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Dedication

For Jackie Who holds her center so well, who is her own planetarium, the brightest light




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Foreword by Fariha Róisín

Introduction

Chapter 1: Practice

Chapter 2: Commitment

Chapter 3: Everything Ends

Chapter 4: On Not Knowing

Chapter 5: Asking for Help

Chapter 6: Devotion

Chapter 7: Distraction

Chapter 8: Productivity

Chapter 9: Validation/Imposter Syndrome

Chapter 10: Grief

Chapter 11: Joy

Chapter 12: Vulnerability

Chapter 13: On Discomfort

Chapter 14: Rejuvenation

Chapter 15: Guilt/Saying No as a Form of Self-Love

Chapter 16: Ease

Chapter 17: Hope

Chapter 18: Faith

Epilogue: In Closing

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Praise for Getting to Center

Also by Marlee Grace

Copyright

About the Publisher




Foreword

The first time I saw Marlee was at a hotel lobby for the Decatur Book Festival. She was wearing Blundstones, all-black (very professional), and her hair was in that (iconic) bright, triangular-shaped dirty-blonde bob. I remember thinking her outfit was cute, there was something linear about the lines, the silhouette. I remember thinking that her tattoos were also particularly wonderful. They stood out, reminded me of my own—I’m a Capricorn: shocking no one, I love my own taste. Marlee is a Capricorn moon; we simply get each other.

This isn’t an understatement. As the months have rolled into countless conversations—as I’ve fallen in love again, as she moved across the country from Michigan to New Mexico, right through to the outbreak of a pandemic—we’ve shared moments of deep togetherness, as well as deep parallels between our processes. More than anything, what’s become clear is that there’s a mirroring between how we both navigate the world.

No big surprise, we have similar traumas. But somehow, miraculously, we’ve learned how to work through them individually, with an equal amount of compassion and perseverance.

Here’s the thing you might not get at first glance: Marlee is spiritually diligent; she’s self-aware. I’ve also come to admire the way she navigates things politically because she’s diligent—whether it’s about queerness, or about being a white woman navigating a white supremacist world, she wants to engage, be curious, and she wants to learn. Her responsiveness has felt, at times, a small, and necessary, reprieve.

I’ve found this most impressively in her writing, in particular this book, which I have been very fortunate to read in its early iterations. In the pages, you’ll see someone who is immensely dedicated to the betterment of herself, as she is in the betterment of you. Her enthusiasm is both relatable and revelatory. This is a book made out of love because Marlee loves you. She wants people to be happy, to learn the lessons she’s learning herself.

In the pages, as she moves from joy to grief, productivity to rejuvenation, there’s an honesty about her own process that makes her words so compelling. There were moments I felt deeply seen, and where a deep-bellied aha arose through me because she writes as she speaks to you when she’s your friend: she’s direct, she’s funny, and she’s honest about how deeply hard work it is to be invested in your own happiness.

As I read the book, I felt moved that I had a friend who would take the time to catalog what she’s found works for her. Marlee is the teacher and the student.

There’s so much about her that moves me—as a friend, comrade, and colleague—and I’ve felt deeply blessed by her care as I’ve struggled these last few months in my own life. In moments of my own darkness and sometimes gloom, she’s shown up for me, something I didn’t even need to ask her to do. Which is something this book does too: it shows up. Do you have a question on how to proceed on work, life, love? Marlee might have some answers for you!

That’s another thing—she quietly leads by example. She wants to be a good person, and actively seeks that journey with vigilance, and this book is an example of that work. This is an intimacy that translates into Marlee’s artwork, something that’s no doubt made her a charming light beam. Marlee’s art, like Marlee herself, is expansive, its many dimensions of her being and her thoughtfulness. She spreads herself, like only an adept Gemini would, and brings all of herself to the hopeful bettering of anyone who trusts her. Thing is, she makes you want to trust her. She makes you feel safe too. She makes you want to go on the journey with her, and like she is in real life, she becomes the friend you didn’t know you wanted.

EARLIER THIS YEAR, Marlee came and stayed with me. It was January, about a month and a half before COVID-19 would truly hit the US. It feels like ages ago, but we spent a few days cooking, talking, writing alone, watching Sex Education in my bed, and going to the Lesbian Herstory Archives in Park Slope. She danced for me, and we blew smoke out the kitchen window. I was just officially falling in love with my now partner, and she guided me through it. Held me as I remembered, completely lovesick, the intensity of falling in love again and what it meant to be so moved by love, unexpectedly. She talked about Jackie, her partner, and there was a feeling of the sincere relief you get when you are able to talk to someone who understands queer partnership (because they’re also in one).

In the time that I’ve known her, she’s made me understand why I saw her in our shared hotel lobby. There’s something deeply compelling about the work she has dedicated herself to. As her friend, we talk about it often. About the struggles of being spiritually focused. Just today, I was on the phone with her and we talked about being public and about desirability, and what comes with the intensely introjected fear of one’s inherent unlovability . . . and how that clashes when you’re being “seen.” With this book, she’ll go there with you, to those depths.

It’s a tough job to be a vessel. Especially one without ego—that’s part of the process too, of paring back the bullshit and being faced with who we really are. Marlee does that. She makes it feel safe for you to do it too. I am grateful for her work. To be a witness. This book will remind you of that too, of how lucky we all are to have one another. And how important it is to heal, for ourselves, but also for one another.

Love from Under the Corona Sun,

Fariha Róisín

March 2020




Introduction

Believing in ourselves is not a task or a chore of ease, unless we make it so. While mental health and self-worth are not always pathways of choice, we can build this into our practice. Choice making as re-centering. Re-centering as choice making.

This is the beginning. We’ll talk about beginnings together. And endings. Because everything that ends has a beginning, and everything that begins will end. This is the beauty! Of the process! Of getting to center.

I’d like to start out with what “center” even is. Part of the experience of reading this book will be that you get to define it for yourself. However I’d like to also share what my experience has been with defining my own center.

Instead of “finding balance,” I like the language of “getting back on the beam.” As if to say, we will always get knocked off, and we may get knocked off when we least expect it. You might picture the beam where gymnasts do amazing tricks. They flip and spin through the air, and then, with a mix of luck and skill, they stick the landing in their sparkly leotards and throw their hands up. You know the move. So I’ve built tools into my life that help me get back on the beam faster. We’re going to build those tools so we perform that move with more ease. And if we don’t stick the landing and instead break both ankles and crumple into a ball, we’re going to figure out how the hell to start over again.

Another important point I want to make is that you are not the center. You contain a self-defined center, but you as a soul-holding, breathing person are not the center. And we should all be so lucky to both give up this ego-driven placement in the world as well as feel a sense of freedom—to be relieved of this great responsibility is a gift.

In these pages, we are not going to try to solve anything, or to find great and restorative balance. Because if there is one thing I know from creating this book and this life of mine, it is that almost nothing makes sense. Or, that it all makes sense in the perfect and divine path that is your aliveness. Or, that nothing is out of place; everything is on time. Or, that no matter how many times you get far away from your truth, there will always be a path to get back to it. Or to carve out a new one. Or to literally destroy every path ever, because all the paths sucked, and now you need a new path that no one has ever created before.

Your bones and your muscles and your heart hold everything you’ve ever dreamed of. Ever dreamed up. Ever dreamed about. You can have the life you want, even if you don’t think you deserve it.

I write to you from a place of expansion. I leave my smallness behind in these pages not because I believe I am not small, but because I WANT to believe I am not small. Because I want to believe in my fullness, and I want to believe in it because I want you to believe in yours.

Getting to Center emerges from me as a personal offering. I am not an anthropologist or a therapist or trained in any type of advice giving. This is not an advice book. This is the way I do life, the ways I find myself over and over again, a tornado person’s anthology of being. It is my way of saying: Hello, I’ve tried a few things, now let me tell you how, and maybe you could apply a piece of this to yourself.

I am a dancer, first and foremost. An improviser, a studier of choice making and compositional practice. This is my entry point for everything I do. I look at the big picture and ask what is needed. What can be added? What can be removed? What if I did the same thing over and over and over again until it made sense, and what if I let that be okay?

In my thirty-two years on Earth, I have begun and ended many things. Sometimes on purpose and on my own terms, sometimes on other people’s terms. This is a glimpse into what that experience has been like for me. Through the eyes of my queerness, my sobriety, my miraculous time on Earth. As with anything I share, it is also through the lens of my privilege, my whiteness, and my cisgendered and abled body. A body that holds tangible and emotional pain. A body and a heart and a mind that are learning how to be in the world and grow out of my smallness—for the benefit of all of us.

May your experience with this be fruitful. May you hate certain parts, and may those parts challenge you to develop your own brilliant modalities that suit you perfectly. May the parts that inspire you keep you alive for one more day, keep you hopeful and connected to your body. May your body be healthy and strong, and may those barometers be set by you and only you. I see you; I’m with you. I write this to be less alone in my own mind, to connect with you in this vast performance piece that is reality, that is our forever returning to self and center and abundance. In less scarcity and more—there is enough. Let this prayer ring true.

Throughout this book, I will refer to my partner, the partner I had while I wrote this book. Jackie holds her own center so well, so that I may be my own planetarium with my own center. I will talk about the home in Michigan I wrote most of this in, and the moves that come after. I will talk about my present experience in the world. About getting and staying sober. And just like everything, by the time you hold this book, the places and the people and the facts might be different. But this wouldn’t be a true book if I kept the details of my day-to-day life out of its pages. This is a true book because it is true today. And if the facts are different by the time it exists in physical form, it will still have been the truth.

At the end of this book is a list of gratitudes and acknowledgments—but one I wanted to nod to before we begin is the book Centering by M. C. Richards. The language of this book has greatly influenced the way I look at my own inner landscape—making meaning in my life and creative work by looking at it as a centering practice.

Richards offers us two concepts that I weave into the pages of this book:

CENTERING AS DIALOGUE

and

CENTERING AS TRANSFORMATION

I’d also like to note the importance of DECENTERING ourselves in situations where it is more generous to step back. To not have a say, to give space to communities or individuals who are asking for it. To me, getting to our own centers gives us more clarity in how to decenter ourselves, whether that is in conversations pertaining to race, class, privilege, or humanness, in any way. We must also find the ways where we are not the center. This book is not about becoming the center, but understanding that we are a tiny part in the vast universe where the center lies. That getting to our own center allows us to see our own humanity with humility and grace, making adequate space for ourselves, and spaciousness for everyone else.

May these small notions carry you through, in whatever you do. Writing this was my own act of devotion, reading my own words was my own act of remembering, and knowing you’re reading them is my own act of joy.

Some of this book is how I moved back to Michigan from California to look at the shadow side of myself. To look at what had gone ignored for too long. I am not saying you have to leave your life behind and return to your hometown for eight months to do your shadow work. But I did. I had to do something extreme. I had to remove myself from all social and environmental distractions to truly look at what was underneath—a great discomfort. A fear of success. Disillusionment about self. And an obsession with thinking that something external could solve all of my inner turmoil. If only I got this opportunity . . . When I find the right love . . . I already knew alcohol and drugs couldn’t fix me. But surely good news and cake could.

I was wrong. I write a lot about how there is no messing up, and I still believe this to be true. But there are golden moments of pivoting. Of tearing everything down to rebuild it. And I have done this again and again.

I write this book not as an authority on finding your center. If anything, I’m about as off center as they come, and that is why I qualify. I qualify for a seat in about every twelve-step program, because I live every day in conversation with the Spirit of the Universe about why I don’t reach for distraction or someone or something to fix me. Maybe this is what we are here for—to look at what distracts us from our center. For me it’s drugs, alcohol, coffee, sugar, and certainly the most mesmerizing high of them all: love.

So I took eight months to live in Michigan, to host other artists who were also diving deep, and to spend many nights alone to see—What is it I am distracting myself from? And how can I stay in the center? How can I stay in the mundane? How can I continue this work in partnership or a new geographical location?

What is maintenance like for me? What if I willingly and gladly turned my life over to the care of a wondrous and caring higher power—that I sometimes call god* and sometimes call grass and never call myself?

What if I wasn’t in charge? Or trying to fix everything? I am in charge of the work, of the inventory, of maintaining hope and admiration and generosity. But something much greater than myself is at the helm of this ship. Thank goddess, because this life is the Titanic, and like a true Gemini, I’m the couple holding hands going down with it.

In this book I promise to forgive myself, over and over again, as both an offering to you the reader, and to my intimate real-life community of family and friends. For in my suffering I am unavailable, unreachable, and unteachable.

As I write this, I feel my spine healing. After I received news that this book would indeed exist and I would be writing it, I shrank. I wanted to get so tiny and small and hide and never tell anyone I was going to write a book. And my spine collapsed beneath me. I don’t mean this as a metaphor. A vertebra in my spine came out of place, I threw my neck out, and my lower back started hurting more than I’d known it could. What was my backbone telling me, the backspace, my support system? I was cowering from myself, so afraid of stepping into my own light.

That is my ego. Just like my ego can bring me to grandiose places, it can bring me into the you are so undeserving places. But this isn’t about me. My fingertips fly over the keyboard as an act of devotion to the channeling process. These are words from another planet. A separate galaxy. My grandmothers are writing this; my dad’s dead best friends are writing this (Bobby and Joe); Nan, who pulled me out of my mother’s womb; my beloved former boss Marie Catrib is writing with me; my collaborator George is writing this from whatever heaven he catapulted to; Lucy, my childhood dog, is writing this.

We have a whole team of ancestors waiting for us to write with them. To share our words not because we have to or should, but because we are called to and we can.

Just before I wrote this, I wanted to reach for a vice. The moment we are ready to reach is the moment something truly divine is ready to come out of us. What if we didn’t reach? What if we stayed in the center?

This is where we will go together. Not if we get knocked off, but when. And with the tools we learn for staying in the center longer.

You can do this. You can read this book. This book isn’t here to fix you or heal you or make you better than everyone else. It’s just to keep you in the middle lane for a little longer than you’re used to and to help you get back faster. Or to love yourself when you’re on the far left longer than you ever imagined you would be.

There is a great and unfettering love inside of me, that longs for joy and self-acceptance. I write this to cast a spell for myself and every reader—that we may devour joy and let it be a gift to those who could benefit.




Chapter 1

Practice

We start here, we begin with building our own practice. We will ride the wild waves together of many different feelings, situations, hopes, strategies, ways to give up, ways to give in, ways to get back. They are for you to add in and take out, just as you should with any practice. A practice is shape-shifting, transmutable, undefined, yet defined and rigid at the same time.

How can things be both/and? How can things be everything and nothing at the same time? This is what we are here to discover! My practice, across all mediums, is taking my own self-reflection and reporting it back to you in the form of books, zines, a weekly newsletter, my weekly radio show, dance videos and classes, and social media, and with my own voice right to your ears through online courses.

I wanted to begin our journey somewhere else. Somewhere deep, I wanted us to go straight to grief or to joy or to imposter syndrome. I wanted us to immediately dive into the work of noticing where finding ourselves and our identity in the world will save us on the individual and collective level. To tell you everything I know about vulnerability and rest and rejuvenation.

But that’s part of getting to center. I always want to jump ahead. I want to skip every step, specifically the steps of my practice, to get to the end goal. There is no end goal, though. We never graduate. We are forever in the school of aliveness, and lesson 101 might seem trite, but I promise you this—it is not. It is exciting and it is plentiful, and it is yours. Your practice is yours.

It is my ultimate belief that everything is practice. In this beginning moment of exploring how we DO indeed get to our center—it is a budding and thriving practice that is my most consistent answer. We will soon jump to the fact that everything ends, so, brace yourself. Pace yourself, use this time to check in and dig deep—what IS my practice?

If you’re already overwhelmed by the idea of committing to doing something every day, let me reassure you that is not my suggestion. While I have found huge transformation in having public and personal projects be done daily, I have also seen where this kind of commitment and my breaking of it have set me back. So let us begin with this: instead of calling the things we weave into our centering practice “daily rituals,” let’s just call them “THINGS TO RETURN TO”—i.e., morning pages, stretching, skateboarding, herbal infusions, Beach Monday, walking, hydrating, reading, quilting, dancing.

Because that’s the thing! I believe we will always leave and we will always escape what we have set up for ourselves. I’ve set myself up for inner success just as many times as I’ve sabotaged it.

In setting up these “things to return to,” we can start to sabotage ourselves less. Or maybe the exact same amount but we catch it earlier. We close the gap in time between self-sabotage and recognizing it. In this closing of the gap, we also form new ways of speaking to ourselves. If at this point you notice you are just a total asshole to yourself, that’s okay. Defining your practice is a first step in healing an inner voice that is unkind. Focus on the simplicity of new pathways and new meanderings and ways to pivot to take you back to what works—each time with a little less fuck you for leaving and a little more welcome back.

I LOVE TO be around Ellen Rutt, a friend and collaborator and fellow Michigander. Ellen is an artist who never runs out of ideas and executes them with an urgency and specificity that always pushes me to do more, yet when I feel slow and unmotivated she is also a friend who reminds me of my inherent worthiness. In her studio one day in the fall of 2019, I spotted a photograph of myself from when we were at the ocean together where I lived in California in summer 2018. I borrowed a book of Michigan quilts from Ellen’s library and was inspired to finish setting up my own studio at home. This experience reminded me how author and consultant Beth Pickens talks about how we need other artists—to visit their studios, to have them on our team, to open our eyes to what we didn’t know we needed to see and remember. To remember our own practice by witnessing another’s.

A few weeks before that visit to Ellen’s studio, I had just moved from one side of Michigan to the other. It felt like a bigger move than other moves—I had been running a residency from January to July of 2018, being single, traveling a lot. This move I found myself on the other side of the state, cohabitating with my partner, not hosting artists regularly/within a structure—and I found my level of work and work productivity had gone down.

I’d like to present to you a brief timeline of significant events before we dive into defining our practices. A lot has happened in the last decade that led me to being able to identify my practice, and constantly reorient myself to it, and it may be helpful for you as the reader to get it all at once.

       Thursday, June 2, 1988: I am born while Mercury is retrograde in Grand Rapids, MI.

       Spring 1993: I make a home movie dance video to “Rhythm Nation” by Janet Jackson.

       1996–2006: Living the ballerina life.

       May 2010: I get a BFA in dance from the University of Michigan.

       May 17, 2011: I quit drinking! I also meet John.

       May 25, 2013: I marry John!

       July 2013: I open Have Company, an artist residency/podcast/shop/gallery in Grand Rapids.

       Summer 2015: Personal Practice and How to Not Always Be Working the zine are born.

       May 25, 2016: I get divorced from John.

       October 2016: I close Have Company and move to California.

       March 2018: I realize I am gay!

       October 2018: How to Not Always Be Working the book is born.

       January 2019–July 2019: I move back to Michigan and MOVE IN WITH JOHN to host an artist residency together.

       February 2019: I meet Jackie.

       September 2019: Jackie and I move to the other side of Michigan, into the woods.

       March 2019: We move to New Mexico, where Jackie gets a new job as a Santa Fe Hotshot.

Of course, about one million other things happen in this timeline. I fall in love a ton, I get dumped, I move houses, I gain new friendships, I lose some too.

But what kept me with myself the whole time was my practice.

As you can see, and as you will learn—I begin a lot. We always have the ability to begin again, when something ends or goes wrong or doesn’t go the way we expected it to. We can begin again.

ON BEGINNINGS

Beginnings, the most disorienting of them all. Almost everyone I work with is so afraid to begin, and once they do, the relief is so sweet. We all have the ability to explore what stops us from starting and examine why beginnings can be so disorienting (typically fear, past trauma, inability to focus, lack of clarity on the hope for the end result, too much attachment to the end result, assumptions around something being inadequate). Beginnings can sometimes be too exciting. Adrenaline hits the body, and we are distracted, the wildness of falling in love, the rush of starting something new. It comes back to obsession again—how can we begin perfectly? Am I cool enough? Someone else starts to validate how cool you are, so you forget to access your inner cool/power/work because you are getting the high from somewhere else. Whether it is small or big, beginning something can often be the hardest thing. I’ll road map how to love yourself through a new beginning.

PRACTICE, NOT PERFECTION

The hardest part of starting really seems to be loving yourself through it. It’s clunky—it’s going to be so clunky—and that’s okay. It’s supposed to be; you have never done this before. Not in this exact way. Every new relationship, I REALLY think I get it. I’ve done this before! I have loved before, been a good partner, called someone back—how can this be any different? But with each new person we love—whether romantic or platonic—we are matching two lived experiences that have never been matched before. When you begin again, you also are tasked with the experience of leaning into not knowing. You don’t know how it will go, and you might have to pull out the oldest tools in your toolbox.

LET IT BE A COMFORTABLE MYSTERY

IT IS SO DIFFERENT! IT IS A NEW MYSTERY—which we should be so grateful for. But every new thing is a new beginning. The second I am writing this sentence is a new beginning from the last sentence. When you fall in love again, it’s a new beginning. Yes, you get to integrate every single thing you learned from the last thing. But this new person, this new love, this new beginning—will be nothing like the last one. In a good way. Let it be good. Let yourself receive new lessons by having a new beginning. Try going slower. Maybe this time try going faster. Lean in a little more.

HOW TO CHANGE YOUR MIND

So, you’ve made a decision—you’ve told everyone that the decision has been made and you are ready for your new beginning. You feel excited and in control by having the agency to make said decision. After the decision is made, though, there may be times it could occur to you it is an incorrect decision.

Immediately would be one. You make the decision to tell someone out loud, and then you almost instantly know it is not correct. Or it could take a few weeks and the more you tell people, the more it’s not in alignment.

So we ask ourselves: When we make a decision, is it better to tell everyone or to not tell anyone?

There are three options I come to when processing:

       Processing alone

       Processing with friends and others

       Processing one-on-one with a mentor/therapist/sponsor/psychic, etc.

I find that a balance between all three can be most harmonious. If I do too much talking out loud all


EXERCISE: WARMING INTO WORKING




















ART PRACTICE VISION



BUSINESS PRACTICE VISION



PERSONAL PRACTICE VISION




RITUAL PRACTICE VISION






REMEMBERING PRACTICE





	Taking a bath in silence

	Lying on the ground (blanket or no blanket, your choice) and staring at the sky

	Chopping vegetables

	Going for a walk

	Stretching

	Throwing socks at the wall

	Chopping wood










	I have a body, and I love this body.

	Eating snacks while I write or work helps me not reach for the phone or other distractions.

	I love seltzer.

	Baths help my back hurt less.

	The universe has an ultimate timeline, and I accept it.

	I have the tools I need to ask for help.

	Twelve-step meetings help me realign my thinking.


























Prayer for Practice
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