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  Introduction to the Nostalgic Future


Isn’t it just like me to start my book at the end? In the future? This is my story. You may not believe me, but every single word is the Truth, which is actually harder to believe than fiction because it’s stranger and frankly, just more creative. 
This is the story of not just my journey, but our journey, the journey to the Nostalgic Future. It’s going to happen; it already is happening. It’s inevitable. Everything is rising to its highest conclusion, I was told by a mysterious Voice.   
But I have to say the words. I have to tell you. I’m afraid, though, because I don’t want my version of it to influence yours. You have to make your own. Anybody can do it, though not everyone will want to.    
To me, the Nostalgic Future might feel like I’m walking onto the set of a 1940’s movie.  I’ll walk down the wide, treelined streets of a historic neighborhood, just like the one I live in now. Every old house will be swathed in a rosy glow, the amber of a perpetual sunset. Actually, come to think of it, it’s a lot like where I’m sitting. I’m in my office today, looking out over the maple tree and the jacaranda on my front lawn. It’s winter now and the leaves are almost gone from the maple; it’s getting colder. I can smell the rain coming, but not yet. This is a good season to make the future. I go within, I get off the internet, I ignore the world, and make things that make me happy: a warm stew, a painting, a crafty thing…even a book. By lifting my own consciousness, I change the Whole.  
The most telling thing about the Nostalgic Future is that it will feel familiar. Like an “of course” moment, a deep recovered memory, or a reunion Home. Like a fairytale, this is a golden kind of “memory” of a point on a future timeline. It is Destiny and “it is written,” so there’s no need for concern, as it’s definitely coming. But it also requires our full intentionality in all we do, each moment, so we’d better get to work immediately (but no pressure). I can only imagine how we will feel when we see it coming towards us, like seeing harbor lights after what has felt like a lifetime at sea.  
We’ll recognize each other from some “greater place” outside of this one, even if we’ve never met. A slower tribe, maybe we’ll respect “word of mouth” more than centralized propaganda, and deal with the things that are right in front of us, instead of on a screen. We’ll work together better, more communally, and come up with more interesting solutions. The most important thing is that we’ll know it by how it feels. Confidently hopeful, we will remember that we MADE the Nostalgic Future. We created it by awakening ourselves.  
Just as important as what the Nostalgic Future will be, is how we get there. (Expeditiously, with a little luck.) I’ve been calling the leadup to the Nostalgic Future the Awakening Project. Obviously, this means we need to wake up…which means we have to grow up. We’ve been asleep at the wheel for such a long time, coasting on auto-pilot. Someday, we’ll have to remember: We are here to wake up, that’s part of the Game!   
But let me go back, because I’m sure you’ll want to see all this for yourself. But to show you, I’ve got to go backwards past many seasons in reverse, cold to warm and cold again. Long ago, when I was still unaware of all this, back when I lived in a dream…fast asleep.  
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  Falling Down the Stairs


CRACK! Before … before! my ass hits the ground, before I even stumble, a deafening sound pierces my living room like electric lightning. It’s so LOUD against the stillness of my empty house. But there’s no one here to witness my personal catastrophe. I’m not bungee jumping or skydiving; I’m just carrying a laundry basket up a flight of stairs… and I misstep. An unimaginably loud crack slams through the air and rebounds off the white walls and vaulted ceiling. I hear this noise BEFORE I fall. Then, everything STOPS. Time, air, clocks…me. The All holds its breath in silence. I still haven’t hit the floor, mind you, but there is…a moment. I don’t know how long this Suspension-of-Time-Thingy lasts, but it’s enough for a woman’s Voice to enter my head while I’m midair. It’s not audible, and it isn’t made of sound waves. It’s something else. A kind of deep hearing felt within me. And it’s real. 
The Voice is thunderous. It is female. Not listening is impossible, like stopping my own heart. It says, This is going to change everything. Do you accept?
And for the life of me, I don’t know why, but I seem to whisper a reply in my head to the empty living room (granted, with exceedingly low confidence): Yes…?

      [image: ]I had a whole life before I fell down the stairs. I was a completely different person before June of 2017. I spent exactly zero time thinking about the “Other Side” or the “Thin Veil” between worlds or whatever the hell. In fact, I was absolutely sure that nothing like that mumbo jumbo even existed.   
My life was a series of plate-spinning responsibilities: from motherhood to teaching to gigging to recording to doing all my own booking and marketing. I was respected by my musicians because I’d evolved out of “chick singer” into someone who’d taught themselves composition and learned some “tasty chords.” But I was exhausted on a soul level. My album had been nominated for a couple of jazz awards, and I was busy booking two tours to New York City. Unfortunately, I also had a sinking suspicion that all this “success” business was pretty much meaningless. Indeed, I was the embodiment of the Myth of Sisyphus.1 I’d been pushing boulders up mountains my entire career and was unfortunately getting pretty good at it.  
Looking in the rearview mirror, I admit I mostly chose to do things the hard way. (Damn it all, if only real estate could’ve been my thing.) Globally, jazz represents 0.08% of the music share,2 and even still, I wanted to compose originals, which was professional suicide. In the world of jazz, the audience wants to recognize what they hear, while the musicians want to play everything in some weird time signature with crazy distended chords, proudly making the song unrecognizable. So, you’re fighting a three-way push-pull with obscurity, mediocrity, and your own personality most of the time. The recurring theme was that I wanted to do what I wanted to do. It wasn’t the world’s fault that I was a square peg in a room full of round holes. But it wasn’t my fault either that I was walking around the world feeling like a weirdo. And a failure.
Needless to say, I never had piles of money or recognizable stardom. I just kept banging away at it like a bull against a partition wall. I’d finally pushed the boulder to reach the top of one mountain: I was what they called “locally famous.” People recognized me, but only some people. One time, somebody actually stopped me in my car (like literally summoned me to roll down the window and pull over), just so they could tell me how much they loved my music; does that count? I was usually able to precariously balance that metaphorical rock up there at the top of that hill, sweating and puffing, and having a look around at all the other mountaintops. Unfortunately, “success" always kinda felt like: eh...  
So, I’d just climb some new plateau which I could see way off into the distance, and say to myself: Oh well, that must be the one, over there! Yes of course, I was just on the wrong mountain. And off I’d trudge, climb, huff and puff my way up to the next lookout point. 
But it was never enough. I was always chasing the dragon. There was never any “there” there when you got there, as Gertrude Stein put it. No place where the Meaning of It All, neatly packaged, could be grasped like a brass ring. The whole damn process just kept starting over and over again with every project. I’d find myself less fulfilled with every goal I achieved. With no finish line, I was the same person at 40 as I was at 20. Ambition was a disease, an insatiable hunger, an incurable wound. The worst part was that I was aware of what was happening and I hated myself for it. 
This kind of egoic trap could make a person feel like they’re living out the movie Groundhog Day: wash, rinse and repeat on an endless loop. Like you’re literally going to die, get your memory wiped clean, and wake up in the same life again, not remembering who you are (except for all the inconvenient déjà vu’s of course), and just live the whole damn thing all over again, endlessly! (Shudder.) Horrifying. Thank god I didn’t believe in that sort of thing. 

      [image: ]So, let’s recap: I am in midair. There is a CRACK, and then an eerie lady’s voice chats inside my head. And then…THEN(!): I hit the hard tile floor and my ankle starts screaming at me. That’s the sequence…not the usual order of things, but there it is. (Note: I do NOT hit my head, not ever. This will be very important to keep in mind when the story really starts going off the proverbial rails.)  
Contact with the floor below our staircase is directly on the top of my right ankle. The pain is a white burning, seething thing. It cracks me open and pulls me apart. But I’m not dead for goodness sake; this isn’t supposed to be such a big deal.  
And then it happens. I’m still in the foyer of our home, but I’m also kinda … NOT in it. I am in an All White Place. It feels like the inside of a giant white Egg. There are no seams where the floor meets the wall or where the wall meets the ceiling. It’s all rounded whiteness here. There are no sharp edges, just fluid, milky weightlessness, like being held inside of a cloud by an invisible giant’s hand. I can still see the living room, but now I am also trapped inside of this great white hall, simultaneously. I can see through both places, reminding me of gentler times. 
I remember being a little girl, barely out of toddlerhood, when I hid underneath the Thanksgiving table and looked out upon my grandmother’s dining room. Through the holes of a crochet lace tablecloth that hung over the table’s edge, I saw everybody’s legs and the party that went on without me. I felt safe and secret knowing I was both a part of it and separate from it. 
Here, too, Time is no longer a thing inside the Egg. I’m in a world overlaid in quiet suspension, a scrim on top of the physical world. Like I’m in a dream and I know I’m dreaming, I’m in a place that dangles between moments, between breaths. The air is liquid light, wrapped around me gently. Each shimmering probable future stretches out in slow motion, as though Time itself has been suspended, its passage no longer tethered to the world I’ve left behind. Beneath it all, there is a rumbling sound, deep and relentless. Like the earth itself is detonating, pulling me deeper into this strange, infinite impermanence. This sound is the literal definition of earth shattering. Honestly, it’s kind of driving me crazy. It’s a profound sound. It makes the living room feel ten times bigger, like it stretches out past all the other houses in our neighborhood. 
Pretty soon, I can hear four sounds. It takes me a while to sort them out and distinguish one from another. They’re all mixed up together and yet somehow distinct. Like a quintet playing together, but if you’re musically knowledgeable, you can tell the guitar from the bass.    
One sound is like the rumbling of an earthquake. This is what I imagine it might sound like if I were to find myself gripping the undercarriage of a freight train ripping through a station.  Say, if I were Tom Cruise doing my own stunts on a movie set, except I’m not, I’m just me.
When I was 21, I got my first big girl apartment as a working actress in L.A.. I was smack dab in the middle of an earthquake within the first month of living there. I both loved and hated that apartment. As with everyone else on my mom’s side of the family, I’d worked in the entertainment industry my whole life (my first commercial shot when I was just 3 years old), but living alone in L.A. was like being on a merry-go-round in elementary school: a lot of spinning and kind of a sick feeling in your stomach, and me wanting to get off, but none of the big kids letting me. That thing called “Showbiz” has been around for so long, it has its own centrifugal force. There’s always a lot going on all around you that you can’t keep track of, like being stuffed into a crowded party but feeling deathly alone in the midst of all that action. 
So there I was, all moved in, just a kid really. Alone with my new doors and windows rumbling and groaning this calamity beneath me. Everything in my new apartment was at war with me. The furniture, the wood, the glass, the odds and ends, the tchotchke I’d so carefully picked out at thrift stores. Everything shook their fists at me and screamed: No matter how many wins, you’ll always feel small!  
And now here I am again, in my own home that I share with my second husband (the good one) and teenage daughter, and I can remember that sound over 20 years later, like it’s yesterday. I didn’t know I could remember it so well. I think it was in a memory hole. And now, I can’t believe it’s here again and I can feel its colossal clamor beneath me. I remember everything rumbling, just like this, all-encompassing. But it’s not an earthquake. It’s my consciousness that’s in upheaval. 
As with the many times in my life when I have despaired, the world around me slows waaaaaaay down like thick mud. I’m wading through a thunderous ocean of hollering sound, pounding in my chest, my head, my whole being. I slow down to a crawl. The current is too big for me, I’m powerless. Moving, talking, even thinking, decelerates. I’m lost inside of myself in unwilling inertia. Because of this, everything feels real and yet also unreal. 
The second sound I hear is the sound of tinnitus: the ringing in the ears. But it’s so loud!  Maybe it’s my blood pressure shooting through the roof. It sounds like all hell is breaking loose in there but with tiny little bells, like a million of ‘em. Ring, ring, ring!!! (Somebody gonna get that?) I never had tinnitus before I fell down the stairs, but all these years later, it never leaves me. I notice it even now as I tippity-tap my fingers on this keyboard. It often comes when I am very tired, just before I go to bed--calling me back to leave this body and fly off to the netherworlds. Sometimes it changes tones, goes silent momentarily, or increases in volume. I could let this drive me batty, or seek help from a doctor, but I don’t do that. Sometimes I feel like it awakens me to notice things, essential things. It turns up the volume and says: Here now. Pay attention, dear, this could be something.
The third sound is a weird one. Harkening back to my childhood, I recall a toy made of corrugated rubber tubing, about three feet long, that you could twirl around and around over your head. It made a creepy sound like wind whistling through a tunnel. There was a definite extraterrestrial vibe to it. It was called the Whirly Tube. You could spin the Whirly Tube at different speeds around your head to make pitch adjustments, sliding through the microtones in an ominous way. This strange sound is playing a weird alien instrument for me now, like I’m in some sci-fi B-movie. And suddenly, there are dozens (maybe hundreds) of Whirly Tubes playing in ethereal harmony, like the harmonious ringing of the planets recorded by NASA. I’m hearing a symphony on Mars!
The last sound is voices, so many voices. I don’t know what they are talking about, because they’re all blended together. They come out like whispers. It’s like being there for a concert at symphony hall during the intermission listening to the people chattering, but I’m high above it, hanging from the rafters, like a bat. I’m floating above a sea of nebulous voices, whispering.   
I hear these four sounds, and I am inside of an Egg. 
I am in a lot of pain and yet I am also set apart from the pain. A pain so expansive it disappears by covering itself over everything else in the world. I don’t have the wherewithal to “look back” at my body, but I know I’m not really taking part in the physical experience of having a body right now. The pain is just too massive. I am set apart. 
I don’t know how long it lasts: a minute, an hour, the afternoon? I am definitely missing time. I also have no “evidence” of this experience. I have no witnesses, other than two dogs who will never spill the beans. Nobody can see me falling or hear me landing. No one knows where I am or what I’m doing.  
I’ve always liked this feeling, really. I was alone a lot as a child. I never thought that a feeling like this was called “loneliness.” It was just the way it was and I accepted it, the way a sad child accepts the inevitability of death, even longing for death as if it would be a release. I never thought of myself as lonely, only in the overview, afterwards, when I thought about my childhood as a whole. Never in the moment. I savored being alone because I could listen to my weird thoughts, there in the quiet. I have a lot of memories of sitting on the ground in my room in the very late afternoon when the light starts to die. This must’ve been when my mother could stand no more and retreated to her own bedroom. I lived inside my mind then, wandering slowly through the long and narrow hallways of thought and memory. I talked to myself. I answered myself, too (still do). I talked weirdly, always using “we.” I would say, “We need to go over here now. We should do this; we should do that…” I wonder now why I’ve always said “we” when talking to myself. I was obviously a weird kid and not much has changed since. 
I could die right here in this moment, lying on this cool tile floor. No one would even know it, at least not for a while. They’d come home and find my body (what’s left of me), just the meat bag. They’d have to pick up the shell of what used to be me, haul it off to wherever we bring these things in the end. Some stranger would have to process it: burn it, bury it, or maybe turn it into a tree or something poetic like that. My daughter and my husband would be left picking up the pieces of a life without the center to it, as we moms and wives inevitably become.  All that would be left is the memory of me. Ephemeral, incomplete, and getting more vague by the year. 
Just like we were when we lost our mother. 
I was 38 when my mother died, but still, I felt like an orphaned child. I was a single mother at the time; this was exactly six months before I met my second husband (the good one).  
My mother “died suddenly.” That phrase has always made me curious: even if you knew it was coming, (and we all know there’s a 1:1 ratio here and nobody is getting out alive), yet, isn’t it always a surprise? Don’t we all die suddenly in the end?  
She was not ill. There was no dwindling away from cancer or old age. One day, she simply vanished. She said she had a bad headache; she went to sleep that night and by the next morning she had lost the tongue’s faculty. She could not speak. My stepfather, befuddled, summoned me to their house. I went upstairs to have a look at my mother. I was already put out.  She moved her mouth listlessly, without any sounds. Her eyes stared at me: wane and translucent, without recognition, mutely scared. She had lost the ability to communicate, but it wouldn’t last for long, and neither would she. 
Frankly, this was her only moment of silence. My mother had a lot to say. For example, she knew everything there was to know about politics; we used to call her “CNN Central.” She loved to listen to all the trials on CourtTV, too. If she’d been alive longer, she probably would’ve branched out and listened to podcasts or even believed in conspiracies, but they weren’t really a thing yet. I called her for updates on the O.J. trial, or to find out who to vote for and why. 
We could talk about anything and everything. She made friends with my friends. I loved that. I liked the way my mother had her own ideology about things. She wasn’t what you’d call left or right, politically. She was an outside-the-box thinker. She wasn’t a joiner. Her affiliations were spread widely across the map, she had a hodge podge of ideations and that was her genius.  This was a confusing experience for my stepdad and brother who fit neatly into their checked boxes. 
She was the greatest patron of the arts, as I saw it. “Just don’t stop,” she would continually say to me: “You can’t stop.” And that was all she needed to say really. It saddens me that she missed two nominations for Album of the Year, (one from Los Angeles Music Awards and one from San Diego Music Awards). She would’ve loved that, even if it made me feel like a fraud. But that was my problem, not hers. 
It’s tempting to let memory become eulogy, but I know she wasn’t a saint. She was complex: addictions, midnight screaming eruptions, and a whole subterranean history shrouded in dark mystery that we never really touched. There was a lot about my mother that nobody in our family ever understood, especially about her past. There were times when she said things that disappointed my soul. She could be witty and then she’d be cold. But she was so smart! And in so many ways, she was the center of our family’s orbit. That morning, seeing her literally struck dumb was “the most terrible thing” that had ever happened in any of our lives, because it was her. 
She was rushed to the Emergency Room, then life-lighted to a special Intensive Care Unit at a bigger medical center. We were told she had suffered a brain aneurysm. They relieved the hemorrhage by draining the blood and she could speak again, but only for a little while, a kind of “terminal lucidity.” 
I sat beside her that afternoon and cried. I told her, “I’m so sorry, Mom, I didn’t know.”  Crushed by my own stupid assumptions, I had thought she was making it up, just being a hypochondriac or overly dramatic or something. “You don’t have anything to be sorry for,” she said, and she “just wanted to go home.” In fact, this was the last thing she ever said to me. She never made it back to her home.  
It all happened in one weekend. Too late for surgery, too late for other treatments. My brother and my stepfather (who had been a physician of great note himself and should’ve known better) looked hopefully at the doctor and said, “What’s next?” He just stared at them. There was obviously no answer and they had asked the wrong question. 
My mother died the next day. Actually, to be more precise: her organs shut down and it was me who was relegated to the duty of choosing to  “pull the plug.” My dad couldn’t do it. My brother wouldn’t do it.
I’d been in the room with Death before. It started when I was young, being in the room with Death, with my grandmother, a family friend, my first boyfriend, and now my mother. It never occurred to me that when you see a lot of death from a young age, when you’re “lucky” enough to be there in those precious moments when someone crosses over, you start to live with an awareness of the two worlds, or at least you come to understand that there’s a liminal space between them. 
It was all over in less than 48 hours of her telling us she had a “terrible headache.” But that was my mom; the woman could really milk an exit. She was cremated and buried in a historical garden where I grew up (where my stepfather’s ashes would join hers in short order).  
We left the hospital and my brother and I slept in the same bed that night and held each other like we were still children, boundlessly crying until we crashed into a deep sleep. Losing our mother was such a shock to us, as if a decree had been announced that henceforth water would no longer be wet. Life without her was impossible to fathom. When I think about my brother and I holding each other on that night, I see us as different people than ourselves. I’m like a fly on the ceiling looking down and feeling sorry for these two people. But I don’t see them as us. Something that horrible could never have happened to us. We were the Golden Children.  
But it did happen, and our family was never the same. When my stepfather followed my mother a year and a half later, it subsequently broke my brother and I apart, bit by bit, year after year, until we were somewhat estranged from each other. Each of us became separately absorbed into our spouse’s families. 
The most influential chapter of my life had closed, that’s what I thought. And I was right about that, until the day I fell down the stairs. 
Lying on the cool tiles we painstakingly picked out for the remodel of this house, I imagine that this is what it would feel like to die alone. The “real world” is slipping away so easily, and what’s left is the vastness of the space within me: my consciousness, my history. Everything I have ever been, thought, or done, and nothing else matters. Maybe even this doesn’t matter. 
Lying at the bottom of the stairs, I don’t need to close my eyes to go inward. I don’t need to look inside because my whole life is encompassed right here in this swirly, familiar vagueness in front of me. It’s as though there’s a wind tunnel or a small tornado in our living room and I’m inside of it, watching it spin around me 360-degrees. Strangely, it takes the shape of a cartoon. My childhood is at my fingertips, nearly touchable. Every watershed moment hovers close, folding into one big, whole, pulsatinging me. I see that I am the same person I have always been. It’s all One Thing. I AM the “whole world,” if only for just a moment. Or is the world…mine? Did I make it up? Or maybe none of it ever really existed at all? 
I may’ve merely sprained my ankle, but some other part of me has just died. I know it. I’m not the same person anymore, and I’m not ever going to be the same again. 
I call my husband who heads home to bring me to Urgent Care. I crawl into the den which has no lights on. The den faces east, always dark in the afternoon, but it’s the room I enjoy most when I want a quiet place to hide. I look up at the ceiling. The tile is cool. This floor was so harsh when I fell upon it a few dramatic moments ago, but now it’s like an old friend with its cool hand on my back. I lie here and concentrate on the window where roses are planted. I try to focus on anything other than this rising pain, the ache coming back, uninvited.  
Honestly, there are no thoughts in my head. I just wait for Joe and listen to the tinkling bells in my ears.  


1.
       Sisyphus was condemned to an endless task: rolling a massive boulder up a steep hill. With every strained muscle and ragged breath, he pushed the immense weight upward, only to have it slip from his grasp just as he reached the summit. The boulder would then thunder back down the slope, forcing Sisyphus to begin his futile labor anew, an eternal cycle of exertion and despair. https://www.greekmyths-greekmythology.com/the-myth-of-sisyphus/  
    
2.
       Luminate (formerly Nielsen/MRC), jazz accounted for approximately 1% of U.S. on-demand audio streams in 2023, and about 1% of the combined U.S. recorded music market when counting streams, albums, and track-equivalents.
    






  
  The Doctor Who Told the Truth


The afternoon asphalt had been heating up like an oven. We drove fast to a strip mall that could’ve been situated near any offramp in America. Our trip there could have been for an X-ray or a Chipotle burrito. 
I was feeling ridiculous in my shorty-shorts and tank top: my “doing-laundry" clothes, not “seeing a doctor” clothes. Upon entering, I realized I needn’t have any shame. I found my bedraggled compatriots in the tiny waiting area. We were a composite picture of society’s financial, healthcare, and etiquette decline. The company I kept included lots of flip-flops, bulging menopausal bellies, and old men’s untrimmed beards looking as though they smelled of sour cheese.
They rushed us into an even tinier exam room. We met with a young, blond doctor who looked at me queerly. His eyes locked on mine. There was something “strange” about him, or maybe he thought I was the strange one. The doctor moved slowly and professionally, but his face was very…well, alert. He spoke tentatively. I felt he was either going to say something profound or start quoting William Wordsworth, we just had to wait and see. He looked over my foot for a few minutes, probing here and there. Then he looked down at the floor for a moment. He raised his head and said the most astonishing thing: “I don’t know why I’m doing this, but I’m going to tell you the truth.” 
“Okay…?” I said.
The man looked up at me, staring. Then he said: “The thing is, this ankle may never be the same again.” I was silent. “Sometimes, these kinds of injuries…well, we don’t know why but they just don’t heal. Ever.” The doctor explained that a sprain is sometimes much worse than a bone break, especially when the fascia had been completely torn apart, as in my case. I didn’t even know the word fascia until now. Who knew it held everything together?  
The doc put my foot in a big black boot, where I would remain for several weeks. 
Then, he carefully said it again, “It may never be quite the same.” The guy really wanted me to get it into my thick head, but the magnitude of the event was still lost on me. 
And that was the end of that conversation. We were dismissed, paid our bill and left (not before stopping for takeout burritos). 
Riding home, my huge black booted foot on the dashboard, I laughed: “I’ve never had a doctor say he was going to tell the truth before.” 
Joe chuckled and asked, “Has anyone?” It was almost as if something or someone else told that man to tell me the Truth, from some distant place outside of himself. People started telling me all sorts of stuff after that (personal things that needed witness) all the time. 
My husband brought me home and watched our life begin to change. He had no idea on that warm June afternoon that his wife would slowly disintegrate and reform into someone new. Yet even on that first day after I fell down the stairs, I could feel myself shifting. I was like a photograph left too long in the light. My edges were softening, my colors bleeding into something unrecognizable to him. Joe couldn’t possibly have known. He looked at me with the eyes of the past, but I no longer lived there. This was not the woman he had married. Unfairly, I’d done the old one-two-Switch-a-roo on him. 






  
   The Grocery Store Pilgrimage


After I fell down the stairs, I was stupefied to find that time marched on and life continued in a mundane way, even though my inner life had been revolutionized. 
I found myself strolling the aisles of the grocery store at approximately the speed of a crawling caterpillar. One clunky boot and one dragging flip-flopped foot, echoing softly its Thunk-slap, Thunk-slap, Thunk-slap across the tile, I moved at the pace of someone undone. 
I wasn’t teaching anymore. There was no gig, no deadline, no sprint to some imagined finish line. My career had been unceremoniously tanked. Going to the grocery store would become a kind of pilgrimage for me now. Before falling down the stairs I would find life at this pace very frustrating indeed, yet somehow, I suddenly didn’t hate the slower gate. I had no place I should be running off to (there would be no more running at all), ever. Something about this crawl felt… sacred. Like my body knew a secret my mind was still catching up to: that stillness might not be a punishment; it might be a portal. So, I learned how to move through life like a lazy river. I learned to appreciate slowness, like a stressed out worker longs for the apocalypse. As I hobbled along the produce section, the radiance of the fruits and vegetables in their cases reminded me of jewelry boxes overflowing with gem bracelets and colorful necklaces.
Suddenly, I stopped in my tracks (well, one track and one stump). Grocery store music doesn’t usually make anybody stand up and take notice, but I was dumbstruck by Paul McCartney’s 1976 hit, “Let ‘Em In.” Something shifted inside me with that song. This had never happened to me before. I could move through the aisles no further. I stood still and held onto my cart. I bobbed and swayed to this song, letting it run through all the parts of me like honey through a sieve, languishing but determined. I stood there soaking in the feeling of my body tingling.
Suddenly, my Uncle Craig was all around me! He was a deep part of me, there in that gleaming instant, in a way he had never come close to during his lifetime. I could feel him so keenly that I abruptly knew what it felt like to be networked into a soul that had “passed on.” I knew what a soul-connection felt like with a dead person. This sensation was All. In the chill of the grocery store, we were closer in a flash than we had ever been when I had known him in the flesh. I loved him with such sudden fierceness and tenderness that I was overcome with joy for ever having known him at all. 
In fact, I never really knew my Uncle Craig. He had been held at arms length away from me by my whole family. A preeminent psychic with a complicated life path, my uncle gave himself the second name of “Mars Bonfire.” He opened one of the first psychic phone rooms in San Diego. He had taught himself to speed read at the age of six, choosing to delve into ancient texts like the Mahabharata, the Epic of Gilgamesh, the gnostic texts, and the Book of Enoch. Later, he became a master of the I Ching (no easy task). His friends said he could answer quiz show questions before they came up on the screen. I remember him wearing all white in the 1970s when he infrequently flew from an island in Southeast Asia or some other far flung place to visit the family that derided him. He was the kind of guy who could legitimately quote Led Zeppelin and then say in his flat Michigan cadence, “And let that be a lesson to ya.”
Craig had the ingrained talents of a psychic/medium from a young age. He was always on the Spiritual Path. He sought out the answers to life’s bigger questions. He smoked hashish for contemplative purposes. He drove a DeLorean for a while, trafficked poppies for heroin (yet still seeking enlightenment), had a bunch of wives from all corners of the world, all of them beautiful and mysterious, and finally was abandoned by his whole family when he went to prison in New Zealand. The second time around, Craig returned to San Diego from an Oklahoma prison: quieter and broken. But so much life!  
During my childhood and teens, he was that kooky uncle who showed up to Thanksgiving dinner, talked about crazy stuff none of us had any understanding of, then disappeared before everyone else was finished eating, picking their teeth and snickering at him. He was always kind to me, though, and I remember later, when I was in my twenties, he tried to get a read on me, to find out how much I knew about Spirit. He asked me some strange questions, but I wasn’t in a place to give good answers. 
My family kept him apart in ambiguous ways with snide comments under their breath. He was always called “strange” or “crazy” by his own parents. But I didn’t understand why. He was the most interesting man in the room! (And witty to boot.) He knew things and he was funny. A pulse inside him quested for something deeper buried beneath the surface of everyday life. While the rest of the family stayed grounded in what they could hold in their hands, he crossed oceans chasing whispers, sat with shamans in mountain smoke, listened to spirits on psychedelics, and carried stories back from the ancients that prophesied modern conspiracies. He warned of things that started to flicker in the headlines, while the family just rolled their eyes at him. They made fun of him when he wasn’t around. They complained about him. It was a family culture of midwestern mockery, and he was an easy target. It was inevitable I’d soak up that kind of thing. Whether you like it or not, whether you admit it to yourself or not, it’s like racism; if you’re around it, you can’t fool yourself that you’re not gonna be a little bit like that. So, I didn’t know the better parts of him, because I only knew the family jokes. How could I develop into their version of normal with someone like that around as a role model? My understanding of the world had to be carefully curated, while his ideas came from dreams that kept coming true. 
And here I was in the produce section with a deep understanding of him, right to his core. It made sense now that somehow Craig had the thunder-juice to be the one dead person to first reach me from across the veil. More than understanding him, I could feel him. It was almost like I could be him for a moment. Synthesizing, he said something like this to me: “I can be with you now. I’ll be around. You’ll see me sometimes. I’ll help you in some small ways. Sometimes you’ll see it, how I’m helping you, and sometimes you won’t and that’s okay. But I’ll be around. For a while, until you don’t need me anymore.” 
But telepathic downloads are not the stuff of words, they’re the stuff of knowing. These weren’t words to hear in my ears. It was bigger yet subtler. Telepathy is a notion, an inkling, a sinking suspicion about something, and then a feeling like knowing it’s true, even if it would seem crazy to anyone else.
I seemed to accept this information or conversation or whatever we were having without second guessing it. This was only days after I fell down the stairs. I‘d been lying in bed with pain and inflammation, but here I was finally getting some relief and had ventured out into the world I presumed with the assumption of returning to “normal life,” but that is not what I was going to get. 
And then, it got even weirder. The checkout woman absentmindedly slid cartons of yogurt, granola, and bananas across the in-counter barcode scanner like any other weekday morning. Life was an endless monotony of item-customer-sale-bag-goodbye. Her tedium was cut off by my presence. She looked up from what she was doing and froze. She stared at me and blurted, “My mother was just diagnosed with cancer and I don’t know what to do.” 
Well, I was stunned. I mean, I came for the bananas. I had no idea how to answer her or why I should. I stood there dumbstruck, but then I opened my mouth, and somehow words came out of it (I don't know which ones). She was calmed by them and said, “Thank you.” I didn’t know for sure if she was thanking me for what I’d said or for buying the groceries. I turned and gathered my bags and headed outside into the startling sun. I was just floating out of that grocery store, simply floating. 
Outside the sliding doors, there was a blazing light. The bask of midday was stark and blinding. The cool of the store’s refrigeration was abruptly swapped for the oven of summer. There was an attendant in the parking lot. I drove by him and glanced at him. He was probably 25. He had long, dark hair and soulful brown eyes like burning embers. He told me to “Have a nice day,” but a look passed between us where a holy sophistication took over his face. A pause. Why did everyone suddenly think they recognized me? He was saying a helluva lot more than “have a nice day” with his eyes, but I didn’t know what the words were. He just stared and stared. I was inside of the young man’s existence. I could feel what the “essence” of him was, his whole life, his raison d'être. I could sense his history, the things that had happened to him and how he felt about all of it. Even the feelings that were buried so deep inside, he didn’t even know them himself. I knew who he was at his core; I saw why he was here. He had laid it all bare to me through his eyes. There was something to the kid. He was unique, like he’d been put here in this parking lot to show me something extraordinary. If there was something magical I was supposed to be a part of, I didn’t know what it was but maybe this kid did. Or maybe he didn’t either. I didn’t understand anything these days, but I could feel something pass between, for sure.  
This had been happening since that first day. People in shops or walking around our neighborhood, the waitress in a restaurant, and the look was often the same. It said: I want to tell you something.
I became aware of the invisible suffering in the world. I saw it in their faces, even if they were turned down towards their phones. I saw it in the confusion and the lost opportunities and the unawareness. I asked the woman’s voice within: “What can I do about all this suffering?” And the answer was: “Relinquish your own suffering first,” but I had no idea how to do that.
I stepped on the gas and flew out of that parking lot. 
I passed an elementary school I’d driven by a thousand times, but this time I heard a buzzing, a humming, a fingernails-down-the-chalkboard vibe that wouldn’t go away. I remembered I noticed the same scratchy sound when I drove past one of those fake trees on the freeway that was a not so well disguised cell tower. I didn’t just hear it; I felt it. My teeth were vibrating. I didn’t like it. It reminded me of the opposite of how I felt when we went to a cabin in the woods several years ago to shoot an independent film: remote, silent, and consecrated. I pushed onward and shook my head like a wet dog, imagining I could shake off the agitation.
Driving down Santa Fe Drive towards home, I stopped at a red light. The trashy, cardinal color of the stop light was the same as the Volkswagen beetle in front of me. The old car had been made new again by a fresh coat of paint. Uh oh…I felt like more weirdness was coming. Maybe I should’ve stayed home. I gripped the steering wheel and looked out the window. Inside my car, nothing had ever felt like this before, but outside the car nothing had changed. Street lights were still cemented to the sidewalk. The sunshine still glared off the windshields. But a cool hand tapped me on the shoulder as I shuddered alone in the car.  
The people in the Volkswagen in front of me (each in their 20s) all opened their doors. There were five or six of them packed into the little bug. They ran around the car to exchange places. “This is called a Chinese Fire Drill,” I said out loud to no one in particular. The word Chinese rang in my ears, like that was supposed to mean something, although it did not, and somehow it was connected to that shade of red. The young people were all smiling and laughing, hunched over trying to run quickly around to the other side of the car for their next position. It was like a clown car in a circus. They must’ve been doing this over and over again at different stop lights. They were so happy, and they were having fun. There was no “point” to the game, other than the playing of it. The girl was laughing hysterically. I looked over to the sidewalk and saw a man and a woman standing at a bus stop. One scowled and one half-grinned at the shenanigans. An elderly woman with a hunchback drooped her way across the intersection, oblivious to the show.  She moved slowly and cautiously. I felt she was afraid she might fall and break something again. Then, suddenly everything was in slow motion. I heard someone behind me and to the left laugh. A horn honked, the soundwaves moving sluggishly. Something about this whole scene was telling me something, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. People were either smiling or frowning, lost in their own opinions. But they were also playing their parts beautifully. It was a really good “Show.” 
Then the world became a still life painting of this ridiculous charade and, for a moment, the river of time turned to stone. There was a stillness outside my car and the pedestrians all froze. Everything outside my windows turned white, but it was highly animated inside of the car
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