





Theres so much genius in this book that I couldnt capture it in a sentence or two. Its a WINNER!!!

The story is inspiring and empowering, showing how each of us has strayed from our spiritual origin and roots and how we can once again re-unite with our higher purpose. Theres so much wisdom, charm, and healing packed into this little book. I couldnt put it down.

Dr. Scott and Shannon Peck, authors, Love Skills for Personal & Global Transformation

Jeanne Webster spins a little of her own spider magic with a fable that is well on its way to being a modern classic. Listen quietly as the compassionate voice of Creator speaks through a treasure-trove of divine encounters with our majestic animal brethren and a lively cast of entertaining characters. Strays reminds us that the heros journey is our birthright and always within our grasp, if only we listen to the gentle wisdom of nature. It is a journey that you can embark upon, right now, by reading this enlightening book. If youre a seeker of spiritual truth and Divine wisdom, youll find what youre looking for in Strays.

Michael R. Smith, Ph.D., author of Navigating 2012: Thriving in Earths New Age

Jeanne Webster has made some core life truths fun, engaging and easy to digest. Youll love reading this book and it could change your life.

Chris Attwood, Co-author of the NY Times bestseller, The Passion Test - The Effortless Path to Discovering Your Life Purpose

One of the best books I have ever read! Waiting on the sequel! I fell in love with Max. ~ Lori- Murphy - North Carolina

I bought my neighbors book and I absolutely loved it. It reminded me of another book I recently read, The Shack - but with one exception, I like Websters novel better. She is a gifted and skilled writer with an ability to carry her reader effortlessly along the path of this inspirational journey. ~ Carol M.

I love your book Strays. My husband and I were visiting the town of Helen, Georgia in October when your husband came up to me and asked me if I liked to read. I told him yes; if it was good clean reading. He assured me I would enjoy this book. So I purchased your book. I laughed, I cried, and I could not put your book down until I finished reading it. Now I am waiting on the sequel to be finished...so hurry! ~ Barbara A. Dupree - Coushatta, Louisiana

I could not put this book down! What an amazing story. On a scale from 1 to 10 I would rate it a 15. Im going to read it for the second time now and I know I will enjoy it as much, if not more, than the first time I read it. ~ Linda Gavel - Asheville, North Carolina

The best book Ive read in ten years! Thank you for being inspired and writing this inspiration for so many people including myself. May you continue on your path and lead others to finding theirs. ~ Rosemary Dixson

Thank you so much for this book! I read it through in a couple of days and decided just to start over. Im moving slower through Strays this time and taking the time to read over the passages and letting the words really sink in. I cant tell you how much I loved it! ~ Greg T.
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To all the storytellers of the oral tradition who keep Earth wisdom alive and available to anyone with the ears to hear it.

***

The stories in this book are stories I heard either as a child or in my adult years. They have been handed down from generation to generation and told from the back seat of cars, around the fire at pow wows or in the living rooms of mountain grandmothers. Only one or two stories were written by me in keeping with the theme of the book.

Before there was the written word, stories served as education. They taught us about life and how to live it with purpose and meaning. These stories taught us morals and values. They entertained, terrified and sparked the imaginations of the listeners. Anyone who ever sat around a crackling fire, caught up in the spell a good storyteller weaves, knows the simple power of the spoken word.

It is my great pleasure to bring these stories back to you. Wrapped in the larger story, they have the opportunity to live again in your imagination.
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But ask now the beasts,
 And they will teach you;
 And the birds of the air,
 And they will tell you; 
Or speak to the earth, 
And it will teach you; 
And the fishes of the sea 
Will explain to you

~Job 12:7-8
 KJV


ONE

Silk...who would wear silk in the rain?

Lying on the wet steps, Jane had no idea how long she had been unconscious, or for that matter, where she was. All she knew was it was getting dark, she had a large bleeding bump on her forehead, and she was soaked to the bone. With some effort, she carefully rolled her head to one side and surveyed her surroundings. Above her was a metal pipe set in cement that served as a handrail for the steps. Grabbing it for balance, she raised her shoulders slightly for a better look.

Several metal benches dotted a wide grassy area; between them was some sort of metal telescope and beyond that a stone wall. Behind her were the granite steps that led up to the parking lot. Her car was right where she left it. Thats right; Im at a scenic overlook. Her mind was beginning to focus. Im at a scenic overlook in the Smoky Mountains of North Carolina. Struggling to orient herself, she saw the events that led her to this spot flashing behind her eyes in gut-twisting little vignettes. It took only seconds before full memory came flooding back.

Jane squeezed her eyes tightly shut trying to blot out the advancing pictures, but it did no good. The recall was bright and clear. There was a shot of her standing in her editors office at the newspaper the day she got laid off. Another vivid snippet showed her live-in boyfriend telling her, yet again, how much better off shed be if she just let him run her life. Several other images showed her sitting zombie-like, nurturing the nagging feeling that she was missing the point of life and the key was just beyond her reach. Then, as an added bonus, there were several bits and pieces of her praying to a so-far silent God for direction and clarity. Those particular scraps shot ripples of anger and despair through her in waves.

Jane grimaced at the recollections. Well, Im alive and I know who I am. My luck, I cant even manage a small case of amnesia. Jane slowly rolled herself into a sitting position to take stock of her injuries. Her inquiring hands found a throbbing forehead and a couple of matching scrapes that her shins suffered when they slid over step number six. She was a bit dizzy so she sat motionless, still clinging to the metal rail, and waited for the sensations to pass. The bump on her forehead was the size of a ping pong ball but the cut wasnt deep. The rain mixing with what little blood there was gave the illusion of a much more grave injury. Jane wiped at her face with the hem of her blouse. Having checked out the physical, she began taking stock of her mental condition.

Discontent had been Janes companion for a long time now, ever since her life had digressed into one long series of dramas and disappointments. This wasnt the way she planned it would go. Plowing through her days like a vehicle that was missing its steering wheel or a boat without a rudder, she was never quite in control. For all her best-laid plans, life seemed determined to waft along on whatever fickle breeze of chance blew her way. She had lost her connection, lost the ability to grasp the meaning of life and her purpose in itthat she was here for a reason.

Nothing was turning out the way she wanted it to, the way she used to see it in her dreams, and she was angry. Angry with her journalism degree: for all the long years of education, she still hadnt written anything that mattered. She was livid with her boyfriend for not being the man she needed him to be. She was outraged that all she thought her life could be was evaporating in front of her eyes like so much mist. Most of all, at the top of her list, she was furious with God.

Jane cradled her aching head in her hands and sighed, trying to push her thoughts aside for just another moment. What she wouldnt give for a good nights sleepseven or eight uninterrupted hours, devoid of all the tossing and turning that takes place when the problems of the waking hours slop over into the night. She hardly dreamed anymore, not the good kind of dreams anyway. Now her hours of darkness were filled with second guesses and anxious questions. It was as if she had been dropped into a black hole with no exit, and lost in this void was the ability to navigate the road her life had takenheck, she couldnt even find the path anymore. Shed developed a blind spot or taken a wrong turn somewhere, gotten off course, and she was suffering the avalanche of consequences of some foolish misstep.

Sitting on the steps, rain dripping from her long dark hair, Jane was fully back now, in body and of sound mind. Fully back and remembering the moments before her little accident. She had pulled into the tourist site just down the road from the cabin she was staying in to have a look. Shed passed it several times and each time she passed, shed promised herself to stop. Curiosity had gotten the better of her today and it was time to make good on her promise. It would be a quick stop, just a minute to take a peek. The groceries, including her favorite brand of ice cream, were stowed in the back of her SUV and wouldnt allow her the luxury of a long idle. It wouldnt do for her double-brownie chocolate fudge to melt. Shed been looking forward to finding tonights brand of comfort at the end of a spoon.

Jane raised her head and looked out on the vista before her. She didnt have a clue how long shed been here, but the light was fading and fog crawled along the floor of the valley. The mountains had become little islands of muted color shrouded in a sea of gray. It seemed like only moments ago the sky had been a clear Carolina blue and the mountains stretched out before her like some magnificent rumpled quilt. Autumn had arrived and painted the landscape in a perfect mix of color. Amber, magenta, russet, greens, and yellows were so perfectly blended that if the scene were a painting, one would swear the artist took liberty with his rendering. Each mountain rose and fell in such a way there was no doubt that some divine hand had surely touched and molded each one. Seeing it reminded Jane that God not only existed but was very much present...and thats when the fight began.

Seeing all that beauty had thrown Jane into a mixture of awe and the sacred feeling you get when you know something is holy. It reminded her of her unanswered prayers and the silence that picked at the seams of her faith. She ranted, unleashing all the months of frustration. There had been pleading, even threatening, but in the end she was met with the same thundering stillness as before, as if she werent significant enough or worthy of help. Adding insult to injury, the skies had opened and the rain pelted down on her. Turning to flee, the toe of her shoe slipped off the edge of the slick steps and shed fallen. Now here she sat, wet and bloodied, on her own again to figure things out.

Jane took a deep breath. The dizziness had all but passed and she needed to get back to the cabin and take care of herself. Slowly she rose and tested her legs. Well, looks like Im going to live. My life is a shambles, Ive lost my job, and my live-in boyfriend isnt even close to committing. I have very little money, Ive lost my dreams, and today I had a fight with God, so I wont count on any help from anywhere. Im on my own. Maybe I should become an atheist. Maybe it wouldnt be so bad living without heaven or angels or the belief that my life may have some meaning. I should go back to Atlanta and find a chapter of Atheists Anonymous and just soldier on.

Jane pressed her hand to her head, trying to staunch the oozing blood. She spoke out loud to the sky. Im still mad at You, God, if Youre even listening and I doubt You are. I am going to stop believing. Maybe mankind is nothing more than some accidental byproduct of some primordial ooze. So, if You wont show me the way, Ill find my own way.

Ill help you find your way, a small voice announced off to her left.

Jane turned her throbbing head, looking for the owner of the voice. Twisting around, she looked behind her; the only vehicle in the parking lot was hers. She peered into the growing darkness beyond the street lamp searching for a silhouette. The only thing she saw was a spider-web attached to the underside of the handrail.

What?

I said, I can help you find the way. The disembodied voice came again. It sounded like a little old lady, small, but one that time hadnt robbed of her strength.

Jane screwed herself around again, trying to get an audio fix on the direction of the voice.

Where are you? she asked.

Under here. I watched you fall; are you okay? I must say, wisdom should tell you not to run on wet stones. They grow moss, you know, and that can be very slippery when its wet.

Janes eyes darted back and forth as she made casual conversation. Yeah, well, I dont feel very wise at the moment. She wondered if her vision had been affected by the blow to her head. I still dont see you; could you show yourself?

Right here, the voice continued. You looked right at me when you woke up. Im here, below the handrail in my silk. Jane sat down on the step once again to get a better look at the rail.

Silk...who would wear silk in the rain? At that moment her eye caught the spider-web again. Her mind moved in staccato deliberations...Silk...spider-web...spider-silk. Jane slid her body closer to the handrail and squinted in concentration. There, resting in the center, was a small brown spider.

There, thats better. I believe you can see me quite clearly now. The voice seemed to originate from the center of the web where the spider sat.

Oh no...no, no, no, no, NOOO, Jane gasped, and in spite of her head, scrambled up the remaining steps to the parking lot. Wrong, wrong, wrong, something is very wrong here. Thrusting her hand in her pocket she fumbled for her keys. She beeped her car open and threw herself in the drivers seat. I have to get home; everything will be okay if I can get home. Oh my God, Im hearing things. I thought I heard that spider speak to me. Whats worse, I was talking back. I must have a head injury; the fall must have been harder than I thought. Doctormaybe I need a doctor. Thats exactly what I need; Ill go to the emergency room.

Janes car spit gravel as she backed up and sped out of the parking lot. Not too fast, she reminded herself. Dont drive too fast; these county roads are narrow and wet. Remember you have a head injury. What if I pass out before I get to the hospital? Her mind raced ahead even as she fought to keep her speed slow. Sitting forward in the seat she grasped the wheel with shaking hands. She had made it a point to locate all the important services when she arrived in town and knew the hospital was only about ten minutes away. Drive slowly and concentrate on the road, youll get there just fine, she coached herself as she maneuvered the SUV along the shiny black pavement.

The drive seemed like it took forever, but she managed to arrive without further incident. She parked the car and found the emergency room entrance without any trouble. She must have been a sight because the receptionist on duty pressed several buttons and immediately two nurses appeared out of nowhere.

She told the doctor she slipped on some slimy stones and banged her headcarefully omitting her conversation with a spider. She simply explained she wanted to be checked out in case there was some internal injury. There wasnt. The doctor told her even though she had a nasty bump, more than likely she had caught herself soon enough to prevent any real damage. He didnt see much evidence of a concussion, though there might be a slight one. Just in case, she wasnt to go to sleep for several hours and if, during that time, she experienced no nausea or dizziness, she would be fine. If she did, or if the pain got any worse, she was to come back.

He doesnt need to worry about me sleeping. There was no way she could close her eyes until she could find some plausible explanation for a talking spider. This wasnt one of those things one can shrug away and then toddle off to bed for a good nights sleep. She wouldnt be coming back to the hospital either, if she could help it. Her story had managed to escape any real scrutiny the first time, but she might not be so lucky the next time around. She could imagine the conversation.

Why do you feel there must be something wrong? the doctor would ask.

Well, I heard this spider speaking to me right after I fell, Jane would answer.

A spider you say. And this spider spoke to you? the doctor would go on.

Well, yes, thats why Im worried, Jane would explain.

Uh-huh. Nurse, would you draw Ms. Morgans blood and have it tested for drugs and alcohol please, and...transfer her to the quiet room. She would end up in some loony bin or rehabilitation center somewhere deep in the woods and never be heard from again. They would fit her for a white coat and she wouldnt have to worry another moment about the purpose or meaning of life. Someone else would be making all her decisions for her. When friends and family found out about her little accident, they would just shake their heads and say, I always knew there was something not quite right about her. Jane rubbed her hands over her face. Except for the white jacket it would be kind of like her life now. Someone else always seemed to have their hand on the control buttons.

The rest of her visit went smoothly and two hours, several x-rays and a bandage later, Jane was home, dry and sitting on the sofa. The opening monologue of a late-night talk show was in full swing, but she wasnt paying attention to the television. She didnt even miss the ice cream that had melted hours ago in the back seat of her car. There would be no artificial comfort tonight. Lost deep in thought, Jane was searching her mental bank for any plausible explanation for what she had seen and heard. Nothing came to mind.

Along about 4 a.m. Janes thoughts turned from fear to curiosity. How could this have happened? How was she able to hear a spider speak? Did it really speak, or was it her imagination or some hallucinatory hangover from being unconscious? At 5:50 a.m. Jane decided she had to find some answers rather than wonder for the rest of her life. At 7:15, as the sun was beginning to rise, Jane was dressed and ready to revisit the scenic overlook. She wanted to be sure she was sane. She could live with it then. The whole incident would become one of those stories you told when the conversation got around to seeing ghosts or making contact with the other side. A strange but true offering one could relate, and then laugh about.

Jane ate one of the blueberry muffins she had purchased the day before. Shed experienced no nausea and the pain had faded to no more than a sore spot on her forehead. She was physically okay, but her sanity was definitely in question. Maybe it was a result of the internal conversation she had right before the fall. Giving up on any help from God was a shattering event. Realizing there was nothing here to guide her in life felt like the bottom of the barrel she had dropped into months ago. At least there is a bottom, Jane mused as she drove down the driveway to the main road: Beats the heck out of this constant free-fall through nothing. Even if there was no light at the end of the tunnel, at least she had found the tunnels end.

The SUV seemed to find its way back to the overlook on its own. Jane had been so deep in thought she couldnt remember driving; her mind was focused on finding an explanation. She wondered if maybe thats why you saw people in institutions talking to trees or rocks. Maybe theyd found the end of the tunnel too and the realization was so profound they snapped. For the second time in twenty-four hours, Jane locked her purse in the car and made her way to the stone steps. Shed make this quick. She would go down to the spider-web, say hi, get no reply, and get out of there. Then she could put the entire episode down as a freak accident.

As Jane hit step number one she mused about the kind of story she might write about this experience. There may be a silver lining in this particular cloud. I could sell the article to some obscure magazine like Too Far Out There to be Believable or Nutcase Monthly. At least I could say Id been published. At step number two Jane located the spiders web at the handrails intersection of the vertical and horizontal pipes. Before she could get comfortable or even focus, she heard the same tiny voice that had plagued her thoughts all night.

Welcome back. I knew you would come.


TWO

...perhaps taking leave of your senses is the only way you will ever come to them

Janes whole body went rigid. She couldnt breathe or think, nor could she look away from the web. At that moment, no force on Earth could have moved her; she was riveted. Shock robbed her of her voice, and several silent seconds passed before the spider spoke again.

Ah...I see youre shaken by my greeting, Jane. You neednt be. Its really not all that extraordinary to talk to a spider, or any other living creature, for that matter. This is the way its supposed to be, the oneness of all things, the way it was in the beginning.

Jane sputtered, trying to find her voice. Im insane...its true; I hit my head and scrambled my brains and now Im completely bonkers.

No dear, youre not insane, the spider said with a little laugh. But it did take that fall to slow you down enough to bring you to this moment. Perfect isnt it, how all things conspire for our highest good?

Jane felt a twinge of agitation. I would hardly call bashing your head against a rock perfect.

I know, dear, nothing has seemed perfect for a long time, has it? The spider folded her two front legs like youd imagine your sympathetic grandmother would clasp her hands together right before she offered you a cookie.

Jane put her hands up and fingered the bandage on her forehead. She might have to make a trip back to the hospital after all. The whole white-coat scenario was looming larger by the moment. For the time being, as long as she was there, she might as well play along with her hallucination. No, it hasnt been perfect, not even close. How did you know?

Oh, I know a great many things about you, dear, because I am your spider.

It was a long moment before Jane spoke again. She knew she was being drawn into a conversation by a figment of her imagination, but she was curious. My spider? she said.

Yes, every human has a spider and Im yours.

Okay, youre going to have to explain this to me.

The tiny spider sighed, Okay...hmmm, where to begin?

Oh, just go for it, Jane replied sarcastically.

Surely, the spider answered as she sat back in the web and crossed six of her legs. Well, the best place to begin is the beginning. The little brown spider cleared her throat and began. These mountains are the oldest in the world. They are even older than the Azores. Did you know that, Jane?

No, I didnt, Jane said, leaning in a bit. Despite herself, she was growing more and more interested in the little spiders story.

Well, its true. It is also true that the oldest mountain in the world is right here in North Carolina. Its called Grandfather Mountain. Very appropriate, dont you think? Your geologists have dated the Grandfather to be more than a billion years old. It was the first mountain created and remains the father of all the mountains existing today. This is a known fact. What isnt known and rarely told is that hidden on one side of Grandfather Mountain is a tiny opening to a cave that is the home of Grandmother Spider...the very first spider.

She is the keeper of secrets and the first scribe. It is she who records the history of the world. All that has ever happened is woven in the silk of her tremendous web. Her children, the writing spiders, have been charged with the same purpose she chose for our kind long ago. Each of us is destined to write history in our webs. Indeed, we are the only creatures on Earth, save humans, that can do so. The little spider stopped for a moment and looked straight into Janes eyes. So you see, I am a grandmother spider too and I am very proud of my lineage. Some of us write about world events, some record the weather, while others write the history of humans. It is my charge to write your history.

Janes mouth dropped open. My history! she exclaimed. What could be so important about me that you would want to record my history?

Each being that lives has importance, Jane; none is greater or smaller than the next. Each has a place in the events of the world and a reason for being here. You see, all of us share this wonderful Earth, and our lives naturally intersect. We live in relationship with each other, crossing paths and causing change to happen, for better or for worse. It is for this reason each person in the world has a writing spider whose job it is to record those changes. The spider marks their coming in and their leaving and all that happens in between; their lives, their loves, the children, the sorrows, the trials and triumphs...every bit of it.

We keep the records of life on Earth. It is said that within everyone lies a book, a great autobiography of a life lived. But not everyone, fool or wise man, puts pen to paper leaving his history behind for others to read. Yet each life contains undeniable meaning and leaves its mark on the world, so each is recorded...because each makes a difference.

So it has been from the beginning; all humans have been gifted with their very own writing spider who witnesses the movement of their days and seals their remarkable happenings with their webs. Because I am your spider, Jane, each strand of my web is a choice you made or a path you trod, up to this very day. Come closer and have a look.

Jane slid closer to the handrail and stared intently at the web. It was larger than she had first perceived. Parts of the web had a beautiful and intricate pattern, woven in perfectly symmetrical designs. Each strand led to another and still another until a magnificent pattern emerged. There were other threads, toostrands that crossed and doubled back again and thin strings of silk that didnt connect to anything, simply floating, waving gently in the breeze. Then there were spaces and holes where it seemed something should be, but remained empty.

Jane was fascinated with the patterns and the faults of the web. She spoke without looking away, This is the story of my life, right here in this web?

Yes, dear, I chose to record your life and keep it safe. Can you see it written in my language? Look closely. Some parts are perfect, while others are full of doubt and U-turns where something was ventured and not completed. Sometimes you would go back and start again, and other times you gave up. Those are the strands that are not attached, floating and incomplete. These disconnected threads are choices and commitments you made and never carried through. They tell of the times you doubted yourself and lacked the courage to act. The strands that do connect tell of promises kept and lessons completed. Those create the most beautiful patterns.

All in all, there is a grace to it, an elegant beauty. Youre really doing rather well. Every day I write a bit more. See here? Grandmother Spider pointed to a large space. This is where we are today, and this hole is waiting for me to weave together how you choose to move next.

Jane sat back. Thats the million-dollar question, isnt it? How I choose to move next. Thats why Im here, why I left Atlanta for a month, to figure all that out.

I know, Jane, Grandmother replied tenderly.

How do you know? For that matter, how do you know what to record? You live here under this handrail and Ive lived so many different places, in Atlanta, at college, back at home. Who tells you what to write?

Oh, thats easy, dear. We all know what we all know, Jane. Grandmother Spider noticed the puzzled look on Janes face and went on, Humans think they are individuals, disconnected from each other, separate from the rest of creation. But we are actually all part of each other, made of the same material and by the same hand. We are all part of the same one thing...the only thing there is. If you can understand this you will come to understand how we all know what we all know.

Jane paused for a moment, trying to grasp the meaning of what seemed to be a riddle. Are you saying our minds belong to some sort of great communal mind?

In a sense, yes, they all do. Reading Janes confusion, Grandmother continued, Its like the radio you listen to. There are different stations on different frequencies. Its all a matter of what youre tuned to. Humans tend to stay on one frequency and tune everything else out. Its much easier for animals and plants, my dear. Weve stayed more closely connected to the Earth by choice and also by necessity. This is the reason we are more finely tuned to her frequencies. We live on instinct and have inherited purpose, something you folks dont really have. While its true you have the instinct to survive and you are programmed for the finer points, you rarely tune into anything but your immediate needs.

Our survival depends on us hearing each other and recognizing the signs and signals. In my case, I am always alert for a hungry bird looking for lunch or a storm full of wind. I can gather the information I need from listening to the trees or watching my animal brothers and sisters. Sometimes I just break down and ask.

You mean you can speak to each otherother animalslike a common language? Jane stared in disbelief.

Certainly, Jane, how do you think I am talking to you?

Okay, were going too far here. I dont know whether I can buy the whole communal mind and common language concept.

Well, if you arent going to try to understand, Jane, you will never get the answers you seek. Your spirit will never heal, Grandmother Spider admonished her. You asked God for help. Now are you willing to entertain the answers or not?

Although Jane couldnt see the features of the diminutive face clearly, she knew Grandmother Spider was scowling at her.

Sorry, Jane said, Im just put out with God right now. Im not even sure He exists.

Yes, I know you are, honey, but if youre patient and open to the answers, you will learn all you need to know and then some. And by the way, God not only exists, He is very present.

Well, you couldnt prove it by me, Jane retorted. He hasnt been very present in my life the past couple of years. Believe me, Ive been looking. If He is so present, why isnt He talking to me?

Its not so much about God answering your prayers and fulfilling your wishes, Jane, its about you fulfilling them. You have been gifted with everything you could ever need or want to succeed at what you choose. The power to create the life you wish is yours. So the answer to your question is both your blessing and your curse. It lies in the gift of free will. You get to choose whatever you wish to see, hear and experience. If you choose to believe in the oneness of everything, you can tune into everything that is. Thats where God lives and speaks. If you choose to believe such oneness does not exist, then for you, it will not. It is done unto you as you believe.

I dont know what to believe anymore. My life is such a mess. Every choice I make seems to be worse than the one before. Im to the point where I am afraid to make a choice. It seems like everything I touch destroys itself in the end.

When you lose your way, as you have now, you become deaf and blind to all the opportunity lying before you. The only control you have left is over destruction. If you cannot see forward, then you stare backwards into what has already passed away. If you cant create, then you can only destroy. Its one or the other, like night and day. There is no in between, no standing still.

Sometimes a thing must be destroyed to make way for a new, more wonderful thing. You cant build a new home where an old shack stands without first tearing down the shack. But the same tools you use to tear down, you can use to build up. Wouldnt you love to have the tools to control the way your life goes? Wouldnt you love to strip away all the drama and pain that comes with destruction and create situations and relationships you really love?

Well, yes, who wouldnt? mused Jane. But God didnt leave any blueprint on how to build a great life. You arent born with a handbook that tells you how life works or what choices to make. There arent any burning bushes or red flags that pop up to let you know this job isnt for you or this person isnt your soul mate. Its all just whim or chance. You simply meet whatever life throws at you the best you can and take your lumps. Like the old saying goes, you play the hand youre dealt.

Im sure thats how it all appears to you, Jane, but thats not exactly true. Life doesnt have to be haphazard; you dont have to take everything that comes your way, good or bad, and feel its meant to be. Destiny isnt determined by a flip of the coin or some cruel chess game the Fates play for their own amusement.

As far as playing the hand youre dealt, youre playing with the wrong deck. Youre using the wild cards thrown at you by life. These are discards from the people and situations you find yourself faced with; you dont have to pick all of them up. The real canasta was dealt at your birth, and how you play it, and when, is what determines the quality of the life you live.

Jane pondered Grandmothers words. You may be right, but once youre standing in a pile of rubble, youre afraid to play another card, terrified youre headed for another disaster.

Yes, I know it seems that way now, yet it wasnt always so. Look here at this spot in my web. See here? This pattern is the day you had your first ballet recital. I believe you were seven. You were so afraid to go on stage, scared you would forget the steps or lose your timing, and yet you still went on. You overcame your fear and your doubts. You refused to be defeated by them and you danced. Look at how the threads sparkle. They dance in the light, just as you did that day, and the joy of that moment still shines today.

And here, look at this thread. This is the day you changed. You allowed fear into your life. Somehow what you felt about yourself and what was possible for you didnt matter anymore. Instead, you worried how others felt about you, what they saw when they looked at you. In that instant you gave up the power you once had to choose your own path. It was a sad day for me when I recorded this piece. Grandmother dabbed at her eyes with one little leg while another patted the forlorn string.

Over here, this dangling strand is unattached because you quit. Remember your dream of becoming the editor of your college newspaper? You really wanted that job, Jane; you were passionate about it and more than qualified for it. But when you found out how many others were applying, you doubted your talent. You didnt even fill out the application. You werent rejected for the position, you simply quit. You defeated yourself. Why? Out of fear...Where was the spirit of the brave little ballerina that day?

I dont know, Jane whispered, closing her eyes to the web. I dont know who I am anymore, or why Im even here.

I know you dont, my dear, but thats why youre here now, speaking to me. You say God isnt present for you and that He doesnt speak to you anymore, but how did this meeting come to be? You asked for it, you prayed for it, and now you will be graced with the answers. You will be shown what your kind has forgotten. You will understand the nature of life and what guides God has placed on Earth, not only for you, but for everyone who chooses to see them.

What do you mean Ill be shown? Jane jerked her head up, her eyes widening. Is there more?

Oh yes, Jane, much more. The next one you speak with will be your permanent escort for the rest of your journey. There will be others too, waiting to tell you their stories and eager to teach their lessons. This is why youre here, to discover your blueprint for living life on Earth. I know it doesnt feel like it, Jane, but youve been guided and nudged, urged to be in this place in time. Still, in the end, you are the one who chose it. Youre never as alone as you believe you are, Jane...never... Youre about to discover God in more places than just prayer.

The best part for me is I will be the one to write it. Its perfect, Jane, a writing spider for a writer. When this web is finished, it will be the story of your life and the purpose and the meaning of mine. The pattern, I hope, will be magnificent and filled with the reason for your presence on Earth. Try to see the beauty and the gift thats your life, Jane, and you may find the wealth of wisdom you long for.

Only a lucky few have even glimpsed into their lives in such a way. But remember this, I am merely the scribe who records what is; it is you who chooses the direction your story will take. You create the plot by the choices you make and the actions you take...Choose wisely, Jane. With that, the tiny scribe turned her back to Jane and went to work.

Feeling her visit drawing to a close, she called out to Grandmother, Wait, why cant you be my escort? For that matter, why cant you just tell me what I need to know, the rules of the game? Im a quick study.

Oh, my dear, I have chapters and chapters to write; besides, if I told you all you will come to know you will never experience your own wisdom or know your own worth. I cant tell you, Jane; for your answers to be true, they must come from within. As for being your escort, I am much too small and fragile to be of any great help. Still, I will know every step you take and I will be with you in spirit.

Yes...okay...well, goodbye Grandmother, and thank you. Maybe taking leave of my senses wont be such a bad thing after all.

Grandmother turned and looked at Jane with a smile. Maybe taking leave of your senses is the only way you will ever come to them. Grandmother winked at Jane as she turned back to her web once more and began humming quietly to herself.

Reluctantly, Jane climbed back up the steps to the parking lot. Part of her was saddened by the end of todays meeting, while the other part anticipated the next chapter of her strange odyssey. Maybe I, too, will have chapters and chapters to write when this is over. She grinned to herself. That is, if they allow me a pen in the loony bin.
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n this colorful story of finding purposc and a right relationship with lfe, a

cast of unusual characters guides a young woman from confusion and despair to joy
and empowerment. Traditional tales and starling experiences illustrate a world of simplicity
and personal choice in ways that can be applicd to any life.

Twenty-four-year-old Jane Morgan retreats to a cabin in the Smoky Mountains for some
self-cvaluation after having been laid off from her job as a newspaper staff writer. When she
accidentally falls and hits her head, she acquires a seventh scnse that allows her to understand
the language of animals and plants, and an unforgcttable adventure cnsucs. An abandoncd
dog and other wisc beings share naturc’s point of view with both insight and humor, providing
intriguing lessons that help Janc find authenticity and her path to sclf-knowledge. As Janc

recapturcs her own truc nature, she discovers that strays can find their way home.

“Once in a while a book comes along that cxpands our concept of oncness. This s such a book.
‘The reader is prescnted with an cnlightencd remembrance .. of the unity and cooperation of
alllife on this planct.”

— James Tovyman, Best Selling Author and Peace Troubadour

“The best gift we can offer our planct is the remembered wisdom that every living creature was
created from the same star dust. As one family, our furred, feathered, finncd, flying fricnds
as well as the sky, occans, and all of naturc's magnificence claim brotherhood and sisterhood
with we humans. In Strays, Jcanne Webster weaves a magical web of wonder whercby our
true esscnce cmerges through shared critter communication. Read and listen, the world is
talking”
— Cynthia Brian, New York Times best selling author, TV/Radio personalit; Founder, Be the Star
You Aretcharity

“In Strays, Webster sagely guides us on a revealing journcy about the importance of animals
and the cavironment to our whole existence—physical and spiritual. The scruffy caninc, Max,
is surc to win hearts of readers of this inspiring story.”

— Karen L. Allanach, Associate Director, Animals and Religion, Humane Society of the United States

“Thers so much wisdom, charm, and healing packed into this litdle book. I couldnt put it
own. .Its' a WINNER!"
— Dr. Scott and Shannon Peck, authors, “Love Skills for Personal & Global Transformation™
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