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Preface

You hold a very powerful tome in your hands.  This book has drunk of my life.  It has drunk of my life and is still drinking.  It will likely be sucking my blood until the day I die.  Its contents detail the struggles of the hero, an archetypal figure who is us, reflected in our own eyes.  In studying the hero, we can take a step back from our own lives and gain insights into what drives us which, steeped in the difficulties of the daily grind, we would be hard-pressed to notice.

I am not a scholar, though, and I am at present unable to research other cultures’ heroic narratives.  I am only a writer, and the only narrative I have to draw from is my own.  So, you hold in your hands my personal mythology.  It is my hero-story, and I have poured fatigue and blood into this work, so it is a very powerful book to have.  It is not finished, but is always growing and always changing.  It is a seed that I have planted in the long field of my life which I plan to come back and water every so often, until it grows from a little sprout into a great tree of wisdom, rooted in my childhood.  I don’t want to forget where I’ve come from.

So please, treat this book with respect and gentleness.  Its roots run deep and true, its tiny leaves stretch boldly into the sky, and the seeds from which it grew have given me so much.  

Marlon MacAllister, Boulder, CO, 12/9/2004

Chapter 1:
The Hero’s Mind

◙◙◙

The Divine Fool
I

Recently, I have often found myself playing the role of the fool in my public expression out of my genuine, albeit cultivated ignorance for social convention.  I say what I mean and how I feel, in words never used before, which often come out sounding innocent and “cute,” even when they’re powerful.  I’m very charming, or so I’m told, and this is quite new to me.  All through high school, I walled myself in, and everyone, including myself, thought I knew what I was doing.  I did my work, and kept on top of it, and knew what was going on in my classes.  I was brilliant, they said.  But then I went crazy and ran away from home.  I’ve been dealing with the repercussions of that “crazy” action ever since.


The sages tell me that fools are sacred, divinely ordained, and in reality the wisest of all men.  They say that the fool is not afraid to act out his ignorance, and as a result his actions mirror the deepest desires of others.  This mirroring, feeling their deepest selves expressed through the actions of the fool, is why they laugh.  The public laughs at his ignorance out of joy, not out of contempt.  This is what the sages say.


I sure hope they’re right.  Because I’ve been ignorant of what I’ve been supposed to know since I left home last December.  Present circumstances certainly aren’t helping things, here at a college where people are purposed, where people have plans, where people want to be able to explain their actions.  I have no idea of what spirituality is supposed to be, here in this seat of wisdom.  My god is bubbles rippling through my body, and my love is silent laughter, pure watery form filling me from the seat of my heart, catching me in the knot in my throat.  


The wise people here tell me I’m a passionate, intense Scorpio, and I wonder sometimes what that means.  A fool madly, passionately, intensely in love…with what?  I need to express myself or else I will burst, but how do I express myself when I don’t even know what it’s about?  Is there another fool about?  Is there somebody here who knows what it’s like, to be brimming with feeling at the silliest of things, to be able to understand another’s heart but be incapable of even simple social dances?  I can tell my life story to an audience captivated by my charm, and they laugh, and I can sense their worries about the intrinsic joyfulness of life fading away.  This is comforting, but I don’t know what to do about it.  What do I do now, Old Ones?  Sages, you told me that to be a fool was to be divinely ordained; so what do I do now?  What’s this all about?  Help!


You’re good, they reply.  Don’t worry.  You are a beautiful human being.


Thanks, I guess.  I think, So, what am I doing?  I hope I find out.  “I hope this works,” is my battle cry to the world.  

II
One time I courted a girl I sat next to on the train, and afterwards I sang mariachi to her.  Hello?  What on earth was I doing?  I have no idea how romance is supposed to work.  I was acting completely on moment-to-moment feeling; my mind, if it had been functional, would have been so embarrassed.

Why should it have been?  I am not afraid of awkwardness.  I have felt awkward so many times, in so many situations, and you would think that I’d learn, and become more knowledgeable about the things I decide to do before I do them, but what’s the point?  Because I have a fearlessness grounded in the joy of self-expression, I can occasionally do the impossible.  I can enter even the most intimate events on my charm alone.  I don’t need confidence of knowledge or experience of social custom.

I can gain entry into any woman’s bedchamber; figuring out what to do then, however, is a challenge.  My thoughts become a confused, awkward rush.  Uh, how does this bra work exactly, anyway?  Whoa god, what is she doing now?  Oh well, here goes nothing.  My honest, nervous laughter and inexperienced passion charms her all the more, and I’m glad she knows what she’s doing, tugging me along on her string, though I am the one with the real power, firing her up and giving her courage through my genuine, ignorant innocence.

III

I am the king of the kitchen.  I treat the stove and microwave as new friends whom I am just getting to know, though I have seen them a thousand times before.  I emphatically exclaim, in the midst of Naropa’s vegan chefs extraordinaire, “Oh my god! My soup is exploding!” or “Oh stove, why must you torment me so?”  I drink in their laughter and I continue to play the fool.  I am not afraid of their laughter.  I assert my sovereignty not through my knowledge, but through my self-assured ignorance.  Ignorance, not cooking, is my trade.  Knowledge is not power.  True power comes from the depth of one’s experience in any particular moment.  And in those moments, all my heart is on what I’m doing.

IV

One morning as I lay awake in bed, thinking about finals, I heard a buzzing at my window.  A fly was trying to get outside, slamming itself against the glass pane over and over again.  It wanted to be free.  This made me really sad, so I jumped up out of bed and found a piece of paper.  For the next fifteen minutes, I tried to gently coax the fly on the paper so I could take it outside.  It struggled and buzzed around my head, attacking me, confused at this sudden help, but I remained gentle with it.  What do I have to be afraid of from a fly?  Eventually, it landed on my paper and stayed.  I walked through the halls shoeless in my pajamas, carrying the fly before me like a sacred relic.  People looked at me funny, but what did I have to be afraid of?  That they would think me strange?  I was saving a living creature’s life.


I walked outside and gave my paper a little twitch to rouse the fly into freedom.  It buzzed into joyous flight, but its strength had been sapped from its efforts to escape my room, and it plummeted onto the snowy ground.  It flopped like a fish out of water, furiously buzzing.  I knew that if I left it there, it would be eaten, or worse, die a slow, painful death of exposure to the elements.  I knew that I could have pretended to be compassionate by just going back upstairs.  It was freezing, but I am not afraid of the cold.  I stepped out and onto the snow, and in one motion squished the life out of the fly.  I cringed.


I picked up the fly and took it over to a patch of dirt covered by woodchips.  Lacking a shovel to cut through the permafrost, I placed the fly’s body on the dirt and piled woodchips over it to create a makeshift cairn.  I whispered apologetic, consoling words to it and went back inside, a quieter mood having descended upon me.

V

I am the ultimate life-liver.  When faced with a dilemma, I go with the choice that seems the most meaningful.  Like Parsival, the bumbling knight, I act from my heart, out of ignorance of the etiquette of the world.  At three in the morning one night, I had done hardly any work for a writing class, thanks to a series of events.  I had to get up for another class at 9:30 AM.  Student etiquette would state that I ought to simply not sleep, and get everything done, and go to my classes.  It was, after all, my own fault that I hadn’t done the work earlier.  But why would I do that?  Writing out of fear does not create a practice or process of beauty.  I am taking a writing class because I want to be a writer; I don’t want to associate writing and my life in the future with pressure and fear.  I formulated an elaborate plan, involving going to the following identical class at 11:00 AM, skipping my writing class, and writing about the experience of not having come to class.  

It was ridiculous, and would be frowned upon by anyone with a specific agenda.  Shouldn’t I have gone to school, in order to be a respectful student and member of the class body?  Shouldn’t I have done my homework, in order to show proper reverence to the effort put forth by my teacher?  But I am not afraid of judgment.  I have no agenda to be a good student, or to follow the unspoken rules of conduct.  My academic life, centered on the beauty and feeling of my studies, touches more deeply into true learning than that of the most hardnosed student.  Ignorant Parsival of all the seeking knights was the only one to find the castle of the Holy Grail and heal its keeper.

VI
I am the world’s master, and the only price I pay is a childlike naiveté, which the sages tell me is beautiful.  I have not lived life with the breadth of experience that most yearn for.  I have never traveled out of the country, I have never drunk alcohol, I have never done drugs, I have never faced death, I have never worked for a living, I have never lived away from home.  I am a virgin, in every sense of the word.  I look at philosophy with wonderment; neither fear nor gravity about reality has settled within my being.  I hold pure light inside my soul, and am rising up to meet my destiny.


I have no doubt that I have a destiny.  All heroes do, and all heroes begin as fools.  I cannot say how or when it will manifest, but I have faith.  The fool’s greatest asset is his faith.  I have faith in God, faith in myself, and faith that I will succeed in my quest.  The rational part of me says that I’ve set myself up for the beating of a lifetime, which will leave me scarred, battered, broken, and afraid.  But not dead, the sages say, and this is important.  My ignorance will throw me for many painful loops, but through it all I will maintain my faith, and my faith will maintain my life.  The fool as hero is the greatest archetype known to man, and I’m living it.  Why should I be afraid?  I am not afraid.  I am a wild and watery child, and chaos, that unformed energy, flows through my veins.  I know not what I do or say, for my blood transcends knowing, and my eyes focus like lightning on nothing in particular.

Provocation

Ever since I was a little boy, people have provoked me, trying to get at the truth behind my persona of the divine fool.  Children taunted and teased me cruelly, innocently, as only children can, while I stood by, both knowing and not knowing what was going on.  I knew that their intention was to draw me out, somehow, but this intention clashed so strongly with what they were saying and how they were saying it, that I felt unable to respond in any possible way.  I would nod, or blankly stare, or smile confusedly as people heaped their mockery on me, not out of cute simplicity or any stupid notion like that, but out of genuine confusion.  How am I supposed to respond?  


Am I supposed to tell them to screw off?  Their action is never that offensive, and besides, why else would they be teasing me if they weren’t, on some level, affected by me?  I would never tell a younger sibling, who looked up to me, who adored me, who just wanted to know what I was doing, to go away. 

Am I supposed to reply in kind?  Am I supposed to continue this game of back and forth stupidity which serves no purpose other than to say, circuitously, “I find you fascinating?”  Why can’t they come out and say that then, if that’s what they mean?  What’s wrong with children that they feel the need to be idiots in order to present themselves genuinely?

American culture has no grace.  Our culture expresses intimacy through domination and friendship through wit.  Wit is presented bitingly, making the day to day affairs of relationship no more than sound bites, shotgun clever retorts fired one after another.  America teaches nothing of honesty in speech, yet as social beings we all need to feel like we express ourselves in connection with other people.  

As we children came of age, the biological need to connect with one another intensified.  People connected with one another as their bodies demanded, yet I was something of an anomaly.  For whatever reason, I was perceived as different.  Perhaps I didn’t smile enough.  Perhaps I was too dignified.  Maybe I wasn’t willing to get messy and dirty like the other boys and girls.  I read many books and knew all the answers and carried myself like a prince in my sweatpants, t-shirt, and ratty fleece.  I was a true Napoleon in rags, and everyone, it seemed, was amused.

I


At the end of fourth grade, my best friend Tauqeer moved to Sharon, MA.  He was Pakistani, and Sharon was kind of a hick town.  Racism was a scary norm that he would have to deal with.  We didn’t think about that though; all we knew was that we lived two hours away from one another, as opposed to twenty minutes.  I used to have my mom drive me to his house every few days; it was really hard, I’m sure, for her, but she understood, I think, how important our friendship was to both of us.  We spent so much time together in his new home that he didn’t even need to get acquainted with the local kids.  We used to climb trees and look over the golden grassy fields and talk about what we wanted to be when we grew up.  We’d stay up there and watch the sun set over the rural countryside.  We would act out scenes from our imaginations and write them down.  We loved to write.

We were so innocent together; it could only have been expected to break down under the social rigors of fifth grade.  In retrospect I feel horrible for him – being the new kid in fifth grade, being dark-skinned, loving writing and play-acting in a town filled with blonde, blue-eyed, racist, football-centric boys and girls - he didn’t stand a chance.  

I guess I suffered too, in my own way; I was alone for the first time in my social life, and fifth grade was when awareness of social standing became a big issue.  Yet I managed to harden to my peers, to keep my dignity aloft, my creative bubble firm, and I remained unaffected by the taunts of my peers.  Tauqeer, I’m sure, had to deal with far more than nervous taunts.  Strengthened by their numbers and their upbringings and his dark skin, I’m sure he had to endure a ruthless barrage of verbal and physical abuse.  The first time I was called a faggot in a hateful tone, I was shocked.  “Excuse me?” I had said, striking my taunter dead between the eyes with my glare.  Not having anyone to turn to, he huffed, mumbled an insult, and ran off to tell his friends.  Tauqeer was not so lucky.  I know this from how he had changed when I went to his sleepover birthday party in March of the next year. 

When I first saw him, I knew something had changed.  I hadn’t been able to see him very often since the school year started, so I was so excited to go to his birthday party.  I walked in, skinny and sensitive and sweet, my dignified fifth grade presence let loose, my walls taken down.  I was reuniting with my best friend – I didn’t need thick walls around my heart.  What I didn’t count on were his school friends.  Tauqeer had joined the football team, and his teammates whom he invited to the party were some of the most foul-mouthed, disrespectful, perverse people I had ever met.  I met one of them in the kitchen where Tauqeer’s mom, one of the most angelic women I’ve ever known, was preparing food.  He shoved past her to get a soda while yelling a reply to one of his friends, without as much as a glance in her direction.  She radiated warmth and love, yet this boy didn’t even notice her.  I didn’t know what to think.  I found Tauqeer and he seemed uncomfortable around me.  I watched him make crude chauvinist sex jokes with his friends while his own mother silently handed out food plates to everyone.  I tried to interact with him, but my words of friendship were laughed at by his football teammates.  For his part, he just looked really uncomfortable.  I was cold to his friends, because I didn’t know how to respond.

I fell asleep earlier than everyone else.  Someone put my finger in a bowl of warm water; they probably giggled as they watched me pee my pants.  His friends lathered up my hands with shaving cream, and woke me up around four in the morning.  I rubbed my eyes and recoiled.  I touched my pants and looked around, face and hands covered with shaving cream, having fallen prey to the oldest sleepover pranks in the book, and I just stared.  Everyone was in a circle around me, laughing nervously, while I stared around.  I wasn’t in the right frame of mind to be able to form words, yet I felt an intensity that I couldn’t describe.  I was frozen.  Tauqeer was sitting there too, looking torn between feeling sorry for me and laughing at me.  I felt a mixture of emotions: betrayal, regret, confusion, and I didn’t know what to do about them.  Shoulders tensed and heart clenched, I just stared.  One of his teammates, feeling uncomfortable, eventually mumbled an apology, and offered to help me clean it all off.  I nodded mutely, accepting his offer, and more people jumped to help him.  It was a very surreal, dreamlike experience for me, as people shifted from trying to provoke me to trying to help me, out of my silence and presence alone.  Yet, it was hardly a meaningful attitude shift; from “mocking” to “pity,” and it didn’t make me feel any better about them or about Tauqeer.

I spent the rest of the morning walling myself up, feeling uncomfortable and playing video games for eight hours until my mom came to drive me home.  I needed to immerse myself in other worlds, because I felt incredibly out of place at his house after that experience.  I slept in the car all the way home.  We haven’t spoken since then.  I hope his mom is doing well.

II


By the beginning of seventh grade, I had firmly entrenched myself in an attitude of self- and other-judgment.  Having been classified as a “loner” in middle-school language, I was shocked to find myself invited to somebody’s bar mitzvah who I didn’t even know.  He had invited the entire grade, but it was still an exciting thing.  He was filthy rich, and his parents wanted to throw him a party that would wow everyone.  They held the reception from six in the evening to midnight at a fancy country club.  In addition to being a coming-of-age ceremony, this was a huge social event, and my dad and stepmom were mortified by the possibility that I might not look respectable.  They went out and bought me a suitcoat and tie and nice shirt and black pants and shiny shoes, all in which I felt incredibly uncomfortable.  It didn’t feel right.  “You look so handsome,” my stepmom said.  I just felt weird.

I was fascinated by the ceremony.  The temple they held it in was beautiful, and it was the first time I had ever seen a Torah.  While his family members were making speeches, I was flipping through the Torah, fascinated by the stories.  While the rabbi spoke I was rapt at attention, drinking in his gravity and spiritual presence.  Rather than being boring, as my parents had thought it might be, the bar mitzvah ceremony was absolutely wonderful.  The reception afterwards, however, was another ceremony.

After the ceremony everybody went home to change into different clothing - seventh grade girls patterned after their socialite mothers and wore elegant evening gowns.  A few boys wore tuxedos, specially tailored for young bodies.  It made me sick.  We traveled by Coach bus to the country club, which also made me sick.  Far from being beautiful and uplifting, like the temple was, this building seemed like a monument to depravity and frivolous wealth.  The stench of fat, rich, drunken men hung heavy over the place, and from the moment I walked in, I was uncomfortable.

As the party got underway, I became more and more agitated.  People were mingling and milling in the ballroom and dining area, and everybody’s body heat mixing together was unbearable.  My peers were getting drunk off Shirley Temples, or so it felt to me, and everybody was louder, more boisterous, and they let loose their inhibitions.  My peers made fun of me for standing like a stone statue while everyone was having so much fun, to which I blankly nodded.  Again, what was I supposed to say?  I was already overwhelmed by this experience, clad in unfamiliar garb deep in the heart of evil, as my mythological mind was terming it.  One of the DJs, a young woman wearing a skintight glittery red jumpsuit, stepped into the center of the room and as the music got louder, taught whoever wanted to how to dance.  I had snuck a book into the party, so I got some dinner and sat down at a table, reading and eating while the dancing commenced.  Back in familiar territory, I once again walled myself up and immersed myself in other worlds, just wishing the night would be over.

I felt a tap on my shoulder and looked up.  Oh, my god, what was going on?  She was the most attractive, popular girl in the grade, as these things are measured, and when I noticed her she asked me if I wanted to dance.  “No,” I said.  I would come to learn that, in middle school, one doesn’t spurn the advances of popular girls.  She asked, “what?” as if she couldn’t believe what I had said.  “No thanks,” I repeated, in a blank tone, and went back to my book, hoping this would make her go away.  I heard her huff and walk away.  I didn’t think much of it until everyone started giving me shit for what I had done.

“Oh my god Marlon, I can’t believe you just did that.  You’re such a mean person.”  “You know, that was really a mean thing you did to Jessie.”  I met these accusations with grunts, or shrugs, or a mumbled, “I just didn’t want to dance, geez.”  People genuinely wanted to know why I would throw away every social convention and not honor this girl by dancing with her, but the truth was, I just didn’t feel right.  The place was evil, she was felt incredibly superficial, and everything seemed off-kilter.  I didn’t tell anyone this, though, because the way in which they questioned me was so aggressive and inept.  I perceived the same negative feelings in their words as permeated the air around me, so I withdrew even further.

“I didn’t even want to dance with you,” she told me later that night, mustering all the scorn she could, “I’d much rather dance with Billy!”  I remember laughing at her and feeling sorry for my friend Billy as he was dragged off against his will by this imperious young lady, determined to make me jealous.  This is the same girl who, weeks later, called me up pretending to be an African-American girl in my class asking me out on a date.  I wasn’t an idiot; I knew how people’s voices sounded, even over the phone, and this did not sound like Lisa’s voice in the least.  I thought for a moment, told her no thank you, and she asked, in her rich-white-girl voice, “is it because I’m black?”  I hung up; I didn’t know how to respond to that hypocrisy.  Social power games are the norm on the upper-middle-class East Coast, and I was both unwilling and unable to buy into them.

One of my classmates later came up to me as I was hiding out in the greenhouse, and told me that I had been mean to so bluntly refuse her offer; however, he informed me that she had asked me to dance because she planned to make fun of me in front of everyone.  I fumed, and complained in detail about all the social games people played with their image-centered minds.  He didn’t seem to understand, and left.

I stayed in the greenhouse at the country club until 11:30, working myself up into a silent frenzy.  I felt strong, like a warrior for having repulsed all the attacks by superficial culture.  In retrospect I can tell that everybody was just trying to connect to me; but they were doing so with such charged language that at the time, all I could think was, “go away.”  Juvenile heroic images danced through my head, and my anger turned to determination, to always be myself and never feel the need to be anybody else.

I left the greenhouse in relatively high spirits and hung out in the lobby, just wanting to get out of that place; and I found that a bunch of my fellow students felt really uncomfortable there too.  We ran around, “accidentally” knocked over decorations, and I worked off some of the steam I had accumulated.  We went back by Coach bus, and my mom picked me up in front of the school.  I slept in the car all the way home.

III


By the end of eleventh grade, I was coming to realize that popular peer culture and popular academic culture mirrored one another in their superficiality.  I was feeling betrayed by academia for being so obsessed with my image as a student able to get into ivy league colleges and failing to inspire me on an individual level.  I was feeling increasingly alienated by school, and I drew designs on my face in sharpie marker in my isolation.  I drew eyes of Horus around my own eyes, and sometimes I would color one half of my face red, and one half black.  I stalked through the halls in a white lab coat, eyes flaming, hair in two thick braids.  I was a character at my school, talked about by students and teachers alike.  My academic performance became erratic, but I became a legend.  

Once, I gave a speech to a group of ninth graders on quantum physics, face made up in red and black with glistening pores and dirty braids, like a Celtic warrior, in my lab coat.  I gave my speech with such gusto that afterwards they were all wide-eyed, notebooks out, notes taken.  One girl walked up to me and we talked for ten minutes about the lecture.  She seemed incredibly inspired both by my talk and the manner in which I gave it.  She said she thought my face paint was cool.  My high school contained about 2000 people, yet everyone knew me by appearance.

Teachers too, knew me by academic record.  Up through first semester of 11th grade, I had straight A’s in all my classes, which were Advanced Placement.  I was easily a candidate for valedictorian.  My papers, they said, were not just technically brilliant; there was a soul to them that even the best students rarely attain.  I poured myself into my academic work like most students poured themselves into artwork or a sport, and it showed beautifully.  Yet beginning second semester junior year, I began to flounder.  Teachers began to focus on applying to colleges, and about doing well in the class so we could get a good GPA and be intellectual mannequins, rather than actually infusing us with the content of the class.  I got bored.  It’s not that the classes weren’t as challenging; they just weren’t inspiring.  My writing lost its spirit, and I stopped caring about my tests.  Teachers gasped at this, and went so far as to tell me bluntly, aggressively, “you used to be so smart; what happened?”  Nothing “happened.”  You just ceased to inspire me.  

My English teacher tried to pretend he was being inspiring while just presenting us with stale, bland material, but I felt his hypocrisy.  Whenever he took me aside after class, concerned, I wanted to scream, “you hypocrite!  You don’t care about me!  You don’t care about my work!  You just care about what college I go to!”  I didn’t say this, though; the truth is that I didn’t know what to say.  I had gotten pretty good at dealing with bullying from my peers, but teachers’ insincerity carried a heavier weight.

It’s true that I was able to deal with my peers’ bullying much more effectively, if not quite compassionately.  The only time I was ever teased in high school was also near the end of eleventh grade.  I dropped my sandwich in the cafeteria, and as I picked it up I admonished it jokingly.  Suddenly I heard this punk-ass freshman yell, “Hey, guys!  He just talked to his sandwich!  Huh! Huhuhuhuhuh!”  Jerk, I thought, and walked on.  As the weeks passed, whenever he passed me in the halls he used to yell out, “Hey sandwich man!” and snicker to whoever he happened to be walking with.  I got sick of it, and I told him to cut it out.  I must not have been clear, though, because he kept being an idiot.  Now, I was able to make the conscious connection that somewhere, deep down, I’m sure he just wanted to be my friend.  However, my entire academic world was turning upside down and my scholastic life was becoming hateful to me.  I wasn’t in a position to act on wisdom.

I had grown my nails out half an inch over the past few months.  One day when we were passing outside the school, he said, “Hey sandwich man!”  He giggled to his friends.  I couldn’t take it anymore, so I strode up to him and plunged my thumbnail into his neck.  I was bigger than he and his friends, so they just stood looking at one another, not knowing what to do.  While I dug into his neck, slicing with my nail, drawing blood, I spoke in a cutting monotone, “I don’t like you.  Do not ever speak to me.  Do not ever say anything to me ever again.”  Having delivered my message, I gave my nail a final twist and walked off.  We were both stunned; he never bothered me again, and I had expressed my feelings surrounding provocation in a way that I had been unable to do in the past.  I find myself hard-pressed to feel bad for him, though I am aware that I will have to find more healthy ways of working through and articulating those confused feelings.

IV

I have many friends who drink, and interacting with them often feels like interacting with fifth grade meatheads, except I’m back in fifth grade too, and confused…  Almost all my awkward interactions now are with drunk people or people under the influence of drugs.  The substances bring out the probing, provoking nature of people which I was all too familiar with in my childhood, which most people have managed to, by this time, cover up with civilized behavior.  At Naropa, it is expected that we open ourselves and help others open up to the world.  There is an unconsciously aloof innocence that hangs about me which people would love to crack open.  At Sangha House, sexual and substance-related drama abounds, yet the thing I’m most scared of, honestly, is the prospect of cleaning my room.  I’m just innocent in that way, so drunk people walk up to me and try to break open my divine fool to see what’s inside.

I usually manage to make my way through those interactions, consciously laughing when they think they’re being funny, and grinning at their taunts.  They do taunt, especially when they’re interacting one-on-one with me.  It’s casual, subtle, and it can almost be mistaken for friendly, except there’s a certain other quality to it.  They expect a response.  Rather than just saying something to be dumb like my friends would, they actually expect me to respond.  When I just smile blankly, because I don’t understand what they’re trying to get at with their sudden, coyly smiling attention, they laugh nervously and talk to someone else, leaving me alone to deal with their confused emotional vomitus all over me.

We intoxicate ourselves with drugs and alcohol in order to express ourselves more from the heart, but unless we have been taught otherwise, nothing will keep us from reverting to our misplaced cultural methods of self-expression and social connection.  Drink slips away the hypocritical veneer of our polite community to reveal the true teachings of our culture – dominating, superficial, self-centered, dysfunctional patterns of thought.  The grace of intoxicants is that they allow one to get in touch with one’s unfettered nature and have a good time.  However, this is of no practical use if one’s true nature is to be mentally discursive and socially retarded.  We believe that by drinking we are freer to show our hearts, but our freedom just cultivates greater social disconnect in ourselves, only freeing ourselves for expression in ways that are neither graceful nor honest.

This doesn’t matter to the drinker or drug user, of course.  All that matters is that feeling of acting out the parts of oneself that one normally keeps out of sight and out of mind, and having a good time.  Drinkers are motivated by a desire to share their deeper, freer nature, yet they seem unconcerned with how this impacts others.  It impacts me in that it forces me to sink down into my depths: I am thrown into confusion, the shadow of innocence.  Gripped by this confusion, I can either wall myself up as I did in childhood or lash outwards as I did in high school, or else I am forced to dig deep within my own personal labyrinth, throwing my soul into a dark night in which it seems eternally trapped.  My intoxicated friends’ provocations only serve to dig the hole deeper, because I can’t wall myself off from them or lash out at them.  In those situations, I am left with a lot of confused, intense, painful energy mirroring what I’ve had to deal with all my life, but no way to get rid of it.  All I can do is sit with it and wait.

Excerpt from Essay:

“Vision and the Journey of the Hero”

…I have had visions, too.  I have lived moments in the thrall of things coming from outside my own ego-comfort-clinging, and in those moments, I am capable of doing anything that needs to be done, for others or for myself, in order to be more in line with the grace of the gods.  I define “grace of the gods” here, as the inexpressible feeling caused by perceiving everything that truly is, and nothing else.  The grace of the gods is a cosmic honesty, a dematerialization of all the walls I form in my mind between my self-perceptions and the actual truth of who I am in that moment.  When I am in that space, I really do experience a merging of the idea of “me” with the “other” I am with.


This is the stuff that visionary writers go crazy on.  I have read many vaguely coherent accounts of “we are all one,” and “I am you,” presented by visionaries and mystics all over.  It is so hard to put into words without being poetic, and it is very hard for us modern Westerners with our literal mindsets to understand what it means to “be one” with another person.  It is not a superhuman experience, nor is it psychedelic in any way; though it can be induced through psychotropic substances.  When I feel your feelings and think your thoughts, and through my actions affect you deeply, as easily as I might feel a feeling or think a thought inside myself and have it affect me, I am experiencing the core of the idea of “I am you.”  This is the stuff of true vision.  

I am only beginning to realize the nature of my visions’ power.  It is passive, not aggressive in its pursuit of answers.  In a way, to be so completely merged with a foreign concept – be it person or idea or experience – brings up more complications to tiptoe around, not less.  If I wasn’t somehow aware that a guy I was watching a movie with was deeply affected by it, I wouldn’t have felt the need to quietly shush everybody who was making fun of the movie.  If I wasn’t so aware of what hours and hours of video game playing was doing to my mental and emotional state, I wouldn’t have felt the need to get up and stop and talk to people, despite all ego-desires to the contrary.  If I wasn’t aware that everybody in class was using harsh, angry words which ran counter to the soft ideas that they were really trying to communicate, I wouldn’t have felt the need to speak up myself.  Yet, I was able to do all these little, subtle, powerful things.  Indeed, I was more able to do them than not do them, being supported as I was by the grace of the gods.

Lack of vision can lure a person into complacency.  Visions beget a lot of work, because they often manifest as full realizations of seemingly unsolvable problems.  Yet, the duty created by a visionary outlook on the world is unlike any idea of “work” the western world knows.  My visionary duty is impossible to avoid, but is equally impossible to screw up, so long as I stay attuned to the grace of the gods.  When I am working in tune with my vision, I simply don’t get tired.  I don’t experience fatigue, and I effortlessly maintain my focus for as long as I need.  My mind and intuition and emotional connectedness are totally at their peak.  They’re so strong that I am not even conscious of them.  Even when everything seems lost and I run into a knot that my heightened abilities can’t undo, if I am in the thralls of vision and am honest with my confusion, without fail my world will be somehow, magically, through my honesty, tuned in to the grace of the gods.

This “visionary experience” sounds wonderful.  How does one attain it?  Passion, I have found, is the integral element for me in my life.  I must care about things with all of my emotions, focus with all of my intellect, and intuit with all of my faith, in order to cultivate vision.  I throw myself into uncomfortable places which require me to be totally on-edge, with the full knowledge that just because I am uncomfortable then, doesn’t mean I’ll be uncomfortable forever.  At the time, though, I feel the discomfort acutely in my veins.  

Today I connected with someone where I live who I had been constantly intimidated by, and at first it was scary.  She was laughing with her friend, and I just jumped right in there and sat down.  Emotions are contagious for me, and before I knew it I was laughing along and I didn’t even really know why.  She even made a comment about it, “Oh and Marlon, he’s just there laughing at his own thing,” and for a moment, I felt intimidated.  I felt scared about what she’d think about me, but carried on by my passion to feel completely the laughing energy that was coursing through my veins, I pressed on.  We went on to have fun watching a bad horror flick together, which calmed the weirdness between us, which put me in that delightful state of vision, feeling like everything was going just the way it needed to be for me.  I know now that if I hadn’t been so fully and completely immersed in emotion, in laughter, like I had been then, I wouldn’t have had that experience, and I wouldn’t be so happy right now.  That passion is always a precursor to vision – in a state of vision, I give up some of my boundless zest for the moment in exchange for omniscient sight; being able to see only what is, and all of what is.

Sometimes, though, I am unable to bring up my own passion for life.  For whatever reason, at times sleep deprivation, self-clinging depression or just plain freaking out feels like it is blocking my passion and thus my vision.  These times are what St. John of the Cross calls “the dark night of the soul.”  They are crystalline mental structures, sucking up heat and radiating only cold, calculating, mathematically precise judgment on the world.  At these times, it seems like there is a giant, icy wall between my experience and passion about it; I can see my spirit through the ice, but I have no hope of reaching it.  In his text, St. John of the Cross says of this experience, “[the soul] feels within itself a profound emptiness and impoverishment of three kinds of good…and finds itself set in the midst of the evils contrary to these, namely, miseries of imperfection, aridity and emptiness of the apprehensions of the faculties, and abandonment of the spirit in darkness” (St. John, II.VI.4).  He goes further and explains the cause and reason for this suffering.  “Since, then,” he explains, “the conduct of these beginners upon the way of God is ignoble, and has much to do with their love of self and their own inclinations, as has been explained above, God desires to lead them farther” (St. John, I.VIII.3).  God is the one who sets this darkness upon one’s soul, for the express purpose of helping his or her spiritual practice.  

When I was still in high school, a week before I ran away from home, I scrawled into my journal, “If there is a God, and at times I believe there is, He is not a nice god.  He is a cruelly imaginative, mysterious God who will do whatever it takes to wake people up, and He will not spare their sensitive spots.  He will pierce their psyches until they’re raw, and with every action they take to escape their awakening He will be like, fuck no.  You finish what you started.  You wake up.  And it’s useless to fight.  So ingenious, so intricately crafted this present tension has been, my first impulse is to shake my head NO! Go AWAY! I'll have none of this! But I'm not strong enough, to resist these pressure-point stings. Maybe that's not such a bad thing.”

St. John of the Cross in his text makes it emphatically clear that this “dark night of the soul” is not only a bad thing, it is essential to any true spiritual, visionary practice.  Of the benefits of the dark night of the soul, he says, “the soul learns to commune with God with more respect and more courtesy, such as a soul must ever observe in converse with the Most High.  This it knew not in its most prosperous times of comfort and consolation, for that comforting favour which it experienced made its craving for God somewhat bolder than was fitting, and discourteous and ill-considered” (St. John, I.XII.3).  The soul which only knows joy in the presence of God soon loses reverence for that presence, for the nature of joy is to pass in and out of one’s life like a butterfly in summer.  The presence of the Lord is a mountain, permanent and unyielding.  It transcends dualities of joy and sorrow, of good and evil, of happiness and sadness.  It is the Beautiful, it is those slender threads which are God’s fingers in the world.  To embark upon the dark night of the soul is to feel deep within oneself the unpleasant aspects of reality, and to be struck with the full realization that they are actually one’s own unpleasant aspects.  To come to know one’s own shadow intimately through the divine medium through which one once knew only joy helps one to break out of the world-view of joy vs. sorrow, or good vs. evil, and thus experience the full, unconditioned grace and glory of God.

The dark night of the soul opens one’s eyes to one’s own misery.  When in the thralls of visionless blackness, one can see more clearly the transitory nature of all the experiences one has had before.  This groundless night is terrifying, but if one can relax into that reality and not cling to the past, it is the most enlightening, transformative experience there is.  St. John of the Cross’ account only speaks of one, fully enlightening, completely dark night of the soul, but I don’t believe this is the case.  I believe that we as humans on a spiritual path experience many, many nights of varying darkness, and many, many moments of varying enlightenment.  My visionary moments have hardly been glorious, but they have happened.  They really happened like I described, and I have a hunch that they were infused with the same sort of glory described in poems and mystic traditions around the world.  I’m on to something here, and while I haven’t completely grasped it yet, I know it’s there, waiting for me to stumble upon it…

○ ○ ○

Chapter 2:

The Hero’s Journey

◙◙◙

Journey Part 1:

My Name


My name feels blessed sometimes, like I was born under a lucky star, or like I have an intense, hidden power waiting to be unearthed inside myself.  I have a picture of a merlin falcon hanging on my wall, with a fierce, deep countenance, and when I think of my name, which derives from the falcon’s, I like to think that we share a connection in our souls.  I can’t help but daydream every time I look at my picture of the falcon perched upon a rock, eyes glaring, daring me to take a step into his world.


I’ve had some very intense moments, where the entire world seemed to be pushing me toward a single purpose, and I was fulfilling the world’s quest with utter presence, care, and confidence.  The most important, life-shattering of these was on the night I decided to run away from home.


The day looked to be incredibly depressing from the moment it began.  It was the first day back after Thanksgiving break, which I had spent thinking about how glad I wasn’t in school.  I nearly missed my bus – cursing, I chased it for half a block, shouting and waving my bag until it stopped to let me on.  I was stressed out, and had done hardly any work for a chemistry presentation which I didn’t even have to give until May, and my teacher was incredibly rude.  I had written her a letter explaining why I hadn’t done my work.  She took my letter along with the few sparse notes I had taken, crumpled them up, and threw them in the trash, as if she, the incredibly qualified teacher of Advanced Placement Chemistry, didn’t deserve to be in the presence of such sub-par work.  I thought, “Excuse me?  Are you serious?”  I was incredibly offended, but I didn’t say anything.  I just walked right out of that class.  I marveled at the fact that I was even there, and burst into humorless laughter in the crowded hallway.  Why was I even in that building?  What on earth was I doing?  Gathering my rage and isolation about myself, I stormed through the crowds.  Sparks flew from my eyes.  During lunch, I stole a color ink cartridge from a school printer.


In color ink cartridges, there are three separate sponges soaked with different colors of ink: cyan, yellow, and magenta.  The printer pushes a little probe through the tops of the cartridges, which in turn squeezes the colored ink out through a tube onto the paper.  I needed to express myself, so I took the ink cartridge apart to get at the sponges inside.  I used these to write messages to my high school community in big letters on the walls and benches outside the school: “GOING CRAZY,” “RAGE,” “ENLIGHTEN THYSELF,” and I drew webs of color on the sidewalk.  It calmed me down, and I was able to finish out the day without having a nervous breakdown.  I got home and slept.


My dad woke me up at about ten, and told me he had just talked to my chemistry teacher.  Oh, crap, I thought, here it comes.  My chemistry teacher, under the guise of being worried about me, had told him that I had failed my last quiz, and that I hadn’t done any work on my big chemistry project.  She had expressed her concerns that I didn’t care about the work she had me do, and my dad asked me if this was true, as if a criminal charge had been leveled upon me.  “Well, first of all,” I said, “That project is so full of shit I can’t even begin to describe it.”  I never swore around my dad; it wasn’t something we did.  But I was too exasperated to care, and I continued, “Dad, I don’t present until May.  Having a full presentation plan now would be ridiculous.  I have a billion other assignments I have to do, none of which I feel particularly nurtured by.  Surely you can understand that I really don’t care about this chemistry project right now.”  

It was like I was speaking another language.  According to him, either I did the work which was assigned, which was good, or I didn’t do the work which was assigned, which was bad.  I felt like one of us had to be crazy.  On the verge of tears, I tried to tell him that I didn’t feel inspired by the academic life I was leading, and that I was feeling an incredible tension inside myself.  On the one hand, it was extremely important to me that I live a life that I cared about, in which I felt like an active participant, which was not how I felt about high school, but on the other hand, I loved him and loved my mom.  That love was the only thing even keeping me in high school at this point.  The unspoken message was, please, I need your love.  I need you to acknowledge both my needs and my love for you, and the tension between them.  I need your understanding.

I was being extremely honest about where I was at the moment.  I’d made my position clear to both of us, with controlled, intense passion.  My falcon muse would have been proud.  For all my clarity, though, my dad didn’t understand what I was trying to say.  He said that I would have to go to the library and study all weekend, so that I could get the information for my chemistry teacher.  That was the only thing I could do to salvage my situation, according to him.

A bubble of an idea popped into my head, “I could just leave.”  It was followed by, “that’s dumb,” followed again by, “well, why not?  Nothing’s keeping you here.  Your dad isn’t ever going to hear what you say.”  I didn’t know what to think, so I put that idea on the back burner, and went downstairs to watch Princess Mononoke.  Watching it, I became inspired Prince Ashitaka’s intentions and decisions.  He had done battle with a demon and emerged victorious, but the demon had infected him with its hateful energies.  Rather than languish and let the hatred overcome him, he decided to cut off his prince’s topknot, leave the village where he had grown up all his life, and search for a cure in the lands to the west.  I went back upstairs and wrote a dialogue with myself about the possibility of running away from home.  It starts:

“Marlon. These are very dangerous thoughts you're thinking.

Yes.

What you're saying could mean a huge change.

Yes.”

By the end of the dialogue, I was convinced that I had to run away, even though all logic went against it.  I just knew that if I stayed a day longer, my individual power would be absolutely crushed into unquestioning service to the academic establishment.  Indeed, in order to remain convinced of my intentions, I had to eschew logic in all its forms.  Once I had my twin epiphanies, that I absolutely had to leave and that my intention to leave would go away if I thought too hard about it, warmth and vigor spread all through my body.  It was four in the morning, but I felt absolutely no fatigue.  I packed all my things into a backpack – some clothes, some food, my computer, and some valuables I owned.  I gathered my hair, which was well past shoulder length by then, into a knot at the top of my head.  Like Prince Ashitaka in Princess Mononoke, I sliced my warrior’s knot off with a knife, symbolizing that I would never go back to that life again.  I looked for my passport, but couldn’t find it.  I almost freaked out that I wouldn’t be able to follow through with my plan, but then decided that my student ID would have to be enough.  I had about $80 lying around my room; I gathered that together.  I could only take out $100 a day from my bank account because I was a minor, and at the time I didn’t know about surcharge fees – I thought you could only take money out from an ATM sponsored by your own particular bank.  So I had $180 with which I would start my new life.  I left my sliced-off hair along with the dialogue as a “goodbye note,” shouldered my pack, and headed out the door.

That night, as I walked to the Amtrak station in Boston, I kept thinking, “Oh my god!  You’re actually doing this!  You’re actually running away from home!  Oh my god, I can’t believe it!”  In my logicless haze, I just kept walking.  I didn’t feel like I needed to acknowledge these thoughts.  Without attention, this mental stream of incredulity dried up, and I walked on in mental silence.  I would go west, via the Amtrak train which left at 11:00 that morning, toward Boulder, Colorado, the seat of the Buddhist-leaning Naropa University.  I’d heard about Naropa from my mom, and it seemed like a friendly place to go.  Maybe they’d have some advice for me, or a place to stay.  It wasn’t much of a plan, but then again, my decision was about getting away from a harmful situation, not about getting to a specific place.  As if in a dream, I traveled through the subways of Boston to South Station, bought my ticket, and boarded.  When I was on the train, and it finally started moving, I had the impression of hundreds of tons of metal, slowly accelerating me away from my past.  The hundred and thirty pounds of flesh and blood that was me had no chance of reversing its course.  This scared me, to be sure, but it also felt like a huge weight had been lifted off my shoulders.  I couldn’t do anything about my situation right now, so I didn’t have to worry about my situation for now.  I slept like a baby all the way to Chicago.

Journey Part 2:

To And From Chicago


I woke up and found myself lost.  Where was I?  Who was I?  What time was it?  Did it even matter?  No, it didn’t.  Sun rays shone in through the train window, light and shadow playing across the fabric of the seats.  Just yesterday, within five minutes of waking up I was out the door, book bag slung over my shoulder, running to catch up with the bus, thinking why, God, why?  Just yesterday, I was a poster child for high school morning angst, except for my nagging self-awareness, asking, “Are you seriously, actually going to school again?  You don’t even care about it.”  But that reality no longer existed; in its place was a blank slate, waiting for a new life to be made.


I was free!  Somehow, some way, I had managed to extricate myself from that oppressive situation.  I didn’t know, care, or make any effort to figure out what day it was, what time it was, what state I was in; I just sat for a few minutes with the motion of the train and the mountains outside my window, marveling.  I had just run away from home with now just over a hundred twenty dollars to my name, and I had the entire world laid out before me.


Having just woken up, and being filled with my fool’s bliss, this prospect was really inspiring, rather than nerve-wracking.  I wasn’t even worried about a thing; the object of my intense focus of the night before had been attained, so the intensity diffused itself all over my body in the form of carefree, giddy warmth.  I got up and groggily stumbled downstairs to the Amtrak café, swaying with the motion of the train.  “Five dollars for a hot dog?” I think I said, suddenly aware of money, and the fact that I didn’t have much.  The vendor looked at me.  “Whatever, can I have a hot dog?  Ooh, and a grapefruit juice.”   And so, seven dollars short but a goofy smile spread all over my face, I made my way back to my chair with my food.


I spent the next few hours eating and writing poetry on the back of my Amtrak schedule, mythologizing my running away from home as a rejection of the earthly, self-centered world, placing myself squarely into the hands of the gods to do their will as their servant on earth.  It wasn’t a bad poem, actually, but writing it made me suddenly aware that I really had no plan as for what I was going to do once this train stopped.  It was a profound moment, to sit with my bliss and realize that happiness now doesn’t equate to happiness in the future, and I was a bit shaken in my resolve.  The train, though, kept moving unfalteringly west.


I had a friend in Chicago, but I was hesitant about calling him, because I was afraid he would try to tell me to go back home to Brookline.  I didn’t need that judgment – because as happy as I was to be free, I was completely off-center.  I still had no idea who I was or what I ought to be doing.  I only knew what I absolutely shouldn’t be doing – and I had gotten away from that.  Part of me believed that because this was all I knew, that the only thing I could do was to keep to that one certainty of vision, and trust in the grace of the gods to take care of the uncertainties and guide my plans in the short term.


So the plan of action that I made up on the train was, I’d get off in Chicago at 9:30 Wednesday morning and find a map.  On the map, I’d find a place that offered internet service, like a library.  I’d see if my friend responded to my email, and get in touch with him however I could.  I’d meet him, and we’d talk a bit, maybe I’d tell him the truth about what was going on if I felt like I could trust him, but I’d ask him to borrow money in any case.  I knew I was going to have to rely on a lot of borrowed money if I was to survive in the world.  I was still committed to going to Boulder, Colorado, for no reason other than it was the only place which seemed to call to me, specifically.  My intentions were all very poetic at this point; as I implied in the poetry I wrote, I was a wanderer now.  I had placed myself in the hands of my intuition, and it would lead me where it would lead me.  How hard could it be?

I wandered into the lounge car, where I zoned out and looked out the huge viewing-deck window.  We were stopped in a quaint little town, and ethereal glow-globe streetlights lit the platform.  It was snowing outside, and I felt blessed.  Snow has always been a magical experience for me, and at that moment, I felt like the heavens had opened up, a divine hand reached down, and touched me.  Everything was wonderful, everything was beautiful.  It felt like Christmas, the kind that we all have secret dreams about.  I wasn’t worried about a thing – the gods’ blessings were upon me.  A long time passed in a space out of time, and it was about midnight when I made it back to my seat.  I wanted to be well-rested for the beginning of my adventure the next day, so I went to sleep with a smile on my face, feeling angelic, peaceful, and carefree.


Chicago in December is like a sprawling windswept snowfield, except there are roads, cars, buildings and people.  I learned that when, at 10 AM, I found myself groggily hobbling out of the Amtrak terminal, cup of coffee in hand.  I had never actually drunk coffee before, but it was the cheapest thing in the terminal.  It was incredibly bitter, but at least it kept me warm.  I pored over a streetside map for half an hour, trying to figure out which street went which way, where I was, where the library was, and what on earth was I doing in Chicago of all places, oh man, this was so intense.  Chicago’s Midwestern vastness stunned and scared me.  I wondered whether my dad would figure out where I went; I had to use my student I.D. to buy Amtrak tickets, and they probably had my name on record, and wouldn’t it suck so much if he somehow got the police to find me and bring me back home...


Calm down, Marlon.  Concentrate.  I got lost a few times, but made my way to the library.  I tried to get in touch with my friend, and left messages saying that he could meet me at the entrance to the Union Station before my train left for Denver.  I had a sinking feeling that my plan wasn’t going to work, but I had to keep on going anyways.  

I spent the next two hours waiting outside.  I must’ve had a certain something in my eyes, because a boy selling candy to support his basketball team thought I was homeless, and gave me two packs of peanut M&Ms.  “You don’t even need to thank me, man,” he said, “Don’t worry about a thing.”  I felt at once confused and loved and thankful.  I had grown up in a nice house, a slice of upper-middle-class suburbia, but I guess I really was homeless now, seeing as I had given up that moneyed life.  At least I was free.  In any case, that was my lunch.  My friend didn’t show up, so I went inside and bought my ticket.


I got a ticket to Omaha instead of Denver, thanks to a sudden brilliant idea.  I didn’t have much money, and train tickets were really expensive.  I wondered if I could just buy a ticket to the first stop the train made, and then stay on till Denver.  Seeing as my funds were insufficient for a full ticket to Denver, I had to carry out this semi-legal plan of action in order to get where I wanted to go.  

As it turned out, I was incredibly lucky.  The way the system worked was, on the train, one person checked to see that you had your ticket, told you to sign them, and wrote your destination on a little tab above your seat.  He didn’t take them, though.  Someone else collected them.   I was remarkably lucid, and noticed the setup right away.  Planning by the seat of my pants, I struck up a conversation with the man checking tickets, being quiet enough so that the man collecting tickets didn’t notice me.  So, my ticket was checked, officially allowing me to use the train, but the only official indication of my destination was a little tab stuck above my seat that read OMA, for Omaha, which I took down and moved to an empty seat.  Everybody switched seats around the train, anyway.  I passed the time lazily, thankful for the warmth and comfort of the Amtrak.  I was especially thankful, considering I had earned that warmth through remarkable lucidity, skill, and good fortune.  This was further proof that the gods were filling me with their gifts and luck, and I was elated.  

I had completely given up my complex knot of feelings about home by this point.  They still existed, but just rested within me, waiting for a new home and life to care about.  Once I had settled in a place, made a few friends who were willing to give me temporary space to live, I could start to build a life for myself.  However, for now I had to give myself up completely to the unknown, and it was working.  Soft focus, I repeated to myself.  Be confident, and resist the temptation to worry about specifics.  What will happen will happen, and in the mean time, you still have food and shelter for this night.  The next day, I was to face my greatest challenge yet: finding my way to Boulder from Denver, and finding a warm, friendly place where I would be welcome for at least a few days.  That was tomorrow; for now, I could sleep.  That night, the train rolled on, tons of metal taking me with them, ever westward.

Journey Part 3:

Colorado

The first thing that struck me upon exiting the train the next morning in Denver was how rustic the station felt.  In Chicago and Boston, the floors were washed to a shine every day, giving those stations an alarmingly perfect air.  I was used to it, of course; I had grown up in an alarmingly perfect atmosphere, with my alarmingly perfect grades and my alarmingly perfect future.  However, it was that atmosphere that I was trying to get away from, so I felt a sense of ease about the Denver Amtrak station.  The floors were lightly dusted brown, the bathrooms were filthy, and an old man stood at a counter across from my gate, selling coffee and homemade pastries.  I sat down, wrapped myself up in my winter coat, and bought my second cup of coffee ever and a donut.  He silently gave me two; I think, like the boy in Chicago, he got the impression that I was homeless, and wanted to do what he could to help.  I sipped my coffee and ate my donuts, and thought about how I was going to get to Boulder.


Well, that was simple, I reasoned.  I would just walk.  Buses cost money, and besides, I was on what I hoped would be the last leg of my epic journey.  A long walk from Denver to Boulder would cap it off nicely.  I looked up the distance between Denver and Boulder on a map; it measured out to about ten, fifteen miles.  Easy, I said to myself.  I had walked fifteen miles a day hiking, and that was with steep ups and downs, and I had gotten to camp before sundown.  I would be fine.

Upon exiting the station, a gust of wind hit me full on, whistling faintly.  Snow from the night before made little whirlwinds up and down the ramp leading out.  I shivered as I realized that I needed to figure out how to end my journey here, and headed out into Denver.

What a colorful city!  Everything was so clearly marked, and there were map kiosks set up every few blocks.  I was trying to go northwest, so I just followed the maps in a generally northwesterly direction, stunned at how inviting the city seemed to me.  The streets were wide and snowy, but rather than seeming stark and scary like Chicago did, brightly colored statues lined the sidewalks.  It seemed like a much happier, less lonely city to me.  I marveled, but realized, no, this wasn’t where I was going.  My journey could not end yet, not without one final physical exertion.  Effort, either physical or mental, gives a person the courage to do what they need to do to survive; and I had come to realize that it would take a lot of courage to do what I was planning.  

My plan was to find Naropa University and either to make up a story or explain my actual situation to whomever seemed to be in charge there, and ask them if they could find it in themselves to please help me find a means to survive on my own.  I didn’t want to go back to Brookline, though; I was violently against that idea, and I was so scared that anybody I told the truth about my plight to would tell me I had to go back, that running away from home was a silly, childish thing, and that I should know better.  I didn’t want to think about the possibility that they were right, and that I really was just a silly little boy running away from home because nobody understands him!  I really had to keep grounding myself in what I was doing, in how I had felt.  They were real feelings, I said to myself.  My soul seriously could not have survived there one more day.  If I had spent one more day saying no to how I was feeling deep down, I would have gone insane.  Or, even scarier, I would have been crushed.  I would have gone numb.  Numbness of emotion and spirit seems far more terrifying than anything I can think of.

So, where was I, anyway?  I seemed to have walked out of inner-city Denver, into the sprawling suburbs.  I started to freak out.  I kept walking, of course; I figured I’d find a place where I could buy a map.  Denver seemed much less colorful now, and a little bit scary.  I laughed the fear off though; every journey has its setbacks.  It’ll all be resolved soon, I said to myself.  I developed a mantra as I walked on.  “Once I get to Boulder, everything will be all right.  Once I get to Boulder, everything will be all right.  Once I get to Boulder, everything will be all right…” 

I walked into a gas station to buy myself a map of Colorado.  Holy crap!  Holy shit!  Dread settled over my mind looking at this map; I had been going the wrong way for two hours.  The road must’ve curved somewhere, so I was going northeast, when I wanted to be going northwest.  I started to panic, but managed to calm myself by repeating my mantra.  Once I got to Boulder, everything would be all right.  Something inside me knew it was true.  All I had to do was walk there.  I got my bearings and planned out a course of action.  The freeway from Denver to Boulder was due west, about a mile.  Easy, easy.  So I might get there when the sun was setting, so what.  It was ten in the morning.

As I walked, the buildings became sparser and sparser, and the road got wider and wider.  Walking became scarier and scarier, as sidewalk melted into gravel, gravel melted into grass, and grass into highway tar, only a thin white line separating my body from a stream of cars.  I walked for many hours, passing mileage signs for cities I had no desire to see.  Longmont, Lafayette, other cities beginning with L…it didn’t matter.  That wasn’t my destination.  My journey took me to Boulder, and no other city.

 So, it was about three in the evening, by my calculation.  The sun was beginning to look low in the sky.  Over the horizon I saw an endless sea of industrial complexes, smokestacks and big circular buildings and cranes stretched out before me.  I had an overwhelm moment, in which my mind was simply incapable of coming up with anything to stem the tide of confusion that washed over me.  I was walking along the side of a highway in god knows where, Colorado, and what was I doing?  Panic set in.  I could die here!  If it started snowing at night and I was walking along the side of the road, I could die!  And nobody would know!  Nobody would come to save me because nobody knew where I was!  The panic didn’t last – there was absolutely nothing around me that would work to save me from the situation I had put myself in, no possible way to act on my exhausted panic.  I had been walking all day to get to the nowhere I was at, and the sun was beginning to set.  A tremendous responsibility settled on my shoulders; the responsibility for my own survival.  I needed to take care of myself, and oh my god, I wasn’t ready, oh my god, I miss my mom, oh my god I’m not an adult I don’t want to be I don’t know how to be what the hell am I even doing here?

Calm.  Calm.  After some contemplation, I knew precisely what I was doing.  I needed to get away from a situation which would have been fatal to my soul had I stayed a moment longer.  This was a soul’s journey, I repeated to myself, as I trudged down the highway.  It was carrying my exhausted body with it, to its destination, wherever that might be.  But maybe I had suffered enough.  Maybe I had to find another way.

You do, my body informed me, all down my back and legs.  I stopped by the side of the road and took out a large tin of raisins for lunch.  I drank some water, and thought about what I should do next.  I had to hitchhike.  I felt extremely silly and out of place, standing by the side of a busy highway, sticking my thumb out into the face of oncoming traffic.  As people sped by I looked at their faces; they were trying to pretend I didn’t exist.  I was trying to get a ride and nobody even acknowledged my presence or my helplessness embodies in the thumb stuck out in front of them.  

Who even came up with that gesture?  What does it even mean?  Why does an outstretched thumb mean, “Can you give me a ride?”  I couldn’t figure it out, so I didn’t know how to hold myself or what to do.  It made me feel really dumb, but I persevered.  I knew that I made people nervous, but I was beyond feeling sorry for them.  Sensing their fear gave me the strength to stay standing in that ridiculous posture, thumb out, eyes fixed on each car that passed me by.

Eventually a police car pulled over behind me.  I was thinking, “Oh, kind Coloradan law enforcement, offering to hitch me a ride to Boulder!”  Two men with black sunglasses, hats, and imperturbable attitudes got out of the car, and one of them asked me to take off my backpack so he could search through it for drugs.  The other asked me to turn around so he could pat down my body.  Once he was sure I wasn’t a threat, he said, “I’ve had some reports from people that there was a young man acting suspiciously on the highway.  What’ve you been doing?  Are you drunk or on drugs?”  I explained that I wasn’t, and I was just trying to hitch a ride to Boulder; he coldly informed me that it was illegal to hitchhike in Colorado, and could he please see some I.D.  I didn’t trust him, so I didn’t show my Brookline High School I.D.  He asked me where I was from, why I was in Colorado.  I made up a story; it was easy, I had been thinking up stories I would use if I didn’t trust the first people I met in Boulder.  I fell into a telling of myself as a homeless boy from Boston, trying to meet up with a friend who’d moved to Boulder who’d hook me up with a job and a place to stay.  This was partly true; I no longer had a home, and I was looking for a friend; I just hadn’t found him or her yet.  I was lucky that I had said such a firm goodbye to my past life; I was able to lie about my present circumstances with a completely straight face, to the point of half-believing what I said.  After all, it was true.  I was no longer a boy from affluent Brookline.  I had cut away my roots; isn’t that the definition of homelessness?  Being able to lie to the police officer awakened in me a profound feeling of impermanence.  Like I didn’t have anything I could call my own; I didn’t even have a fixed name, I didn’t even have a fixed history, there was nothing.  I could make myself up completely right now, and absolutely nobody I’d meet would know that I’d lied.

The police officer, convinced that nothing was wrong with me, let me go with a warning.  He also pointed me toward a nearby town with a bus stop.  In retrospect, I was lucky I didn’t get arrested.  A bit dazed, I thanked him; it was about four now, and all I wanted to do was just get to Boulder.  Everything would be fine, once I got to Boulder and found Naropa.  I wandered from bus to bus for hours, asking for directions from a series of incompetent bus drivers.  I was in a state of constant, muted fear, until I met a bus driver who was both knowledgeable and compassionate.  I told him I was new to the area, and really confused, and I just wanted to get to Boulder.  With tanned skin, long, straight, gray hair, and a measured tone, he felt like some sort of spirit guide to me.  He didn’t charge me for the ride; he could tell I had been through a lot.  We didn’t talk much, but he said his route went to a place that the B bus met.  He could drop me off, and he’d give me a transfer free of charge.  I felt his calm spreading over me, as he talked about his life, how it was hard to be a bus driver; the pay is shit, the hours are long, and he just wanted to be home with his family.  He talked away, always in his slow, thoughtful tone, and I felt myself relax again.  I was almost there; my journey was almost over.  He dropped me off at a mall complex and wished me luck.

A girl was waiting at the bus stop, drawing in a sketchbook.  She wore all black, had short black hair, a red-pock-marked face, and a frown.  She seemed silently wracked with emotion, and her presence fit beautifully with the feelings of the night.  I really wanted to talk to her.  Something about her said that I could find temporary solace and reflection in her company.  But what would I say?  That I needed a place to stay for the night, and could I stay with her?  Should I pretend to be interested in her drawings?  What the hell, Marlon, why are you freaking out about talking to this girl?  Why are your high school hormones getting in the way of your heroic journey?  Aren’t your problems bigger than that?  

But still, I didn’t want to make her nervous by talking to her out of the blue.  Not that I wasn’t already doing that, with my concentrated stare on her.  She kept looking up at me and quickly down at her artwork.  By the time the bus came to pick us up, the sun had just set, and the sky was rapidly darkening.  I resigned myself to silence, but sat next to her on the bus, in the hopes that she’d try to make conversation.  She didn’t, and I think I just made her more nervous with my silence, but I couldn’t deal with being charming, so I put her out of my mind.  I was still shaken up by my highway walk, and just determined to get to Boulder.  I didn’t know what I was going to do; just find Naropa and chill out there, I thought.  2130 Arapahoe Avenue; I had memorized that before coming, just in case I needed to.  The bus dropped me off at a depot near Pearl Street, the commercial center of Boulder, Colorado, at about ten at night.  I had made it, finally.

I walked down one of the numbered streets until I came to a pizza place at the intersection of 17th and Arapahoe called Jalino’s.  I had a slice of pepperoni pizza, then continued ever onward, down Arapahoe toward Naropa University, my destiny.  It began to snow lightly, dusting me with a shower of sparkles.  Magic filled the air as I came to the campus and walked through the rock gardens and through the courtyard.  There was a giant sycamore tree in the middle of the green which reminded me of my mom.  It was so powerful and loving.  I was struck with an intense desire to live and go to school here, someday.  The buildings looked like real houses, beautiful, not like scary administrative structures at all.  I found the door to the main office open, so I went inside.

It was warm!  It was beautiful!  I could rest, finally!  I sat down in a plush chair, but I couldn’t fall asleep.  I watched a movie on my laptop for a couple of hours, but that didn’t help.  I was too excited.  I found a pad of paper and a pen, and wrote wishes of happiness and explanations of myself and charming poetry on many pads of paper, and planned on leaving them all over the place for whoever worked there to find in the morning.  However, while I was writing, a young man with a cap that said “SECURITY” on it walked down the stairs.  It was about one in the morning, and he fixed me with a stare, and I knew I had to get out.  I gathered all the poems I had written about the beauty of Naropa and headed back out into the cold, snowy night.

My journey was falling apart.  My beautiful vision of life in Boulder, Colorado had been cut out from under me in one fell swoop.  Fatigue washed over me; I just wanted to be done.  I didn’t know what I was doing, didn’t know where I was going.  I had no money.  I felt like I was going to be sick to my stomach, though it was really my heart and my spirit that were hurting.  I had set out on an incredible journey on the force of my will alone, but I realized that it takes more than willpower to fully succeed in a task like the hero’s journey.  I would have felt betrayed by the idealism which had gotten me so far, but my heart was just so exhausted.  Just be done, it was telling me.  Just finish this.

Holding myself rigidly, I called my mom’s number in Bellingham, Washington from a pay phone near the university.  “It’s the celebrity!” she said, positively joyful to hear my voice.  “Hey,” I said, tiredly and told her where I was.  “How are you?” she asked.  I was a bit stunned at her unconcerned joviality, which she picked up on and explained, “Your dad’s furious, and everybody in the family is in an uproar about this.  There has been so much love poured out on your behalf; everyone wants you to know that you can go stay with them.”  I was still stunned, but I managed to mumble, “I’m sorry I worried you all, I feel bad…maybe, I don’t know how I feel.”  She replied, “I wasn’t worried about you for a moment.”  The way she said this made me feel really good, and she continued, “I wanted to hear from you, of course, and I couldn’t stop thinking about you, but I was never worried.  You are such a capable person, and I trusted that you would find your way, with or without us.”  

If I hadn’t been so drained, I think I would have cried.  She didn’t say I was irresponsible for leaving home, nor did she pile on guilt; she respected my choices and decisions, but more importantly, she respected me as a human being.  I had undertaken this incredibly rebellious, stereotypically adolescent act of running away from home, but somehow she saw beneath the image to the deeper truth underneath.  I asked if she could please buy me a plane ticket to where she was.    Together, we planned out what would be the last leg of my journey, from Boulder to the airport to Seattle to Bellingham.  She bought me a plane ticket to Seattle the next morning, out of Denver.

.  That night I lodged at the Boulder Quality Inn and Suites; it wasn’t cheap, but it was close.  My mom wired me money to stay.  She had said, before we hung up, that if I wanted to make a life for myself in Boulder, she would support me in getting started.  I considered this, but realized that the days had drained me, and now that I had secured a way back to my mom, I really didn’t have the dream of self-sufficiency anymore.  I slept in a soft bed that night, ate a buffet breakfast, got on a plane the next morning, met my mom the next night, and slept under the roof of a new, but infinitely comforting, motherly home.  So ended my heroic journey.

Return Part 1:

Senior Prom Night
(UNEDITED + CRAPPY)


I had been away from my hometown for well over half a year, after an explosive break from it last December.  I had been a bit worried about this, coming back, but my parents wanted me to go to my graduation ceremony, and my friends wanted me to celebrate the end of school with them for that month at least.  I had spent the last month doing all the schoolwork I had missed, so that I could get my diploma, so I figured I deserved some celebration myself.  I hadn’t even talked to anybody under forty in months.  Yet I was still nervous about seeing everyone again: my friends, my teachers, faces I had known but never talked to, places, feelings, connections.  I was especially nervous about being in the midst of everybody’s connections.  Teenage interpersonal energies can be overwhelming.


So, I had decided to go to my prom night, just for the experience of it.  A week before, in Bellingham, Washington, I had bought a suit that fit me well, and a thin, unassuming, yet incredibly stylish tie, as well as a bowler hat.  That afternoon, my dad bought me a pair of dress shoes after I had walked around in his own two-sizes-too-small shoes for half the day, trying to fit them to my feet, or so I thought.  I didn’t notice the thick, rough leather digging into my skin.  I still have the scars from that day.  I guess my mind was worrying about other things.


Other things like my prom that was going to be that day!  I had heard from a friend that I needed a ticket, or something, to get into my prom, and that it was like seventy dollars, and that I had missed the deadline for getting my ticket.  He told me that he didn’t think I could just bust into the prom on my badassness alone.  That was bullshit, of course; I was Marlon, and school rules didn’t apply to me.  I headed over to my high school, terrified of running into anyone I knew, and went straight for the secretary’s office.  A sign on the door said, in big letters, “DO NOT ASK ABOUT TICKETS TO THE PROM OR THE AFTER THE PROM PARTY.”  Whatever.


I walked in and smiled my most charming, I-don’t-know-what-I’m-doing-can-you-help-me smile, and said, “Hey, uh, I know the sign on the door says don’t ask about prom tickets, but,” I laughed self-effacingly, “uh, can you possibly make an exception?  See, like, I haven’t been here for six months, and I just got in last night.”


She seemed more amused than exasperated, which was a good sign, and asked, “What’s your name?  Are you on the attendance list?”


“Uh, Marlon MacAllister?  And I have no idea, haha.” At this I grinned.


“Hmm, it doesn’t look like you’re here.  Did somebody reserve your tickets and just not pay for them?”


“What?  Oh, ah, um, I mean, I think my dad sent you an email or something, asking to reserve tickets.”  This wasn’t entirely false; I never knew what actions my dad might randomly take on my behalf.  “Did you get it?”


“Uh, I don’t recall, but I’ll take your word for it.”  Score!  My charm had worked.  I paid for my tickets and headed out, sticking my tongue out at the sign.  Marlon beats the system again.


The prom started at six that evening, at the illustrious Park Plaza hotel.  I had never been to any sort of dance before, so I was nervous.  Thoughts kept flying through my head as my dad drove me to the hotel: images of all the girls I had ever had crushes on, how gross it was that the disgustingly rich PTO had rented out this super-high-class hotel and ballroom in the middle of Boston for our prom, how sexy my hat was, whether I would feel comfortable and be charming or whether I would be really nervous and not be able to talk to anyone.  At least I had an excuse for not having a date; I had been away for months and just got back the night before.  My dad dropped me off, and I wandered around the hotel for about fifteen minutes before I realized I had gone through the wrong door, or something.

I managed to find my way to the main ballroom by following young people in suits and dresses.  I felt incredibly out of place as I walked through all the people in pairs or groups.  I had come from an atmosphere of incredible openness and unguardedness with all my friends, who were really my mom’s friends, and all over forty.  Here were young people, my peers, yet there was an air of awkwardness about them all as they talked to one another, as if they desired and felt something on the inside completely different from what they were saying.  Welcome home to the east coast, Marlon.

I walked in, showed my ticket to the doorman, and was stunned.  Everyone was there!  There were so many people, all milling about this large, elaborately decorated room.  And everybody was so handsome, so beautiful!  My eyes jumped from person to person to person, recognition sparking faster than I could keep track in my head.  I tensed up.  The music hadn’t even started, and already I was feeling overwhelmed.  I tried to concentrate, and looked around for my friends.

There was a familiar, safe face.  Greg Zapata was dressed in a full tuxedo, handkerchief and all, with a cane and a monocle to boot.  I took him in: his orange cauliflower head of hair, his nerdy glasses, his perpetually loopy expression over his chubby cheeks; it fit his too-formal look just perfectly.

“So, how’s the hobo lifestyle treating you?  Eat any dried shoe leather lately?”  Oh, Greg.  I missed you too.  I laughed, and we got into a long conversation about hobo sandwiches, and fifty-one ways to make a meal out of an old shoe and a slab of government cheese.  I had definitely missed being stupid with my friends.

I looked around for my friend Jon; I felt like losing myself in silliness, and he was just the person to do it with.  I spotted him looking incredibly awkward next to a girl who was talking away to one of her friends.  Oh god, he had asked a girl to the prom.  Jon, who had created and presided the breakaway nation of Alcovia in the alcove outside the cafeteria; Jon, who had jumped twenty feet in the air off a swing and broken his ankle to impress a group of seventh and eighth graders; Jon, with whom I had spent countless hours composing super-hero stories starring ourselves and our friends, Jon, who was horribly inept at romance, had asked a girl to the prom.  I couldn’t get over it.  He looked so pained and awkward, and I felt horrible for him.  I headed over to see if I couldn’t cheer him up, but he seemed subdued, not himself, and oh god there’s Cheryl.  

A few months before, on their spring break, I had gone with a group of friends to Montreal, and during that trip I had gotten silently close to this girl, Cheryl.  So silently that I didn’t even know if a connection existed in her mind, but it certainly existed in mine.  To say that I’m attractive and charming with women would be a gross overstatement, but compared to all my other friends, who were either hopelessly awkward or liked to get drunk too much, I guess I could see my appeal.  That’s what I told myself, anyways.  I was still really self-conscious, especially since I hadn’t interacted with any of them in months.

I waved, and smiled my most charming smile.  Oooh, and was she ever beautiful.  Dressed all in red, skirts and jacket and all, with a red beret, and red Chuck Taylors, with silver chain necklaces and lots of black bracelets and an adorable smile I could stare at for hours…I averted my eyes, though.  I knew from bad experiences that my wordless stare made girls incredibly uncomfortable.  My eyes being averted, I suddenly didn’t know what to say or how to connect.  Oh god, I felt like such a teenager, it would’ve pissed me off if I weren’t so overwhelmed.  My mom told me that when I was a baby I used to just walk into tables and walls when I was really tired, and not even register that my path was obstructed.  This felt like that.  I wanted to talk, but somehow, in the midst of all these people, my brain was too busy trying to make sense of how everything was affecting me to be able to form words for how I felt inside.  I laughed, and commented at how many people there where, how overwhelmed I felt.  She smiled.  “I really like your hat.  It looks really good on you.”

Oh yeah.  I knew my hat was sexy.  I grinned, I probably blushed, and said in a too-moved tone, “Thank you.”  She saw some friends of hers across the room and floated over to where they were, leaving me to float around more myself.  I found my friend Alex, and his girlfriend Betty, and we all hugged.  “Where the hell’ve you been?” Alex said, a wry smile across his face.  “We fucken’ missed you, goddamnit!”  Alex carried himself like a gruff genius, which to some extent he was.  Aloof, foul-mouthed, and cantankerous if you got on his nerves, yet if you looked into his big blue eyes you saw that under all those walls he was a really sweet guy.  Walls were a fact of life on the east coast, though, and sensitivity to one’s surroundings was looked down upon.

“Oh, you know…just being a rebel, punk-rock badass.  You know me.”  I laughed, and we talked for a long time about this and that, got some food, and sat down at a table.  Around this time, Jon came back, alone, looking exhausted and vaguely depressed.  We shared a glance, but I didn’t ask him what was wrong.  I knew it probably had something to do with his date, but bringing those sensitive issues into the open, where they could be painful and create a scene, just wasn’t done.  I offered a sympathetic smile in his direction; that was all I could do.  We were joined by a few more mutual friends, who chattered about their various nothings, but Jon and I, across the table from one another, ate in profound, east-coast silence.


Betty tried to drag Alex out onto the dance floor when the lights dimmed and the music started, but he refused.  Alex didn’t dance.  She was a New York girl though, and not to be denied a good time just because her boyfriend was being a stick in the mud, she went to his best friend, me.  Holy crap, I was being dragged to dance by this spirited, incredibly attractive girl in the middle of this room filled with people and feelings from my past.  Nobody was dancing yet; we were the only people on the floor.  Being dragged along, like an idiot I was all like, “uhh, uhhhh, I don’t know what I’m doing, uhhh, I don’t know how to dance, uhhh.”  Betty said, “No, you’ll be fine.  Don’t worry.”  Alex was cracking up.  He knew I didn’t know what I was doing.  I yelled, “Come dance with your girlfriend, jerk!”  “No, no, I’m good, she’s all yours,” he managed to say between laughter.  


So, what could I do?  I danced.  Luckily, we stayed by the corner of the floor near our table, so at least we were somewhat out of sight.  It wasn’t that I was a bad dancer, per se – in fact, I was a great dancer, just like I was a great singer, in my own little world.  I had danced along to songs alone in my room, but that was the only dancing experience I had ever had.  I had to fall back on my own style of dancing which a friend of mine described later as like a “possessed marionette.”  He was expressing admiration for my individuality, but at the time I didn’t feel very individual.  I felt like a goddamn fool, flailing about and moving my body to the hip-hop beat, next to this girl who totally knew what she was doing, and how to dance, while her boyfriend looked on, laughing.  At least I was making somebody happy.


Gradually, I grew more comfortable.  I didn’t learn how to dance any better, but just the movement of my body to the music was what I came to want, and that was enough for then.  It was, in fact, just what I needed.  I needed to express myself, but I couldn’t do so through speech.  Even when it had been quiet, there was just too much charged connection around me.  I couldn’t concentrate on words or specific actions, but dancing didn’t require concentration.  It just required movement, and the music drowned out all conscious thought that might have been a wall between my feelings and my actions.  The lights dimmed further, and people joined the dance floor in droves.  The D.J. amped up the music, turned on a set of multicolored flashing lights, and the party really got started.


My mind immediately shut down, and my body was pulled into a dancing, twirling groove which felt absolutely wonderful.  I lost perception of the passage of time.  I closed my eyes, and just felt my body move in ways I didn’t even know it could move.  I’d make a movement that seemed natural to go with the beat of the music, and a little voice in me said, “oh wow, I didn’t know I had joints there.”  It was incredible.  Sometimes, it was a bit too incredible.  I’d be dancing next to a girl I didn’t even know, but this didn’t even matter, look into her eyes, look past her eyes, and then all of a sudden I’d start freaking out.  All the sensory input that I was getting flowed straight into my consciousness at once, and I just couldn’t handle it.  My muscles went slack, I could hardly stand up.  I looked up at the chandeliers, weren’t they gorgeous, at all the people dancing around me, oh my god, weren’t they beautiful, the flashing lights at the center of the stage…I couldn’t take it.  Betty was beside me dancing her brains out, and everything and everybody was so spirited, so intensely into what they were doing and feeling at the moment, on the backdrop of this all-pervasive sight-sound-smell machine of the senior prom.


My ears were being attacked by really loud music, and then behind that were the vibrations of people yelling all over the dance floor, trying to talk to each other.  Those sounds still entered my ears - sound waves from people's voices reached my eardrums just as much as the music did, even though I couldn’t distinguish that they were talking because the music was so loud.  So to my eardrums it was like I was in a room filled both with loud music as well as hundreds of people talking at the tops of their voices.

My body was covered with sweat, and aside from making the whole place smell sticky sweet, the little pores in my skin were saturated with other people's body heat, radiating toward my body from all sides to hit all my nerves all at once.  Plus I was dancing, millions of electrical impulses snapping through my muscles.  In biology class in 10th grade I learned that there were two types of nerves, sensory nerves and motor nerves.  The sensory nerves send signals from the skin and muscles to the brain, and that's how you feel things and have the sensation of touch, sight, smell, hearing, and everything else.  The motor nerves send signals from the brain to the muscles, coaxing them to move the way the brain wants them to, like when one dances. Both types were being stimulated maximally that night.


I danced with my 10th grade biology teacher who I’d always had a crush on.  That was the only reason I knew everything that I did about biology.  I really appreciated her company, because she didn’t ask me if I was “doing okay now,” and didn’t express all this fake, cloying concern for my well-being like teachers had been doing all that night.  Teachers who said they missed me and hoped I was doing well, I felt like they could just go fuck off.  The only thing they cared about was their own goddamn egos.  Why didn’t he let us know how he was feeling?  Oh no, you mean he didn’t trust us or feel like he could talk to us about his problems?  Oh, gosh, I hope he’s doing okay now.  I hope he doesn’t have any bad feelings toward me or my class.  Fuck you, Brookline High School, you didn’t care about how I was doing six months ago, don’t pretend you care about how I’m doing now.  They were a bunch of hypocrites.  But not Ms. Sailer, for which I was extremely grateful.  I also danced with my 9th grade physics teacher, whose only comment was, “Wow, that was a pretty genius stunt you pulled.  And you’re still graduating?  You really came out on top this time, Marlon.”  Oh, Ms. Kissel.  You were a good teacher, and a good person.  I’ll miss you.


After about two hours of dancing, I took a break.  I bumped into Clara, who I had sent a letter to six months ago.  When I had first gotten to my mom’s house in Bellingham, all these people’s faces kept going through my head, and the only way at the time to stop the barrage of memories was to write letters to them.  This wasn’t a problem for most of them, since they were my friends – but Clara was the only person I kept thinking about who I didn’t even know.  I sent her a letter anyway – I had to – but I bet this weirded her out.  She looked startled to see me, and for my part, I bolted as casually as I could.  I couldn’t deal with that emotional can of worms in my present situation.


I floated around for awhile, bumping into various people from my past, but unable to connect with them as deeply as I would have liked.  I couldn't put words together right.  I was too overloaded with sensory information, and my body was still vibrating from the intense dance floor experience.  All I could talk about was how many people were there, how much I was freaking out, and how loud everything was, but I talked about these things in glowing, mystical terms, because that’s how I was feeling; not quite down to earth.  I found Cheryl and asked her to dance, because I knew that was the only way I could possibly communicate with her, but she didn’t want to.  She was terribly shy, like most of my friends.  Like me, on some levels, but I had gone through so many different stresses that I saw dancing that night as a way of release, rather than another social stress.  Oh, well.  I said goodbye to her and her friends as they were leaving, and went back to the dance floor.  I danced for another hour or so, got hit on by a girl I didn’t know, and got irrationally freaked out.  There was just so much going on around me, and now for intention to be directed specifically at me from an unknown source, when I didn’t even know where I was or what I was doing, was just too much.  I found a few of my friends and we agreed that it was time to head out.  I was exhausted.


But, the night was still young!  While the prom may have been over by midnight, there was a whole separate event to which I had tickets: the after-the-prom party!  It went from midnight till six the following morning.  By that point, I was too tired to make any decisions as to whether or not I wanted to go, so I just went with the general consensus, which seemed to be that we were going.  Seven of us packed into my friend Richard’s car, four in the back and two in the passenger seat, and we headed back to the high school


I was hateful and antisocial the whole night.  People kept on walking up and asking me where I’d been for the past six months, pretending they cared about me in order to elicit a response out of Marlon, the rebel who had once been so smart and gotten such good grades.  Sometimes, I just wouldn’t respond.  To one particularly snobbish girl who asked, in a voice that just oozed with east coast arrogance disguised as concern, I replied from the seat of my heart, “Hey.  Fuck off.”  She seemed taken aback, and when I shooed her away with my hand, she huffed like only a high-class teenage girl can do, and walked off.  Teachers, too, kept trying to initiate conversation with me, showing me how wise they were to my situation, or not.  There was a teacher who hadn’t even allowed me to use a wine bottle filled with grape juice for a dramatic presentation to the class, who then tried to speak to me like an equal about what she thought my motivations were for running away…I didn’t want to deal with that.  Maybe at one time she knew what it felt like to be pressured from all sides, and maybe at one time she knew what it felt like to act from the seat of her heart, but now, for all her lofty speeches and acting like she knew where I was at, all she wanted was to understand me.  But the only way she was going to get that out of me was if she acknowledged that I had something to offer her, and not the other way around.  Once we’d hashed out our differences, then we could have a discussion as equals.  Otherwise, I was just going to treat them all like the self-important oblivious east coast high school teachers they were.


I left that scene around three in the morning to crash at my friend Willie’s house, who lived near the school.  My house was an hour’s walk, and it was pouring rain, my feet were in incredible pain from dancing, and I was beat to hell.  I just wanted to sleep...so sleep I did.

Return Part 2:

Encounter with Brookline Passion

The day after next was “Senior Day,” which was a day for the entire senior class to get together on the field and sign one another’s yearbooks.  Still reeling from prom night, I stumbled over to the high school around mid-morning, having groggily stayed at Willie’s house all the next day.  

…I really want to add more to this story, because I feel like it requires a bit more to be complete – specifically, it requires a description of Senior Day, where I’m confronted by Clara and that whole weirdness gets resolved as much as anything can where I’m from – with a bit of a deepening of her character too

And that contributes to my own personal weariness and confusion amidst of the atmosphere, since Clara is a very confusing, interesting person in relation to me – it’ll be relieving to write about her, since I never have before

Return Part 3:

Graduation

Then the story has to end with the cathartic release which was my graduation – it was incredibly moving to me and it’ll be the perfect way to say goodbye to all this negative energy I’ve strewn through my story.  However, the story is already super-long and I’ve already put three nights of work into it, it’s 1 in the morning the day before class, and I need to sleep.  I feel like I need to finish this though, for personal reasons of putting these demons to rest.  All these past few days I’ve been getting lost in this time, and I need to end the story to be able to be present here and now again.  I might email you the final story sometime later this week.

○ ○ ○

Chapter 3:

The Hero’s Passion

◙◙◙

Excerpt from Essay:

“Belittlement of the Heart”

Our culture’s values are very ironic and hard to follow.  On one hand, we admire those who have expressed visionary qualities and ideals, who have possessed an almost magical aura that commands respect and dignifies them and those around them.  We know their lives have been fraught with hardships and sadness and emotional pain, and we respect them all the more for it.  At the same time, in our own lives, we give our own emotional pain a negative stigma, and try to get rid of it as quickly as possible.  Perhaps we believe that our cultural heroes were more able to surpass or transcend their suffering than we are; perhaps we believe that they wanted to end their pain while they were having it, so that they could get on to doing greater things with their lives.  Perhaps we believe that the only way we can do great things is if we stamp out our pain with drugs, recreational or pharmaceutical, or self-help books, or by convincing ourselves that we know the answer.  Our heroic journeys as human beings of American culture do not lack any conviction or resolve.  We are a powerful people.  What we lack, however, is wisdom and compassion, and we belittle our hearts and the hearts of others in hopes that this will help us to succeed.  We lack the insight to see that by frantically stamping out this important, darkly emotional aspect of ourselves, we are only deepening those feelings of dissatisfaction we seek to escape from.  We escape from our pain in many extremely subtle ways.  This emotional denial is one of the major sicknesses of our culture.

I

In the United States, we are taught to believe that we can explain the Truth to ourselves through a set of easily-definable beliefs: mathematical, scientific, and religious formulae which are the sum total of universal reality, rather than just guideposts along the way to understanding it.  This spiritual simplicity stems from two roots.  First, there exists in this country a fanatical desire to achieve individual perfection.  We call this desire by many names: the American Dream, old-fashioned work ethic, and healthy ambition, among others.  This ambition might in fact be healthy, if not for the deeper root: our emotional dislocation from our lives.  We want to be numb to our pain.  Those of us who aren’t are encouraged to see a psychiatrist, who, through honeyed words and drug prescription, reduces our consciousness of our pain to the point where it is “manageable,” and we can get on with our day-to-day lives feeling easy, balanced, and utterly numb to negativity.  Or we are encouraged to meditate, or go on retreat, or let Jesus into our lives.  We are drawn toward fundamentalism, or any all-inclusive life philosophy based on a few select principles.  Fundamentalism in any form is indicative of a desire for intellectual subjugation of the feelings.  

American expressions of fundamentalism, as varied and diverse as they are, all point to the belief in the U.S. collective unconscious that the image of a life steeped in truth and integrity is one which is not affected by emotional pain.  And so we neurotically drive toward that image, removing our consciousness of that pain in whatever way we can so that we can convince ourselves of our integrity.  Belittling our hearts with pat rational explanations from our intellects, like zombies we trudge through our lives.  In place of our true emotions we construct words like “happy,” “content,” “peaceful,” “relaxed,” and contrive to embody them in our words and body language.  We want so badly to be sure of our lives.

Our culture slams into us that the only way we can be sure of our lives is if we are happy and don’t suffer.  When this desire decides how we act, our actions can only be superficial.  They don’t admit the possibility of our contrived happiness disappearing.  When it inevitably does disappear, we construct words like “depressed,” “disconnected,” “dissatisfied,” and “angry,” and throw them at our hearts, in hopes that saying, “you’re only depressed because of x, y, and z, which aren’t even important!  So cheer up already!” will make our hearts realize how stupid they’re being, accept the belittlement cast upon them by our minds.

This practice of emotional repression is understandable given our unique cultural situation.  For almost the entire 20th century, the United States has been in the grips of one transformative crisis after another.  We mobilized for war in Europe around 1917, and the decade after that saw the heightened crazy capitalism of the Industrial Revolution taking full social form, ending with the stock market crash in 1929 and the Great Depression for the next decade.  The decade after that, the 1940s, were marked by U.S. involvement in World War II, and the moral fervor that went along with it.  Afterwards, in the 1950s, 60s, and 70s, our government was engaged in hostilities with the Soviet Union: this manifested in the Korean War, the Vietnam War, and the countercultural “hippie” revolution of the 1960s.  U.S. citizens were kept in fear of the Communists as the government committed some of its worst atrocities ever in the nations of Latin America struggling for independence and popular rule.  Once Soviet power weakened in the 80s and the Berlin Wall came down in 1989, the United States found itself the undisputed superpower in the world.  We learn in school that it is because of our democracy that we became so strong in the world; this brings it down to the individual level.  We are each individually responsible for our country’s strong position in the world.  This proud responsibility is fundamental to the psychological framework of most U.S. citizens.  We don’t have time to be depressed; we need to save the world!  Or, we need to save our world, financially, spiritually, maternally, or however our world might manifest.  We need to make our world good, and a good world is not one in which we are depressed.

One can see why Americans would be so attracted to fundamentalist teachings of any sort.  With this need to save our individual worlds, to make ourselves content and not fall into existential angst, we need a simple life philosophy that we can fall back on in times of crisis in order to make our world good again.  Our minds need some fundamental notion to throw at our pain, even if the notion is, “there is no truth,” or “this pain is necessary,” the psychological act we go through is one of justification, to rationalize our pain, to give it a name with the end goal of “working through it.”  We don’t realize, though, that we are, in effect, treating our negative feelings like objects, compartmentalizing them in one way or another so that we can live in emotional comfort again.  To treat negative emotions as obstacles to be worked through is to belittle yourself, to not respect yourself, because those feelings came from inside of you, and are a part of your divinity just as much as the pleasant feelings.

II

I grew up in liberal, high-minded New England, where religious fanatics are frowned upon, yet I still experienced the full depth of American fundamentalism in the form of the public education system, around which my entire intellectual, spiritual, and social life revolved.  This was where I learned to mock my heart, to slam it into submission and get work done.  I remember crying once in preschool, because I really didn’t want to sing a song with the class.  I remember nobody comforted me; everybody just sat, stone-still, including the teacher, until I stopped crying.  I was raised on experiences like these.  It was hard for my dad to show me affection when I was emotionally on-edge.  Never mind high school; there, emotions are treated like toxic sludge.  The fundamental high school student is a “life-long learner,” who is always open to new information and is never so emotionally on-edge that he or she can’t even speak clearly or write clearly or understand things clearly.  It’s like our emotions didn’t even exist – they weren’t even accounted for in the slightest.  If I expressed any sort of feeling to my teachers, they cringed, oh, how they winced if I was close to tears in their presence.  Oh, the high school teachers were terrified of the fact that they might be teaching human beings!
. 
High school was insufferable to go through.  Just to survive there, I had to learn to deaden my emotions.  Numbness was the only way I could survive, because God knows I wouldn’t have received any support.  I tried, though.  The day before I left home I wrote a letter explaining my feelings of isolation and confusion to a teacher, as an explanation of why I didn’t have my paper and wouldn’t have it for some time.  She looked at it, and, in my presence, crumpled it up and threw it in the trash.  I’d never felt so violated in my life.  Most teachers weren’t quite so ruthless – they just expected me to do my homework, to do it to certain standards, and if I wasn’t able to, then I had a problem, which needed to be resolved one way or another.


That’s the major issue of modern high school education.  If emotions are making work impossible, then they’re problems, and need to be fixed as soon as possible.  Rather than engaging in dialogue with me, treating me like a fellow human being, I felt like I was being scrutinized, diagnosed, and referred to a solution by my father and my teachers.  The solutions usually had something to do with playing less video games, doing more homework, and maybe seeing my academic advisor or counselor.  This, they assured me, would solve everything.  It didn’t for me.  My feelings gave me so much shit that I couldn’t take it anymore – I ran away from home.


This east-coast fundamentalism, expressed as the drive to be a life-long learner, who gets all his work done without breaking down and freaking out, has haunted me all my life.  Like all fundamentalist personal ideals, it’s just an image, an impossible image that no human can live up to.  This is where my own tendency to stamp out my negativity has come from.  I want to be a life-long learner, in a very noble, spiritual way, but the spiritual materialism is still there, in that I’m grasping for something that I’m not, rather than sitting in my practice with what I am.  

We want the spiritual path to be painless, because we believe that the indication of one who is successful on the spiritual path is one who does not feel any emotional pain.  We want to succeed so much that we belittle our pain in order to convince ourselves that we’re succeeding.  Success in the path of spirituality, or “personal transformation,” however, has little to do with an end goal we’re trying to reach.  Enlightenment won’t change how we appear to ourselves, I don’t think.  It will change our attachment to and aversion of aspects of ourselves, but it won’t change the appearance itself.  I don’t know, maybe it will – but all I know is that when I embody myself, through meditation or just attempted awareness, I have to embody all that is me, including, if it is the case, my painful emotions.  Otherwise, the spiritual transformation taking place won’t happen to me – it will happen to some other person, some image that I keep in my mind, and the aversion to pain will keep on coming back to me, no matter how hard I try to obscure the pain with fundamental ideals.

Beginning-Semester Personal Questionnaire

My journey started in Brookline, MA.  This womb for my self-awareness was an intense one, fired up by the ambitions of all the adults around me.  From the moment of my birth, I was expected to do great things in the world; the pride of my father and teachers depended upon it.  I had very few idyllic moments in Brookline, where I grew up.  I didn’t really go into town alone until I was in 7th grade, and then it was only to walk to and from school.  It was very pretty, with tree-lined streets and nicely tended gardens, but cold.  Except for the summer months, which are scorching, and the few weeks of spring and autumn, which are nice, New England is always cold, always quiet.  I guess I didn’t mind it at the time, but it definitely affected me.


Stalwart Puritanism flourished in that climate.  It still does, though those feelings run deep down, outside the public eye.  I was fascinated by Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter.  That sort of guilt and shame is consciously pushed upon the hapless soul who fails a history test in school.  Everyone acts all sympathetic, but secretly they’re thinking, “Wow, they must not be very good at school.  That’s so sad.”  Even their “friends,” who are always keeping score, keeping track of one another’s position socially, academically and athletically.  Parents did this too.  Many would get together and, very obliquely, very politely, ferret out all the information they could about the other parents’ children.  It was gross.


On any given day, I could be judged a hundred times in a hundred different ways, so subtly, but I’ve always been sensitive.  I either had to harden myself to it, or else be driven insane by it.  I hardened myself in 5th grade, when it was clear that I was different from everybody else and being judged.  My mom instilled in me a hatred of being judged by others, but the atmosphere more than made up for it by creating in me a self-driven ambition to do well in school and in the eyes of authority figures.  I didn’t realize that a psychological leash willingly placed the hands of a teacher was still a leash; that realization came later, in high school.


I entered Brookline High School on really good terms with the place, but I didn’t leave that way.  I got too soft, and started really feeling people’s judgments and criticisms of me.  I opened myself up to the world, I made friends, and I got hurt.  There was so much pressure for me to sincerely want to live my life a certain way, and so much critical judgment if I resisted that pressure, which I did.  So I left.  I ran away from home on December 2, 2003.  I bought a one-way ticket on the Amtrak going west, eventually made my way to Boulder, and stopped off at Naropa while snow was gently falling.  It was late at night, and everything felt very ethereal, spiritual, but still very real.  Indeed, reality was the only thing around me – I wasn’t following any prescribed path.  I was completely in control of my decisions.  I eventually made my way to Bellingham, WA, where my mom had moved the summer before, finished high school remotely, and got my diploma in the graduation ceremony with the rest of my class in 2004.


Living a worthwhile life has a lot to do with being completely truthful in speech and action.  That’s why I’m answering this questionnaire like this.  It’s not because I’m looking for brownie points, because I know I won’t get any, but I’m sick of giving pat answers to questions about who I am.  I did that in high school, and I didn’t feel like my essence was ever captured.  Ostensibly, I had to fill them out so the teachers could get to know me better, but my teachers were hypocrites.  My school was filled with hypocrites whose wet dreams revolved around their students having remarkable, radical insights, so they could go home to themselves and convince themselves that it was their own brilliance and open-mindedness as teachers which cultivated it.  Wrong!  Teachers!  It’s your conscious job to provide the space and the raw knowledge for students to have those remarkable, radical insights, which belong to them and them alone!  It’s your conscious job to individually know your students on their own terms, not on yours.  What they have to say is more important than what you think you have to “draw out” from them.  They’ll find passion inside themselves, given space.  I have had too many teachers who were more passionate about how I did their specific assignments than they were about what the assignment was meant to teach.  But it doesn’t feel like there’s a lot of hypocrisy at Naropa, which I’m happy for.  It means I can fill this out like I want to.


This is my first semester at Naropa, and I’m feeling so excited, because for the first time, I am in control of my education.  I deliberated over every class I’m taking, and I structured my schedule in such a way so that all my classes would support one another.  I’m taking an Aikido class; I’ve never done a martial art or even a formal contemplative practice before.  I enjoy physical activity though – the most interesting job I ever had was helping a neighbor remodel his house.  It was exhausting, but fascinating to learn about how the house was put together behind the walls.  I’m taking a beginning class on Buddhism.  I’m taking a class about Group Dynamics and Leadership (offered by Sangha House) because I’m passionate about the ways people interact.  I’m taking the first year seminar called Mavericks, Masks, and Matrices.  And Writer’s Craft. (15 credits)


I’m thinking I want to do something with the Naropa writing program, even though I have no idea what I want to major in.  But I’m kind of tired of writing; I had to do an entire semester’s worth of work for a writing class in one, hell-racked month in May to get my diploma.  I thought this class was required for the first semester.  However, I knew pretty much from the get-go that Naropa was going to be a life-changing experience.  Writing is the only form of self-expression I know.  I want to be able to express what’s going on in my mind and heart in a classroom setting.  That’s the plan, anyways; I’m scared that I’ll fall into the habit of just bullshitting, rather than really trying to explore how I’m doing through my writing.  I’ve been kind of a sporadic writer all my life – I’ll go through a period of intense concentration on a story, or a poem, or something, and then I won’t write anything for a few months.  I have a habit of rambling sometimes, but the smaller the idea I’m trying to get across, the clearer I am.


I have a bad habit of comparing my writing skills to those of well-known writers.  Like I’ll write a poem and be really proud of it, then I’ll read something by Whitman and be like, “wow, I’m not very good.”  I’ve really gotten into a lot of what I’ve read, recently.  The books that touched me the most have been, for the most part, about how insane and screwed up and scary the world is: Ishmael, by Daniel Quinn; Requiem for a Dream, by Hubert Selby, Jr; Breakfast of Champions, by Kurt Vonnegut; Orwell’s 1984 and Huxley’s Brave New World.  Yeah, the books that have really affected me at my core have been kind of bleak, but the book which I’m really entranced by right now is Joseph Campbell’s Hero with a Thousand Faces.  We need people who are filled with some sort of true confidence, a quiet, inner fire, and knowledge of themselves, consciously working to soothe the madness of the world.  The ancient peoples knew what heroism actually meant, and they treated it with the reverence it deserved.  It’s inspiring.


Don Quixote (the character) also inspires me a lot.  So does my mom.  Anybody who can say, “I know this is the morally, spiritually right thing to do, so I’m doing it even though quite literally everybody I love tells me I’m stupid for doing it,” is a hero to me.

Blossoming

I had a vision in eighth grade that one day I would “blossom,” that one day I would come into my full power as a human being, and dazzle everyone around me.  I used to see myself as a cocoon, encapsulated in my fears of sharing myself with others in social settings.  I have always been reserved, shy, and keeping to myself, yet I have had moments where I turn my inner light outwards to the world, and I have seen the impact wrought upon the world by my full sharing.  I feel bad afterwards, because I am slowly coming to realize that when I am fully present in the world, my presence is never felt lightly.  Sometimes, it hurts others in ways that I can’t put into words, but I can tell the pain is there.  

I inherited the grace of reading emotions from my mom; I feel how everybody is feeling around me, all the time.  It’s automatic; I don’t even have to think to understand.  This grace has plagued me all my life, and has caused me problems where others wouldn’t even have perceived them.  I have the need to act where otherwise I wouldn’t have even cared.  I have felt others’ reactions to me, and felt from others vicarious fear or hatred for myself.  It’s felt like I’ve hated myself.  This is incredibly painful.  I know these emotions are coming from outside of myself, but I feel them as automatically as they pop up for others, and I can’t stand it.  I can’t stand being around people who feel this way about me; I become afraid of me in their presence.  Not only can I not stand being around those people, but I can’t even stand the thought that they exist.  I obsess over the fact that there exist beings with whom I interact on a regular basis who make me tense around myself.

It is important to remember, though, that emotions are very vague and watery.  I don’t read other people’s labels for their emotions – I just feel the sensations they feel, and have to draw my own conclusions.  I have mistaken casual interest for romantic interest, romantic interest for fear, shyness for aversion, and made many other social misjudgments.  My heart feels other people’s emotions in a moment of deep communion, and after the mystical connective experience, my mind goes on overdrive, working together with my heart to try and figure out what the other person was experiencing, and trying to plan out a skillful response with our feelings in mind.  

This was excruciating in high school, when my hormones were raging and every nerve in my body quivered in search of somebody to be close to, physically and emotionally.  My emotional radar was on high alert twenty-four-seven, especially in my junior and senior year, when I crawled out of my reserved shell and made some close friends.  Every moment was intense.  I thought I had fallen in love with so many guys and girls, simply because I felt their emotions on top of my own whenever I was around them.  

Reflections on the Loves of my Past Life

We were walking home from school together, and the autumn light shone golden down Beverly Road.  It hadn’t grown cold yet, and we were still friends.  You were so, so happy, and you chattered away, about something mundane, yet I felt your peaceful smile softly over the world.  We were in eighth grade, and you held my hand for no reason at all.  Was it a dream?  You changed so much in the years to come, obscuring your peaceful warmth with more and more and more bullshit, but you carried residues of that moment with you wherever you went.  That’s why I fell in love with you.


I meandered to the back of the bus where you were sitting with your friend.  “…so cute!” I caught your giggle and how you suddenly sat up straight.  You seemed so nervous, sitting there quietly with your wall between your feelings and me.  I felt them, and they were torrential, a whirlpool of fear, desire, and fear again.  You used to glide like a ghost through the halls, never moving your head, arms, or torso.  I had a dream of you surrounded by blue, purple, and white light, wandering through your formless world.  You were so beautiful, but so, so sad.  That’s why I fell in love with you.


My girlfriend had ditched me on Valentine’s Day because she didn’t know what to do about my ideals of romantic love, so I was left standing around with you.  She and our other female friends had gone to have a sleepover party together, citing “not being enough room in the car” as reason to leave us out, though we had all been hanging out together all day.  I went over to your house and we played computer games.  You joked about everything, and your family took me to dinner.  It was really sweet, and I felt from you gratitude that I was alive, that I existed and was enjoying your computer games and your parents and your life with you.  I felt grateful for your presence too.  That’s why I fell in love with you.


The day before you left, we walked through overgrown sections of Brookline.  Soft white summer light filtered in through the trees as we touched the leaves in unison, and laughed.  You were open to everything I was willing to say; you wouldn’t judge me, and you thought I was a good person.  I felt your genuine happiness to be with me, and your sadness that you had to leave me tomorrow.  I fell in love with you when you hugged me that day, spontaneously, reaffirming my presence and my existence in the world.


You used to be afraid of, intimidated by, contemptuous of, and curious about me.  Your charged glances across the chemistry room when you thought I wasn’t paying attention to you only served to draw attention to yourself.  You looked just like French pop star Alizée, and teachers thought you were brilliant.  I believe you were, because of the fire you carried inside your heart, hidden behind a mask of sweetness and academic excellence.  I feel like I must have known you in a past life, for my thoughts and emotions around you were, for some reason, never, ever humdrum.  That’s why I fell in love with you.


Your ex-boyfriend was drunk, the guy who had a crush on you was drunk, and the only other two people with us in Montreal were either neurotically friendly, or quiet as stone.  You hung out with me because I noticed your humanity, and your needs for normality, and we stuck together like bread to butter while walking through streets late at night.  We passed strip clubs and giggled like little girls, and sometimes we held hands if it was particularly chilly.  You needed a friend who didn’t want anything from you but shared happiness at the sights of the city, and you were so incredibly grateful on the inside for my presence.  Your heart was acutely aware that I single-handedly turned what could have been a really bad trip into a really good one.  That’s why I fell in love with you.


You were terrified out of your mind.  You were scared of leaving your home and boyfriend, and scared to meet everybody whom we had only previously known online.  You had never even been out of your home town in Oregon, and yet there you were, on a train to Los Angeles, California, to spend a week with a bunch of guys whose voices you had never even heard.  I felt your pain, and I opened up completely to it.  You accepted my openness gladly, and cried into my arms, a grand release of all the suffering you built up, and I cried right along beside you.  You trusted me with your fear.  That’s why I fell in love with you.


You were terrified at what you would do without me, but you didn’t want to say it.  The last days before I left, we were driving around in your car, and you played Buddy Holly songs for me, and only me.  Everyone else thought you were an uncaring asshole-jerk, but I saw the sadness welling inside you whenever your own friends told you to fuck off, jokingly, and I always understood your deep feelings.  Nobody else understood the feelings that you couldn’t put into words.  For that reason, you fell in love with me, and for that connection, I fell in love with you.


All of these times, I felt full in my power.  I didn’t quite know what I was doing, but I knew for a fact that I was doing something.  I blossomed into my god-given grace of empathy, but rather than observing these people rationally, I fell in love, hopelessly and completely.  I clutched to them, thinking our connection the ideal of romantic dreams, though really it was nothing out of the ordinary.  It was just my own empathy, feeling our two emotions as one inside myself.  However, I am learning to become more adept at determining precisely what it is that people are feeling, and at not grasping hormonally to be close to them.  My empathic feelings have become no less intense, but far more interesting and, unfortunately, confusing.  The intensity doesn’t ever seem to go away.  It just gets more precise.  At Sangha House, whenever I open myself up to people, I feel everyone’s emotions just as powerfully as before.

Letter to an Empathic Housemate

Your friend is quiet around me.  Unnervingly quiet, like a crab peeking out of her shell whenever I speak.  I could hear a pin drop from inside of her ears.  I am confused because only a few days ago, we all seemed like such happy housemates.  No, more than housemates, we were friends.  Sweet unnamed connection flowed between us like nectar from the fount of the gods, and I sank so, so deeply into that emotional well of good feeling.  But now, when you see me, we experience a nervous emotional shift.  I am no longer just another person, a sweet thing hovering about the edges of your vision.  We are now people who share a connection, but a silent one, brought on, somehow, by a night of Twister and lying with friends in a heap, chattering away.  Did I make you nervous?  I don’t know; all I know is that you feel a complex, weird emotion, brought on by my presence.


Emotions that well up between casual acquaintances are hardly ever expressed, because it simply isn’t polite.  It’s not polite to lucidly share the feelings that arise around those people, so they either shatter people apart, or else, through the freeing effects of alcohol or other intoxicants, bring people together in a sloppy, unforgiving way.  A night of torrid sex brought on by the intensity of an unnamed connection which attracts two people together can be enough to ruin two people’s lives for years.  People can circle around one another in a relationship, trying to figure out just what it is that brought them together.  It’s usually incredibly complex.


I don’t believe in that.  I think the way our society deals with emotions is incredibly stunted and childish.  When they well up, we tiptoe around our potential friends, or else screw them and ask questions later; either way, the emotion is still there inside us, unexpressed.  When we tiptoe around our feelings and don’t say them outright, out of fear, we just create a more complicated emotion deep within the pits of our stomachs, poisoning us, sapping our energy.


Whenever I sit down to think, I feel your feelings reflected back in the mirrors in my head, stretching into a million images that transmit this complex emotion that as electricity in my head powered by an unpleasant tightness in my stomach.  I know these feelings come from you, though I’m sure I’ve added to them in my sitting with them.  I know I’m not making a big deal of something crazy that only I feel.  Laugh if you want, and be embarrassed by my idiot’s honesty.  However, I know that our interest in one another has the potential to, if stunted, tear our soft tenderness about each other to shreds.  I have felt the happiness of nonjudgmental friendship between us, and to think that might be lost in our silence worries me.


Where I come from, to stunt my emotions is the first thing I was taught.  I remember crying once in preschool, because I didn’t want to do an activity that the teacher was making us do.  I remember nobody comforted me; everybody just sat, stone-still, including the teacher, until I stopped crying.  I was raised on experiences like these.  It was hard for my dad to show me affection when I was emotionally on-edge.  Never mind high school; there, emotions are treated like toxic sludge.  If you express any sort of feeling to your teachers, they cringe, oh, how they wince if you’re close to tears in their presence.  Oh, the high school teachers are terrified of the fact that they might be teaching human beings!  

This is where I’m coming from.  I’m coming from a place where I was taught all my life to hide my complicated emotions that aren’t expressible in polite, fast-paced society.  I feel that inside of you, too; not only a tiny, surmountable fear of my new presence, but also a broader, societal fear of being around me, and of expressing this emotion that exists.


What the hell.  I don’t want to be a slave to this Puritan frame of mind any longer.  But I need help.  This is where I’m coming from: a lifetime of suppressed emotions.  I will do my best not to be afraid of you; please, do your best not to be afraid of me.  I don’t believe that we’re an ideal romantic pair, like I would have when I was in high school.  If you sense residues of that feeling about me and are afraid, I apologize from the bottom of my heart.  I just want to be your friend.

Neuroticity

I: Neurotic Surface-Level Enjoyment

Surface-level comfort and enjoyment is essential to living a healthy human life, but unless present enjoyment is infused with a history of inspired, deeply delved moments, it can become neurotic.


I first became familiar with this in my hometown of Brookline, where everything we did was neurotic, because nothing we did was inspired.  By “inspired,” I mean nobody ever acted upon their “vision.”  I use the word vision here in a very spiritual sense, as a description of a certain unattached lens through which we can view the world and see precisely what it is we need to do in this moment in order to make our lives and our hearts coincide as one.  Nobody in Brookline ever seemed to have this; certainly the administration didn’t support students who were seeking it out.  I know there were many seekers – I was one of them – but we never touched upon our own hearts because we didn’t have a clue what we were doing.  How could we?  We were a bunch of thirteen to seventeen year olds, with no guides, trying to understand the secrets of happiness while dealing with raging hormones, changing social structures, and piles and piles of homework.  Our efforts were so incredibly valiant, but we all had to indulge in neurotic surface-level enjoyment or else we would burst from all the stresses we were under.


This indulgence took many forms.  

II: Moments from Brookline

“So what’d you get on your paper?” Alex asked.


“I don’t want to tell you,” I kept my headsplitting grin from reaching my face.  I was milking the moment for all it was worth.


“C’mon, just show me the A,” he said.  “Jesus Christ ass fuck bullshit,” he added, awkwardly.  “You can’t have failed, cause you’re so happy.”


“Maybe I just don’t care about grades anymore,” I replied, feeling a creeping panic that my joking around had gone too far.  I continued in a singsong voice, “so you ca-an’t see it!”


“Fuckin’ bullshit Marlon.  Give it here.”  Alex grabbed for it, and I replied, “Nuh uh.  You can’t have it,” now knowing for sure that I had taken the joke too far.  I didn’t know how to stop though, so I kept on going, getting increasingly silent and violent as I shoved him away from me.  Eventually Alex, being heftier than me, wrestled the paper out of my hands.  I watched him expectantly flip through to the back where the grade was, and as he turned the last page I said too-loudly, “Yeah, uh huh.  That’s right, A Plus, mothafucka.  You like that?  Huh?”  I got really talkative, and wouldn’t shut up about myself.  I was having the time of my life now that I could talk about myself.  I took refuge in my grades and intellectual prowess and didn’t let go, because if I did I’d have to seriously look at how violent I was feeling toward my best friend, and what inside me could possibly have caused that, and open up that whole can of worms just in order to be inspired in my life.


I masturbated almost every day for most of my senior year, because I couldn’t get to sleep otherwise.  If I didn’t, I would lie awake in bed thinking about how much life sucked.  I felt pressure from all sides: social, academic, and from deep inside myself, and I didn’t know how to structure a life that would fulfill all of these expectations.  I felt lost and confused, and this made me depressed; if I couldn’t structure a satisfactory life under the auspices of my parents’ roof, how could I possibly ever be happy?  No expression of these feelings of depression would be taken seriously, so I figured I might as well just indulge myself, because at least that made the feelings go away so I could sleep.  I smiled a contented face out to the world, and took refuge in sexual pleasure whenever I found the icy hand of purposelessness upon the shoulder of my psyche, so I wouldn’t have to think about writing poetry about depression that nobody would read.


On my first girlfriend’s birthday, I gave her a gift of flowers, which I wrapped up in a beautiful ribboned bouquet and had freaked out about preparing all day.  It was snowing beautiful, giant, delicate flakes of snow, and that day was one of the most stunning displays of romantic love I have ever experienced.  Our words were falling all over each other’s in our joy.  A month later we were going out.  Three months after that we broke up, because we never hung out together or spent time together, I think because we were afraid of each other.  I was afraid of not being good enough to deserve her (or anybody’s) love, and I think she was afraid of the same thing.  We were both, after all, products of Brookline.


In any case, four months after our beautiful moment I got a rather curt instant message saying, “We shouldn’t be in this relationship anymore.  In fact, we should be completely apart for quite some time.”  This was ridiculous.  I was in 11th grade – everybody else, I felt, had known for some time what relationships should and shouldn’t be like.  I didn’t even know how to keep a girl from breaking up with me over the internet – how humiliating! 

I was totally pissed off, because the relationship had begun out of such a beautiful moment and feeling.  I didn’t know what was going on, and I felt like a complete and utter moron for this.  I wrote all over my body with sharpie marker and punched my wall a lot of times, and I didn’t even want to think about it.  What an absurd thing for her to do, for me to do, for her, for meaaaaargh!  Shit!  I took refuge in my rage and confusion so I wouldn’t have to ever think seriously about how much I sucked at life!  In Brookline we were very good at judgments – we always knew what it was to suck at life.

PARAGRAPHS ABOUT NEUROTIC PLEASANTRY-SATISFACTION

PARAGRAPHS ABOUT NEUROTIC BELIEF-SATISFACTION


So, it’s four in the morning and I’ve halfway finished my history paper.  I need to get up in three hours to catch the bus; two if I want to finish my paper.  I see a dim glow over the horizon, and a groan escapes my throat.  I am trapped.  I am stuck in this cycle of exhaustion which never ends.  There is no escape from the endless run of papers I have to write, obligations I have to fulfill, and feelings I have to take in.  School sucks up my life, so I give my life to school, convincing myself that in order to have a good future, I need to be exhausted now; I need to torture myself now.  Rather than wonder whether I really want this pain, I take refuge in my fatigue, for it is the indicator of a good student who cares about his work.  If I’m not a good student who cares about his work, then I’m not able to justify it being so tired all the time.

CONCLUDE

Letter to the Brookline Education Faculty

To the Brookline Board of Education and Teaching Faculty:


I am writing to you today to express my concerns with the process through which you teach students.  As a graduate of the Brookline public school system, having spent twelve years as a student in Brookline, I feel I have sufficient connection with the atmosphere it creates for and within students.  As a consistently high achiever, I feel I know just what it is Brookline is trying to create with its own particular brand of academic rigor.  I am he who Brookline sought to create.  Yet, last December, I ran away from school and home, because I felt like the atmosphere was too painful and stifling.  I feel that this shows I am particularly sensitive to my own negative emotional states, created by my deep immersion in the school system.  It is my hope that you: board members, administrators, and teachers, will read this with open minds and loving hearts.


Personal achievement is valued highly in Brookline.  As far back as I can remember, in first grade, activities always had a task to work toward.  Even on the “fun” lighthearted days, there was always a reason, though as young children we couldn’t see it.  If we played with blocks, it was to foster mathematical skills.  If we went on a field trip, it was to supplement our understanding of academic material.  If we had a party, it was planned such to cool down from all the work we were doing.  There was always a specific purpose to our activities.  School was always structured around a curriculum which taught us to want to “achieve” one thing or another, and this only intensified through high school.  Brookline High School’s mission is to “develop capable, confident life-long learners,” according to the mission statement.  The implication is that a life-long learner is one who has a push within himself or herself toward some goal of intellectual, artistic, or indeed any sort of fulfillment.  


To teach children to be life-long learners is an incredibly noble calling, motivated by compassion and desire that they be happy in the world.  I know from experience that almost all the teachers have a deep love for their work, and become very attached to their students.  Teachers want more than anything in the world for their students to succeed in the world and to become life-long learners, and I am incredibly thankful for it.  I would not be the person I am today without that energy put into my education.


However, to push toward anything is to push away from something, and it is this away-pushing that I want to address in this letter.  You have cultivated in me a certain nature: to be a life-long learner who sets goals for himself and violently drives himself toward them.  This violence within me is my main concern.  


In the aftermath of my years as a student in Brookline, I have felt grow inside me a loving receptivity for my friends, my teachers, and my community.  I have learned what it is like to hold space for someone as they cry in my arms.  I have learned how to be a good friend, a good son, and a good citizen of the world.  I have learned what it is like to be an individual member within and impacting a greater student body.  Brookline has done a superb job of teaching me, through academic work and through a friendly atmosphere, about the importance of emotional nonviolence toward other people.  Where it has failed, however, is in teaching me how to be nonviolent toward myself.


I was taught to approach helping the world as “fixing its problems,” and I am here in college to learn how to better help the world.  My way of helping the world in college is by learning, by helping myself, by “fixing my problems.”  So, essentially, I am viewing my present self as a broken, flawed human being.  The only way I can have positive self-esteem is if I see myself as I wish to be, some mythical ideal person who can fix the world’s problems – because for some reason I can’t do that as I am.  Brookline pounded that belief into me: that I am not a capable person just the way I am, and must have an uncompromising drive towards this mythical vision of myself, away from who I am, if I am to amount to anything in the world.  

I have gotten good grades, and received praise.  I have gotten bad grades, and disappointed my teachers.  Both times I was being true to my personal nature, expressing myself through my schoolwork as thoroughly as I could at the time.  However, Brookline judged the good grades’ selves to be more valid than the bad grades’ selves.  In order to be a good student in the Brookline school system, I soon realized, there were certain voices inside myself that I had to crush out of existence, because they were just filling me with “unacceptable” ideas, feelings, and expressions.  Even now, I am still trying to get past the mindset that to be one type of person over another is more deserving of the dignity and respect that should be afforded to all human beings.  


Have you any idea how painful it is to reside in a self who is constantly being told, by sources within and without, that he is not a worthy human being as he is?  Or, that he was “once” a worthy human being, but is no longer?  To be hounded by teachers because his schoolwork has been flagging in quality, like missionaries trying to “save” his academic soul for all their fervor?  Have you any idea the pain and confusion wrought upon this teenager, thick in the midst of biological, emotional, and social upheavals, by the implications of this atmosphere?  Here I was, trying to discover who I was, yet I found no support in my search, only messy emotional pleas from teachers to get high marks, as determined by how much effort I put into their assignments, which may or may not have coincided with where I was in my stage of personal development.  The school administration encourages students to “be themselves,” and not succumb to peer pressure in the formation of personal identity, but the academic environment pressured me far more ruthlessly than the lure of drugs or alcohol ever did.


School gave birth to horrific violence within and towards myself.  

BRING TO CRESCENDO THE VIOLENCE BIT -> my personal experience (have this be my school “examples” ethos paragraph – play up “violence” to have it explain a societal thing too – violence stemming from self-repression, emotionally? – stuff from last piece (SO THERE ARE BASICALLY TWO “POINTS” TO THE LETTER: ONE: I AM VIOLENT TOWARD MYSELF BECAUSE OF SELF-REPRESSION; TWO: CLASSES SHOULD BRING OUT STUDENTS’ INDIVIDUAL SELVES – TIE THE TWO SECTIONS TOGETHER EITHER W/ THE CONCLUSION OR ELSE JUST INTERWEAVE))


The school administration would say that they know what’s best for students, and I would neither agree nor disagree.  However, the inescapable fact is that, ultimately, it is the student’s life, and they have to decide how it is they’re going to manifest the lessons of the administration and teachers.  So, rather than treating it like a non-issue, perhaps it might be fair to give students more of a hand in their own education.  By this, I don’t mean something so drastic as the self-governing School Within a School, though certainly they have much to teach Brookline High.  I just mean that student self-expression should be the single, foremost concern in teachers’ minds.  None of us were so far gone that our self-expression would have totally nullified our education.  Even if what students bring is flat-out resistance, that could contribute.  For example: “The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn doesn’t appeal to you, so you don’t want to write a paper about such and such a topic?  Well, why doesn’t it appeal?  Write a paper – the content of yours will be graded for the depth of your self-study in this matter.”  A teacher’s job, as I see it, is to work with what’s there, within a student’s life, rather than expect the student to change his or her life to be synchronized with the work of the class.  


Did you believe that you were “preparing us for the world” in setting strict, disciplinary guidelines concerning our education?  Did you believe that expecting us to mold who we were to set methods of expression, that you were preparing us for the “real world?”  What kind of world-view do you have?  Do you believe that the future is set in stone, with defined slots for the success of each individual person?  No, of course not; you believe in a “diverse and evolving global community.”  The only way a global community can evolve is through diversity, and the only way it can have diversity is if teachers work with what students bring to their education, not against it.  The role of a teacher is to bring out the light of inspiration in everybody, no matter what form that might take, no matter how silly or “stupid” it might seem to  be.  Specific forms can be taught later.  I would suggest a reformation of the class curricula to follow this set of guidelines:

1- First, make it clear that any method of self-expression is acceptable, within the confines of the law and the school constitution.  Make it clear that in the class, students need not feel stupid or flawed for being and expressing who they are.

2- Then, recognize and praise true vision and inspiration over talent within specific forms (like essays, tests, etc.), so that students realize that self-denying crystalline perfectionism is not a valid way to approach schoolwork or work in the larger world.  This will make students want to cultivate their own unique vision and inspiration, because they will see that school is not just about stuff that doesn’t apply to them.  The drive for unique vision and inspiration applies to everybody.

3- Once vision and inspiration are cultivated, teach the specific forms you are required to teach, explaining that these are necessary skills for use in the world, which they are.  Happy, inspired students will be sympathetic students – trust this.  Then you will find that even the wild form poets of the class write more fluid, cohesive essays, and furthermore, will be willing to work to make the essay form bring out the inspiration behind their words.  Students will personally invest in making their research, written, mathematic, or scientific expression more coherent, because they have a reason to: happy, inspired students will be hard-working students, because the quality of their actual self-expression, something which I assure you, students care about, will be on the line.

This requires a lot of trust in the academic sphere, that students will actually step up when given the opportunity to really express themselves through their work, but I seem to remember a little phrase, along the lines of, “freedom and trust; duty and responsibility.”  Brookline High School has shown that when you trust students with things like open campus, they step up, and learn to embody the citizenship and responsibility that comes with it.  This is an incredible achievement, and it could be taken even farther.  Students deserve to be trusted not only with their conduct, but also with their self-expression academically.  Because, if students don’t learn to trust themselves as they truly are in the relative safety of high school, when, in this harsh, cruel world, can they learn?  And if students are just taught to subjugate their own unique expressions and be slaves to the methods of the harsh, cruel world, when can it ever change to be softer, more accepting, and more compassionate?  I love Brookline High School, and I believe that it, of all places, has a chance to truly break free of the dominant paradigm that education must be a struggle between students’ selves and curricular needs.  

Sincerely, 

Marlon MacAllister

(We are not the unfeeling, uncaring school-bots you make us out to be.  Even if we are taking all “Advanced Placement” classes, we still have our deep emotional lives, into which our studies must fit for them to be useful in our lives.  You can’t wage this psychological war upon the minds and hearts of the bright younger generation, for the sole purpose of cramming as much knowledge into our heads as we can hold.  You told me all my life that I was brilliant; naturally I was going to be drawn to the highest level classes.  I thought the choice was between non-depth of understanding and depth of understanding.  I never knew it was actually between non-depth of understanding and mindless zombie regurgitation.)

○ ○ ○

Chapter 4:

The Hero’s Struggle

◙◙◙

Graffiti on the Walls of the Sangha


Recently, my experience at Sangha House has been one crisis after another.  The major crises started the night of Monday, November 15, when a nameless vandal had written “FUCK YOU” all over somebody’s decorations they put up in the stairway.  The decorations themselves were merely old record cases, put up to lend a bit of color to the stark white walls of Sangha House; I couldn’t see why anybody would get angry just about record cases.  A friend of the person who put up the record cases wrote a forceful, angry letter on a post-it note asking why whoever wrote “fuck you” did it.

The next night, as I was pacing around Sangha House, I saw him!  I saw the person who had been writing all these things in the stairwell.  He had torn down the record covers and was writing even more messages while another person watched, chuckling.  He looked like a kid in a candy store; a kid who had been denied candy for years and was just now getting to experience it, with gleeful, intense poise and an insane gleam in his eye as he defiled my living space.  I felt sick and retreated from the scene without saying anything, wondering what my responsibility was in that situation.


I have been struggling with the concept of responsibility for the past month.  People have felt a lot of hurt surrounding Sangha House recently, and I often wonder whether as a resident here, my duties are not just to follow the rules and be passively civil to all of my housemates, but whether I ought to take charge and actively try to make things better.  I wonder if proactive action is not just a “nice thing,” but my responsibility, which I have in exchange for being able to live here.  In class, we learned that a better definition for “responsibility” was simply “ability to respond,” and that if one is able to respond to one’s present situation, one has a responsibility to do so.  As such, responsibility is a gift to hold, and one which we should all aspire to.  One of the archetypal warrior qualities is responsibility in all situations; the warrior is not cowed by anything, unlike myself in that crisis.  

If I had stepped up to my responsibility in that situation, I would have likely stopped and asked why he was doing that.  I would have maintained my own integrity, in that I genuinely wanted to know why he was writing obscenities on the record covers, yet I would have held back saying my whole opinion, because that would have made an enemy out of him.  The warrior is adept at the art of telling the skillful truth in such a way that others will listen.  That would have led to conversation about the subject, reminding myself to only say what was true for me – which was that this felt like hatred to me and to have such hatred within my home made me feel really crappy, and nothing else.  If I made no moral judgments or loftiness and told the truth, plain and simple, I would have had the courage to stand by it until responsibility overcame him, and he would feel the need to either drop a level deeper in his explanations to me, or else just walk away with his tail between his legs, scared of me because of my integrity in the face of his mischief.


As it was, though, I ran away.  I agonized over my cowardice in my room for half an hour, and then decided if they were still there I was going to go and ask them what was going on.  Of course, they were gone, and all the record covers were torn down with obscenities written all over them anew.  Infused with responsibility, I had to do something, but I had the sinking sensation that my possibility for action had passed.  In any case, though, I wrote a letter and taped it up to the wall in the stairwell, in hopes that it would solve things.  It read: 

“To the person who ripped this stuff down:

If you have a problem with someone or their stuff or their attitude, don't be so childish about it as to tear down their things and write "FUCK YOU" on them.  Go and talk to them.  [the person who put stuff up] is not an intimidating person - she'll listen, if you're honest.  Deal with her like you're dealing with a human being, and be an adult about it.  I don't want these childish displays of hatred in my home - I think I have that right.

Sincerely, Marlon”

In retrospect, my letter was very holier-than-thou and made me out to be a total asshole.  I was happy with the force my letter contained and went to bed content, but in the morning I found that my letter was torn down with all the records.  I realized that the vandal had probably known I had seen him, in which case not speaking to him but writing such a bitchy letter instead made me out to be a very weak person, unworthy of his respect.  So I bit my lip, collected my letter, cleaned up the mess, and that was that.

The weekend after that incident, however, was marked by another emotional crisis.  Practically everyone, it seemed, wanted to leave Sangha House.  People had already been upset at the growing disregard for shared space, such as the dishes piling up in the kitchen sink and the cups strewn all over the community room floor.  At the same time, everybody was stressed out about school and homesickness, so they just contributed more to the shared selfish disregard.  The vandalism seemed to have pushed many people over the edge.  I was feeling homesick too, and so I sat in my room, missing my mom and remembering how people were talking about how, if they moved out, they could have space of their own which they would be able to keep clean and beautiful.  Bullshit, thought I.  You just want your mothers to clean your dirty dishes and remove everything unpleasant.  I could sense this homesickness in everybody.  

Then I got sad, however, as I realized how much I wanted my mother to clean my dirty dishes and to make me food and to tell me that everything was going to be okay and remove all the ugliness with a hug and a kiss.  How could anybody not miss their mom?  Though I was alone, I felt myself drop into a sea of emptiness, empathizing with everything the people who were moving out wanted – because I realized that I wanted it too.  I was just responding to it in a different way: with different words, thoughts, and intentions.  I sat for awhile just feeling how sad everybody at Sangha House was, and I remembered something I had heard in the community meeting a few days before – that this was the time when every freshman across America felt homesickness strongly and began to second-guess their decision to go to college.  I felt all of that and I think I cried.

See, diversity in a group is important.  If people hadn’t been so different from me superficially, it would have been really hard to sink to a deeper level of connection.  Without the disparity between myself and the members of my community who wanted to move out, the road to really understanding them would have been very slow and boring.  I would have thought that I understood them, because their words and actions were the same as mine.  I wouldn’t have felt any need to think about it.  But because I really don’t understand the roots of my own words and actions, I wouldn’t have actually connected with the diverse members of my community any more than I connected with myself.  Diversity galvanized me into trying to understand other people and then, in the process, feeling into their souls much more deeply than I would have cared to otherwise.  Diversity brings a community into chaos, and then provides the fuel to bring it out again.

Having had this transformative experience of emptiness, I felt the sudden urge to act.  Still melancholy, but energized, I went into the kitchen and began cleaning dishes.  The sink was filled to the rim and the dirty dishes spilled out onto the counter.  I realized as I cleaned dish after dish that I really didn’t want people to leave.  I began feeling inadequate as a neighbor and a friend, for people to want to leave.  I felt like it must be my fault somehow that everyone was leaving; that I could have been or done something to convince people to stay.  Maybe if I had talked to the guy who had been vandalizing the stairwell…but it was too late now.  Maybe if I washed dishes people would feel more at home here.  I hoped so, oh how I hoped.  That wish gave me the courage and energy to clean the rest of the kitchen: sweep the floors and shine up the countertops and stove.  In addition to being carried out efficiently (the entire kitchen cleaned by one person in about two hours) that work carried me through the entire spectrum of emotion.  I felt proud of myself and not good enough for others at the same time.

It is said that people naturally take up different roles in community.  These roles can be defined through archetypes, such as the Hero, the Caretaker, the Antagonist, and the Lost Soul, among others.  In this case I was definitely modeling the Hero archetype in everything I did.  I thought that doing the dishes was what I personally needed to do in order to make the community a good place to live in.  There was very much a lone ranger aspect to my mind that night, going off by myself in the middle of the night in order to save the day.  Yet at the same time, I embodied the negative aspects of the Hero archetype, which were that I was doing the dishes not because I was pissed off or because I wanted them clean, but because I thought the community wanted them clean.

And the community was happy, afterwards.  Really happy.  I don’t know how everyone found out that I had been the one who cleaned the kitchen; I would have rather remained anonymous.  But the day after, people kept coming up to me and thanking me for cleaning the kitchen.  A few people even told me that they really weren’t moving out, which made me extremely happy because I associated their not moving out with my cleaning the kitchen.  I’m sure I had some effect, even if my cleaning didn’t single-handedly change their minds.  I made the immediate mental connection between doing dishes late at night and soothing of the community atmosphere, as well as people liking me.  I witnessed the creation of emotional baggage in my mind, which would remain embedded in me for the next month to come.  Whenever I couldn’t sleep, the path of least resistance, following my baggage, would be to get up from my bed and wash dishes.  A pattern had been created in my mind which I think is going to stay with me forever.  Such is the way that baggage affects us.  I now see myself in the community as “the person who does dishes late at night when he gets neurotic and can’t sleep.”  I will now have to take this self-labeling baggage into account every time I interact with the community.

A few days later, I happened to be wandering around Sangha House when I saw the art room.  It was completely trashed, with beer bottles strewn over the floor and graffiti all over the walls.  This was far worse than the innocent splatter-painting that had taken place the week before.  At first I was struck by the ugly feeling of the place, with obscenities written and crude sexually explicit images drawn all over the walls.  I thought it might have been done by the same people responsible for the record cover defacement.  I was disgusted; the place made me sick to my stomach.  But then my curiosity got the better of me.  I turned off my emotional reaction and looked at the graffiti objectively.  Most of it was crap; the humor of drunken minds which had no bearing on me or my life.  One struck me in particular though – there was a picture of a naked man on hands and knees, looking terrified and angry like a caged animal, with a blunt phallic object behind him upon which were written the words, “HIPPIE LOVE, PASSIVE HATE.”  

The imagery was childishly sexual, but the meaning was immediately clear to me.  The graffitist “faction” as I had come to think of them (I had a few suspects in mind based on the dynamics of Sangha House and various things I’d seen and heard in passing) felt passive, repressed hatred from the rest of the house, covered over with phony hypocritical expressions of all-inclusive love.  I observed the art room in earnest, then, and came across this gem: a manifesto of sorts, as an explanation of why whoever was writing graffiti was doing so.  It said, “Graffiti is instinct.  From the time we are children we write on walls.  We just want to share.  We are told not to write, only speak.  No one recognizes how much one word can mean to someone.”  

This wasn’t about anger, it was about self-expression.  The expression reeked of anger, but that wasn’t the point.  The point was that the anger needed to be expressed.  Humans need self-expression.  Isn’t that what “giving feedback” is all about?  It feels like that was their feedback to the community, “fuck you,” and rather than responding as we did, with anger and closed minds, with desires to leave the community and repressed hatred for the shadowy graffitists, our duty as members of the community would have been to make a sincere effort to understand where the group was going wrong.  Then we might have been able to give heartfelt feedback of our own.  

And it’s like they said – why shouldn’t a person express themselves through writing if speaking is difficult for them?  The only flaw I saw with their logic was in the fact that they didn’t put their names to their expression, but so what.  Anonymity has been the tool of the artist afraid of personal backlash before.  Certainly, expressed anger at “hippie love, passive hate” would cause some intense feelings to arise at a place like Naropa, where people are so committed to love others and to wipe out all hatred from their minds.  Such a statement effectively says, “you are failing at what you are trying to do, and all I’m feeling is hypocrisy.”  Such a judgment, I think, holds considerable weight just from what I’ve seen and experienced here.

Also, another flaw in their logic was that they had sacrificed clear expression for personal safety – not very courageous of them, but it was understandable given the fact that they were surrounded by people who would have just pretended to understand what the graffitists were trying to get at, but then would have kept on passively hating them for writing “fuck you” on the walls.  Facing the hateful demon inside ourselves is not pleasant.  Especially at Naropa, I get the sense that we would much rather tell ourselves that it’s “just our baggage,” or it’s “just our conditioning,” and as such, not take our hatred seriously, even though it affects those we passively hate in a very real way.  To clarify the expression to the community would have been to intellectualize it with words, which would for many have removed the pressing fire and emotion behind it.  And it’s not like the clarity was nowhere to be found, either.  All somebody needed to do to get a full picture of their expression was to go into the art room and take their graffiti seriously.

A week after the initial graffiting, I was up late.  I couldn’t sleep, so I decided to do the dishes again.  I spent an hour or two doing dishes in the downstairs kitchen while talking to two friends, and spent another two hours cleaning the upstairs kitchen.  Finally, when my back seemed ready to give way, I finished and headed to bed when I encountered more obscenity, this time written on the wall itself.  “Fuck you!” it read, facing the doorway from the stairwell to the third floor, so that everyone would have a chance to see it.

Now, I had just spent four hours cleaning the place we all lived in.  I was feeling very motherly, and I would be damned if I would let this hatred go on in my house.  I must have cleaned the dishes of the graffitist responsible at least ten times over.  If these people wanted to leave their dishes in the sink for me to wash like little children, I would feel no qualms about washing out their precious self-expression if I didn’t like it.  Powered by these thoughts, I got a sponge and soaked it up with soap and water, and brought it to the offending piece of graffiti and scrubbed to try and get it off.  It wasn’t coming out easily, so I scrubbed harder.  Then I stopped.  I remembered what I had seen in the art room and my intention to understand rather than demonize.  These people deserved their self-expression.  But at the same time, I knew I had to do something.  I had heard and understood what they were trying to get at with their obscenity, and the time had come, I felt, for me to give my feedback as well.  This was their community, and they had the right not to be afraid to be seen, but it was also my community.  Christi always says, “if you are unhappy with the way things are, you don’t need to be a victim.  You live there too.  Make the community your own.”

I sat down at my computer and started about half a dozen poems, with the intention of expressing myself courageously and fully, regardless of the consequences.  I had no reason to be afraid; unlike the graffitists, I was already well-respected in the community.  What’s more, I did everybody’s dishes.  I was rooted in the group field, and in a battle of wills I would be far more capable of standing by my self-expression.  Each poem I wrote, however, was too self-righteous and whiny, which really wasn’t how I felt.  The reason I had washed dishes, remember, was not out of anger or personal disgust, but simply because it had been built into me as a path of least resistance.  There was no “me” about my desire to wash the dishes.  I needed to take “I” and “you” out of the poem.  The best way to do that was to create a completely new, fantastic setting, and just let myself come up with an image in my head, trusting my true feelings to be revealed in the process of describing the image.  As with most writers, I think, I had no idea what my feelings were before I began writing.  I realized that the poem’s purpose was twofold: its expression would make the community my own, and I would figure out what I was actually feeling about the whole “fuck you” situation.  Here it is:

Nevergreen

Marlon MacAllister

There was once a mom who said to her kids,

"listen."

"listen when I speak."

"you might learn something."

these kids were all a hundred years old

they lived in the forest

beautiful trees

it was autumn

Colors exploded all around them and one said,

"mama.  you listen too."  

"the trees telling you something."

and the mom she laughed,

as mothers do when their kids show them up

"uh huh," was all she said.  she smiled.

the leaves were a red and gold and black

ocean

shivering with lunar winds

it felt cold up above

but the mom and her kids were warm 

under the branches of the trees

"the trees telling me something, you say?"

"what's it saying?"

the kids said nothing.  they were scared to talk.

"well?  what's it saying?" mama asked again.

"don't be scared.  i will always love you,"

"no matter what."

one leaned in real close to mama,

and whispered,

"this is the message from the trees:"

"fuck you."

and mama was silent.  and the kids were silent too

and the moon winds howled up above the leafy sea

rolling waves tearing nevergreen souls

to bits.

The main message of the poem was, I think: agony exists even in the most beautiful of places, high up on levels which the loving residents, entranced by that beauty, don’t ever experience.  Perhaps it was even an ode to diversity; for like the nevergreen trees, diversity is both responsible for breathtaking beauty and intense pain, hatred and conflict.  The original title was, in fact, “Ode to Nevergreen,” with the label of “nevergreen” given to the graffitists whose diversity of opinion from the rest of Sangha House was causing so much pain.  I felt like their integrity wasn’t being respected, so I wanted to make it clear that I respected them.  But then I thought, no; my expression is to everybody, not just to the graffitists.  Everybody in their lives have felt like the loving, self-assured mothers, the curious, scared children, and the agonized red, gold, and black trees being torn apart by the anguished winds of the moon.  The mark of a good poem, I think, is that many different meanings can be attributed to it.  So I changed the title.

In any case, my poetry worked.  People who would have been totally dismayed by the appearance of so much clear-cut, unexplained ugliness (“fuck you” had, apparently, been written all over the house) now saw, for a change, some very intense emotion which was, conversely, lucid (and even signed) and comprehensive, but hardly clear-cut.  It was my response to the philosophy of unbridled self-expression.  It’s good to express yourself, but discipline is important; not because “fuck you” is an unacceptable thing to feel, but because it is never the whole truth.  And unless you work to figure out your whole truth and share that in your self-expression, you are just being cowardly, escapist, and passive-aggressive.

People came up to me afterwards and thanked me for writing the poem.  That was all they said, “thank you,” and said it was beautiful, all of which made me blush and feel incredibly happy.  I had expressed myself in very raw, true form and courageously posted it in the middle of the community, and been accepted!  I can think of no greater joy than to work to put all of one’s being into a group and then not to be rejected, but loved.  Compassionate community is all about living in a space in which those moments are shared by everybody.

As for the vandals themselves, they didn’t come up and say things to me, but I could tell that their opinion of me had changed.  Whenever I passed the person who had vandalized the record covers in the halls, we waved and it was natural; I didn’t sense the scorn which he had been showing me after I had written the original, self-righteous letter.  In its place was wordless respect for me as a human being.  I perceived his newly-grown respect for me even more the weekend after that Thanksgiving weekend, when another crisis struck.

This one was of a far more personal nature.  I was sleeping with my best friend because she felt ghosts in her room, when at three in the morning I was woken up by three people being really loud outside her room.  For about fifteen minutes I agonized in bed about going out and telling them to be quiet.  I didn’t want to make a fool of myself.  I spent those minutes trying to convince myself that I really wanted to sleep, that I was really tired.  That way I could go outside and tell them “be quiet, I’m trying to sleep,” with absolute integrity.  While I was galvanizing myself into action I listened to what they were saying.  Two things that caught my ear were a voice talking about “hippie love, passive hate,” and another voice letting everybody know that he had just knocked on somebody’s door and been shoved harshly away.  From these I figured that: they were the graffitists, or at least some graffitists were among them, and they were disturbing other people in the hallway.  This final piece of information was enough to make me jump out of bed.  I was hesitant about sticking up for myself, but if I had the needs of the community at large empowering me, I could do anything.  It was the Hero archetype again.

I opened the door and told them in a weary, emotional voice could they please shut up, I’m trying to sleep.  I saw the person who had written the original graffiti on the record covers; he said okay in a strange tone.  I questioned him again, because I wasn’t going to take any bullshit that night, but he replied, “no, I’m serious.  I’ll be quiet.”  Kind of astounded by this respectful submission, I looked at the other two – one of them was nodding, but the other gave me some attitude.  “Hey, what are you doing in [friend]’s room, huh?  Get back to your own room, slut.”   Excuse me?  Here I was, being verbally abused by somebody who had just woken me up at three in the morning.  I took a step forward and asked, “[person’s name].  Why are you such an asshole?”  This person’s friend nodded in agreement with me.  This person fumbled with words, “I was just joking around,” but then decided to throw a parting shot, and said in a voice dripping with sarcasm, “Yeah, no worries, I’ll ‘hold some space’ for you.”  I told this person fuck you and gave them the finger as I turned and went back into my friend’s room.

I didn’t know how my actions would affect the situation, but I knew that they were an accurate expression of how I was feeling, so I felt content to stand by them and wait.  For the next few minutes I lay awake in bed listening to them.  The two people who had listened were explaining to the third one why they had to be quiet.  One said, “no, that’s Marlon, dude.  He’s not a poser.”  Then a reply, “Fuck him.  Fuck all of them.  Fuck!”  But then they quieted down.  Since then, whenever I’ve passed even the asshole, we’ve smiled at each other genuinely, engaged in sincere small talk, and I can find it in myself to respect their human integrity as they respect mine.

The conflict resolution process was a success.  I had given feedback, “be quiet,” there had been conflict, “I don’t want to be quiet, I would rather be loud and call you names,” but through the Third Side consisting of the two people who agreed with me, “Marlon’s not a poser, dude.  We should go upstairs,” and a little bit of venting “Fuck him!  Fuck!” eventually they all understood where I was coming from, which is the means and end of deep listening.  I got to sleep soon after.

The conclusion that I’ve come to is very brief.  Everybody in the community is comfortable with me – I don’t think there’s a single person who has a serious problem with me.  This is good.  We have a community with pretty diverse opinions and lifestyles.  People’s general opinion of me is that I have an integrity about me and my actions that is very admirable.  As a result of navigating these crises keeping what I’ve learned about Group Dynamics in mind, I have come into a far greater base of power for myself, founded on the power of others (in particular, the graffitists) rather than on a selfish, static ideal of what the “right way” to be is.  I’ve discovered that power-with is, in fact, stronger than power-over, to use group-work terms.  This first semester of practiced Group Dynamics work has changed me profoundly.  The energy that I have put into making the community a viable living space for myself and others has given me a far more capable base upon which I can stand and feel supported in my integrity of expression as if by all of my housemates.

It is ending, soon.  I am unable to fathom the fact that this entire first semester at Naropa is ending soon.  I can’t imagine myself as myself before Naropa, without Naropa or Sangha House, but for one whole month (longer than the span of this story!) I will be without these things.  I’m going to be dropped into a world completely at odds with my newly formed roots, yet still dreamily familiar.  I don’t know what I should think about this.  Pretty soon this star is going to go supernova, sending us all exploding outward, jetting us back to where we came from.  It’s inevitable.  It’s inexorable, I can’t fight it.  In less than one hundred hours I too will be hurtling back, with no say of my own in the matter.

I haven’t been thinking about how I feel about it.  I have too much work, so I’ve been avoiding this hard ending.  I think I’m going to be jolted into harsh awareness, though, come Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday.  Already one of us has left.  More will follow.  I appreciate this space which has intruded into the wall around my heart, tying me to it in a way which I have never been tied to a place before.  I regret that in the midst of all this transformation I didn’t feel comfortable sharing myself fully as a human being with most of the other members of the community, including the graffitists.  My unfinished business…I need to say and feel goodbye to everyone I’ve ever felt hostility towards.  And to everybody who’s helped to cultivate these roots in my heart.  I want to cut them away gently while I still can, so that our parting doesn’t tear my heart apart.
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