




Jane Paradise
Portfolio: Dune Shacks of Provincetown

Bethany Rachelle Swanson
Portfolio: What’s In a Moment

Matthew Derezinski
Portfolio: Thoughts of Perception

Blake understood we don’t choose or find the string. It finds us 
among the litter of our existence . . . where I was born, where I 
traveled to, my family and most of the people I met. In that debris I 
was formed, and in that debris I would serve my purpose. Perhaps I 
would never see my string clearly, but I could follow its urgings and 
seek what added to life rather than what took away.
• David Griffin, String

What her time in the islands gives us, though, is a glimpse into 
how an artist begins the process of being placed, and we see 
this most clearly in the letters where, in her own words, she 
documents how she internalizes the islands, how she makes 
them her own. Because O’Keeffe’s visit was relatively brief, 
because Hawaii is so clearly foreign and overwhelming, and 
because the artist is such a keen observer of landscapes, these 
letters provide an unusual and startling look at an artist’s struggle 
to engage a landscape. 
• Jennifer Sinor, Perfectly Fantastic
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Still Point Art Gallery’s current exhibition—
Earth Water Fire Air: Our World in 
Abstract—is viewable in our online gallery and 
will remain a featured exhibition through October 
31, 2014. In this issue we feature images from 
this exhibition, but there are many more to see 
online. Honored artists for this exhibition are: 

Gary EnGlE, BEst in show—Portfolio. 
Engle is from Ohio and the set of eight images in 
the exhibition are from his series, Rocky River. (p. 5)

Patricia raiBlE, BEst in show—sinGlE imaGE.
Raible is from North Carolina, and her winning 
image is Foundation. (p. 6)

JamiE mchuGh, BEst PhotoGraPh 
McHugh is from Washington and his winning image is 
Untitled #17 (2007). (p. 7)

DEB mccarroll, BEst PaintinG or DrawinG.
McCarroll is from Washington and her winning image 
is Returning Ice (p. 8)

liDia KEniG schEr, BEst mixED-mEDia artworK.
Scher is from Massachusetts and her winning 
image is Trees Under Water. (p. 9)
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Current Exhibition
Earth Water Fire Air: Our World in Abstract

August 1 to October 31, 2014
stillpointartgallery.com

Still PointArt Gallery



rocKy rivEr
silver gelatin prints

garyengle.net

Award for BEST IN SHOW - Portfolio
Gary EnGlE
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founDation
mixed media painting

patriciasteeleraible.com

Award for BEST IN SHOW - Single Image
Patricia raiblE
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Earth Water Fire Air: Our World in Abstract
Current Exhibition



untitlED #17 (2007)
chromogenic print
naturebeingart.org

Award for BEST Photograph
JamiE mcHuGH
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August 1 to October 31, 2014
more artwork online   |   stillpointartgallery.com



rEturninG icE
acrylic

debmccarroll.com

Award for BEST Painting or Drawing
DEb mccarroll
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Earth Water Fire Air: Our World in Abstract
Current Exhibition



trEEs unDEr watEr
acrylic and mixed media on canvas

lidiascherart.com

Award for BEST Digital or Mixed-Media Artwork
liDia KEniG ScHEr
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August 1 to October 31, 2014
more artwork online   |   stillpointartgallery.com



haDass shErEshEvsKy, crEation of woman no. 6

JanninE covElli (Jaco), orDEr sEEKinG chaos-firE
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Earth Water Fire Air: Our World in Abstract
Current Exhibition



Kristin rEED, octahEDron
kristinreed.com
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August 1 to October 31, 2014
more artwork online   |   stillpointartgallery.com



carolyn warmsun, ocEan firE
warmsunart.com
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Earth Water Fire Air: Our World in Abstract
Current Exhibition



DaviD morEl, aBstract i
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August 1 to October 31, 2014
more artwork online   |   stillpointartgallery.com



carol mccorD, mirror of rEEDs

DaviD Quinn, rEflEctions in a strEam
dquinnphotography.com
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Earth Water Fire Air: Our World in Abstract
Current Exhibition



annEttE ZalanowsKi, mountain laKE
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August 1 to October 31, 2014
more artwork online   |   stillpointartgallery.com



JanE yuDElman, froZEn liGht no. 10
janeyudelman.com
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Earth Water Fire Air: Our World in Abstract
Current Exhibition



ElEanor GolDstEin, mist, marsh, sEa

Kris saDEr, imPrEssions of caPE DunE Grass no. 3
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August 1 to October 31, 2014
more artwork online   |   stillpointartgallery.com



richarD malinsKy, troPica
malinskyexpressionism.com

miKE BEll, stormliGht ovEr hauxlEy havEn no. 1
mike-bell.artistwebsites.com
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Earth Water Fire Air: Our World in Abstract
Current Exhibition



louisE Parms, orchiD rEflEctions no. 2
louiseparms.com
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August 1 to October 31, 2014
more artwork online   |   stillpointartgallery.com



lisa strasshEim, inDiGo
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Earth Water Fire Air: Our World in Abstract
Current Exhibition



saBinE BloDorn, DucK PonD

Gail hiGGinBotham, stErn waKE
gailhigginbotham.com
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August 1 to October 31, 2014
more artwork online   |   stillpointartgallery.com



nancy tEaGuE, ticKlED PinK in thE GarDEn
nancyteagueart.com
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Earth Water Fire Air: Our World in Abstract
Current Exhibition



michaEl c. wElch, moonliGht
michaelcwelchfineart.com

clifforD hawKEs, PollEn anD Dust univErsE
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August 1 to October 31, 2014
more artwork online   |   stillpointartgallery.com



PatricK J. cicalo, thE color of rain
patrickcicalo.photoshelter.com
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Earth Water Fire Air: Our World in Abstract
Current Exhibition



cary lovinG, shorE

BrooKs DEfEE, PassaGE
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August 1 to October 31, 2014
more artwork online   |   stillpointartgallery.com



laurEn BlacKwEll, motion
redleashphoto.com
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Earth Water Fire Air: Our World in Abstract
Current Exhibition



KaJal ZavEri, in thE DistancE
kajalzaveri.com
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August 1 to October 31, 2014
more artwork online   |   stillpointartgallery.com



Felice Boucher, Feathered Crown.

AbstractImage. Wikimedia Commons.

Every Gallery exhibition presents the opportunity to honor a small number of artists due to  the distinctiveness 
of their work. Honored artists are named as Gallery Artists for one year. Our current Gallery Artists are listed 
below. Please take a few moments to visit our website and view the work of these amazing artists.

Claire  Anderson,  photographer,  Florida    Leslie  Anderson,  
painter,  Maine    Bob  Avakian,  photographer,    Massachusetts  
  Bobby  Baker,  photographer,  New  Hampshire    Felice 
Boucher,  photographer,  Maine    Ekaterina  Bykhovskaya,  
photographer,  Strasbourg,  France    Maya  Chachava,  painter  
and  photographer,  Washington    Dave  Clough,  photographer,  
Maine    Constance  Culpepper,  painter,  Gladwyne,  Pennsylvania  
  Matthew Derezinski,  mixed media artist,  Missouri    Irene  

Hill,  photographer,  Atlantis,  Florida    Susan  Landor  Keegin,  painter,  Sausalito,  California  
  Arthur  Kvarnstrom,  Painter,  New  York  City    Laurie  McCormick,  photographer,  Los  
Angeles,  California    Leyla  Aysel  Munteanu,  mixed  media  artist,  Windsor,  Ontario,  Canada  
  Selena  Nawrocki,  mixed  media  artist,  Douglas,  Georgia    Jane  Paradise,  photographer,  
Massachusetts    Leslie  Parke,  painter,  Cambridge,  New  York    Cheryl Rau,  photographer,  
Maine    Judith  Rosenthal,  ceramist,  New  Jersey    Ashley Shellhause,  painter,  Ohio    
Hadass Shereshevsky,  photographer,  Israel    Julie  A.  Struck,  mixed  media  artist,  Rockport,  
Indiana    Bethany  Rachelle  Swanson,  painter,  Big  Canoe,  Georgia    Nancy  Teague,  painter,  
Lincoln,  Nebraska    Anthony  R.  Whelihan,  mixed  media  artist,  Minnesota
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Still PointArt Gallery

Upcoming Exhibition
stillpointartgallery.com

Gallery Artists
stillpointartgallery.com



Shanti Arts Publishing

Walking Paris Streets with EugÈne Atget:
Inspired Stories About the Ragpicker, Lampshade Vendor, and 

Other Characters and Places of Old France

Greg Bogaerts

16 stories inspired by photographs of one of 
history’s greatest photographers, Eugène Atget

$19.95
ISBN: 978-0-9885897-1-1

www.shantiarts.com
207-837-5760

or your favorite bookseller 
(online or otherwise)

Bogaerts creates a fascinating universe that parallels 
Atget who passed this way a hundred years ago.

~ Jeanne S. M. Willette, art historian and art writer

Bogaerts is an empathetic miniaturist whose insight 
into art is matched only by his caring about people 

and their situations amidst modern life.
- Nicholas Birns, editor, Antipodes

Bogaerts gives us that extra bit of humanity behind 
the lampshade vendor, market porter and rag picker 

we yearn for when we look at them.
- M. E. Parker, editor, Camera Obscura Journal

page 50 Joseph Feher, The Dole Map of the Hawaiian 
Islands, 1950. 39 x 20 inches (99.1 x 50.8 cm). (public 
domain; image provided by Wikimedia Commons).

page 56 Georgia O’Keeffe, Petunia No. 2, 1924. 30 
x 36 inches (76.2 x 91.4 cm). Oil on canvas. 
Georgia O’Keeffe Museum, Gift of The 
Burnettt Foundation and Gerald and Kathleen 
Peters (1996.03.002), © Georgia O’Keeffe 
Museum. (image provided by the Georgia 
O’Keeffe Museum, Santa Fe, New Mexico. 

page 43 Alfred Stieglitz, Georgia O’Keeffe, 1918. 3.5 x 
4.4 inches (8.9 x 11.2 cm). Gelatin silver print. 
Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago, Illinois. 
(public domain; image provided by Wikimedia 
Commons) 

page 44 Anonymous, Georgia O’Keeffe in Hawaii, 1939. 
Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, 
Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut 
(public domain; image provided by Wikimedia 
Commons)
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IMAGE CREDITS 



Bethany Rachelle SwanSon
Big Canoe, Georgia

brachelleart.com
beth@brachelleart.com

Matthew DeRezinSki
Kirksville, Missouri

mderezinski.wordpress.com
mderezinski@hotmail.com

Jane PaRaDiSe
Provincetown, Massachusetts

janeparadise.com
jane@janeparadise.com

represented by Galatea FINe art, 
Boston, Massachusetts.

FEATURED ARTISTS WRITERS

DaviD GRiffin is 
retired from a career in 
corporate education and 
communications. He lives 
near the ocean in South 
Carolina with his wife and her 

dog. Griffin writes the popular blog Monk In The 
Cellar and, at readings, plays the main character 
Brother Jesse with some degree of authenticity. 
The blog is now a novel by the same name. 
Griffin publishes his essays online at www.
windsweptpress.com and self-publishes a book 
of stories each year that are well received by 
those who love him. He seldom hears from 
those who don’t.

JennifeR SinoR 
is the author of The 
Extraordinary Work of 
Ordinary Writing. Her 
essays have appeared in 
The American Scholar, 
Utne, Seneca Review, 
and elsewhere. She is 

currently writing a book based on the letters 
of Georgia O’Keeffe. An associate professor of 
English, Jennifer teaches creative writing at Utah 
State University.
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CONTRIBUTORS 



Shanti Arts 
Publishing

Current
Essays on the Passing of 

Time in the Woods

Robert McGowan

photography by Jeffrey Stoner

designed by Shanti Arts Designs

$30.00
ISBN:  978-0-9885897-2-8

www.shantiarts.com
207-837-5760

or your favorite bookseller 
(online or otherwise)
ebook on Google Play

Shanti Arts 
Publishing

Summer Stories

paintings by 
Maine artist

Leslie Anderson

inspired short stories by
Ten Maine Writers

$36.00
ISBN:  978-0-9885897-3-5

www.shantiarts.com
207-837-5760

or your favorite bookseller 
(online or otherwise)
ebook on Google Play

RaPhael koSek’s poetry has appeared in 
numerous journals and magazines including 
Commonweal, Silk Road, Big Muddy, and The 
Chattahoochee Review. Her 2009 chapbook, 
Letting Go, was published by Finishing Line 
Press, and includes several O’Keeffe-inspired 
poems. She has written nearly a hundred 
poems about O’Keeffe’s paintings which she 
feels “speak” and evidence strong voices which 
she tries to channel in the poems. She has 
written and published many ekphrastic poems, 
finding inspiration in the paintings of Homer, 
Rousseau, Inuit stone cut prints, and many 
others. She teaches American literature and 
creative writing at Marist College and Dutchess 
Community College in the Hudson Valley. 

John azRak is the former 
chair of English at Walt 
Whitman High School on 
Long Island. His poems  have 
appeared in, among others, 
Court Green, Poetry East, The 

Hawai’i Pacific Review, Paddlefish, The Santa Fe 
Review, The Santa Clara Review, Coe Review and 
several anthologies.

POETS
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Bethany Rachelle SwanSon drew incessantly as a child 

and frequently tagged along with her aunt to the adult art 

classes at the Little Red School House near her aunt’s country 

home. Swanson continued art classes along the way but was 

persuaded against pursuing an art degree in college because, 

“That’s not a real job.” She graduated from Michigan State 

University with a B.S. and M.A. in rehabilitation counseling 

and psychology. She worked privately and corporately, owned 

her own businesses, traveled, and raised her two sons, Max 

and Keiler, but always found her way back to art. Over the 

years, Swanson has studied art at the Atlanta Art Institute, 

Kennesaw State University, the Roswell Arts Center, and 

from Shane McDonald of Marietta, Georgia. She is particularly 

inspired by the work of Andrew Wyeth and Renoir, as well as other Impressionists.

For a number of years, Swanson owned an art gallery with the goal of being accessible and welcoming, 

featuring creative works in all mediums. She offered art classes at her gallery, teaching many of them 

herself. During those same years, she founded and coordinated the 34̊/84̊  Fine Arts Festival and the 

Legacy Fine Arts Festival, both in Cartersville, Georgia; these festivals brought in fine artists from a 

ten state area. Swanson has served on various community arts boards, including the Bartow County 

Arts Guild and the Cultural Arts Alliance of Bartow County. She is currently a member of The Big Canoe 

Art Club, in Big Canoe, Georgia. Her work has been exhibited in galleries and museums throughout the 

United States and can be found in private collections throughout the United States and Europe.

She currently works from her studio in the beautiful north Georgia mountains around Big Canoe. She 

also enjoys traveling, hiking, fishing, and kayaking.
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Painter

BETHANY RACHELLE SWANSON



Quiet Invitation II, 2011. 30 x 24 inches 
(76.2 x 60.9 cm). Oil on canvas.

I am inspired by my need to create feelings of warmth, peacefulness, and comfort in my 

surroundings, and I try to exude these same  feelings in my work. It seems only natural that I 

focus on still life interiors, though my portrait and figurative work is crafted to create a similar 

“environment.” It is important to me that viewers feel invited into my paintings. I want them to step 

in for a moment and maybe escape the stresses of their day. 

It is also important to me to tell a story with my paintings. I try to capture a feeling or a sense 

of “the moment.” I might paint a dinner table after the diners have left, or a vacant staircase, or 

an empty chair next to a smoldering fire. My favorite paintings beg my viewers to wonder, “What’s 

happening here?”, “What’s the story?”.  

The play and contrast of light and shadow is an essential element. I am inspired, intrigued, and 

awed by the way light coming through a window bounces off a wall; how the reflections on a glass 

of wine mimic its surroundings. 

Primarily using oil on canvas, I paint from life experiences or personal photographs. Many of my 

paintings are images from my home or from places to which I have traveled. 
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What’s In a Moment



Nina’s Chair, 2009. 30 x 24 inches (76.2 x 60.9 cm). Oil on canvas.
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Bethany Rachelle Swanson



At Home, 2007. 16 x 20 inches (40.6 x 50.8 cm). Oil on canvas.
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What’s In a Moment



Bedroom in Summer, 2008. 20 x 16 inches (50.8 x 40.6 cm). Oil on canvas.
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Bethany Rachelle Swanson



Holland for Two, 2013. 20 x 16 inches (50.8 x 40.6 cm). Oil on canvas.
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What’s In a Moment



Wishing Chair, 2008. 24 x 30 inches (60.9 x 76.2 cm). Oil on canvas.
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Bethany Rachelle Swanson



Stoop Rocker, 2012. 16 x 20 inches (40.6 x 50.8 cm). Oil on canvas.
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What’s In a Moment



At Huey’s, 2008. 18 x 18 inches (45.7 x 45.7 cm). Oil on canvas.
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Bethany Rachelle Swanson



Huey’s Chrome, 2012. 10 x 8 inches 
(25.4 x 20.3 cm). Oil on canvas.

Choices, 2008. 30 x 24 inches 
(76.2 x 60.9 cm). Oil on canvas.
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What’s In a Moment



A
lfred Stieglitz, G

eorgia O
’K

eeffe, 1918.

Songs of the Sky

It’s always such a struggle for me to leave Stieglitz.
-Georgia O’Keeffe

When they sleep apart
their art hangs in their dreams 
like pictures on exhibition 

in adjoining rooms. She tastes 
the rain he’s showered 
on her family of apples;

he leaves kisses on her fine
neckline like the tear
in the red maple she’s painted

in a pattern of fall leaves floating
on the underside of his eyelids.
Beneath the sheets on Ghost Ranch

her boyish limbs twitch restlessly
to the rhythm of his dancing trees.
Blood orange and red streaks fill 

the cool hollow of the rainbow 
he’s caught over Lake George, 
her stately white birch awash 

in yellow gold his to lean upon. 
How they see their love embedded 
in nature’s chaos, her evening star

burst radiating in the dreamscape
of his grey-black firmament.
When he wakes to the bouquet

of calla lilies on his pillow
she opens her eyes to the song
clouds he’s strung across her sky.

~ John Azrak

“Songs of the Sky” originally appeared in Poetry East, Fall, 2010.
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Georgia O’Keeffe in Hawaii, 1939.

On February 10, 1939, Georgia 

O’Keeffe debarked from the 

legendary SS Lurline, a luxury cruise 

ship built by Matson. Arriving at the island of 

Oahu, she was met with flower leis and air so 

soft it was like a kiss. Crossing the Pacific had 

taken nine days, during which moon and sea had 

kept her company. “Here I am,” she wrote to her 

husband, Alfred Stieglitz, as if she, too, couldn’t 

believe how far she had traveled.

When O’Keeffe made her decision to travel to 

Hawaii, she was at a crossroads of sorts in her 

artistic career. By the late 1930s, the artist was 

firmly established as one of the most important 

painters in America. In 1928, six of her paintings 

had sold for $25,000, the highest amount ever 

paid to a living American artist. In the intervening 

decade, she had discovered the New Mexico desert, 

her most important source of inspiration. She had 

also learned to drive her own car and reinvented 

herself by painting the bones she found on the 

desert floor. At the same time, amid all this success 

and self-realization, Stieglitz had begun an affair 

with Dorothy Newman, a woman much younger and 

much less talented than O’Keeffe. O’Keeffe had 

caught Stieglitz photographing Newman in the nude, 

posing the same way O’Keeffe herself had posed for 

Stieglitz two decades earlier. The pain must have 
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O’Keeffe, maybe more than any other modern 

American painter, was influenced deeply by place. 

In fact, her entire body of work can be considered a 

call to the viewer to really take the time to look—at a 

flower, a sky, the shade cast by a window.

Perfectly 
fantastic

Jennifer Sinor



been extraordinary. In addition, recent reviews of 

her work had been scathing. Typically, O’Keeffe 

ignored what reviewers said. She trusted her own 

sense of a painting’s value. But these reviews were 

especially brutal, suggesting her bones and flowers 

had become formulaic, that she lacked taste, that 

her art resembled “mass production.”

So when the Dole Pineapple Company 

approached O’Keeffe in the summer of 1938 

and asked her to be their guest on the islands 

in exchange for two paintings that would be part 

of a national advertising campaign, O’Keeffe took 

the commission and packed her bags. She had 

received brochures of the islands—the flowers, 

the trees, the sea—and one can only imagine that 

those strange colors and shapes suggested a new 

kind of far away, a fresh start.

O’Keeffe’s time in Hawaii is the stuff of legend. 

She spent the first four weeks on the island of 

Oahu. During that time the “Pineapples,” the men 

from Dole who shepherded her from one place to 

another, “dumb” men with no taste, took her to 

the pineapple fields on the north shore of the island. 

O’Keeffe was mesmerized by the growing fruit, “all 

sharp and silvery,” and the jagged mountains rising 

nearby. She asked the Pineapples if she could live 

near the fields with the workers and paint outdoors. 

Aghast that she would even suggest such a thing, 

the Pineapples refused her request. In apparent 

spite, O’Keeffe didn’t paint a single pineapple while 

she was on the islands. Instead she sent Dole a 

painting of a papaya tree. The papaya industry 

was Dole’s direct competition, a fact O’Keeffe 

undoubtedly knew. After she returned to New York, 

Dole had a pineapple sent express to her apartment 

in Manhattan in the hopes that she might reconsider 

the beauty of their product. O’Keeffe relented and 

sent a painting entitled Pineapple Bud, which was 

then used to sell juice for years.

What is so interesting about O’Keeffe’s time on 

the islands, though, is not her disdain for Dole or 

her fierce independence but rather how O’Keeffe 

responded to a place that was so foreign and 

strange to her, how she brought the otherness 

of the islands within herself and reinterpreted her 

surroundings. O’Keeffe, maybe more than any other 

modern American painter, was influenced deeply 

by place. In fact, her entire body of work can be 

considered a call to the viewer to really take the 

time to look—at a flower, a sky, the shade cast by 

a window. Her frustrations at the inattentiveness of 

those around her can be seen in her autobiography, 

where she writes, “Nobody sees a flower—really—

it is so small—we haven’t time—and to see takes 

time . . . so I said to myself—I’ll paint what I see—

what the flower is to me but I’ll paint it big and 

they will be surprised into taking the time to look 

at it—I will make even busy New Yorkers take the 

time to see what I see of flowers.”

Time and attention. It’s what her paintings arise 

from and what they ask of us.

To be able to reveal a thing’s essence, its 

flowerness or boneness, so that she might arrest 

the viewer and cause him to stop and take notice, 
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required intimacy with her subject. Jennifer Saville, 

curator at the Honolulu Art Academy for the 

1990 exhibition of O’Keeffe’s Hawaii paintings, 

writes that “O’Keeffe liked to work with a subject 

over time, returning to it again and again.” Each 

painting in the series, she says, “represents a 

changing viewpoint, an altered perspective, a new 

discovery.” We can see that in her flower paintings 

or her cliff paintings, as well as her shell and bone 

paintings, O’Keeffe often worked in a series, taking, 

for example, the Jimson weed and painting it over 

and over. What is important to notice, Saville 

suggests, is the way in which these series move 

toward abstraction. Each new attempt sacrifices 

details or fidelity in an attempt to get at the 

essential nature of whatever she is painting: the 

thing itself. Whether it is the cut of a mountain or 

the shape of a bird flying through a canyon, the 

subject becomes more abstract and less realistic 

as O’Keeffe approached it over time, peeling back 

layers to get at the very heart. These abstractions 

were, for her, equivalents that she could offer 

the viewer—not a copy of the canyon but the 

experience of what it was like for her to see the 

canyon, her personal response to the natural world.

O’Keeffe understood the importance of time to 

her work. In her autobiography, she writes that she 

has “a single track mind. I work on an idea for a long 

time. It’s like getting acquainted with a person, and 

I don’t get acquainted easily.” To understand the 

essence of a thing, whether a mountain or a flower, 

she knew she had to let the subject “get under 

[her] skin.” Which is why she famously claimed that 

she owned the Cerro Pedernal, a narrow mesa that 

appears in so many of her New Mexico landscapes. 

God told her she could have it, she said, as long as 

she painted it enough. When she gave a subject 

her complete attention, it became a part of her. 

She owned it, not because she paid for it with 

money, but because she paid for it with attention. 

She understood it like no other.

So what happens when an artist with that kind 

of attentiveness to the natural world arrives on 

the most geographically remote piece of land on 

the globe? What happens when a painter who 

requires long stretches of time in which to work 
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finds herself in an alien landscape for just over two 

months? And, maybe more importantly, what can 

we learn about paying attention from O’Keeffe’s 

struggle to integrate a new landscape into her 

own personal vision? 

During her nine week visit, O’Keeffe wrote close 

to twenty letters to her husband, Alfred Stieglitz. 

In their lines, we can see her mind at work, retrace 

her footsteps, and follow her gaze. Her letters 

reveal a journey that is at once both unsurprising 

and breathtaking. In her missives from the 

far away, the painter struggles to tether the 

dreamlike islands, to hem them into the familiar. 

At the same time, it is their very impossibility that 

challenges and delights her.

The tension that runs through these letters—

between simultaneosly getting it and not getting 

it—is reproduced, less clearly, in her paintings. The 

twenty paintings she made from her time in Hawaii 

were exhibited in An American Place in February of 

1940. At the time, the exhibit was hailed a success. 

One critic said of the works, “this collection all 

testify to Miss O’Keeffe’s ability to make herself 

at home anywhere.” Yet, O’Keeffe rarely exhibited 

the Hawaii paintings again and doesn’t refer to 

her time on the islands in her autobiography at all. 

One of her biographers, Laurie Lisle, suggests that 

the brevity of her stay didn’t give her the time to 

digest “the overpowering stimuli of Hawaii.” The 

paintings, Lisle says, were not up to her usual 

standards. It seems they both captured and failed.

What her time in the islands gives us, though, is 

a glimpse into how an artist begins the process of 

being placed, and we see this most clearly in the 

letters where, in her own words, she documents 

how she internalizes the islands, how she makes 

them her own. Because O’Keeffe’s visit was 

relatively brief, because Hawaii is so clearly foreign 

and overwhelming, and because the artist is such 

a keen observer of landscapes, these letters 

provide an unusual and startling look at an artist’s 

struggle to engage a landscape. Nine weeks was 

enough time for O’Keeffe to understand parts of 

the islands. And she understood just when and 

how she got it right. 

When O’Keeffe arrives in Honolulu Harbor in 

early February, she debarks a celebrity. Her 

reputation was firmly established by 1939, and the 

wealthiest families on the island—Castles, Cooks, 

Richards, Judds—form a line to entertain her, while 

photographers jockey for her picture. The first four 

weeks on Oahu she is rarely left alone. Wined and 

dined every day, driven all over the island, O’Keeffe 

barely has time to catch her breath.

Her first letter home to Stieglitz, sent February 

12, is twelve pages long and brims with enthusiasm 

about her arrival. Not uncharacteristically, the 

first thing she notes is the landscape around her: 

“The shade is sort of thick and light at the same 

time—the sun pale—a long dreamy blue part of 

a mountain rising up out of the ocean to the 

right and on the other side of the house a near 

mountain rises up so abruptly it is startling—it 
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has a look like a sort of mossy rock—palm trees—

other trees—flowery things—many birds.”

O’Keeffe is standing on the lawn of Atherton 

Richards at the base of Diamondhead. She has 

not even had time to change her clothes from the 

boat. O’Keeffe begins her first letter home while 

looking at the ocean, the smell of food wafting 

down from the house. She cannot wait to write. 

This very first moment of capturing the islands 

is significant. She does not know the names of 

what grows around her—“other trees,” “flowery 

things”—but they still receive first attention in her 

letter. In characteristic fashion, her impressions 

tumble madly over one another, not even stopped 

by “proper” punctuation. She is enthralled with 

her surroundings.

Then she moves on to describe the flower leis she 

received when she was met on the boat—“flowers 

strung together like wonderful wrought iron work”—

and how she has poked about the gardens looking 

“at the things that grow.” Most of it is impossible 

for her to believe, the colors and shapes of the 

flowers in particular. Nothing seems real. But such 

otherworldliness doesn’t slow O’Keeffe; instead 

she writes, “I must get painting soon.” She wants 

to get these unbelievable forms on the canvas, 

capture them. At the same time, even amid all this 

energy and excitement, there is already a creeping 

note of concern. “I hope I can put it into forms as 

well as enthusiasm.” She notes, even in this first 

letter, that she might not be able to convey the 

overwhelming foreignness of the islands.

What is perhaps most interesting about this 

first letter is what it does not contain: people. The 

majority of her page space is given to describing 

the air—“soft” and “strange”—the flowers—“sweet 

smelling” and “impossible”—the mountains—

“queer” and “wrinkled. A tea given in her honor is 

“nice as such things go,” but her passion and her 

page space is focused entirely on the wondrous 

world she finds herself in. The pitch and fever of her 

surroundings don’t abate for several letters. Each 

day, it seems, she sees something more wondrous 

and more impossible to believe.

Even though she is given very little time to paint 

in those first two weeks, she is taken somewhere 

new on the island every day, often to another 

summer house where she eats and wanders 

the gardens. She writes many times that she 

intends to paint and that she will begin with the 

unbelievable flowers. At every function, someone 

hands her another flower—a gardenia, a pink 

camellia, bird of paradise, antherium, calla lilies, red 

ginger—and after each outing, she arrives home 

with “queer scraps of flowers” in her hands. They 

are all “perfectly fantastic” and “unbelievable,” and 

she can’t wait to paint them. But to do that, she 

realizes, she must slow down. She must, she writes 

to her husband, “be still.” Part of her inability to sit 

and be silent has to do with her own excitement at 

being in Hawaii, she admits, but part of it comes 

from the constant traveling she is being asked 

to do. About a week into her trip, she writes to 

Stieglitz that she is “going to stop going to places 
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where there are so many people now and see what 

I can do with some of things I have collected.” But 

that doesn’t happen. The few days, or really parts 

of days, that she takes for herself to paint end 

in frustration. She writes, after half a day of work 

on a flower painting, that it was a “struggle.” She 

begins again, with another flower, but doesn’t have 

much better luck. 

Dr. Theresa Papanikolas, curator for western 

and American art at the Honolulu Art Museum, 

says that it makes sense that O’Keeffe begins 

with flowers in Hawaii. After all, both because 

she is Georgia O’Keeffe and because flowers are 

customary greetings on the islands, people are 

handing her flowers right and left. One of her 

new acquaintances even brings her a flower book 

to make identification easier. Additionally, the 

tropical flowers that grow in Hawaii are incredibly 

unusual, often looking plastic and artificial because 

of their brightness and their hardy blooms. More 

importantly, Papanikolas says, flowers were 

familiar to O’Keeffe. She had become famous for 

her flower paintings. She knew flowers. She had 

long been taken by their forms and “carries over” 

that passion to her work in Hawaii. Flowers, then, 

give O’Keeffe a doorway into the unusual and 

overwhelming landscape of Hawaii. They give her 

a place to stand, even when standing on ground 

that looks nothing like the ground she has known.

Indeed one flower that she paints, the belladonna, 

is so familiar to her, looks so similar to the jimson 

weed that grows in her yard in New Mexico, that 

in 1976 she confuses the two paintings, titling 

the belladonna done in Hawaii as Two Jimsonweed, 

a mistake that has remained. Jennifer Saville 

argues that O’Keeffe’s Hawaii flowers are really a 

continuation of the flower work she had been doing. 

For example, she suggests the belladonna painting 

is really an extension of a series that she began 

with Jimson weed a few years prior, a refinement 

of the composition. What is more compelling here, 

though, is the fact that flowers provide the gateway 
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into the unfamiliar. She takes what she knows and 

begins to make connections with what she doesn’t 

know. In the same way that a child learns language, 

O’Keeffe scaffolds any new understanding of place 

to a previous touchstone. In that way, it is not 

surprising that the majority of the twenty paintings 

from Hawaii are of the blooms that grow there.

By February 23, the tension she is feeling 

becomes palpable in her letters. The people, 

never her favorite subject, have become “a waste 

of time.” At one party, she notes, she met a nice 

woman but “the others—oh dear!” And then, a 

few lines later, when forced to watch another 

round of Hawaiian dancing and singing: “and again 

I say oh dear!” Her frustrations at not being able 

to work for long stretches of time is clear, and she 

tells Stieglitz that “It is difficult here—sorting—

what to do and what not to do.” She doesn’t want 

to offend anyone, but she is at her breaking point 

with the constant socializing. It’s the first letter in 

which she sounds homesick. She ends by writing, 

“I wish I could see you tonight—you seem a long 

way off—a really long way off—and the wind in the 

palm trees doesn’t make you seem any nearer.” 

The landscape around her, the palms, remind her 

in their clack and rattle that she is somewhere 

foreign, somewhere unfamiliar, and that alienness 

no longer excites but exhausts and depresses.

O’Keeffe still engages with her surroundings for 

the remainder of February, and ecstatic passages 

on the landscape abound—the “handsome” 

pineapple fields and the “wrinkled” mountains, 

more unbelievable flowers—the coconut flower—a 

“sort of glory of old ivory”—but underneath her 

extolling is the steady beat of frustration that 

she cannot get this world onto the canvas. More 

specifically, she is beginning to realize that her 

subject is overwhelming her, that she doesn’t have 

a grasp on it. In a key moment, she writes, “Many 

things are so beautiful that they don’t seem real. 

My idea of the world—nature—things that grow—

the fantastic things mountains can do—has not 

been beautiful enough.” She had no idea. Earlier, 

when met with the unbelievability of the Hawaiian 

islands, she responded by saying she wanted to get 

painting, as if her brush could bring the unfamiliar 

into the known, domesticate the tropical. It is 

as if she, the artist, had the power to tame her 

surroundings. After all, she owns a mountain. But 

now, she is less sure of her ability. This landscape 

seems too big, too different, too overwhelming. 

And her paintings are “dull” to her. She confesses, 

“Considering what I’ve seen, the paintings aren’t 

much—such deeply wrinkled mountain sides 

with such high waterfalls could be seen through 

breaks in the trees across the valley—it is really 

a beautiful world.” One has the feeling that she is 

humbled by the beauty before her, content to not 

capture but only to experience it. There is a note 

of surrender at the end of this letter: “I’m going to 

drive somewhere—I don’t know where—.” 

She rides that final dash to Hana, Maui, a tiny 

town that is difficult to access on the third largest 

of the Hawaiian islands. In this remote outpost, 
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on a sugar plantation forty miles from anywhere, 

O’Keeffe regains her stride. She realizes that she 

has found her way back to herself before she 

even lands on the island. In her first postcard 

from Maui, when she just arrives on March 10, she 

writes, “This seems to be the best yet . . . I will 

be off in the far away.” The “far away” signals 

a place untrammeled and unknown, a dreamlike 

space, and the inspiration for her art. It is precious 

and powerful and rare. In Maui, she finds it.

She also finds time. Long days to tramp about 

the coast, often with only Patricia Jennings, the 

twelve-year-old daughter of the plantation manager, 

as her guide. She is given a car—a station wagon—

and the freedom a vehicle affords. And she paints 

every day, all day. In the valley, at the shore, she 

takes her canvasses with her, paints, as she does in 

New Mexico, in the open air. Now when she writes 

home, she still notes how “like a dream” it all is, 

but there is a new confidence in how she meets 

her surroundings. The mountains are no longer just 

wrinkled, the sides steep. She writes, “the foliage 

changes—sometimes green—sometimes cane—

sometimes bamboo—in some places great spaces 

of very steep high cliff like hill sides covered with 

small ferns and many of the tree ferns standing out 

sort of singly.” She names what she sees: bamboo, 

fern, cane. There is variety, texture. The beauty 

no longer seems to overwhelm her. Instead, she 

meets it. There is still some concern about whether 

she can match it on her canvass—“I don’t know 

whether I can or not”—but she knows she must 

slow down and look. “I feel that my tempo must 

definitely change,” she writes in a letter on March 

13, “to put down anything of what is here.”

Not just time, but the time to pay attention.

What results are paintings that excite her, that 

meet her expectations of color and form and 

come close to capturing the beauty that weeks 

ago threatened to send her home defeated. In 

Hana, she paints two pictures of the lava against 

the sea, the larger of which she thinks is “really 

quite good.” And she begins several paintings of 

the Lao Valley, a lush valley that is accessible only 

through a harrowing ride up a twisting mountain 

road. The land, the sugar cane in particular, she 

writes, has gotten under her skin. Such a sentiment 

is no throwaway line for O’Keeffe. She is getting 

closer, and she knows it. She feels it in her body.

Not only can she name what surrounds her, but 

she can engage it physically. Browned by the sun, 

she writes her husband that she is “getting sure 

on [her] feet on the rocks,” and that she is no 

longer afraid of falling. She clambers over lava 

fields barefooted and wears Japanese sandals, 

facts that “surprise” and delight her. 

So it should be of no surprise to us on March 23 

when she drives up Mount Haleakala, the 10,000 

foot volcano that dominates Maui. She writes 

Stieglitz that the volcano “floats out there in the 

sky like a dream when I came out of my green 

valley.” My green valley. The Lao Valley. The 

landscape she has been painting and repainting for 

days. My green valley. The same language appears 
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again on March 25, “With my station wagon from 

the sugar mill and my green valley lined with 

sheerly steep mountains I’ve had a lovely time.” In 

one letter, she underlines the “my” of “my valley” 

in case anyone doubts what she claims. She gives 

the natural world her attention, and she comes to 

own it, to bring it inside her. Unsurprisingly, the 

three paintings of the Lao Valley, a series, are 

considered the best of her Hawaii paintings. Their 

color, an impossible green, leaps from the wall, 

seizes the viewer, telling you less about what the 

valley looks like and more of how it feels to look, 

to really look. You don’t see the paintings, you 

feel them. Deep into the folds we travel, into the 

deep “v’s,” to the point where things begin, and 

then we follow the cut of waterfall down, like we 

follow the ribbon of road or the length of stem in 

other O’Keeffe’s, into ourselves. They are not just 

valleys. They are O’Keeffe valleys. 

On March 31, she writes Stieglitz to say that 

she is extending her visit on the islands. She 

wants “more time to work.” More significantly, 

she writes, “I just begin to be clear though about 

it all to feel that I have something to say about 

it.” Her lava paintings and valley paintings please 

her, but she hasn’t yet captured “the kind of color 

I have in mind.” She begins a new flower painting 

of a flower that quickly becomes “my flower.” Of 

this flower she says, it is “even rare here—but 

it is like something I feel here—The country 

is very paintable but I don’t get hold of a new 

think so quickly—it doesn’t happen in a minute.” 

So she stays longer, painting all day every day. 
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Sometimes she is “disgusted” with effort, but at 

other times the results are “pretty good.” So that 

early in April the flower she is painting, a cup of 

silver, is “lovely,” as is, she admits. Yes, as lovely 

as her painting of the flower. 

On April 9, she decides she is ready to go home. 

It’s a sudden decision, at least in how she describes 

it to Stieglitz—“I just suddenly seemed to think it 

time to go so I’ll be going”—and we get the sense 

that she has done all that she can do. In the letter 

right before this one, she writes that Hawaii seems 

like a place where few stay and most pass through. 

She is one of those passing through, and she has 

seen all that she can see, captured all that she can 

capture. The following day, on April 10, knowing 

that her time on the islands is quickly coming to an 

end, she writes to Stieglitz about a conversation 

she had with a Japanese driver who was taking her 

to the Parker Ranch on the Big Island. They had 

spent most of the day together, she and the driver, 

and much of the day in the car. The Big Island is 

aptly named. To get from one side of the other 

seems to take forever when one is more used 

to the width of an island like Oahu. She recounts 

to Stieglitz that at the end of the day, her driver 

said to her, “You make me see things I never saw 

before—I wonder if they will be there tomorrow—

usually I only look at the road.”

O’Keeffe may be only passing through the 

islands, she may have failed to achieve the kind 

of intimacy we experience in her New Mexico 

landscapes, but she has marked the landscape 

with her brush and with her way of seeing. In one 

day, she has shown a long-time resident how much 

has gone unnoticed in the landscape he drives 

through every day. And what she reveals to him 

is the dream of the land, the unknown, the heart 

beating beneath the skin of the earth, something 

precious and rare and fragile, not unlike the 

flowers she preserves on her canvasses. There 

can be no doubt that O’Keeffe finds a way into 

the Hawaiian islands. She doesn’t simply reflect 

the landscape back to the viewer; she alters it 

through her vision. And she is able to make us 

see, really see, the flowers, the skies, the valley 

of Hawaii, because she first takes the time to look. 

Her ability to place herself, make herself at home, 

in an alien landscape has nothing to do with how 

long or short she stays in a place, but rather how 

fully she can give her attention to it.

Her Hawaii paintings may not be her best work, 

and her time in Hawaii may not, ultimately, have 

been one of the most significant periods in her 

life. What we have, though, in these paintings 

and in her letters is the story of how we come to 

know a place, a flower, a self. In that way, Georgia 

O’Keeffe’s time in Hawaii, like the blooms that 

grow there, is perfectly fantastic. ●

Note: The letters that O’Keeffe wrote to Stieglitz from 
Hawaii can be read at the Alfred Stieglitz / Georgia 
O'Keeffe Archive, Yale Collection of American Literature, 
Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale 
University.
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Petunia No. 2, 1924, Georgia O’Keeffe

 One is rising

while the other sets

 like a pink sun

over the dark blue

 arc of earth.

If we could all see

 the rounding world,

feel the rising and setting

 like Ferris wheel cars,

the waxing and waning,

 the rhythm of pink,

plunge of green -

 how we would ride

the blue horse of the earth

 like kings and madmen!

All would be clear.

~ Raphael Kosek
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Matthew DeRezinSki has been passionate about photography for over 

twenty years. Growing up in Kansas, he enjoyed taking pictures of events, 

as well as of friends and family. During high school, he took a photography 

class, using a Nikon camera that his father bought for him at a local 

pawnshop. Once in college at Kansas State University, Derezinski took 

more photographer classes, but his focus was on becoming a graphic 

designer. Still, photography was a consistent source of comfort for him. 

While working on his M.F.A. at Kansas State University, Derezinski 

began to see the revolution that was taking place in photography. He 

started using digital cameras in place of film cameras and also studied 

imaging software. His work in these areas was still focused on graphic 

design, but after completing his degree and while teaching graphic design 

at Emporia State University, Derezinski began making self-expressive, 

narrative pieces. His work was changing and evolving into what it is today.

Derezinski’s work incorporates birds, trees, textures, and decaying 

architecture. These images act as symbols that foster his expression 

as an artist. Each of his images is composed of between twenty and one 

hundred source images that are then blended and manipulated into a 

final print. 
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My work incorporates layers of textural and organic imagery that draw upon my interest 

in decaying architecture, nature, and the mid-western landscape in which I live. This 

imagery, rich in symbolism, is organized into mystical and mysterious landscapes. It is 

my hope that the viewer can relate to the work on a subconscious or emotional level. 

While the stories created in the work are not explicit, I incorporate symbols that, like 

signposts, encourage the viewer to navigate the implied narratives in their own way, 

based on their own personal experience.
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Out Look, 2010. Archival digital print.
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Hidden Garden, 2012. Archival digital print.

Misplaced Memories, 2012. Archival digital print.
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Connection, 2010. Archival digital print.

Aftermath, 2010. Archival digital print.
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Outcast #1, 2012. Archival digital print.
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Outcast #2, 2012. Archival digital print.
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Crossroad #2, 2012. Archival digital print.
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Ten years ago this month, in the middle 

of a northern Michigan snowstorm, my 

husband Bill stumbled in the backdoor 

chased by snow and a gust of wind that he swore 

had charged across the frozen landscape looking 

just for him.

“Let’s get out of here,” he said. “I just pushed 

that damned snow blower up and down a hundred 

feet of driveway while I was thinking, ‘what the 

hell are two old folks like us doing here fighting 

the snow and ice? Let’s move south.’”

He stood in the kitchen with the slush melting 

off his boots. He had a determined look on his face, 

just like the night, years before, when he decided 

to make the gamble of a lifetime and open his own 

hardware store. It paid off. The business provided 

a good living to us for over three decades. Before 

his epiphany of moving south, Bill retired and 

sold the store, with never a mention of moving 

anywhere, certainly not so far away.

“Would you really pick up everything and move?” 

I asked.

He sat down at the table and began to remove 

his boots without unlacing them. One foot held 

the other on the floor, and he pulled like a bear 

trying to get out of an ankle trap.

“I think I would, Margaret” he said. “But I wouldn’t 

‘pick up’ anything, or not much. I’d sell everything, 

pack what’s left in the truck, and leave.”

“Just like that?” I said.

“If a tornado hit us, that’s what we’d do.”

The sheer audacity of moving anywhere at this 

time in our life jarred my senses. As we watched 

television that night, I must have turned the sound 

68  |  Still Point Arts Quarterly  

“Everyone has their art,” he said. “It’s what makes 

you feel good, not what makes you famous. I made 

pot holders as a kid. It embarrassed my father, but I 

loved doing it, the repetitiveness of weaving. Or your 

string might be a place. You could go somewhere 

and immediately feel like you would be just as 

happy to be turned into a tree and planted there so 

you’re a part of that world.
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down with the remote ten times and looked over 

his way.

“Really? You’d really leave here?”

He shook his head yes.

“What about Sarah?” I asked, bringing up our 

only child, married and living across town.

Bill smiled. He knew I was trying to be motherly. 

“When was the last time she needed us?”

“We’re her parents, Bill,” I said, even though 

most of the time it didn’t feel like it.

“I know that,” he said. “But you know what I 

mean.”

“She’s an independent woman,” I said, trying 

to ennoble a situation fraught with hurt and bad 

feelings I wished I didn’t have.

“I know that,” he said. “But anyway, it’s time to 

leave here.”

“What does that mean? ‘It’s time.’” I said.

“Look,” he said, “it’s a lot of things. We don’t 

need all the space we have in this big old 

place. We don’t need the northern weather. 

Retirement’s turning out to be more expensive 

than we thought. It means . . . I don’t know . . . ” 

His hands rose in the air and then dropped in his 

lap. He was quiet for a moment. “It means that 

it’s time,” he said. “And I’m going to bed.”

Bill got up from his chair. I noticed he did so 

with some effort. We were getting old, though 

still at that early stage when we thought we could 

do all the chores around the house—until we tried 

to do too many in one day.

Fifteen minutes later I lay there beside my 

husband listening to him snore. He could sleep 

through a bomb falling on the house, and he 

had just dropped the bomb. If Bill ever faces the 

electric chair, I’ll be the only one not surprised 

when he sleeps like a baby the night before his 

execution.

My mind turned the pros and cons over and 

over. Beside myself and upset, I listened as the 

storm strengthened, and the wind howled through 

the eaves like ghosts sent to dance on the roof. 

I dozed, and soon the line of reality wavered and 

sank below the surface into a dream. The kind of 

dream where you know you’re dreaming, but it’s 

real anyway, even when it’s about ghosts.

I’ve had my share of fears in life, but I’ve never 

been afraid of ghosts. Even as a child, the idea 

of someone hanging around after death seemed 

absurd. I’d want to get going on whatever came 

next. And if ghostly beings wanted to visit, that 

was OK, but I can’t believe they would throw plates 

around the kitchen or make weird noises. So when 

I fell asleep and the howlings outside on the eaves 

marched right down the side of the house, came 

through my window, and lined up at the foot of 

my bed, I was more interested than alarmed. They 

seemed like such a nice foursome of young men, 

dressed up as a Barbershop Quartet with striped 

shirts, straw hats, and garters above the elbows. 

They didn’t look like ghosts. They hadn’t bothered 

to throw white sheets over their heads. But I knew 

they were ghosts, just as we know anything or 

anyone in a dream is what we think it is.
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They sang to me while Bill slept soundly at 

my side. Most of the songs were about me and, 

surprisingly, about my courage and strength as 

a woman. It was like waking up in a casket and 

hearing me being eulogized by four strangers. 

A few songs were about others, but I supposed 

they were meant to be examples drawn for my 

benefit. In one, a sailor onboard an old ship longed 

for home and his sweetheart. I hadn’t longed for 

Bill for many years since we were never apart. I 

wondered how I would feel at my age if separated 

from him. I knew we would be, eventually, but 

I never wanted to think about that. I seldom 

thought about the fact that we would not live 

forever.

When morning came and the storm let up, the 

little band sang a final number, put away their tuning 

fork, and took a bow on the stage of my imagination. 

When I awoke, I immediately remembered the 

dream and presumed my subconscious had sent 

the little troupe to advise my conscious mind, but I 

was unsure what the advice was meant to be.

Of course, the ghosts might be real. I’m serious. 

I try to remain open to everything. They might 

have represented the families who lived in this old 

house over the past one hundred and fifty years, 

men and women and children who were probably 

bored to tears from living on an isolated farm in the 

1800s. The center of town lay in a village fifteen 

miles away, but a hundred years ago it may as well 

have been on the moon. Their farm was no more 

than a bump on the landscape of fields and woods 

and streams and not much else, where nothing 

exciting ever happened beyond an occasional 

marriage and a lot of births to ensure enough field 

hands in the years to come. Life for Bill and me 

was certainly more comfortable and interesting 

than for those who lived in the house a century 

ago, but anyone risked a type of deadening from 

staying somewhere too long. Maybe the ghosts 

showed up to cheer on later occupants of the 

house who needed encouragement to leave. 

Suddenly, I remembered the tenor of the 

Barbershop Quartet who had taken the lead in 

singing a famous lyric from years ago, “See The 

Pyramids Along the Nile . . . “ As the quartet left, 

he stopped and turned to me on his way to the 

window. In his hand he held a ball of string about 

the size of an orange. And just before he turned 

and leaped out the window, he tossed the ball to 

me. I didn’t remember if I caught it or not. That 

would take a while.

I had not always been the staid wife of a midwest 

businessman, not in my soul. I like to say that 

before I was a Methodist, I was a Buddhist. But 

honestly, I was just a teenager interested in 

various religions. Using a pop-up tent, I set up a 

kind of zendo in my backyard. My dog loved the 

little hut with the fat Buddha statue I bought for a 

dollar at the Army Navy Store downtown. I carried 

saltine crackers and butter out from the kitchen 

and ate them in my zendo. Spreading butter on 

the Buddha’s belly, I sat back and laughed as the 
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dog licked it off with gusto. I spent one night out 

there in the tent after an evening of talking my 

mother into allowing it. When the moon came up 

full and bright, she relented when I told her it was 

as safe as daylight. But later, in the tent in my 

pajamas, I felt vulnerable because the piercing 

moonlight felt like it was exposing me.

One winter I wore prayer ribbons and sandals 

to school. My teachers were scandalized, and so 

was my mother. The only adult who seemed to 

understand was our Pastor. He encouraged me to 

explore the spiritual side of my life and to look 

for what he called “the string” that was hanging 

somewhere just for me.

Pastor John told me that when he was a little 

boy he couldn’t do the things his older brothers 

easily accomplished. They excelled at sports and 

any test of strength. When the family went to the 

midway, a kind of permanent carnival at the edge 

of town, the two older boys spent their nickels 

throwing baseballs at stacked replicas of milk 

bottles in order to win prizes. The oldest brother 

was even allowed to fire a pump action .22 caliber 

rifle in a similar test of skill.

“I was too young for that stuff,” he said as we 

sat on the steps of the church hall one summer 

afternoon when I was fifteen. The heat shimmered 

above the cemetery across the street and gave 

the headstones a damp look. The cicadas were 

so loud you wanted to tell them to knock it off 

because you were well aware of how hot it was.

“So my Mom left my brothers with Dad and 

walked me down to the other end of the midway 

to Mrs. Ozawa’s little booth. I was embarrassed 

she had to find a special place for me, but I was 

young enough to quickly get over it.”

Pastor John said the Japanese woman had 

set up a child’s game where anyone who could 

pull on a string would win a prize, usually a very 

inexpensive bauble or plastic cowboy figure. 

She sat behind a counter on which more than a 

hundred closely spaced strings were attached to 

little eyelets screwed into the wood. All of the 

strings ran straight up toward the ceiling for 

about five feet and then bent under the roof and 

shot off at various angles toward the back of the 

booth.

“When I looked up, all the strings were drawn 

through a large circular loop of wood, like the top 

of a huge bird cage,” he said.

I saw the ceiling of strings in my mind’s eye. 

So did Pastor John. His face changed to that of 

a boy’s.

“Every one of those strings went through the 

ring and across the ceiling to the back. Then each 

of them dropped down to a prize,” he said.

“What kind of prizes?” I said.

“Mostly cheap stuff, little plastic toy soldiers, 

some noisemakers, a gold-colored pen. Of course 

there were a few really nice prizes, for a kid 

anyway. I saw the one I wanted right away. A cap 

pistol.”

“You mean like a toy gun?” I said.

“Exactly. Silver. And it came with rolls of paper 
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caps in a box lying right next to the gun. I can 

still see that pistol, silver and shiny, brand new. 

Before I chose a string to pull, I prayed.”

“You asked God for a cap pistol?” I said, laughing.

“Psalm 18, verse 2,” he said. “‘The Lord is my 

rock, my fortress and’ . . . my gun dealer, I guess,” 

and he laughed.

“Did your mother know you wanted the gun?”

“Are you kidding?” he said. “She was a staunch 

church woman, a Methodist of the midwest variety, 

a Prohibitionist. She was against everything. I 

would have never even dared ask her if I could 

have a cap pistol. But I figured if I won it, she 

wouldn’t give it back. I hoped.”

“Did you win it? Did you pull the right string?” I 

said.

“I gave Mrs. Ozawa my nickel and I pulled a 

string,” he said. “Ten feet away on the table a 

statue of the Catholic Blessed Mother rose up as 

if we were about to have a private apparition. I 

heard Mom gasp. She started to say something 

like, ‘Well, I don’t think this is a good idea . . . ’ but 

Mrs. Ozawa was fast on her feet. Her livelihood 

depended upon repeat business. She jumped up 

from her chair, and blocking my view, she grabbed 

something on the table.”

“She switched strings,” I said

“Nothing that complicated, probably,” he said. 

“But when she turned back to us she handed me a 

toy police badge. It was neat, but it wasn’t a cap 

gun. In a circle around an eagle on the badge were 

the words, “State of Grace.”

I laughed. This was the man from up in the 

pulpit who told us about Jesus and the prophets 

and who usually seemed stuffy when I spoke to 

him in church. He was a normal man after all, who 

had been a regular boy.

“Did your mother ever bring you back?” I asked.

“Yes, a few times. On our last visit, I pulled 

on a string and won a little felt pennant that 

read, ‘Let’s Get Smashed!’ Even Mrs. Ozawa was 

surprised to find that on the prize table.”

It was almost time to go back inside to Vacation 

Bible School. Pastor John had been looking off in 

the middle distance as he told his story, but now 

he turned to me and put his soda bottle down on 

the steps.

“I think we each have a string waiting for us 

somewhere, Margaret,” he said, “and we’ll always 

win something in life. You never know what you’ll 

get. You’ll come across lots of strings, but the 

string waiting for you is especially yours. It may 

not be what you’re hoping for, but when you pull 

on it you’ll know it’s the right one. It’ll show you 

your purpose. It may be a career that matches 

every one of your abilities. It may be your art.”

“I’m not an artist,” I said.

“Everyone has their art,” he said. “It’s what 

makes you feel good, not what makes you famous. 

I made pot holders as a kid. It embarrassed my 

father, but I loved doing it, the repetitiveness 

of weaving. Or your string might be a place. You 

could go somewhere and immediately feel like you 

would be just as happy to be turned into a tree 
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and planted there so you’re a part of that world.”

“How do I know if I see a string?” I said.

“If it’s an opportunity, then it’s gotta be some 

kind of string,” he said. “You should look at the 

world that way, even before you go off to college.”

“But I wouldn’t know which to choose,” I said.

“You may have to pull on a few. But when 

you think you’ve got the right one, you pull on 

it, Margaret. You pull on that string with all your 

might. And wouldn’t you think if it was your 

special string, it would pull back? It will. It’ll pull 

you down your path. All the way to heaven.”

For the rest of the summer, I looked for strings, 

wondering if every opportunity to do something 

different might hold a future career in its hands. 

By fall I realized that strings probably don’t drop 

down in front of us every day. Not the kind 

that herald careers, anyway. But little strings of 

opportunity are always dropping all around us.

For Pastor John, the string of being a Pastor 

didn’t pull him all the way to heaven. He moved 

to another town the next year, and after I married, 

I heard he left the ministry to become a teacher. 

He would have been a good one. 

I thought Bill was my string when I first met him. 

Today I believe he was there to help me find it. 

Tall and strong and manly. And yet quiet, with a 

sense of humor.

When Bill and I were newlyweds we didn’t have 

much. We didn’t care. We had each other. On 

summer weekends we took his old motorbike down 

to the river on Saturday nights if the weather was 

good and the moon was full. We packed a blanket 

and a thin muslin tent without a floor. They kept 

the cool night air off us and neatly fit on the 

back frame of the bike. When it got dark Bill and 

I stripped and swam in the river. Our little game 

was for one of us to give the other a head start. 

When we found each other we ran around in the 

moonlight doing what you’d expect of a healthy 

young couple. Later we would fall exhausted onto 

the blanket inside the tent and sleep until morning, 

then we got up and did it all over again.

One Saturday night about two hours after we 

fell asleep in the little tent, I awoke and looked 

around. The muslin material was completely aglow, 

as if a film crew had shown up outside and turned 

on a thousand watt light. I peeked out the flap 

just to make sure we were alone. The ripples in 

the water where we had camped at the river bend 

were bubbling like little white fires in the bright 

moonlight. Naked, I stepped outside. I felt bold. 

Only a couple of hours before I had been rather 

aggressive, according to Bill, who had made 

the comment and then hastened to add he was 

not complaining. I moved away from the tent. 

If someone was out there behind a tree with a 

camera, I thought, go ahead and roll the film. I 

hummed a few bars from Janis Joplin’s “Get It 

While You Can.”

“Have a good look at this,” I said, surprised to 

hear my own voice. No one answered. I was alone. 

How different I felt as a woman compared to the 
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night in my backyard when I became hysterical. I 

was probably no more than ten pounds heavier, 

and I don’t think I was any stronger, but I was a 

woman. In my mind a far cry from a girl. Of course, 

Bill was with me now.

I stood in the clearing a few feet from our camp 

site. The moon’s light was so strong I could see 

every dimple on my body, each goose pimple on 

my skin. It felt like the moon was probing each 

part of me. I stepped to the river and lay down 

at its edge in the shallows and let the moon 

wash over my body and stir me with its strong, 

gentle light, slowly and lovingly. I was in the arms 

of a lover who had cherished the earth and its 

creatures since the world began. I had no idea if 

I was touched by an aspect of the God I believed 

in or the devil I didn’t. I was caressed by Nature—

physical, palpable, and present. A half hour later I 

returned to the tent after one of the most erotic 

encounters of my life. 

But there was something else. I was in love with 

the universe and Nature, at peace with it, and a 

part of it. I felt stronger than ever before and full 

of a sense of purpose, though I could not define 

it. I had been somehow baptized and confirmed a 

woman by the scheme God invented to give me 

life, which was infinitely deeper than the simple 

biology that produced my body. I was now fully 

here. I was present. I had only to find my string.

I’ve often thought that I never told that story to 

my daughter. Not just because it would embarrass 

both of us, but more so because I didn’t think she 

would understand. She’s such a no-nonsense girl 

and has always been so practical. She would never 

think to listen for that still, small voice. In high 

school her art teacher wrote on one of her class 

exercises, “Sarah, you need to find your art and 

let it out.” She never did.

Sarah and her husband were uptight 

perfectionists. They took everything so seriously. 

She would not have understood how her father 

and I just wanted to be together when we were 

young, whether or not everything was in order. 

Bill and I would have lived in a hovel just to be 

together. Sarah and William didn’t get married 

until they could afford a dream house. Today 

they buy cars they believe they deserve that cost 

more than their educations.

I again thought I found my string the first time 

I heard Janis Joplin’s music. It wasn’t so much 

the lyrics or her rough textured voice, but the 

energy blasting out of her. Over and over I played 

the songs off her Cheap Thrills album. Her choice 

of soul songs and the passionate way she sang 

them ignited a fire in me. I was captured by her 

originality and wanted to burn down everything I 

had ever been told since puberty so that I might 

rebuild the world with my own experience. If I’d 

gone farther down that road I would have turned 

dangerous, but that’s the way I liked feeling in my 

twenties. Janis was authentic and had found her 

own string. I wanted to be the Michigan housewife 

version of Joplin—before she died of a drug 

overdose—the I-don’t-give-a-damn chick in the 
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neighborhood. I could be heard croaking out her 

version of “Summertime” while hanging wash on 

the line in the backyard. 

The more up-to-date radio stations across 

Lake Michigan played Joplin constantly, but 

in Ludington she was seldom heard. Our local 

station carved a place in the hearts of listeners 

with songs by Jerry Vale and Tony Bennett. For 

some reason they played Joplin’s “Take Another 

Little Piece of My Heart” one afternoon in August. 

Their switchboard lit up like a Christmas tree as 

they were flooded with ill-mannered suggestions 

of what to do with the record. They spent the rest 

of the day apologizing for their blunder.

What Joplin’s music meant for me was unclear. 

Rather than a road map for my future, this would 

be a string of pure emotion and not an intellectual 

proposition. In any case, I needed to pull on it and 

investigate. Joplin and Peace and Love and Music 

seemed so important to me that summer of 1969. 

A young wife, I informed my husband I was going 

to Woodstock, but I’d be back in three or four days. 

He almost divorced me. It was the only time in our 

marriage I remember Bill speaking to me harshly.

“Here I am trying to impress the bank with my 

solid citizenship,” he yelled at me, “so they’ll loan 

me money for a store, and you’re walking around 

all week wearing beads and telling everyone you’re 

going to Woodstock for three days of peace and 

love?”

“But Bill, I need to . . . ”

“Are you shittin’ me, Margaret? And who you 

gonna love? The first dude who peeks out from 

under all that hair and wants to take you to San 

Francisco?”

“Wait a minute, Bill, I only . . . ”

“No, you wait a minute, Margaret. You just wait 

one goddamn minute, here. You just wait while I 

tell you that I’m trying to build a life here. And you 

just wait one goddamn minute while I tell you that 

if you want to be a part of it, you gotta grow up. 

GROW UP, Margaret!”

He stormed out the door. I stood there in tears. 

He was right, but I was right. I was right about the 

wrong things, maybe.

Bitter, I stayed home. My thwarted trip to the 

Catskills shook our young marriage.

However, it also strengthened it when 

we emerged from the storm with a better 

understanding of ourselves, our limits, and our 

commitment to each other.

I thought of becoming a hippie anyway, but in 

Ludington at the time I might have been arrested 

for shopping at the Sears store without a bra, 

even though before Sarah I really didn’t need one. 

And I had no idea where in the world to buy pot 

or how to smoke it. Believe it or not I asked Mr. 

Luizzi at the drugstore if he sold marijuana and if 

I needed a prescription.

He shook his head and said, “You definitely need 

a prescription for something, young lady.”

A Methodist non-smoker, I decided if I ever 

came across any weed, I’d bake it into a batch of 

brownies.
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The Summer of Love was such a long time ago. 

As Woodstock faded into the past, Bill’s business 

flourished, and Sarah was born. We bought what 

remained of an old farm near the edge of town 

and settled down to a middle-class life. Soon we 

were Mr. and Mrs. Main Street. Mr. and Mrs, . . . 

plus Sarah, of course.

Our home was such a blessing to us. I wasn’t 

sure I’d be happy leaving it. The improvements 

we made to the homestead over the years cost 

us much labor, but it wasn’t all work. I remember 

skiing out back through the meadow and into the 

woods while the snow drifted down from a leaden 

sky. It clung to our clothing and turned Bill and 

Sarah and me into a line of three snowmen gliding 

down the trail.

And I would miss the huge old maple trees 

standing guard around the outside of the house. 

Bill tapped them in February when the temperature 

went above freezing on a sunny day. We stood 

out behind the little barn and boiled bucket after 

bucket of sap for hours and hours, all weekend, 

just for a gallon or two of syrup.

I knew I’d be sorry to leave the special room 

we added on the back of the house twenty years 

ago. How bright and cheerful it was in the early 

morning when I sat with my coffee, and the tall 

windows bathed me in the sunlight of a new day. I 

would remember the comfortable creaking of the 

floors in the old part of the house and the crazy 

angles of the doorways upstairs.

There were our many possessions, treasures 

inherited or accumulated over time that 

sweetened our lives. Most likely, they would not 

follow us south. My grandmother’s china and 

heirlooms from Bill’s family would need to find 

another home. Our dwindling physical abilities 

and a nest egg that was draining faster than we 

planned meant we would be in the market for a 

much smaller home that would not have as much 

space.

Leaving the town where the two of us grew up 

meant giving up familiar places like the little park 

near the waterfall and friends who had become 

dearer to us as the years rolled by. So much 

to give up, I thought, as I lay in bed weighing 

all of it in my mind. Through the night, as the 

storm continued to rage after the ghosts left, a 

favorite picnic spot or a friendship or a keepsake 

to be left behind came to mind. I would have to 

relinquish them as heartlessly as if I never cared 

for any of them. I did indeed care. I loved my life 

in Michigan and never before thought of leaving. 

But I was weighed down by something that I 

was only beginning to understand. On one hand, 

everything right about our living up north argued 

for us to stay the course. But that plan admitted 

little chance we would ever do anything more as 

we grew older. We’d drown in our possessions, 

constantly tending and protecting them.

What a shame to sit among my treasures at 

my age and lose track of myself. Perhaps I had 

fulfilled my purpose with marriage and family, but 
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it didn’t seem so to me. I did not want to be a 

hero or famous or even well liked. But there must 

be something more waiting for me, and it might 

be the most important part of my journey. Maybe 

selling out and heading south was just what I 

needed to continue the search for my purpose. I 

needed only to shed myself of an old existence 

with all its possessions and start over again. It 

sounded hackneyed to my ears, but it echoed 

true in my heart.

Even with all I had worked for and been given, I 

was left with a loss that nudged around my heart 

and left a dull ache. I wanted my life back. When I 

was eighteen, with everything before me, I had the 

freedom to make choices and go where I wanted, 

do what I desired. But now I showed up for life each 

morning weighed down by all the dross I’d spent 

a lifetime accumulating. The thought of moving 

was frightening, but I could also sense the relief of 

finally letting go of the people and things I loved 

so much. They warmed the blood pumping through 

my heart, but they also held us prisoners. We had 

built a wonderfully comfortable life, but it became 

our jailer. We lived in a velvet-lined prison.

What a thought—to get rid of everything, to 

load a few essentials in the truck and head south. 

I wondered if we could do it. We would escape 

clearing the driveway in the winter and mowing 

the lawn precisely in the summer, and the constant 

puttering with all the chores that came with a big 

house, all those little jobs we found more difficult 

as arthritis set in and our energy levels dropped. 

Why was I still polishing my mother’s silver?

I continued to wonder if my string was still out 

there waiting for me. Leaving our home, family, 

and friends wasn’t going to be easy. But I found 

myself growing enthused. What an idea, I thought, 

what a great idea for both me and Bill.

Bill and I had talked about our need to 

concentrate on us. Lord knows we sometimes 

lost track of each other over the years, luckily re-

discovering the other on a fairly regular basis. We 

came to know that our greatest treasure was the 

two of us. The care and tenderness and mutual 

regard that was natural to our early relationship 

had to be nurtured more as we aged. Too many of 

our friends divorced after age fifty and we didn’t 

want to join them in their disappointment. If we 

were to stay together, we needed to spend time 

together.

After thirty-five years of marriage, we had 

everything we wanted. But we were willing to give 

up most of it and put the two of us back in the 

center of our lives. When I told Bill the morning 

after the snowstorm I had thought it over and I 

would move south, he said, “Good, Margaret. I 

didn’t want to stand by your grave some day and 

wish I’d spent more time with you than mowing 

the grass or fixing a leak in the basement.”

I laughed. “Well, that’s really sweet.”

“You’re more fun than a leak in the basement 

any day,” he said, and swatted my bottom.

I walked around our home later that morning, 

looking at each object and glancing out the 
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windows at the lovely views of pasture and forest. 

As I walked through the house, I wanted to assure 

myself I could leave and not regret it. I had called 

my morning book club and begged off for that 

day, wanting time by myself. In any case, I was 

rather bored with the group and, come to think 

of it, many of the so-called activities in which I 

was lately involved. In the little library we had 

built on to the house, I sat in the beautiful old low 

back chair from Bill’s Great Aunt Lydia. Through 

the window, about half a mile away, the spire of 

the local church sprouted up among the maple 

trees and stood out against a perfect blue sky. I 

thought of the cemetery lying beyond the church. 

I supposed in less than twenty years I’d be ready 

for a plot somewhere, and I hoped I wouldn’t be 

regretting the fact that I had sat down among 

my treasures twenty years before to do not much 

more than wait for the undertaker. Confused by 

my need for my lovely things and my desire to 

get out from under them, I threw my hands up 

in the air and knocked over a small vase from my 

grandmother that sat on a shelf in front of a few 

of her old books. The vase tumbled into my lap, 

but before I could grab it, it fell to the floor and 

shattered. I was struck with the thought I’d no 

longer have to be careful around it.

I picked up the ceramic pieces and took them 

to the kitchen to throw in the garbage under the 

sink, but I found I could not discard the vase, even 

in pieces, that had meant so much to Grandma. I 

took them back into the library where I kept her 

old sewing box beneath the shelves in a cabinet. 

Storing them here, I thought, would give me a 

temporary respite from the first of many decisions 

I would need to make about giving her things away. 

Inside the sewing box were her needles and spools 

of thread and a ball of yarn. I stopped. The yarn 

reminded me of the ball of string the Barbershop 

tenor had thrown to me. What was it in the back 

of my mind? A ball of string or yarn now seemed 

so familiar, but elusive, like echoes of voices 

heard but not understood in the hallways of public 

buildings. In my mind the ball of string fluttered its 

wings but couldn’t take flight as a cogent thought. 

I’d forgotten something, possibly, and needed to 

remember it. But for now, I couldn’t.

I resumed my walk through the house. All these 

wonderful things surrounding me—the baby grand 

piano, the “walk-in fireplace,” as we called it, the 

fields behind the house—they all owned me. And 

frankly, after three decades, they all bored me. For 

the first time in my life in that house, I realized the 

weight I carried around was the weight of what I 

thought I loved. I began to resent everything that 

held me. A cleansing fire asked if it could burn 

away the past and set me free. If I didn’t let it, the 

fire would instead consume my soul and leave only 

my aging body, a dulled mind, and a predictable 

social calendar.

To be honest, I never fully understood all the 

reasons why Bill and I wanted to leave. I just knew 

somehow we needed to go. Maybe deep down I 

was pulled by the thought of one last adventure 
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together, but I was also being pushed by a growing 

ennui in my life.

I remembered the ghostly quartet from a few 

nights ago. They were on their way out the window 

the last time I saw them. I wanted to follow, but 

was afraid. In my mind I stared out the window 

and nothing down on the ground appeared certain. 

Even if I didn’t clearly see a soft landing spot 

down there in my future, I couldn’t stay. Once I 

began to admit I resented playing the captive to 

this house, my role of Mrs. Margaret Main Street 

was over. And when the past is over, it is truly 

over. In my imagination I found my feet planted 

on the window ledge, toes gripping the edge of 

the sill in fear of the fire of resentment now raging 

behind me. I knew I couldn’t go back. I had little 

choice but to jump and hope for a string to grab 

on to on the way down.

We sold almost everything and gave away the 

rest, except for what we’d never give up—my 

wedding dress, Bill’s coin collection, not much 

else. He sold his woodshop, and I sold all of my 

grandmother’s china. Sarah didn’t want any of it.

We came down here to the shore and bought 

this tiny house. It sits on a sandy street two 

blocks back from the beach. We couldn’t see the 

ocean from our front door, but we could smell it. 

We were like two kids. He made love to me our 

first night here. The first time in ten years and I 

was as embarrassed as on our wedding night. The 

last time, too, truth be told.

We slept on the floor for a few nights in our 

bungalow before we found a furniture store with 

reasonable prices.

“Newlyweds?” the sales lady joked when we said 

we needed just about everything.

“Yes.” Bill told her. He glanced at me and said, 

“This here’s the girl I wanted to marry when I was 

in the Navy. And I did, more than thirty years ago.”

And, oh Lord, the ocean. I could walk to it any 

morning my knees allowed and sit on the sand 

and wonder if God created her just for me. She 

crashed on to the shore, surrounded me, and held 

me in her arms, her water warm and tender. At 

night the moon made love to the ocean as she 

heaved her self up for anyone with eyes to see. 

Their rhythmic pounding was easily heard. I walked 

along the shoreline barefoot, splashing in their 

tears of joy.

And such a moon! The phrase “Carolina Moon” 

meant nothing to me until the first night I saw it 

come up while we sat on the beach. It was so big.

“Bill,” I said, reaching over for his hand, “the 

moon is exciting me.”

“What’s so exciting about the moon coming up 

for the zillionth time?” he asked.

“I mean, exciting me,” I said. “Like the times we 

got a sitter and went out on a date, and I left my 

underwear at home.”

“Oh,” he said.

Our small town on the shore was deserted in 

the winter. I loved it when just the tiny group 

of full-time residents owned the streets after 
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October. The tourist restaurants closed down, but 

the places we could afford stayed open. Before 

my legs went, I’d walk down to the shore on cool 

winter days, get a cup of coffee, and sit for an 

hour or two staring out the window at the sea. 

Sometimes I’d have a second cup, and once in a 

while I bought breakfast, but the waitresses never 

bothered me to buy anything.

One morning a teenage girl brought me coffee. 

I hadn’t seen her before, and I said I hoped Ella, 

the woman who normally had the morning shift, 

was OK.

“Oh, yes,” the girl replied, ”she’s just off to 

Charleston to pick up her son at the airport. He’s 

back from the fighting in . . . whatever that place 

is.”

“Iraq?” I said.

“Yes’m. I guess.”

“It’s so sad our young people have to go there,” 

I said.

She sighed and gazed out the window. She 

looked tired. It was 9:00 a.m. and she had probably 

been up and working since 5:00.

“I’d go anywhere to get out of this town,” she 

said.

I laughed. Bill and I had sold all our possessions, 

said goodbye to our families, and headed off into 

the sunset like two hobos just to come to this 

town.

“You’ll find your string someday,” I said, knowing 

she wouldn’t have a clue to my meaning.

“String?” she said. Her brow knit in confusion. 

“Oh,” she said, “you mean a string like those kids 

followed home in the woods?”

“Wasn’t that a trail of bread crumbs?” I said.

“Oh yeah,” said the girl, “but the birds ate them. 

What a bummer.”

“Yes,” I replied, “bummer.”

“But birds always stick around for more,” she 

said. “So if you couldn’t follow the crumbs, you 

could follow the birds.”

She picked up the tray she had been carrying 

and began to leave the table. I stopped her. 

Something occurred to me. If not the crumbs, 

then the birds. And then another thought dawned. 

I remembered the Barbershop tenor’s ball of string 

in my dream and my grandmother’s ball of yarn. I 

now knew why they were so important. They were 

telling me Pastor John’s story wasn’t correct. He 

had it backwards.

“I remembered reading of a Golden String 

in college,” I told her. “Have you ever heard of 

William Blake?

“No, ma’am,” she said.

She busied herself arranging items on her tray, 

and I couldn’t tell if she was interested, but I had 

to speak what was now racing through my mind.

“He was a great poet and artist . . . an engraver 

by trade . . . in the early 1800s. He wrote, ’I give 

you the end of a golden string. Only wind it into 

a ball: It will lead you in at Heaven’s gate, Built in 

Jerusalem’s wall.’"

“Why would you wind it into a ball?” she asked.

“He meant to keep the string tight. The story 
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comes from the ancient Greeks. A warrior was 

given a golden string to follow out of a maze 

created by monsters. The warrior let the string 

go slack and she wasted time finding her way out.

“She? It was a warrior girl?”

“Look for your string, honey,” I said, my voice 

rising. “You hold it tight, OK?. If you can’t follow 

it right at that moment, you hold it tight so you 

don’t lose it. Do you understand?”

“Sure, Ma’am.”

“You find your string and hold on tight. Or let it 

find you. You might not see it. You might have to 

look for where it has been. Follow it where it takes 

you. Do you understand what I’m saying, honey? 

Do you? Oh, I’m not making sense, am I.”

The girl looked at me with concern on her face. I 

was getting agitated.

“Are you OK, Ma’am?” she asked.

“Yes, dear,” I said, taking a breath and trying to 

appear calm. “It’s just awfully important to know 

we won’t always see . . . You have to follow . . . Oh, 

I don’t know, sweetheart. I’m just having an Old 

Lady Day, I guess. Sorry I’m ranting.”

“You should follow your dream?” said the girl.

“Yes, honey. Follow your dream.”

I walked outside on the deck overlooking the 

ocean. We should all follow our dreams if we ever 

figure out which dreams to follow. I breathed 

deeply of the wonderful sea air. I breathed again, 

this time letting it out slowly, savoring it.

The passage from Blake hadn’t come to mind 

since my college days. When I first read his 

“Jerusalem,” I remember seeing the similarity of 

The Golden String to Pastor John’s account of 

trying to win a cap pistol by pulling on the right 

string.

Blake’s allusion to the Greek story that spoke 

of a string given to us to follow out of the maze 

was not the same as the picture I took with me 

from Pastor John’s story. Rather than winning 

a prize, Blake spoke of a path out of chaos to 

clarity. Pastor John’s memory was of a little boy 

trying to get what he wanted. I could identify with 

the cap pistol story. When I read Blake as a young 

woman, I hardly envisioned the coming adult years 

would breed chaos in my soul. And I would not 

have been ready to be a part of someone’s plan 

I didn’t understand. So Pastor John’s idea of a 

gift at the other end of the string was the more 

comfortable abiding image left in my mind.

In the coffee shop when Blake’s golden string 

popped into my head, I realized the idea of finding 

a prize was a child’s dream and didn’t fit well with 

my adult experience. It occurred to me that the 

string itself was the real gift. It was a call from 

whatever or whoever ordered the universe. It 

pulled me closer as it encouraged my role in an 

unfolding story.

I stood on the deck looking over the ocean and 

saw wave after wave arrive on the sand. Down 

the beach large pieces of driftwood and smaller 

flotsam had come ashore. My eye caught a small 

conifer, a tiny Christmas tree, floating among the 

larger pieces. Each time a wave nudged its way 
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onto the beach and flowed around the heavier 

tree trunks, it found the small Christmas tree and 

lifted it up on the water, as if offering it to heaven.

Blake understood we don’t choose or find the 

string. It finds us among the litter of our existence 

. . . where I was born, where I traveled to, my 

family and most of the people I met. In that debris 

I was formed, and in that debris I would serve 

my purpose. Perhaps I would never see my string 

clearly, but I could follow its urgings and seek what 

added to life rather than what took away. I was to 

follow this ethereal shadow of a string through 

the maze. I might only see where it had been—if 

not the crumbs, the birds—and that in itself could 

be the lesson. As I moved toward Heaven’s Gate, 

I would wind all of this into a ball that grew larger, 

the ball tossed to me by the Barbershop tenor.

Someone sighed behind me.

“You look like you’re brooding over something,” 

Bill said.

“I’ve been looking at the string wrong,” I said to 

no one in particular.

“Ah, the string again,” he said.

“It pulls me. I don’t pull it,” I said.

“Didn’t you tell me a long time ago that I was 

your string?” he said with a smile.

“No, I thought you were supposed to help me 

find it,” I said. “You did, in a way.”

“What about my string?” he said. “Don’t I get 

one?”

“Yes, but I don’t know what it is,” I said.

“Maybe you’re my string,” he said. “I watch you. 

I admire you. I don’t understand you always, but I 

believe you were given to me so that I could listen 

to you. Not when you’re trying to tell me what to 

do, bossing me around. But I listen when you are 

struggling, and I learn from you.”

“You never seem to struggle, Bill,” I said.

“You know I do,” he said.

“I don’t watch you like you say you watch me.”

“I know,” he said and smiled. “How could you? 

You’re busy watching yourself.”

“I guess that’s true,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” he said. “It’s just who you are. 

Sometimes you are your own burden.”

“It sounds terrible, but I think that might be 

true,” I said.

“It is true and it’s perfectly OK with me. I love 

you.”

I seldom remembered that we would not live 

forever. I lost Bill two years ago, on a night I 

went to dinner and a movie with a few girlfriends. 

Never interested in cell phones, I didn’t know what 

happened until I got home and found a police car 

in my driveway and a neighbor sitting on my front 

porch. Bill had a heart attack as he sat in front of 

the television. Just like that he was gone. After 

a lifetime together, we were not allowed to say 

goodbye.

Last year brought my cancer diagnosis. “The 

body falling apart,” was the way I thought of it. 

I’d have a year, possibly more, said the doctor. 

The end loomed into sight.
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“After Dad dying and you getting sick, you 

should come back up here to live,” my daughter 

said to me.

It made some sense, but I hated to leave 

Carolina. Hated to never see my ocean again or 

feel the moon caress me with its light.

“I’ll come back to northern Michigan and try it,” 

I told Sarah, “but I’m not selling our place down 

here.”

“That’s crazy,” she said. “You’ll never live there 

again.”

That couldn’t be true, I thought. I didn’t want it 

to be true.

I went back up north to live with Sarah for six 

months. A half year on those cold plains where 

I was born was tougher on my soul than the 

years I spent growing up, marrying, and having 

a child there. I thought I’d freeze most days. In 

almost every photo of me in my hometown since 

childhood I was wearing at least a sweater, often 

a coat.

A few months with Sarah was enough for any 

mother of a girl with so little imagination that 

she thought filing papers all day in a ten-person 

insurance agency was an important career. I felt 

terrible for not being able to relate at all to my 

own daughter. One of the reasons I came north 

was the hope we might finally form a relationship, 

which we had not enjoyed since she was ten or 

eleven years old. I did try with all my might. For 

God’s sake, I told myself, I brought her into the 

world, nursed her, and tried to be a good mother 

to her. I loved my daughter, but I was cursed with 

never having the ability to feel it. She was not 

very lovable. But if I tried harder, there might be 

a breakthrough. There wasn’t.

Once I told her about searching for my string. 

She replied, “My string would be to become a 

certified life insurance consultant.”

“I meant something more . . . profound,” I said. 

But I could not think of any examples that didn’t 

sound like “to save the world, the baby whales, 

and good old time rock-and-roll.” In fact, having 

let myself be open to absolutely anything that 

might be my string, I was left with no idea what it 

could even be at this stage in my life.

“You always wanted to be profound, Mother,” 

she said, witheringly.

Oh, what was the use, she would never 

understand. I had visions of locking her in a room 

and playing Joplin albums over and over until she 

screamed, “I get it, I get it!”

Sitting depressed around her house all day, I 

probably annoyed her. She may have thought 

my memories made me low, but those damned 

northern Michigan winters were the cause of my 

feeling lousy. And the ultimate realization that my 

daughter and I would never be close. We didn’t 

even think alike. She thinks the moon is a big rock. 

She doesn’t know it’s a lover.

Sarah advised me to look ahead and go forward, 

never understanding that a cancer diagnosis at 

my age didn’t leave much road left to travel. I 

didn’t want to go forward. I wanted to go back to 
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Carolina. I missed my home down south.

And so I did, without her assistance. She 

refused to help me arrange to move the furniture 

and other keepsakes I’d brought for my room in 

her house.

“This is crazy,” she said, ”and I’ll have nothing to 

do with your going back.”

If she thought that would stop me, it was she 

who was crazy.

Betty Winslow and her husband, the younger of 

our friends down south, drove all the way up in a 

small rental truck and moved me back home. On 

the day we pulled out of Sarah’s driveway, she 

was busy at her insurance job. She never called, 

though she sent cards instead. Her messages 

were not really warm. I felt like calling her up and 

asking if there was an insurance policy to protect 

against having ungrateful children.

Life hasn’t been easy since I returned. My sickness 

is more evident, but down here it is more bearable. 

I can’t get out much, except when I’m taken to 

doctor appointments. An aide comes three times 

each week to help keep me and the place clean. 

A wonderful crew of people from a local church 

delivers my meals. And at least I’m home again.

I didn’t even have to get up and answer the door 

this morning at 10:15 when Loretta, that lovely 

young woman from the meals service, knocked 

once, stuck her head in the front door, and called 

my name. She brought in my meal and placed it on 

the table. She’s not supposed to, but she helped 

me out of the chair and to the table.

“You’re like the daughter I never had,” I said to 

her.

“I thought you told me you had a daughter,” she 

said.

“Yes, I do, but you’re like the daughter I should 

have had,” I said.

“Oh, c’mon,” she said. “If my mother ever said 

that about me, I’d be heartbroken.”

I don’t think my daughter would,” I said.

“Just ‘cause you don’t get along with her? Or 

like the way she lives or something?” she said.

I was sorry I brought this up. “It’s complicated,” 

I said.

“You think so?” she said. “Maybe she just doesn’t 

know how to love you.”

“Well, I surely don’t know how to love her,” I said.

“You should tell her that,” said Loretta.

“She wouldn’t want to hear it,” I said.

“Doesn’t matter,” said Loretta. “You’re the 

mother. You owe it to her.”

I did it that afternoon. I called up Sarah and told 

her I didn’t know how to love her. But I wanted to. 

I called her at the insurance office. I didn’t want 

to wait until evening because I might have lost my 

nerve. Mostly we cried. I don’t know what the nine 

other workers in the insurance agency thought 

was going on. She once told me they were almost 

all women. Assuming they had mothers at one 

time or another, I’m sure they understood.

“I felt like such a failure when you said you 

wanted to leave,” she told me. “I would have done 
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anything to make you stay. I’m sorry I wasn’t 

ready to let you have your own life.”

“Sometimes I feel like I never gave you a chance,” 

I told her, “or honored who you are. Just like my 

mother didn’t like who I was.”

We finally said goodbye.

“Mommy,” she said, “I love you so much.”

When I’m ashamed of the lukewarm feelings I 

have for her, I bring to mind her emotional love 

for me and remember mine for my mother. It 

somehow makes up for what I lack.

The sun is down early tonight, and I haven’t 

turned any lights on. The beautiful moon is rising 

up through the pines, and it’s peeking through my 

window. I look down at my dirty pajamas. I put 

them on clean this morning. Or yesterday. I think 

I did, but I’m not sure. In ten minutes, when the 

moon is above the trees, its strong light will shine 

down on me and appear to bleach my pajamas 

clean. Or I could take them off and let the moon 

make love to me.

I suppose I could have stayed in our old family 

home up north and never come here. I’d be dying 

with my comfortable treasures around me, but I 

don’t think Grandma’s china would help me feel 

any better. Anyway, all that is the past. Where I’m 

going has no past, and by definition eternity can’t 

have a future.

In the moonlight I sense the ocean down the 

street. I thought I heard Bill clear his throat a few 

minutes ago, but I know I imagined it. I miss him 

so much. He was a light to me and an example. 

He taught me the important things in life—love 

and loyalty and selflessness. I was not an apt 

student and often not even appreciative, but I am 

convinced I found the right teacher. I pulled him 

close and held on tight. I would have never let go, 

but forever doesn’t happen in this life.

Bill’s reasons for coming here may have been 

practical, but I’ve come to see what I wanted for 

myself was to clear the decks of everything that 

distracted from my being awake to a real life. To 

cast off the weight of a modern existence before 

the end and to sit by the ocean and breathe in 

and breathe out. I suppose I was trying to make 

my soul light enough to fly again, like the day I 

sat in a pop-up tent and laughed as my dog licked 

butter off God’s tummy.

The moon is up above the trees now. It is 

indeed a big rock, but to see it as a lover is to 

comprehend a miracle, and that is our ability to 

sense the immensity of what we cannot see or 

understand by speaking of it with the heart. I 

do not know the purpose of the universe, and I 

do not truly know my purpose in it. I do believe 

a string connects me to something, but I don’t 

know what it is, only that its goodness has pulled 

me along my path. As I get closer to Heaven’s 

Gate, pondering the matter seems less important. 

Last night I dreamed I was lugging around a 

ball of golden string that had grown as large as 

a basketball. There can’t be much string left to 

follow. ●
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Jane Paradise is a photographic artist based in San Francisco and Cape Cod. She is represented by  

Galatea Fine Art in Boston and shows regularly at Gallery Ehva in Provincetown. Her solo exhibition, 

When I was Young I was Considered Beautiful, an extended portrait of photographer Norma Holt, was 

presented in 2013 by the Griffin Museum of Photography, Winchester, Massachusetts. Her photographs 

are in the collection of the Southeast Museum of Photography and  in many private collections in 

the United States and Europe. Paradise’s work has been part of numerous juried shows, including 

the New England Photo Biennial at the Danforth Museum of Art; National Prize Show, Cambridge Art 

Association (Honorable Mention); Center for Fine Art Photography in Colorado (Juror Selection); the 

Worldwide Photo Biennial (Honorable Mention) in Buenos Aires; and SNAP exhibit (Juror Award) at 

the Bedford Gallery in California. Her photographs have also been included in invitational group shows 

at the Southeast Museum of Photography, Gallery of Photography in Dublin, Ireland and the Houston 

Center of Photography. 

In addition to being the frontispiece of Tennessee Williams’ The Magic Tower, Paradise’s photographs 

have been published in the Provincetown Arts Magazine, Boston Globe, Sailing World, The Newsletter 

for San Francisco City Guides, and other publications.

Paradise has an insatiable curiosity about people and how they relate to their environment. She 

travels through the world searching for “home.”  Her work anchors her in this world and connects her 

to others who travel and wander.

Paradise is a trustee of the Provincetown Art Association and Museum (PAAM) and former Deputy 

Director of the International Museum of Women. 

Photographer

JANE PARADISE
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Broom, Euphoria, 2012.

In the early 1900s, on the wild back shore of Provincetown, Massachusetts, writers, artists, and 

families built small summer homes. Affectionately called the dune shacks, some were originally life-

saving huts in the late 1890s, but most were constructed in the 1920s and 1930s out of debris 

and shipwrecked ruins. Some of these shacks survive today, some restored, some bandaged, some 

dilapidated, but all are loved. Each shack is unique, carrying its own name and its own personality. 

Most shacks are occupied in the summer, very few in the winter.  But the landscape is always 

accessible.

The nineteen shacks that remain are in an area called The Dune Shacks of The Peaked Hill Bars 

Historic District, and this is part of the Cape Cod National Seashore. The shacks were originally 

built on public land; this was common practice in those days when there wasn’t much of a distinction 

between public and private land. Today most of the shacks are part of the Cape Cod National 

Seashore entity.

It is not easy to live or stay at a dune shack. Most are located about two miles from where cars 

can be parked. The shacks have no running water and no electricity. There are kerosene lamps 

for light and wells dug in the sand for hand pumping drinking and washing water. Propane stoves 

are used for cooking and wood burning stoves for heat. Some shacks have propane refrigerators, 

which makes things a bit easier than using a cooler. Outhouses are nearby. 

Solitude abounds with the sound of the sea ever present. 

Dune Shacks of Provincetown



View, Margo-Gelb, 2011.

Photographer-in-Residence, C-Scape, 2007.
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Winter, Zara, 2013.
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Kemp / Tasha, 2011.

Mosquito Netting and Chimney, C-Scape, 2008.
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Upstairs, C-Scape, 2009.

Coffee, Zara, 2010.
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Morning Light, Margo, 2011.

View, C-Scape, 2008.
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Shower, Euphoria, 2012.

Fish Bone, Fowler, 2009.

Winter Sand, Armstrong, 2013.
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H e l e n  S H u l m a n

“I strive to work in a way energized 
by intuition and focused by thoughtfulness.”

helenshulman.com

You Can Tackle Anything You Put Your Mind To,  2012.

96 x 48 inches. Oil on 6 panels.

helen@helenshulman.com

Anthony Labriola

The Rigged Universe
 — poetry collection —

These poems deal with the 
magical experience of living 
in our world and the chance 
encounters with its mystery. 

Shanti Arts Publishing
shantiarts.com

$28.00  |  978-0-9885897-4-2
online booksellers and fine bookstores
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Julie A. Struck, MFA
WarriorWoman Productions
interdisciplinary artist
workshops, live and online, in:

mixed media collage
digital collage
visual journaling
memoir writing 
critical and creative thinking

4071 W. State Road 66
Rockport, IN 47635
�812� 618�8110

jannestruck@gmail.com
http://warriorwoman�productions.com

Leyla A. Munteanu
mixed media artist

respected teacher, 
offering art classes for 

adult and children

accepts commissions

...
leydanarts.com

lmunteanu@cogeco.ca

Jacqueline Doyle allison

www.jacquelineallison.com

— mixed media ar tist —

LINDA PEARLMAN KARLSBERG

PAINTINGS
DRAWINGS

www.lindapearlmankarlsberg.com
(detail) Water Lilies V
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ADVERTISEMENTS 

constance culpepper
www.constanceculpepper.com
expressionist interiors and still lifes

Page Size Ad Dimensions 
(WxH) inches

One Issue Two Issues Three Issues Four Issues

1/8 page 3.375 by 2 $45 $80 $120 $150

1/4 page 3.375 by 4.125 $90 $160 $250 $320 

1/2 page 7 by 4.125 $180 $320 $480 $640 

1/2 page 3.375 by 8.5 $180 $320 $480 $640 

full page 7 by 8.5 $360 $640 $960 $1,300 

Advertising Policy and Rates
IMAGE SPECIFICATIONS: 
Ready-to-print advertising 
images must be submitted in 
digital format. Images must be 
300 ppi and jpg, tiff, or pdf file 
formats.  SUBMISSION: Send 
image file via email to ads@
stillpointartgallery.com. Include 
brief text stating the page size 
and the number of issues in 

which you wish to purchase space.  PAYMENT: Following 
receipt and approval of ad, a PayPal invoice will be emailed. 
Preferred payment is online by PayPal or credit card. Checks 
will be accepted if necessary.  DEADLINES: The Quarterly is 
printed four times each year. Ads and payment must be received 
by January 15 for the spring issue; April 15 for the summer issue; 
July 15 for the fall issue; and October 15 for the winter issue. 
Still Point Arts Quarterly accepts advertising submissions from 
artists, art galleries, museums, art material suppliers, art educators, 
collectors, and other art-focused businesses and organizations. 
The Quarterly reserves the right to reject advertising submissions 
that do not fit its purpose and intention.
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$22.95
www.shantiarts.com

207-837-5760
ISBN:  978-0-9885897-6-6
or your favorite bookseller 

(online or otherwise)
ebook on Google Play

Shanti Arts
Publishing 

NothiNg But trouBle
Short Stories by 

Bob Thurber
Photography by

Vincent Louis Carrella

Fall 2014  •  Issue No. 15  |  99 
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Abstraction demands more from me than 

realism. Instead of reproducing something 

outside of me, now I go inward and use 

everything I’ve learned thus far in my life. 

~Susan Avishai

Abstraction demands more from me than 

realism. Instead of reproducing something 

outside of me, now I go inward and use 

everything I’ve learned thus far in my life. 

~Susan Avishai
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