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For You

and for all those who believe
in the magic of love . . .
Ever since I heard my first love story I began looking for you,

not realizing how futile that is. Lovers don’t finally just meet

somewhere; they are in each other all along.

—RAINER MARIA RILKE
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The First Spell
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Longing
One sees clearly only with the heart.
Anything essential is invisible to the eyes.
—ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY
How do you know when it’s real? I glanced over to find him smiling at me. I smiled back.
He pulled his old Scout off the old gravel road, bumping along the tractor path at the edge of the field. I laughed as I bounced in my seat, and then he stopped the car and turned the engine off. We sat in the startlingly silent, sudden darkness. His arm reached around my shoulders, heavy, warm and undeniable.
“Oh, look!” I whispered. Thousands of fireflies, each a quick flare of hope searching for its perfect other, hovered in the air. He got out and opened my door. I took his hand and he eased me around so that my back was pressed against the warm hood of the car.
“Beautiful,” he said softly.
The air was a potion of plowed earth and wildflowers. “Yes, it’s a gorgeous night.” I leaned back, looking from the shimmering field to the star-sprinkled sky.
“That too,” he said with a soft, half laugh. He was handsome in a rugged, old world sort of way, weathered as much by wisdom as work done out-of-doors, with a square jaw and firm mouth; his nose was aquiline and he needed a shave. His hair was dark and curly, ruffled by the wind; he reached a hand up and dragged quickly through it. It was a large hand, and callused. His eyes were as dark as his hair, with deep lines running from their corners, a furrow between his brow. But it was the steadiness of their gaze, the way they held me fast that made my heart stumble.
I blushed in the dark. He moved closer, laying his palms on either side of me on the car’s hood. I felt the blaze of heat rising as he edged closer—explicit, unadulterated, animal attraction. It was more.
He pressed against me, his lips brushing the side of my neck, whispering softly in my ear. The shell that held me together shattered. His hand curved around the small of my back, slipping beneath my blouse, fingers rough like flint against my skin, leaving trails of fire. His lips came to mine, with fire and greed as if he couldn’t get enough, and all I could do was believe, and feel. It was the first time he’d kissed me like that.
More. I wanted more of his recklessness, his fever. I wrapped my arms around his neck, kissing him back as I drew him into me. I softened and let go, falling backward into a whirlpool of wanting. Dizzy, overwhelmed and overloaded with sensation, I tried to pull away, but he followed, pressing forward, pursuing and holding me close.
“Oh!” I gasped as he suddenly gripped my waist, lifting me off my feet and seating me on the car’s hood. He leaned into me, spreading my legs as he stood between them. Heat radiated from his body; I rested my hands on his chest, feeling its hardness, his strength. His hands cradled my face and this time the kiss was soft and slow, ruthless and persuasive.
His hands ran up and down my bare arms, and I shivered as I began to burn. He pulled me tight to him, bit my neck softly, kissed, lingering, nuzzling, his breath hot; my defenses crumbled and I let myself be swept away. He cupped my breasts, groaning as I tugged his shirt from his jeans and my hands slid along his waist.
We kissed and clutched wildly, as if gasping for air, starving for the fire that rushed through us, that fueled a deeper hunger. He tugged the bra from my breasts. Need plunged through me as he rubbed and stroked and squeezed. My hands fisted in his hair, my head fell back and I trembled, breathing quick and shallow, as his tongue and teeth and lips found my nipples.
He slid his hand along the edge of my hoisted skirt, dipping down to the inside of my thigh. “Let me . . .”
“Hi roomie!” Gail singsonged cheerily, banging open the door to our apartment with her usual enthusiasm. “Eric called earlier—sorry I forgot to leave you a note.”
My daydream evaporated. If only Eric made me feel that way! I sighed and grudgingly returned to reality.
“No problem!” I called back. I stepped around the pile of lawbooks, closed my bedroom door and stared at the phone. My first date with Eric had been two years ago. I could taste the whiskey and cigarettes when he kissed me—sharp and smoky. Smart and rebellious, roguishly good-looking with long dark hair, dark eyes and darker moods, I didn’t want him to stop. But that was our first date, and now it seemed our kisses never felt the way they used to—they were no longer intoxicating.
For months, I’d wanted things to be as they once were, to be swept away by desire and the certainty that we were meant to be, that everything would be all right. I stared at the photograph of the two of us I kept on my dresser, his arm draped over my shoulders, both of us smiling. A rush of longing seized me, but it wasn’t for him. I could feel it pressing urgently in around me, rising up inside like a strand of panic, like an animal catching a scent of something unseen but present.
I couldn’t think about it now. My final year of law school had begun, I had my goals and my strategy for reaching them, and I was focused. I was looking forward to my advanced labor law classes and excited about my volunteer work at a foundation that provided assistance to union members fighting organized crime and corruption within their unions. While most students were scrambling to find well-paying jobs with corporate law firms, I was hoping to make a difference in the world. I’d already been offered the very low-paying position I wanted—working with a rank-and-file organization fighting the Mob within the Teamsters, and after the bar exam, I’d be heading to their main office in Washington, D.C., with a chance to do just that.
I pushed away the restlessness, pushed away the tug of Eric’s phone call and went back to my books.
“Starlight, starbright, first star I see tonight, I wish I may, I wish I might, have the wish I wish tonight,” I murmured with a longing I could no longer deny. I stood at my bedroom window looking up at a tiny glimmer in a sky surfeited with urban light, asking for a sign that love was possible.
If only wishes came true, or prayers could be answered . . . I was tired of waiting for life to begin and I felt suffocated, by the case law I had trudged through, by Eric waiting for my nightly call, by a yearning that clenched my heart to the point of bursting. A police car ripped through the streets, siren screaming as if responding to my edginess. I have to get out.
I washed my face, brushed my hair and put on some lipstick. Staring at the young woman in the mirror, I saw a very visible mix of my parents—tall and slim like my father, with his fine, sandy hair but with my mother’s dark eyes, full lips and the slight overbite that all the women on her side of the family shared, and that always made me doubt my attractiveness. I shoved my wallet into the rear pocket of my jeans, pulled on my beat-up leather jacket and headed out the door and down the five flights of worn tile stairs.
It could have been noon instead of midnight—Greenwich Village was filled with people, so many that I had to step off the curb in order to pass the knots of tourists. Even at midnight, I could shop for almost anything I wanted—I could eat a bag of Italian pastries on my way to pick up tomorrow’s newspaper and then buy an impossible-to-find 45 pressed by some Jersey garage band. But, striding along Bleecker Street, I was in pursuit of something I couldn’t buy—or name.
It was late September but felt like summer, the air sultry and peppered with exhaust and garlic, bags of restaurant garbage and the immoderate perfume of women who’d been frightened away from what sex smells like. I dashed across the street, hunching my shoulders and digging my hands into my pockets.
I loved the West Village with its labyrinth of zigzagging streets. It was a place of undercurrents and eruptions—the Village had been America’s center of innovative and radical thinking for a long time. Reformers and rebellious intellectuals, writers and artists, bohemians and beatniks, hippies and homosexuals, and anyone else who might be thought avant-garde or unacceptable came from all over the world to make this village within a city their home.
I don’t want to be a detached observer, I thought with a sudden flare of impatience. I want to feel alive. I want to feel excitement and passion. A couple was walking toward me, their arms wrapped around each other, her head resting on his shoulder, his lips against her forehead. I stared past them, all the while noticing each small gesture—her fingers curled through a belt loop of his jeans, his arm wrapped protectively around her, and his breath softly sending a wisp of her hair up and down against her cheek. She smiled as she leaned into him. Every nuance of contact between them seemed to expand outward into the night, like ripples suddenly visible in a pond. As they passed me, I was hit by a wave of sensation. I want to feel love.
The Village was romantic, not just because of its quaint cafés and brownstones but because of the infamous and passionate couples who had resided here: John Reed and Louise Bryant, Dashiell Hammett and Lillian Hellman, Bob Dylan and Joan Baez. My parents had romanced each other here in the late forties, and as I walked past the tiny Cherry Lane Theatre I thought of them, young and in love as they were in the old photographs on my dresser. He was her working class hero, and she was his princess. Romantic and passionate, it was also tinged with the tragedy of the McCarthy era’s brutal persecution that wounded my father’s spirit and my mother’s hopes.
My father was a tall, handsome Norwegian-American who’d gone to sea at the age of twelve after his mother had died, and while his father, a sea captain, was at sea. He was brilliant and self-educated, had served in the Navy and the Merchant Marine during World War II. But his true heroism was as one of the founders of the National Maritime Union. After the McCarthy witch-hunts, the NMU expelled him and the government revoked his passport. He found work in a New York brewery, a job he hated, and often drank too much to ease his pain.
My mother was a petite, raven-haired beauty from a prosperous Jewish-American family. She’d gone to Barnard College, interrupting her master’s at Columbia to work as a community and civil rights activist with the NAACP. She’d worked with Nelson Rockefeller in the State Department and was later part of the Venezuelan delegation to the United Nations. She was elegant and gregarious, with a musical laugh, but she worried too much—about her job, my father’s drinking, our future, the country’s future. After McCarthy, she had to leave the U.N., becoming a businesswoman in an era when women rarely worked.
And then, after their lives had been thwarted, I was born, the child of promise. Because his work shifts rotated, my father spent hours with me all through my childhood, taking me to used bookstores in the city, or to the chess store on Thompson Street, in the Village, where I would sit on phone books while he played for hours. Or we would sit together on the front porch that he had converted to a studio where he would paint in vivid colors, revealing a depth of emotions otherwise hidden. And I would try, with rare success, to get him to tell me the stories of his adventurous past—but it was my mother who shared them with me. She devoted herself to me when she’d return home from work at the end of the day, reading to me every night before bedtime and spending weekends taking me to museums and galleries, concerts and theater. I was raised on Steinbeck and Shakespeare, Woody Guthrie and Chopin, Pollock and Monet.
This is where I belong, I thought as I headed to the triangular corner of the Riviera Café. The outside tables were full. I pushed open the heavy glass door and was hit by a wave of loud, cool air. Immersed in cigarette smoke, laughter and rock and roll, I slid into a seat at a window table.
“You’re out late,” Cutter said, reaching to empty the overflowing ashtray. That was his nickname from summer jobs working in a stone quarry. It was also his stage name. He flashed his Hollywood smile at me. With green eyes and thick black hair that hung to his shoulders, he was the reincarnation of Errol Flynn in an apron. Built like an athlete, he moved like a dancer. Women always flirted with him, and he flirted back. But he drew as much attention from some of the male customers, and flirted with them just as easily. He’d gone to Yale Drama School, and now, like most actors, he was waiting on tables while he waited for his break. He wiped the wet table with a white terry towel.
“I’m . . . restless.”
“Where’s that fine-looking boyfriend of yours?” He winked.
“Ha.” I frowned.
“It’s like that, is it? Well, anytime you need your best friend, you just tell me and I’ll make sure you get a good night’s sleep.” Cutter grinned. “The usual?”
I’d been trying to develop a taste for Scotch, figuring it would be a necessary skill once I graduated. An impulse seized me. “No. A cognac—that’s what I want.”
He gave a little snort of a laugh. “Good night for a Dionysian offering. I’m gonna get you something special.”
I stared out the window, watching the yellow cabs stream downtown, the gay boys dressed in drag and leather and cowboy hats. Cutter returned and with a flourish put a well-filled brandy snifter in front of me.
“Delamain—it’s called Vesper.”
“Vesper’s an evening prayer, isn’t it?”
“Actually, the prayer’s named for what a vesper really is—an evening star. First one, the one you wish upon.”
“You’re kidding, right?”
“Not tonight. Those Renaissance bad boys, the alchemists, invented distillation and created eau de vie—waters of life. Add the magic ingredient of time and presto: cognac.”
“I thought they were trying to turn lead into gold.”
“Some, but the guys who really knew what it was about were after the gold of the enlightened spirit.”
“Well, here’s to wishes that come true!” I took a swallow and coughed.
Cutter laughed. “Take your time with that. I gotta get back to my drudgery.” He went to take an order.
I rolled the cool glass between my palms, buried my nose in it and then sipped, slowly. A trickle of burning, flashing gold slid over my tongue—and lasted long after the glow of burnt wine had heated my throat and spread through my body. I felt the burn become heat and the heat become warmth and the warmth become pleasure. I lost track of time as my restlessness turned to reverie and the bar slowly emptied.
Cutter slid into the seat across from mine.
“Time for a break.” He smiled and tapped my glass with a snifter of his own. Music suddenly filled the empty bar. “The bartender loves that album.” It was Springsteen’s Darkness on the Edge of Town. The music rushed along, driven by the drums, cresting and breaking, then rising again to another hungry, whispered climax.
“I’ve been playing it all summer.”
“Yeah. It’s kinda dark, isn’t it?” He grinned.
“Very sexy.”
“So let’s open the doors to heaven, shall we? Here’s to Mr. James Byron Dean.” We tapped and drank. “May the little bastard rest in peace,” Cutter said.
“The actor?”
He nodded, lit a cigarette, took a long drag and exhaled heavenward. “My guiding star. Died twenty-three years ago today—in a car crash. He liked to race, bought himself a Porsche Spyder and got nailed on his way to a race in Salinas—you know, where East of Eden is set.”
“That’s one of my favorite books,” I said, surprised. Written by Steinbeck, it was an American Cain and Abel story, with a Cain both tragic and sympathetic.
“Kazan made it into a film,” Cutter replied. “It was Dean’s first picture, he played Cal Trask. Anyway, so what are the odds? Big empty road, no one around, and at the exact moment this guy turns left, Jimmy’s there. Weird.” He sighed. “Ah, what the hell, he wanted to be immortal, and he managed it.”
“Listen to those lyrics.”
He listened to a song about racing in the street and smiled. “Synchronicity. Everybody experiences it, but very few pay attention.”
A shiver shot through me.
“What’s the matter?”
“Don’t know. What’s that expression? Feels like somebody just walked on my grave.”
“Well, don’t you go riding around in any old Porsches, honeychild. You’re just starting your trip.” Cutter was staring past me into some romantic vision. “I grew up in a small town not so far from where he did, and I always thought it was so strange how most of the kids knew who he was, but they didn’t really give a damn—I mean, a lot of them had never even seen his movies. They just wanted to play basketball and get married. But me, I was haunted from the minute I saw him. I had to do what he was doing. He showed us what we all want—and what we’re all afraid of. Hell, he wasn’t acting, he was being. He was completely present, and most of us are barely here. He was so present, even though he’s dead he’s sure not gone.” Cutter gazed out the window. “I’d trade my life for his in a New York minute, even if it meant I’d already be dead. I gotta help close up.” He knocked back the last of his brandy and headed to the bar.
The restlessness I’d been feeling earlier seemed to pour out of the speakers, and back into me. Well, Jimmy, wherever you are, here’s to fire in the darkness and here’s to you. I toasted him silently, inhaled the last of my elixir and finished it off. I felt the final shimmer of warmth and waved to Cutter for a check.
He mouthed back: “On the house.”
I left him a big tip, stretched and pulled on my jacket. A gust of wind yanked the front door from my hand, slamming it wide and rushing past me into the smoky bar. The sky was an unearthly pale gray, mottled with garish colors from the shop lights and streetlamps below. I stood in the doorway as the rain began, a few heavy drops followed swiftly by sheets of water. It was glorious—wild and reckless and then as quickly as it hit, it was over. I headed out into the night.
The streets had been emptied by the storm. The air was cool and clean against my skin, and I breathed deeply, something I rarely did in the city. It smelled like rain and felt like a fine stream of clarity coursing through me. And then I heard it—a guy giggling, as if he were being tickled, as if he were standing right behind me. I turned quickly—but there was no one there.
I crossed Seventh, headed down Bleecker and found myself walking a few yards behind a young couple. His arm was around her, and their laughter drifted back to me as I heard him trying to impress her:
“Really, it’s one of the prophecies that before the end of the earth people will see a star getting brighter and closer every night. And as it gets closer, the weather’s gonna change, the north and south poles’ll reverse, and the ice caps are gonna melt, the seas’ll get warmer, and all the coasts are gonna be flooded. You don’t want to be in New York when that happens.”
“Well, a meteor changed the earth’s climate and that wiped out the dinosaurs. I guess anything’s possible,” she said sweetly to his prophecies of doom. And then he leaned down and kissed her. She seemed to melt into his embrace and the waters began to rise.
I walked quietly past, and as I did sweetness seemed to flow from them, hitting me. I had the strangest sensations of déja vu and premonition—as if someone, as if true love, was waiting for me just around the corner. Yeah, well, that’s the second time tonight that couples have got you going. I laughed to myself, shaking off the strange feelings.
Yeah, well, if a certain star approached you, your ice caps would sure melt.
I stopped dead in my tracks. I knew no one was behind me, or anywhere near me. And the couple was still kissing. I shook my head. No more cognac for you, missy. Home!
My pace quickened as I headed past the stuccoed old southern Italian church on the corner, and down sleeping Carmine Street. I took the stairs two at a time, racing as if I were going to be late. Out of breath, I opened the door quietly. Gail wasn’t home. Hooray, the place is mine, for all the good it’ll do me tonight.
More than you can guess.
There it was again. That’s not me. I know what my own thoughts feel like. I sure ought to, since I’d pretty much lived in my head my whole life. And that “voice” came from somewhere else. I shook off the uneasiness, stripped off my clothes and showered the cigarette smoke off my body. I lost track of time, letting the hot water lull me into sleepiness. But as I wrapped my robe around me, I began to feel fidgety again.
Turn on the television.
What the hell? Okay, well, if I’m going to hear voices I guess we might as well have a conversation. So since when do disembodied voices watch television?
Turn it on. Now. Hurry.
What’s the rush anyway? But okay, TV ought to narcotize me. I turned on the small black-and-white set, and the sound of an elderly man’s voice shouted at me. Quickly turning down the volume, I heard his words clearly:
“For many days before the end of our earth, people will look into the night sky and notice a star, increasingly bright and increasingly near.”
I stared in disbelief as James Dean walked into a planetarium.
He whispered to the teacher checking names at the door: “Stark, Jim Stark.”
The class turned to see him; the lecturer looked at him, hesitated and then continued: “As this star approaches us, the weather will change. The great polar fields of the north and south will rot and divide, and the seas will turn warmer.”
I was paralyzed, holding my breath and trying to understand what was happening. But as I wrestled the circumstances to earth looking for a logical explanation, the night’s relentless tensions finally exploded—like a flare of light followed swiftly by a swelling tide of heat. A whirlwind rushed into the sudden vacuum created by the implosion, enfolding me in an invisible swaddling, and the relentless sounds of the street below disappeared. I found myself sitting at one end of a long tunnel, surrounded by darkness, the tiny set with its incandescent blue light far in the distance.
Am I dead? Isn’t this what they talk about—a tunnel with light? Instantly, a beam of blinding illumination and a strange sound—like a cow mooing, or a bull bellowing—shot toward me, hitting me in the chest. I felt as if something, or someone, had just slammed into me. And then everything was normal again—or rather, I found myself sitting on the bedroom floor with the little television set glowing and James Dean mooing like a cow.
My heart was pounding in my ears, I was light-headed and there was intense pressure in my temples. My breathing was quick and shallow. All of my senses seemed suddenly heightened as I watched, transfixed, feeling what Cutter had talked about: James Dean was wounded and wild, sexy and sensitive, passionate, courageous, honorable, daring and romantic. He was unlike so many men I’d known who had been taught to hide or suppress their feelings; every emotion was visible. His vitality poured out from a realm of captured time, radiant tubes, and electrons, his living presence filling the room. It filled me. I was electrified by a pulse-racing desire, as if I was falling in love.
I could feel my own numbness being stripped away by his intensity, and like Sleeping Beauty awakened with a kiss, my slumbering heart awakened as he wore his on his sleeve. Somehow, as the images and the energy aroused my heart, the fairy tale on the screen became increasingly real. I was between the worlds, or in a waking dream, and yet it was all so alive, more real than reality. The film ended as Jim became a man and a new day dawned over the planetarium.
Unwillingly, I turned off the technology that had become a portal between realities, resting my hand on its hot surface. I was afraid the connection had ended with the film and that it might never happen again. All I wanted was to continue the night’s journey—with him. I listened for the voice, his voice. But he did not exist outside that brief and strange medium of light and energy. He was dead.
It was dawn as I stood at the window, watching the garbage trucks bellow and gobble. Wondering what had happened, realizing that somehow, something extraordinary and erotic and very alive had surged into my life, I climbed into bed and disappeared into dreamless sleep. When I awoke, I had less than an hour before my afternoon class. I rushed into my clothes, grabbed my books and raced to class; I took notes, asked questions, did my reading and research at the library, all the while wrapped in an enchantment that made the invisible visible and the dead live.
When class ended, I left the building. Somehow, I expected to turn a corner and see him standing in front of me. I found a table at Café Reggio, across from the law school, and sat, resting in a luminous space of interconnections and messages and longing. I knew I had experienced something far more than a simple coincidence. The explanation I’d been searching for came to me—Cutter had said it last night: synchronicity. It was Carl Jung’s term for the coincidences that go so far beyond the ordinary flow of events that both instinct and common sense demand we pay attention to them. They are circumstances that reveal the deepest, and often most hidden, truths about ourselves and, perhaps, reality. The reasons for certain kinds of coincidences are not found in normal notions of cause and effect, but in an entirely different realm of being where other laws of nature rule. And in that realm, according to Jung, we are the causes of these amazing events, the source of the mysteries is deep within our psyches, our souls. But, I wondered, could that be true even for someone as skeptical as I am?
I’d been raised to believe that the irrational was illusory, even dangerous. But Jung’s was another educated and respected point of view that, though meaningless to me when learned in college, now explained the inexplicable. The events of last night had tapped against the iridescent screen that separated and united two worlds—the over-rational in which I was a particularly gifted resident, and another of passionate mystery. In fact, last night had shattered the boundary between those realms. A portal had swung open and an evanescent visitor had climbed through. Why was James Dean calling to me, pulling me in?
Or had I somehow called him?
“Well, he’s not my dream come true. I mean if Billy Joel walked in here and proposed, I’d say yes before the last word was out of his mouth. God, I used to have such fantasies about him.” Gail pulled another dress from the closet, held it in front of herself and looked in the mirror, then tossed it on her bed. “I still do. But Billy’s not calling and David’s fun. Besides, I don’t want to get serious with anybody.” She was getting ready for a date with a guy she’d met at the post office.
“That’s an understatement.” I sat with my legs propped against her bedroom windowsill.
“I don’t know how you can stand being so serious with Eric—all the time. I mean, dark and moody may’ve been sexy at first, but it’s boring already. You need to get out and have a good time.” She held up another dress, studying herself. She picked the shortest one.
I shrugged. “Sometimes love is serious.” I walked out of the bedroom as she began spraying Halston perfume with her usual abandon. She followed me into the tiny living room and plopped onto the couch. I tapped a little food into my fish tank and put the tip of my finger into the water waiting for my favorite, a large black and silver angel fish I’d named Joe, to swim up and nibble on me. Watching the fish was my highly effective, low-budget therapy when I came home stressed out from class. Gail started filing her nails and I tucked myself into my study chair, the black leather Eames chair my mother had bought for me during college.
“So who’s your dream guy?” Gail asked without looking up.
James Dean. My bedroom wasn’t filled with posters, I didn’t have a picture of him taped inside my notebook cover, and I hadn’t joined a fan club. I was too old to have a crush on a dead movie star. But we all have our idols—what is it that they provoke in us? Are they just some ideal that we try to find in mortal form? Or is it something more? Certainly ever since that night I couldn’t shake the unwavering desire he’d aroused. My longing now had a face, a name, but no body. “Passionate . . .”
“You mean moody.”
I shot her a look. “Someone independent, who doesn’t toe the line . . .”
“Moody.”
“Jeez, if you’re going to keep interrupting . . .”
It was her turn to shrug.
“Someone who wants his life to mean something, who wants to make a difference in the world. I want a guy with principles, with integrity. Maybe a union organizer or an activist. Eric shares those values with me.”
“Moo—”
I cut her off. “Don’t even go there. What’s wrong with wanting a guy who actually has some ideals and some feelings? And can express them? I mean, all these guys you go out with just want one thing, they get it, they’re gone.”
“We want the same thing and they’re not gone . . . This is the third time I’ve gone out with David.”
“As long as you’re happy.” I shrugged again.
She blew the powdery filing dust from her nails and held up her hand, studying it. “I am. Can you say the same?” She began filing the other hand. “When was the last time you had sex that really did it for you?”
“A one-night stand doesn’t do it for me. I need more. I don’t want to have sex. I want to make love. I want to feel it in my heart, not just my body. Maybe I just need . . . the One.”
Gail stopped filing. “You really believe in that, don’t you?”
I nodded. “I do. As sure as I know I’m alive, I know there’s a man out there meant for me.”
She shook her head. “Well, I hope you find him. Personally, I like having a long line of men that are meant for me.” She finished with a flourish and blew another cloud of dust into the air, picked up a bottle of red polish, gave it a hard shake and started painting. The smell of better living through chemistry filled the small space and I could feel the start of a headache snaking in through my nose.
“I’m not criticizing.” I softened my tone. “More power to you if it’s what you want. But I want a man to build a life with, who has the courage to fight for what he believes in, who’ll lay it on the line. Someone who shares my dreams and who’ll stand by me.”
“Yeah, you want a hero. They’re a dime a dozen on every street corner. But what about the important stuff—what does this rebel with a cause look like?”
I laughed at her choice of words. She was more right than she knew. I did have an ideal in terms of values and principles. But James Dean had somehow triggered a very physical, erotic image. He’d aroused an undeniable hunger to be kissed by a man with that kind of fire, loved with that kind of sensuality. “Sometimes he looks a lot like James Dean, but with dark hair and dark eyes. Sometimes he’s a little more like. . . Gary Cooper. And the way he moves—earthy, you know, really in his body.” I tried to bring the blurry vision into focus. “And there’s something about his hands . . . He knows what it’s like to work with his hands, to struggle and to win. Not spoiled and soft like all those silver spoon babies at school. A man who knows who Tom Joad is.”
“What’s that—some kind of code?”
I laughed. “I guess you could say so. Doesn’t ring a bell?” She shook her head. “Well, then I guess it’s not you.”
“I’m so relieved.” Gail looked up at me and grinned. “Anyway, what’s wrong with a silver spoon? How much fun is no money?” We were increasingly on different tracks—all she wanted was the in-house legal job waiting for her at the paint company where her father worked, and a mink coat. And I wanted a world where everyone could afford a mink coat, or at least a decent life. Recently, she’d started what she referred to as “big game hunting,” pursuing boys with trust funds and Roman numerals at the end of their names. I’d dated that crowd in college and was bored to tears.
“It’s not about money. It’s about his . . . energy. I mean, these lists that women make about what they want in a man—it sounds like the same guy: handsome, smart, funny, considerate, successful. Likes long walks on the beach and dinners by candlelight.” I wrinkled my nose.
“What’s wrong with perfect?”
“I don’t want a guy who’s perfect. I just want the guy who’s perfect for me. I think it’s just something you feel—that electricity. The way he’d look at me, you know, really look, deep, without flinching or hiding or pulling back. Like he wants to be right where he is because he knows we’re meant for each other. And I want him to kiss me like he means it, like he wants to possess me, not just . . . fuck me. Like he knows that it’s more than just sex—that it’s love. That’s hot.” I sighed and Gail blew on her bloodred fingertips. “Present and sincere and passionate—those are the most important things.”
She nodded. “Yeah.” She sounded sad, and then the iron breastplate clamped back into place over her heart. “David’ll be here any minute. Would you mind if he and I hung out here for a while—alone?”
“No problem. I’ll go to the library.”
It was cold and clear and the streets were filled with students instead of tourists. I found myself looking at them, searching their faces, even though I knew he wasn’t going to appear. Was it possible to find a man like that? Did he even exist?
Other things were beginning to happen that I couldn’t explain. I was in the middle of my New York Practice and Procedure class, shifting uncomfortably in my seat, feeling my heart beat a little quicker. It wasn’t because of the cute professor; it was because suddenly I knew the answer to the question he was asking. I didn’t raise my hand. He would have asked me to explain my reasoning and I couldn’t give an explanation. I hadn’t reviewed the case he was discussing, and I hadn’t reasoned my way to the answer—it had simply come to me. And then I thought, Carol Stewart is going to answer it. Her hand shot up.
“Yes, Ms. Stewart.” The professor nodded at Carol.
“The court would grant the plaintiff’s motion for summary judgment.”
“Can you tell me why?”
And she did.
After class, I walked over to Café Reggio for a quick cappuccino to jump-start my statute-saturated brain. And to get a few minutes alone. Instead of reviewing my notes for the next class, I pulled my journal from the knapsack and started jotting down what had happened. And then I found myself rereading other quickly scribbled accounts: “Mom called again today, and I knew the phone was going to ring before it did, and that it would be her.” She never called at a fixed time. And yet as I read my notes, I found a dozen different examples over the last few weeks of having known she was about to call.
“I ran into Mrs. Cardozzi today and before she opened her mouth, I knew what she was going to say. It was as if I was reading the words across her forehead right before she said them. She wanted to tell me a story about the Strega who had lived and died in my building. I asked her what a Strega is, and she said it meant Witch. A good Witch, she said. And I thought of Glinda the Good Witch except with black hair like Anna Magnani. And then she gave me this old Italian amulet that she said belonged to the Strega, she called it a cimaruta.”
I ran my fingers over the ornament hanging from a silver chain around my neck. It was made of silver, shaped like the branches of a plant with little objects at the end of each branch—a key, a heart, a moon.
There were also dreams that had come true—one about an accident, another about the death of a relative. And there was the mysterious dream I’d had just a few days ago, a dream that I’d had before, of a woman sitting serenely, holding a book in her lap. Her breasts were bare and she wore a necklace with a six-pointed star and an unusual crown. She would appear briefly, sit silently, and then disappear in a flare of light from which I would awaken, wondering.
At first, I thought my odd experiences were happening because I was under too much stress, but I didn’t feel stressed. I was enjoying my last year, my job. Since the intuitions, insights and premonitions were frequently right, I knew that I wasn’t having a paper chase nervous breakdown. Instead, I was beginning to realize there was more to reality than met the eye.
And I sensed it was all linked to Jimmy, for it had all begun with his arrival. A raw sexual current had coursed into my life, but its power had opened more than my heart. It seemed to have opened something in my mind. It was as if I’d been watching the world on a little black-and-white television, and suddenly I was walking around in a vivid, multidimensional, full-color reality. It was . . . magical.
Why were these things happening? It wasn’t enough to say I’d had some kind of visitation and it had triggered latent psychic talents. I was a rational person. I wanted, I needed, rational explanations. I wanted a scientific answer. I went to the university library with its tiled floor that looked like an M. C. Escher drawing of infinitely shifting perspectives, and I searched out books on physics—the science that explained the physical laws of the universe. It was in quantum physics that I began to find an understanding of what had been happening and why.
I didn’t understand most of the pages I struggled to read, and the mathematical formulas were an alien tongue. But I did understand what was most important: everything is energy; everything is interconnected in that energy field, and the human mind, in various ecstatic states, has the capacity to interact with and affect the outcome of events in that field. It sounded like magic, just like my experiences, but it was real. Just as I answered one question, however, another appeared. I’d moved from physics to metaphysics and I was now confounded, for there were those like Stephen Hawking who claimed that were we to delve deeply enough into the laws of nature, one day we would know the mind of God. The answers lay within, it was argued. There at the deepest levels of the quantum domain, Paradise would be restored once we recognized ourselves as a mirror of God.
But I wasn’t looking for God. I was looking for James Dean. In the midst of all these odd experiences, and school, and work, I longed for him to reappear—on film or in the flesh as my living, romantic hero. And even though I’d read it scientifically explained in black and white, I didn’t realize the power of that longing, nor the full measure of what it had unleashed. But somehow, I sensed it.
I stared down at the image on the cover of The Mutant King. The book was a birthday present from Carla, an old friend from high school.
“I saw you two had the same birthday, so I figured you might enjoy it.”
She hadn’t known anything about my . . . what? My crush? My fascination? I still didn’t know what to call it.
“We have the same birthday?” I said quietly, stunned, holding the biography of James Dean gingerly, as if it might crumble to dust in my hands. Synchronicity—it felt like a magic word, as if each time one happened, the two spheres—of my mundane life and one of enchantment—merged.
I was up most of the night reading. A few days later, when I got to the final chapters, I began to understand that there was indeed something more happening to me than just a belated schoolgirl crush. I hadn’t taken drugs during the sixties—I lived in New York, not California; I came from an intellectual home. Other than the few concepts from physics that I thought I understood, I had no framework for my strange new experiences, or the intense passionate longing Dean’s appearance had aroused. But the author had a theory.
He described Jim and movies as a combined force that could enter our unconscious and unleash the hidden powers waiting there. I used my carefully honed analytical skills, taking notes as if I were studying case law, calmly considering until I came across words that made me shiver: “He is I and I am he . . . The god is buried in us; he knows the future and waits for us there . . . Movies are a form of magic with their projection of a ‘thin insubstantial human image, its nature a sort of vapour, film or shadow.’ Its animated current can penetrate and divert our energy. We become what we behold and what we choose to behold. It is through our eyes that we have taken Jimmy into ourselves, and he remains there magically present like Osiris, god of regeneration.”
I didn’t understand it all, but at some deep gut level, I knew I’d found a very important clue to the mystery I’d been living in, and it was stranger than physics. The biography was littered with tiny hieroglyphs and references to the Greek god Dionysus and the Egyptian God Osiris. They were odd and unfamiliar, but reminded me of the myths my mother would read to me before bedtime when I was a child. The next day, between classes, I returned to the undergraduate library to crack the code.
I found the ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead referred to in the biography, and, immersing myself in it, I discovered the unexpected—a love story. I read of how Isis—Goddess, wife, sister, and Witch—journeyed to the Underworld and by her magic restored life to her beloved husband, the murdered and dismembered Osiris, God of fertility and the Underworld. They were strange, remote and archaic ideas that seemed more appropriate in a college course on ancient religion than my modern search for . . . what?
What was I looking for? What words had Isis uttered as she restored Osiris to life? Were there words that I could speak that would bring my longings to life?
By the time I finished the biography of Dean, I had begun to understand how he had crossed the boundary between story and truth, film and reality. He had also crossed a boundary between my world and one of utter mystery. The dream of the enigmatic woman recurred, and with it came dreams of women singing and dancing, the name Isis floating from their lips. In waking time, I found myself drifting through the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Egyptian collection, entranced by paintings of women with dark, almond-shaped, kohl-lined eyes, great white ibis hunting for fish in reed-filled waters, and men plowing fields with oxen. There were statues, and jewels and stones carved with indecipherable hieroglyphs; and the ancient world of these remnants often seemed more sensuously alive than the daily, dry and dusty world of cases and statutes.
And I continued to watch for the slightest sign of James Dean. Then, a week before the bar exam, an ad appeared in the paper—a double bill of East of Eden and Rebel Without a Cause, playing at a small movie theater on the Upper West Side. I tore the ad from the paper.
Two days before the exam that would determine the rest of my life, I put away my notes. Filled with nervous anticipation, not for the exam but for the encounter waiting for me at the theater, I entered the icy dark cave to once again watch time captured and life immortalized.
Our first encounter had been through a small screen with life shrunk to diminutive proportions. And yet the scale made the emotions no less human and real. I sat back against the worn red velvet seat in a theater designed like an ancient Greek temple and raised my eyes to a screen filled with an enormous image. Now the scale made the image, the emotions, the energy not only deeply human but also something grander, something profound. Everything is energy and everything is interconnected—past, present, future, man, film, image, viewer.
I left the theater in love, and sensing that it was more than Dean whom I loved. I was captivated by something he embodied, something mysterious, erotic and necessary.
I took the bar exam, broke up with Eric, packed up my apartment and left for my job with the rank-and-file reform organization. Immediately, my intuitions and premonitions ended. To my great disappointment, James Dean didn’t seem to live in Washington. But I continued searching for him—in real men, in the faces of the truck drivers I represented, in bookstores, at the rock-and-roll clubs in Georgetown. Although I met a lot of unsung heroes, the man I was looking for was nowhere to be seen. Within a year of graduating, my job ended; I returned to New York and to the foundation that I’d worked for while in law school. I hoped that the magic would return.
I tore a piece of tissue and shoved it in my ears. It wasn’t enough but it helped muffle the deafening sound. CBGB’s was a tiny club on the Bowery and the band’s amps were cranked loud enough to fill Madison Square Garden. I was happy to be back home and determined to recapture the enchantment I’d lost. After work at the foundation, I’d begun hanging out on the downtown rock-and-roll scene, where countless boys dressed like James Dean, posturing for a role they didn’t know how to play and a life they didn’t know how to lead. But somewhere in the midst of that crowd of wannabes I was hoping to find the real thing—my working class hero with the heart full of poetry. He had become the magic I longed for.
I pushed my way through the sweaty crowd to the back room behind the stage where the band I’d started managing, Blind Alley, was waiting to go on. The tiny room was entirely covered with the scrawled names, comments and stickers of every band that had ever played the infamous club. The drummer, who was no James Dean but was every bit the sexy bad boy I’d been doing, was standing on a chair adding his two cents to the ceiling.
The door opened. It was Sophia, a friend who was also managing a band, which was how we’d met months earlier. She was smart, hip and funny. She just had one idiosyncrasy—she called herself a Witch. I thought it was strange, though not particularly scary—I didn’t believe that anyone had the power to put a hex on me, least of all sweet and sunny Sophia. As I got to know her, I saw she wasn’t weird or flaky, in fact she was sharp, successful and incredibly kind. And one afternoon, sitting in her band’s rehearsal studio, I had finally gotten up the nerve to ask her what this Witch stuff was all about. Her answers surprised me because they actually made sense.
Sophia had plopped onto a sagging coach, sending a cloud of dust into the air. “First of all,” she said, “before I can tell you what it is, I have to explain what it isn’t. It has nothing to do with Satanism. That was a completely false accusation made by the Church in an effort to suppress the Old Religion. They called it Satanism and that justified their use of torture and violence to do away with the competition.”
I nodded. I was all too familiar with the practice and consequences of witch hunts. “Go on.”
“The word Witch actually came from an old Anglo-Saxon word: wicce.” She pronounced it just like Witch, adding a soft a to the end of it. “It meant a wise one, a seer, a shaman. We call it the Old Religion, because it is. It predates the biblical faiths by thousands of years. It’s got a lot in common with Native American spirituality—everything that exists in nature is experienced as sacred; it’s the modern revival of the indigenous earth religion of Europe and the Fertile Crescent, what we now call the Middle East. There’s a Goddess as well as a God. Their worship was called the Mystery Schools—the primary mythos was the story of the Goddess’s descent into the Underworld to find the God and restore life to the world. Like Isis and Osiris, Persephone and Hades, even Dionysus and Ariadne—although there he saves her.”
Isis and Osiris! A thrill shot through me. Feeling too awkward to ask more questions in front of her band, I let the subject drop, but wondered about casting spells, and riding on broomsticks, and magical potions. I didn’t care what she called herself, I cared about who she was, and we became good friends—one reason she was here tonight was to support my band the way I supported hers.
“So,” Sophia asked me, dropping her bags and getting right to the point as usual, “are you going to take up Maia on her invitation?”
Her friend, Maia, who was also a Witch, had read my tarot cards a few weeks ago and I’d been amazed by her insights, her “second sight.” Maia had known things that no one else knew about—the experiences I’d been having, the woman in my dream, and the love I’d been longing for. When we finished, she’d asked me if I’d like to join her women’s spirituality group.
“Ummm, it was nice of her but, you know, between work and managing the band . . .” I trailed off. The real reason I hadn’t followed through was because it just felt too strange.
Sophia shrugged. “Up to you, but it’s only once a week. You have to have some time where you’re not at the beck and call of everyone else’s needs.” She glanced over at the drummer, who was too engaged in playing air drums to listen in to our “girltalk.” “And a chance like this doesn’t come along every day.”
“I’ll see,” I said noncommittally. Maia’s reading was the closest I’d come to experiencing the early magic, but it was still Witchcraft after all, and despite Sophia’s explanations, my uneasiness lingered.
The door opened and the band that had just finished playing burst into the already-crowded room. It was time for my guys to go on.
A month later I was curled up on the couch of my cramped studio apartment, trying not to be depressed because my grant money had run out and my job with the foundation was over. I’d been struggling to find another job in the labor movement. The bitter irony was that none of the labor law firms would hire me because I’d been involved with the union reform movement. I was discouraged, worried and almost broke, and increasingly restless.
I dug out my old leather jacket and headed for the Metropolitan Museum. It had been more than a year since I’d visited and the cool marble and granite hallways were soothing and familiar. I strolled aimlessly until I found myself standing in front of a delicate statue of Isis. Whatever became of you? Did you live happily ever after with your love? And why were you in my dreams? What happened to all the magic? Why haven’t I experienced a synchronicity or a visitation from Jimmy in over a year? Why has he abandoned me?
I had thought my drummer captured that James Dean passion, but I’d ended up disillusioned. I was beginning to feel a little silly. Perhaps it was nothing after all but a schoolgirl crush on a long-dead icon. But still, something kept tugging at my heart. I drifted through the museum, pushing open a high glass door and stepping into a newly constructed wing. It was a light-filled atrium several stories high with glass walls enclosing an area that had once been outside the museum. The space was filled with marble statues surrounding small pools of water amid banks of ivy.
I strolled from one great marble statue to another, enjoying the tranquillity, not thinking about my dilemmas. Turning a corner, I stopped as if I’d struck a wall. Sitting directly in front of me was the woman in my dream—carved from luminescent white marble, with the crown upon her head, a six-pointed star at her throat, and a sheaf of papers in her hand! Her head cupped in her palm, she was staring into a realm of mystery and into me.
The room bleached white. I sank into a chair and waited for the room to stop spinning. I was afraid to look at her, but when I finally raised my eyes I saw a little plaque: “The Libyan Sibyl.” I spent the rest of the day in the presence of a revelation, and when the museum closed I raced back to my little studio at 86th Street and Riverside.
I pulled the Oxford English Dictionary from the shelf and found her name: “Sibyl . . . 1. One of various women of antiquity who were reputed to possess powers of prophecy and divination . . . 2. A prophetess, a fortune-teller, witch.”
My recurring dream was of something real and I’d had no idea—until today. And of all things—it was about a Witch! Was that what all of this was about? I silently asked Jimmy. Have you been leading me to this moment? To this encounter and this decision?
It was more than a synchronicity. It was magic. I accepted Maia’s invitation and began to attend her weekly gathering. This large group of very diverse and fascinating women—with not a single wart or green face among them—had found the Goddess, the Divine Feminine. And, apparently, so had I. But my search for love was far from over.
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