one night on a whim, after the women became mesmerized by Saint Thecla, portrayed on the cover of the book, a contemporary of Paul. Katharine thought perhaps they could conduct an archaeological dig in the Cave of St. Paul near Kusadasi, Turkey, and the ancient Roman city of Ephesus. In fact, Ursula came through, arranging to take the women to Turkey for an archaeological dig, where the women dug up scrolls that illuminated the book of Revelation and their individual lives. 

Since that time, the scrolls continued to be the talk of the Biblical scholars, but the MAMs returned to their daily routines, albeit with a little more vim and vigor. Jane Masters took a spirituality class. Sallie Quisenberry, a chubby retired kindergarten teacher who loved to laugh, decided to mentor a woman in prison. And Molly, the only African-American in the group, continued working in city government in community development, looking forward to retirement and sensing a call to a new endeavor not quite defined.

Molly smiled, thinking about the changes in Jane. Their tall, shoot-from-the-hip Catholic millionaire businesswoman really turned over a new leaf by studying with the Shalem Institute for Spiritual Formation. During her program, she created a twenty-four-foot labyrinth on canvas drop cloths. The MAMs heard about the labyrinth. Abigail stitched the drop cloths together. Sallie helped draw in the flowers, but mostly, Jane’s church friends helped with its creation.

She chose the Santa Rosa pattern, a modern style created by Lea Goode-Harris in California in 1997, and lined the path with green vines, drawn on with magic markers, putting flowers in the colors of the rainbow or the chakras at each turn. Later, she started calling it the “Living Vine Labyrinth” because of the vines and the flowers and because it seemed to have a life of its own.

Molly knew that over time, those who walked it found it to be quite a sacred space and the Friends Meeting often used it during their silent worship.

So tonight, the small and quiet white-haired environmentalist, Abigail Wesley, invited them to her Quaker Meeting House for a labyrinth walk to consider their last six books of “reading green.” A half hour later, Molly entered the small building and walked down into the basement, joining the MAMs where the twenty-four-foot square canvas cloth lay on the floor, waiting for them. 

“Explain this again,” the petite, blonde Priscilla said. “I know we walked this together before, but I don’t quite get it. What is a labyrinth and why do you want to walk it now?” Priscilla’s background in a nondenominational evangelical church hadn’t included such an experience.

Jane said, “We come to the labyrinth to pray, a walking meditation. They did it back in the Middle Ages. They built labyrinths into the floors of the cathedrals. Now people are walking them again.”

“Yes, just think of it as a time of prayer,” Abigail said. “You can ask a question and listen for answers as you walk in. Talk to God in the center about the answers you hear, and then begin to incorporate those answers into your life as you walk out. Or some people like to say ‘release’ as you walk in, just surrender to the silence, ‘receive’ in the center, and then ‘return’ as you walk out. The path leads to the center, and then you come back out the way you went in. You don’t have to solve a puzzle like in a maze, it’s just a simple path. Many find it relaxing, others find a thin space close to the spiritual realm, still others find revelation here.” 

“Just try it, Priscilla. You can admire the flowers I painted when I helped Jane finish it up,” Sallie said and laughed. “You’ll like it!”

“I thought we could walk the labyrinth today to conclude our round of reading green,” Abigail told the group as they ended six months of reading books on ecology and ecospirituality. 

Now Jane told Abigail, “You honor me by choosing the labyrinth walk as a response to our ecological reading.”

“Well,” Abigail said, “just walk with God into the center and listen. This path connects us to the earth. Feel the rhythm, restoring balance. The labyrinth gurus would say we need this during the chaos of our times.” 

The MAMs chatted for a few minutes before the walk. “Where do we go from here?” Sallie asked. “Now that we know the world is heating up and future generations are at risk, what can we do?” 

Jane said, “I remember making so much fun years back of Al Gore’s book, An Inconvenient Truth, that explained global warming. I called him a tree hugger. I’m going to confession tomorrow.” She genuflected and bowed her head.

“I don’t believe it. Jane! You’re not turning blue on me, are you?” Sallie laughed out loud. The MAMs spanned the political continuum, with Jane Masters and Priscilla being decidedly Republican—the “red” members. Katharine called herself a conservative independent. Molly and Abigail were progressive Democrats, and Sallie, as a pacifist, usually sided with the Democrats, but had become somewhat uninterested in politics over the years.

“Nothing like that. Everybody makes mistakes along the way, girl,” Jane bantered back. “I’m beginning to think I’m going to have to start talking climate with my Republican friends. These books really woke me up to our present reality.”

“For sure, there’s nothing to laugh about here,” Molly said. “Climate change disturbs me. We can’t put our heads into the sand anymore. Erratic weather patterns, droughts, more frequent hurricanes—Katrina, Sandy. We must do something.” 

Abigail interrupted. “That’s why we’re here. We don’t know what to do. We have to listen. We each have to find that answer for ourselves and collectively. The Living Vine Labyrinth is the perfect place to start.”

“They’ll say we’re navel-gazing,” Molly said. “Certainly we need to pray, but going into the silence when every system of the planet is in an extinction mode?”

“Yes,” Abigail said. “In the silence, God gives us the answers. We know we don’t have the answers. We must merge back into our Creator and listen. The labyrinth puts us back in touch with the earth and with God. The answers will come.”

Priscilla disagreed. “If it’s time, God will take us. The end will come. It’s in the Bible. Perhaps there is no need for us to do anything.”

“Let’s walk,” Abigail said. “We can talk later. Just follow the path as it curves around into the center, and then back out.”

And so Abigail turned on some soft instrumental music and the MAMs stopped talking and spent an hour circling into God, entering the silence to listen.

****

That night, Molly couldn’t sleep. The plight of the earth weighed heavy on her psyche, but somehow, the labyrinth walk lifted her spirits. When her menopausal symptoms woke her at 3 a.m., she couldn’t get back to sleep and decided to get up. 

There were only a few weeks of summer left when the tomatoes ripened and the stars aligned to call for the creation of gazpacho. She wanted to make it earlier in the week, but hadn’t found the time. Now she decided to utilize “the pause.” 

The MAMs coined the term “pause” to refer to that time in the middle of the night when menopausal women tend to wake up and can’t go back to sleep. Although generally very irritating, sometimes Molly knew interruptions became blessings. They credited the pause for their past adventure of the “Archaeological Expedition in Search of Thecla.” Katharine wrote to Ursula Goodtree during the pause. Although getting up during the pause would make Molly sleepy at work the next day, sometimes she got up anyway.

Now as Molly pulled out her original Moosewood Cookbook to find the recipe, she wished for discovery and answers. In the meantime, she’d chop and combine gifts of earth and then go back to bed. She poured her organic tomato juice into the soup bowl. She peeled cucumbers, sliced them in half, and cut them into long spears before chopping them up into little squares. 

Her mind turned over the components of hope that had camped out in her thoughts for many years. There’s got to be a way to do this life differently, she told herself. Once again, she remembered the company from Michigan, Cascade Engineering, who spoke in town a couple years back. They called themselves a “triple bottom line” business. Like other ventures, they focused on making profit, but they also included people and the planet in their bottom line, the three P’s, they called it. So no business decisions were made that would negatively impact the environment or their employees, or the people of their community and of the earth. Ever since that time, she mulled this very different sort of business model over in her thoughts, believing the approach could forge a new pattern for the future. She wished she could figure out how to do that here in River City to put people back to work.

While her hands chopped, her thoughts reviewed the books they read. She tried to remember the words of Thomas Berry, that Catholic prophet and priest. Jane had brought his book to the MAMs. Hadn’t he talked about entering a time of the Third Mediation, the Ecozoic Age? Didn’t he say, “We must find the philosophy, the strategies, the beliefs to . . .” Molly interrupted her soup-making, hunted for her tablet, and sat down in the living room to read his words again.

“We need not a human answer to an earth problem, but an earth answer to an earth problem. The earth will solve its problems, and possibly our own, if we will let the earth function in its own ways. We need only listen to what the earth is telling us.”2

Well, what did the earth have to say? That’s a good one, thought Molly. She remembered the nun on a retreat she’d attended at Jane’s church. “Practice Lectia Divina, divine reading, with the earth. Listen to nature. God’s word is written all over the natural world.”

So Molly held a green pepper up to her ear. What would God’s Word say through a green pepper? she wondered.

She didn’t really get any answers at the labyrinth the other day, but Abigail said not to worry. During meditation, she said, you empty yourself, letting God fill you. Once you let go of ego, amazing possibilities begin to emerge. Molly wasn’t convinced, but then she remembered Jesus talked about emptying himself, too.

“Later,” Abigail said, “the path will unfold. You don’t have to understand it exactly. Enter the mystery. The mystics concur. You’ll see,” she said.

Molly’s mind skipped to Judy Cannato. What had she written? “That the consciousness is emerging. The truth we need.” Ah, and Judy, dying of cancer, how could that be? That book was Molly’s favorite. The Field of Compassion.3 That’s exactly what she wanted to do; design a field of compassion in River City. 

She minced the onion and green pepper with some tomato juice in the blender, and cringed at the grinding noise that scared the cat out of the kitchen. Hoping she wouldn’t wake up her husband, Tom, she continued by combining all the ingredients and the spices. She sniffed the fragrant gazpacho and listened to gurgling sounds while mixing it into a whole. Combining the offerings of good earth; creating a new unity. 

And then she began to hear a voice. “Molly, Molly, you are called to do this. This is your time.”

She looked around the kitchen, checked the radio, and went into the next room to check the TV. Where did that voice come from? she wondered. She went back to the gazpacho. 

The voice started up again. “Molly, you need to respond. Respond to the green books. You can do this.”

“What do you want me to do?” she asked and laughed, thinking this would be a good one to tell the MAMs at the next Book Club.

“It’s not funny,” the voice scolded. “I want you to start a reentry group home for women with addictions coming out of prison at Tom’s family farm, make it organic. Then ask Tom’s brother, George, to start a solar triple bottom line business to do something similar with men.”

“Who are you?” Molly asked the voice. 

And suddenly, she knew. “That’s it!” she said out loud. Ever since the trip to Ephesus, she felt a call to do something new with her life, she just couldn’t figure out quite what. She prayed for guidance every night. She felt goose bumps on her arms. Now, the answer came.

She covered the soup and placed it in the refrigerator to chill. Grabbing her journal, she wrote:

“What we need is a new community, a place where people can reinvent themselves, a place for people coming out of prisons, to find home. Perhaps we could start an organic farm, with some sunshine and manual labor, art, spirituality, entrepreneurship. Yes. It’s time to quit incubating the thought and make it happen. We can create a triple bottom line enterprise and form a new model of living in the process.”

“Enough for one night,” Molly told herself. “Go back to bed.” Closing her journal, she headed back up to sleep for a couple more hours.

Thomaseena – January 3

After a night of tossing and turning, I finally just gave up and got out of bed. I ran the brush through my hair, over and over, worrying and praying. Looking at my dank cell, I wondered if something good could happen. Feeling fear and too afraid to hope, I focused on the gray concrete, letting it define my soul. I heard footsteps in the corridor, then a key in the gate to my cell.

Anna opened the door and said. “They’re ready for you. Please come.”

“What will happen?” I asked her.

I looked through the bars that had boxed me in for eight years. I stood slowly, afraid to hope, but wanting to know that today would bring something new. I pushed the brush through my hair one last time, slipped on my prison clogs, and tried to smile. I knew the guard Anna cared about me and I believed she could feel my fear. 

Always gruff, Anna looked like a football player, but she never fooled me. I knew she cared. I’d seen her cry, but now she just grunted with a sideways smile slipping off her face. “Go find out. You’re not going anywhere if you don’t get out of that cell.” She dangled her keys.

“Ain’t that the truth!” I heard myself say. “What do they say? The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step?” I took two. But then I turned back one more time to take some strength from my buddy St. Francis, that holy nature boy I’d been talking to for years. I thought about him dancing down the street buck naked and I knew if he could turn over a new leaf, I could go face the parole board and just maybe . . .

A few minutes later, I walked into the room and my heart dropped to the floor. The almighty Mr. Noah Cole and his esteemed wife, Elizabeth, came out for the show. No, they didn’t come to watch. They were there to make sure the State of Ohio kept me locked up for good. Yeah, they’d tell them to throw away the keys. I hadn’t seen them since the trial. I’d often thought if I never laid my eyes on them again, I could die a happy woman. Well, suck it up, you old fool, I told myself. What made me think anything was about to change? I looked down, but I could still feel their eyes boring into me. I didn’t have a chance in hell. 

“Please rise.” The guard presiding over the January 3 parole board hearing then went to open the door for the board members, who came and took seats at a large table where the hearings were conducted.

“You may be seated,” the guard said. And so I sat back down at the end of the table. The Coles sat directly opposite me at the other end, and on the other side of the table between us, I recognized some of the local prison folks who knew me well. I hoped they’d tell the truth and speak for me. I could only hope. 

“The case of Ms. Thomaseena White Cole, eligible for parole on March first.” One of the board members banged the gavel on the table. I figured he must be the leader. The familiar sound transported me back to a similar knock punctuating the verdict that locked me up in the first place. And the testimony of Noah and Elizabeth at that trial remained as clear in my mind as my 20/20 vision always served me. Clear as a sunny summer day—but also full of lies and hateful innuendos, like a mud puddle. I trembled, worried about what they might say now. But I didn’t want them to see me shaking, so I looked directly at the man with the gavel, Mr. Robert Smith. I read his name off the table placard as he got the meeting underway and looked around at the other men and women at the table, also on the board with the name plates. I listened.

“The State recommends that Ms. Thomaseena Cole be paroled on March first, to serve the following year on probation and to commute the remaining three years of her sentence. Her behavior has been exemplary with no infractions in eight years. The psychological reports show she’s stable emotionally. She’s been participating in AA and has agreed to continue weekly meetings on the outside. She has completed a bachelor’s degree in biology while in prison and we believe that she will pose no harm to society and should be released.”

I allowed myself a smile. I didn’t expect to hear such bragging about me. All true, but still, I knew the senior Coles would not be impressed. 

“Absolutely not!” Noah Cole rose in his black Armani suit and pudgy belly sticking noticeably out from under his starchy white shirt. When he talked, people listened and right now. His face looked redder than a beet and he transformed himself into a virtual steam engine. “This murderer will not get out of this prison before her time. No! I won’t allow it. She’s a threat to my family, the community, and society in general. You will not let her go free.”

Mr. Smith raised his eyebrows and then his voice. “Sit down, sir. You will get your turn. Not yet. Sit down, or I’ll have to ask you to leave.”

Yes! I thought. Throw him out, by all means. Yes, please take him away!

My supporters made statements backing up the warden’s recommendation. I wanted to smile, but held it all in. Then Mr. Smith turned to the Coles. “And now, sir, it’s your turn. You may give your testimony.”

I’d been hoping perhaps he’d pass out, but although his face still burned red, he seemed remarkably composed. 

“She killed our son. She hasn’t served her sentence. She needs to pay her debt. She left our grandchildren without their father. They know the truth. She will try to kill them if she gets out.”

“What evidence do you have, sir?”

“Evidence? Can’t you read the story yourself? Everyone in the country knows the evil of this woman who killed her husband in cold blood. How can you let a killer go free? Her children don’t need to suffer anymore. Throw away the key and don’t let her close to her children.”

No, I thought. You don’t have the story. Or if you do, you’ve covered it all up, just like your father covered up what he did to your mother, and just as your wife today seems to be wearing an awful lot of makeup over what appear to be some bruises on her jaw. Yes, you made sure the real evidence never saw the light of day. And you made sure my three children would never love their mother again. I remembered the newspaper articles vilifying me in the trial that was national news for several weeks. Mr. Noah Cole of Cole Oil had plenty of connections who could slam me good.

“Sir, it is our determination that Thomaseena Cole be granted parole. We have reviewed the case. We have interviewed the children. We have completed a psychological analysis and received input from those supervising her for the past eight years. We are thorough in our work. We believe it is time for her to be set free. Our system is overcrowded. She has served her time. We do not believe she will pose a risk to society. We can ask Children’s Services to review your request to prohibit relations with her children. If they believe it is in the best interest of the children, then her parole officer will be notified and she will need to be in compliance with the Children’s Services request.”

“What do you mean, you interviewed the children? Why wasn’t I there? They put words in their mouths. NO!” Mr. Cole stood up and began to shake his fist.

Elizabeth took his arm. “They did come. Remember? I told you about it.”

“Sit down, sir,” Mr. Smith ordered.

I could feel the tears starting to gather in my eyes, but I didn’t want to let them loose in front of these people. What would freedom mean without my children? When would my life be fair? I know I did wrong, but that’s not the whole story. I wanted to see the record of those interviews. What did my children say? The almighty Coles made sure the real story would never see the light of day, but I never gave up hope that someday, their esteemed son, a chip off the old block, would be exposed for what he did to me. 

The warden interrupted my mental chatter. “Ms. Cole, the State is ordering you to be released on March first of this year. Do you have any questions?”

“Thank you, sir. But what about my children? Can I please see my children now? What did they say? If you decided it would be okay? Could I please see my children?”

“We are referring this to Children’s Services. We will let you know as soon as possible. You may go now, but you’ll hear from us soon.” 

A guard came to lead me back to my cell, but not before I heard Noah yell his parting jab. “You’ll roast in hell before you see your children again.”

He had the money and power and Cole Industries with all their oil and offshore rigs to make it happen, but I also knew I could be one hell of a determined woman. Hurricane Sandy devastated his oil production for quite a while and we’d see what I could do. Yes, we’d just see about that.

****

A week later, I received a letter from Children’s Services, telling me, “You are to have no visitation with your children during your year of parole.” I crumpled the letter in my hand and threw it in the wastebasket. Old King Cole won again. I wanted to fight him, but how would I ever win? How could that be good for me or my children? Didn’t they know about his sins, too?

But then I started wondering what that meant. I went to the trash can and pulled the paper out and smoothed out the wrinkles. Reading it over again, I pondered the words. “No visitation”? What did that mean? Could I call them? Could I start to write them letters? But how would I get past Old King Cole? I took the letter and tucked it into my folder with other important papers. A little light started growing inside my heart. Maybe I would try to communicate with my children in some way, once I got out.

Molly – Labyrinth Walk Marysville – January 15

On Martin Luther King’s birthday, Molly climbed out of bed early. She thought he would approve of the MAMs’ plans to go visit women in prison on his special day. Yes, today, the MAMs would descend upon the Marysville Reformatory for Women. On this very dreary, but dry January day, they were planning to share the Living Vine Labyrinth with Thomaseena and her friends. The chaplain told them they were very fortunate to get all the paperwork and security clearance done so quickly. 

Sallie knew the ropes, after visiting Thomaseena regularly for the past year. She led the group through the gate, through the screening and the corridors, across the campus. Soon, they were unfolding the labyrinth in the gym and setting the stage for the walk. 

Molly complained, “You’re killing me, Sallie. Once again, you take my Saturday morning beauty sleep.”

“You’ve got enough beauty for the rest of us, girl. Enough to last a lifetime without sleeping in on Saturday,” Sallie replied. 

“Do you need glasses, Sallie? But no, I’m okay,” Molly said. “I’m doing it for MLK. Not a day off, but a day on. That’s what Mainline College tells their students. Use the MLK holiday for a day to serve. I’m honoring him on his birthday . . . giving up a day of my three-day MLK weekend.”

Sallie replied, “But, you can still sleep in Monday, that’s the actual holiday, isn’t it?”

Molly answered, “Right, right. Not a great sacrifice, but still all for MLK.”

“This place seems very peaceful,” Abigail said. “Somehow, I thought a prison would be scary.”

“Well, Thomaseena’s told me some stories. Not as peaceful as it may look,” Sallie said. “But I know what you mean. It almost feels like a college campus. Thomaseena finished her college degree while she was here, all by Internet, of course.”

Abigail told Jane, “I’m glad you took that class in contemplative leadership with the Shalem Institute for Spiritual Formation. I love your labyrinth.” 

“Quite a work of art, they say,” Jane replied. “I get a lot of compliments on this cloth.”

“Modesty will get you everywhere!” Sallie laughed.

“Yes, look where it brought me! Straight to prison,” Jane laughed back.

Molly laughed too. The playful banter between Sallie and Jane rarely stopped. 

After Jane created the labyrinth, Abigail attended Labyrinth Facilitator Training with the Episcopal priest Lauren Artress. She began hosting monthly labyrinth walks at the Quaker church and offered to lead the walk today at the prison. Now, Abigail unveiled her plans to the MAMs. “Okay. After the women walk the labyrinth, they can journal. Here are some tables for journaling. I brought markers and pens, blank and lined paper.”

She pointed to the room set-up as she talked. “We’ll have a time of sharing at the beginning in this circle, an orientation, then the walk and time to walk or draw. Afterward, we’ll come back here to the circle to share.

“Would someone be willing to bless and pray for each person as they start to walk?” Abigail dangled a chime. “I bought this Shanti chime to use for the blessing. Lauren had one when I took my training.”

“I will,” Molly said. “Should I bless the women before they walk?” She took the chime from Abigail and tried it out. “I like this,” she said. “Such a gentle, tinkling sound. I get it. It’s like a blessing, isn’t it?” She tried it again.

“Yes, I think so, too. Enough to spend seventy-five dollars to buy my own!” She laughed. “So Molly, just stand at the entrance to the labyrinth, hold it above their heads, and dangle it a bit as you say, ‘Bless you and your labyrinth walk today.’” 

Soon, the women, the prisoners, started coming into the room. They seemed rather pleasant and ordinary, except for their navy scrub uniforms. Molly thought that they didn’t really look like criminals. But then she asked herself, What does a criminal look like, anyway? And why were they all there? And when would they all get out?

Abigail invited the prisoners into the circle and asked everyone to introduce themselves and share their intentions for the labyrinth walk. Molly began to get a sense that these women were praying types. Almost all of them said that they were blessed to be able to come to the labyrinth, and they all wanted to spend some quiet time with God.

“So, this is not a maze,” Abigail explained. “There is only one path that will lead you to the center and then back out. Some people like to ‘Release’—let go on the way in, ‘Receive’ in the center, and integrate and ‘Return’ on the way out. There is no right or wrong way to walk. You can use what happens on the path as a metaphor.”

“A metaphor? What’s that?” one of the women asked.

“Oh, like an example of something that happens in life. Like sometimes we get lost, but we find our way again. Or, sometimes we run into people, they throw us off course. Whatever happens, just consider how it might be an example of the way life happens. Let the experience speak to you. Understand?”

The woman nodded, so Abigail continued. “You’ll meet others on the path, step aside and let them pass, then go on. Some like to ask a question and listen for answers on the way in, talking to God about answers in the center, and incorporating those things into their lives when they walk out. I would suggest you walk slowly, and if others are going at different paces, you can let them pass. Any questions?”

“Who started this idea of labyrinth walks?” one of the women asked.

“Good question,” Abigail responded. “Archaeologists have found evidence of labyrinths in many societies, thousands of years ago. In the middle ages, they included them in the floor of cathedrals. It was a form of pilgrimage, they think. When people couldn’t go to the holy lands, they would walk the labyrinth. Lauren Artress, an Episcopal priest, says that labyrinths become popular in times of great chaos, because they are very balancing. You’ll notice the path curves back and forth and around, very symmetrical. Many also say it helps get you back in touch with the rhythm of the earth. And also please don’t talk during the walk. We’ll put on some music. After you walk, you may want to draw or journal. There are pens and markers on the tables for you to use. After about forty-five minutes, we’ll gather back to share.”

And so Abigail turned on the music and she asked Molly to walk around the perimeter of the labyrinth to “open” it. So Molly began her journey around the cloth. She felt like a priest dangling incense over the flock and walked with an inner light guiding her as she dangled a circle, the space of meditation, sending the tinkling sounds around the room. As she walked, she prayed silently to Jesus for the women who’d be walking this labyrinth, for the farm project and the MAMs’ hopes to provide a place for restoration for the women when they got out. She prayed for the earth itself. More and more, she worried what would happen if they couldn’t somehow turn around the carbon emission problem. Never enough time to pray. 

When she finished the circle, Abigail told her to take her place and invited the women to come. So Molly stood there, dangling the Shanti chime until all fifteen women made it in. She enjoyed her new role of priestess, conferring blessings. She watched them moving slowly, regally. When they reached the center, they formed a circle, solemnly standing with their eyes closed. The line started to bunch up when the circle was full, so then the six left the center so more could go in to pray. They stepped aside to let each other pass. Were these women really criminals? Molly wondered. They seem so peaceful and kind to one another.

Molly started to feel a subtle energy filling the room and it filled her body, too. Some of the MAMs came to walk and eventually, Abigail took the chime so Molly could walk, too. By then, the prayer energy permeated everything. 

Now, Molly had gone to church all her life, but she had never experienced anything like this. She remembered some experiences with energy work. Sometimes she could feel the Spirit at church. But walking through the labyrinth, she felt like she was floating. She guessed those women must be praying all the time. That must explain it. And she’d felt the spiritual energy before at labyrinth walks, but this took the cake. Easily the most spiritual experience of her life, hands down. She could feel it all through her body. Totally amazing. She tried to figure out if others were feeling it too. Such a calm, peaceful feeling seemed to pervade the entire place. And here she was, in prison. Who would have thought it?

When she arrived in the middle of the labyrinth, she stopped and looked down. For the first time, she noticed a seed. She just stood there, standing in the center, praying, and she couldn’t take her eyes off it. The flowers were all growing out of a common seed in the center. Why had she never seen that seed before? 

Now, it seemed to be talking to her. They’ll really think I’m crazy now, she told herself. But the ideas just kept flowing. She could picture it all as clear as day. Thomaseena would come out soon. Tom’s family farm would be her new home. They’d be planting seeds together and Molly would be growing in new ways. They would be starting something big. They could do it. They would make good on Tom’s brother George’s idea to start a solar rehab triple bottom line company that would benefit people, the planet, and profit. Deep in her heart, she felt this held a key for a new way of life in the USA. She held that thought, turning it around in her heart and smiling broadly as she walked out of the labyrinth. What was the scripture her mama always liked to quote? “Without a vision, the people perish.” Mmm, mmm, mmm, no perishing here today, she told herself. Vision front and center. Here we come.

Last in, last out, Molly glanced around the room when she exited the labyrinth. Everyone seemed to be engaged in the journaling exercise. A few of the women shared magic markers and were drawing some pictures. Artists, she thought. She saw one drawing a flower; another seemed to be recreating the labyrinth’s vines and flowers. Others were filling up the paper. One turned the paper over. The MAMs were all busy writing as well. She noticed one woman wiping her eyes with tears streaming down her face, so she grabbed the box of tissues and took them over to her. 

Then Molly sat down. She wanted to capture her thoughts before they slipped away. She wrote about the seed. She wrote about the idea of the farm for women. She wrote about her hopes for a small business to put people back to work. Her thoughts gushed out onto the page. And then she drew the center of the labyrinth with the flowers growing out that single seed. She wanted to remember that image.

About fifteen minutes later, Abigail used her singing bowl to call everyone back together. Molly listened hard. God was talking here. How could the labyrinth be so powerful? she wondered. Just a simple cloth. You just never know when the Spirit is going to show up and show out, her mom always told her. So true.

The women opened up and shared their hearts. 

“I’m getting out in two weeks and I’m scared. I felt God helping me have courage when I walked the labyrinth,” one said.

“I liked how peaceful we all were,” another said. “We weren’t talking, but I felt so much love. A lot of times here, we aren’t getting along very well, but today, I just felt like we were all happy together, but also each in our own prayer world. That’s the way life should be, I think.”

One of the artists held up her picture of the labyrinth. “I made me a labyrinth to use in my cell.”

“Yes, a finger labyrinth!” Abigail said. “I actually brought you each a printed one to take back to your cell. But they are not as lovely as yours.” She smiled at the artist. “Anyone else?”

Then a beautiful woman with light brown hair asked, “Can I read what I wrote?”

“Sure,” Abigail said. “Please do.”

Molly realized this was the one who cried. The woman started reading about when she walked the labyrinth, it seemed like the journey of her life. Her walk in reminded her of what happened and her mistakes and how she did wrong. When she reached the center, she explained that she asked God to forgive her and she really felt that forgiveness flowing. On the way out, she started thinking about who she needed to ask for forgiveness, and she felt like she could begin to see possibility for her future. 

“You write very well,” Abigail told her. “I’m so glad that you are beginning to see a way out of your situation.” 

Just then, Thomaseena spoke up. “God’s strong here today. When the energy of the Spirit fills us up, things get rearranged. I want to read a poem I wrote. I’ll call it ‘The Seed.’” And then she proceeded to read it to everyone. 

The Seed

In the center of everything living

There’s a seed.

 

We all came from one. 

 

But some die before they live

Some live only to die 

Some shrivel up, scorched by life.

 

Some are choked down 

By angry parents

Too messed up with drugs and alcohol to

Help children grow.

 

Some torn by hands that hurt

Some scarred by those have no business

being with a child

 

Some seeds are just plain withered, scorched, choked.

 

But wait,

It’s not all bad. 

 

When seeds find the good soil

They grow. 

They bloom.

They bear fruit, all around.

 

If you have faith

Like a mustard seed

You will grow into a mighty tree!

 

In the center of the Living Vine Labyrinth

There’s a seed speaking.

Take hope.

 

That tiny seed

Connects the flowers that grow

Blooming up into sacred space.

That’s holy ground. 

 

There I can see it.

I can see my body connected to the earth

See my Spirit breathing into space.

My mind wraps around it all

I can sense that mind-body-spirit connection.

I can feel that impulse to grow 

Grow on out from that seed in the center.

 

From the seed the colors come 

A rainbow of petals, 

They unfurl and shine. 

And here we find our center 

0ur umbilical cord to God

And to each other.

 

We are not alone.

No, ma’am, we are circling on the path

Together

Led by mystery, 

That inner Impulse to evolve.

We are all growing from that seed. 

 

But we have to break,

Break open to grow

We who have been broken

Find new life at the center

 

So we circle

And we dance

We dance with mystery, that Cosmic Christ,

That Loving Higher Power

That Loving God of little seeds

That God who calls us 

To dance.

 

She tells us, 

Dance!

Into hope,

Together.

 

In the center of everything living

There’s a seed.

 

Molly’s mouth dropped into her heart. The vibrations of love just continued to fill her up and radiate into possibilities for tomorrow.

 



1  All scripture quotations are from the New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright © 1989 The Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

2  Thomas Berry. The Dream of the Earth, Sierra Club Books, 1988, p. 35.

3  Judy Cannato. Field of Compassion: How a New Cosmology is Transforming the Earth. Sorin Books, 2010.



CHAPTER 2
The Roots

They shall be like a tree planted by water, sending out its roots by the stream. It shall not fear when heat comes, and its leaves shall stay green; in the year of drought it is not anxious, and it does not cease to bear fruit. 

Jeremiah 17:8 (NRSV)

Step 1 - We admitted we were powerless over our addiction - that our lives had become unmanageable. 

Step 2 - Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity. 

Step 3 - Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood God.1

Thomaseena – March 1, 9 a.m.

My grandmother used to tell me to be careful what you sow. My English teacher once told me that Granny used farming as a metaphor for life when I put it in my paper. Granny lived and breathed the good earth. Even then, I knew she held the keys to the kingdom. But I could never figure out how to unlock the door. Seemed I could breathe the fresh air and learn from her each summer for four blessed weeks, and then I went right back to hell. 

Those other seeds sown in my childhood home taught me well. “You’re no good.” “Look at what you did.” “You’re fat.” “Why do you keep leading me on, Thomaseena? Your mother is going to whip you if she sees you in bed with me. Now you be a good girl and get out of here before she wakes up.” Dammed if I did, dammed if I didn’t. “God knows you’re rotten inside, now you get your ass on up there to the altar and confess your sins.” 

I couldn’t figure out how my mother grew up in my grandmother’s home. “Honey, I’m sorry.” My granny would squeeze me tight when it was time to go back home. I knew she knew my mom wasn’t right anymore and I knew she thought even less of my daddy, but she tried to put up a good front. I just heard her talking one day on the phone to her sister, and used the word “alcoholic” and “poor Thomaseena” in the same sentence. I looked it up in the dictionary and began to understand what went wrong. 

Sometimes I feel as black as night. But sometimes, I can see the light. 

“Thomaseena, are you ready? I’m going to miss you, old girl!” Anna appeared at the door, bringing a bag of my earthly effects. “Here’s what you brought when you came in here. See if these clothes still fit. If not, you can check out our clothes closet and try something else on.”

I opened the bag and carefully removed my clothes. My favorite dress! I felt the smooth polyester fabric and enjoyed the flowers and leaves standing out against the black background. Would it still fit? I know I practically starved myself to death in my former life, but the alcohol kept some weight on me. In prison, I learned to exercise. We had ample food, though not always the healthiest fare. I knew I probably weighed more than before, but perhaps with my muscles?

I slipped out of my prison uniform and undies and tried on the bra and underwear in the bag. They fit! I slipped the dress over my head and held my breath. A little snug, but yes! I smoothed it out and then found the black sweater in the bottom of the bag, with my Birkenstock sandals also. Shrugging on the sweater, slipping into my comfortable shoes, I looked at myself in the metal mirror. Couldn’t really make out much in that poor excuse for a looking glass, but I knew how I looked in this dress eight years ago. Wow. I felt goose bumps starting to spread out over my arms. Hard to believe I was really getting out. 

I looked up at my calendar. I’d been crossing off the days. Finally, March 1. Freedom. Going to the farm. I winked at St. Francis and pulled him down off the wall. I’d be hanging him back up soon. He’d be happy on the farm. Time to plant. Would I finally plant some good seeds? Or would the bad seed deep inside of me continue to grow into misery? I worried about freedom. I wondered after eight years, would I be like that movie where a man comes into the future and doesn’t understand all the new-fangled contraptions? 

Getting out, but not going home. The Coles made sure of that. No, they moved the family to San Antonio, sold the house. Said they didn’t want the kids to suffer. So they took them to a completely new community. Purchased a mansion, I’d heard, in the Dominion, a gated community north of San Antonio. The house where I’d lived with Noah belonged to somebody else now. Not that I’d want to go back there. But at thirty-nine, it hurt like hell not to have a place to call my own. If only Granny were still a part of my life. Would she take me back, after all these years? Would she forgive me?

And Jose. God, I hadn’t thought about him for years. Well, that’s not quite true. Those warm and easy thoughts of Jose were sometimes all that got me through the day during my God-awful marriage, and then through the long days and nights in prison.

I could see him now. I met him as a young boy on Granny’s farm. He came with his parents, the farm workers, each summer. We used to play in the fields all day long. But the last time I saw him, he was nineteen and he told me that he would come back and marry me someday. I’d be his princess and he’d build me a castle. That boy loved me and I loved him back. Puppy love, Granny called it. “That’ll teach you for when the real thing comes along.” 

Unusual, but Granny got that one wrong. That love we shared eclipsed anything I ever had before, or would have again. So here, twenty-one years later, I could still feel that love. Some nights, his gentle caring seemed to float into my cell and keep me smiling all night long. But you won’t find me telling another living soul about that one! They’d lock me up as a crazy loon if they knew. Another form of addiction, my AA group would say if I exposed that side of myself. Yes, ma’am. I’m addicted to love, but it just doesn’t seem to be in my stars. I had to send Jose away, the hardest thing I ever did and maybe the biggest mistake of my life. Would he forgive me now? How could I forgive myself?

“Thomaseena? Where’d you go, girl?” Anna interrupted my thoughts. “Now you’d better hurry up. That friend of yours, Sallie, said she’d be here at one p.m. sharp. You gotta get some food and we’ve got paperwork. You’ll be lucky to get this stuff done in time. Come on out of there. Your time has come.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I stood up and saluted and followed Anna down the hall. “I’m going to miss you, too,” I whispered, feeling tears starting to roll down my cheeks. Happy tears? Sad tears? Tears of fear? God, what will happen now? I had no idea. I wiped the tears off with my sleeve and hurried to catch up with Anna.

Molly – March 1, 10 a.m.

Molly turned off her Kindle and looked around the waiting room. All the women who came in after her had disappeared, out the door. She wondered what could be taking so long. She planned to squeeze in her routine mammogram first thing in the morning, then work a half day before heading over to the farm to welcome their first resident in the afternoon. 

Her thoughts slipped into a negative mantra. “I hate getting radiated. I hate this annual ritual. I hate the fact that one out of three women get cancer. I hate that cancer likes to attack the breast. Why? What are we doing to ourselves, to the earth? What chemicals? What food? Why?” Then she stopped and started thinking about how fortunate she’d been in not getting breast cancer, but she had no illusion that she was any better than those women who did. She just hoped to God her luck hadn’t changed. She started praying. “Please, Jesus, I don’t have time. Don’t you see I’ve got important work to do? Please keep my breasts clear.” 

Finally, after all the planning and construction, they were ready to open the doors of their reentry organic farm for women getting out of prison. Quite a few places like this were springing up across the country in recent years. The MAMs visited a few, and then George’s daughter, a social work graduate student at The Ohio State University as they liked to call it, developed a master plan as her thesis. Molly chuckled to herself, remembering the night the MAMs decided to come up with a name for the project, after a book club discussion. 

“Organically Green,” Abigail said. “Green speaks for itself these days.”

“How about ‘New Leaf Green’?” Jane asked. “You know, that bright green color that comes out in the spring when the leaves are all new. The women will be turning over new leaves . . .”

Sallie started laughing. “I like it, Jane. But it’s a little silly. What would it mean to name a house after a color of green? Rather bizarre.”

“Do you have a better idea?” Jane asked.

“No, well, I don’t know,” Sallie responded. “Maybe we could just call it ‘The Farm.’ A farm has a lot of positive connotations. A farm produced me! It’s a good place to grow up and cultivate healthy perspectives. Yes, I like this. Let’s just call it ‘The Farm.’”

Katharine smiled. Always much more reserved than the other MAMs, she didn’t speak as often, but always had good things to say. “What if . . .”

“Tell us, professor!” Sallie encouraged her. Once she called her that one night, the name stuck because Katharine taught religion at Mainline College. “You’re the boss.”

Katharine laughed, but continued. “Well, we came




























Thomaseena – Labyrinth at the FARM – March 1, 1 p.m.
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