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      Until I rounded the corner and the white New England church steeple came into view over the treetops, I hadn’t put together that since my co-worker’s handbell choir was playing on a Sunday morning, in a church, it was part of an actual church service.

      There would be someone in the foyer who would make me feel bad. They wouldn’t do it on purpose—or maybe they would—but either way, that’s what would happen. They’d look at me and know I didn’t belong. No matter the reason they gave themselves for my being there, they’d know that on any other Sunday of my life I’d be going out to breakfast or sleeping in. Or perhaps they’d welcome me, ask a lot of  questions, sign me up for Monday night Scrabble and pair me with a buddy to sit with so I felt welcome. That one’s obviously worse.

      I stopped in the middle of the sidewalk but couldn’t go home. And I did want to hear the handbells. Sue always had handbell choir practice after work and I’d been wondering what her deal was.

      I started walking toward the steeple, causing the part of my brain that gets me out of things to remember doing yoga in the church’s community room. If I snuck in that way, through the basement, I could avoid the front door and foyer fiasco entirely.

      I walked past the big open doors at the front of the church, into the little parking lot reserved for staff, and followed the path to the door, which was propped open with a rock painted like a butterfly. I had pictured it empty but there were plenty of people in the community room, looking busy.

      Someone headed my way, perhaps thinking I was there to help make the coffee, so I ducked my head and fell into step behind a man who looked like he knew where he was going. I followed him through a door, up the stairs, and into the church, watching the backs of his shoes and avoiding eye contact all the way. I took a seat on the pew just behind him and kept my eyes on the carpet while others settled in.

      Once I had successfully disappeared, I stole a glance at where the bell ringers were going to be. The table was nothing fancy—probably a couple of folding conference tables, draped with a long white tablecloth. Bells sat in groups down the length of it, like Christmas dinner centerpieces. When Sue talked about her handbells I pictured a big clunky thing with a wooden handle, like a town crier would use. These were shiny bronze with leather loops for handles, ranging from delicate bells the size of a cordial glass to what must have been the tuba of handbells. When the sun caught them, they looked like gold. The pews around me started to fill  while I sat wondering how someone decides to devote all their free time to bell ringing and if it was considered a sport. Some of those bells looked heavy.

      More people crammed in until there was no room on my pew. Nevertheless, one more person stood at the end of the row, eyeing the space. She just stood there, like the seas would part and there would be room. And sure enough, everyone scooched over and made room for her next to me. They were obviously very good seats.

      The handbell choir came out next, all wearing white gloves. I tried to catch Sue’s eye, but she wasn’t looking in my direction and I didn’t want to throw her game. I think it must take crazy concentration to keep track of your own notes while listening to everyone else’s. There were eleven players and at least forty bells. The sheer logistics of those people working together as a single instrument made me want to go back to bed.

      The church went silent as the bell ringers assumed their positions. And then the first few bells rang out with clear celestial notes that hung in the air. Not only did it make perfect sense that this was happening in a church, I imagine that wherever this music was, church was too.

      It was hard to see who was playing what as ringers worked together to make intricate and ethereal chords, so I stopped trying to figure out which parts were Sue’s. The world fell away and there was nothing but tumbling harmonies. Sun through stained glass windows tinted the church with jewel-toned light, sending a streak of rose gold across the bell ringers. I stopped analyzing everything and just listened.

      By the time the last notes faded away I was on the verge of tears. It felt like angels had sat down next to me for a few moments, slipping away before I realized they were there.

      “This is the day which the Lord has made,” the pastor said as the ringers filed out. “Let us rejoice and be glad in it.”

      We could only see the pastor from the back when she spoke, and I thought for a second about sneaking out since she couldn’t see me. My plan was to take off once the handbells were done, but I was really jammed in there and I had to admit I was kind of enjoying myself.

      There was a hymn but no hymnals so I figured everyone had memorized all 59,000 hymns, except that’s when the people on either side of me opened the black folders they all seemed to have and rose as a unit. Lo and behold, I was sitting in the choir. Once we stood up I could see the rest of the church beyond the handbell table, with all the people in the congregation staring at me.

      If I was going to make a run for it, now was the time, while everyone was busy singing. I looked down the pew to find the shortest way out but the woman next to me extended her music to share, smiling. There was nothing to do but lip sync right along with them, and sit perfectly still in between the singing. My neighbor continued to share her music. Someone at the other end of the pew offered a program so I could follow along, sending it from person to person until it reached me.

      I sat there half-listening, not hating it. I was smashed in between a bunch of people on a bench designed to fit everyone but me, and none of them made me feel like I didn't belong or had done anything wrong.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I had felt like this. The closest thing I could think of was when everything seemed to fall into place at work and I’d be on a roll, but that was more me being oblivious to the people around me rather than feeling grateful for them.

      It was the feeling I’d first had when I found my housemates and moved in with the two of them. But even that was on the skids.

      

      “Holly, what about this moment isn’t working for you right now?” Lee had asked first thing that morning as I stood in the kitchen wrapped in my bathrobe, eyeing the coffee maker. This was the kind of thing he said when normal people would say something like “good morning,” or “how’d you sleep,” or “I’m sorry I’m always leaving dirty dishes in the sink, breathing your air, spreading myself all over the kitchen like I live here.”

      I dumped the old coffee filter into the trash while my brain inventoried all the things that were wrong with the first four minutes of my day: people talking to me when all I wanted to hear was the gurgle of brewing coffee; a strange man sitting in my house day after day; being awake before ten on a Sunday morning. The list was all-consuming.

      Erica came downstairs, said good morning like a normal person, and kissed Lee on the top of his head as if it had been ages since he had emerged from her bedroom. I cleaned out the coffee pot while Lee and Erica caught up on the several seconds they hadn’t seen each other.

      “Erica, do you want coffee?” I asked, measuring beans. She didn’t answer so I made enough for the three of us—me, Erica, and our sleeping housemate Tala.

      Lee had strewn our Sunday paper all over the kitchen table and, using the weekend magazine pull-out as a plate for his bagel, poked at the crossword puzzle.

      “What’s an alternative for a fence?”

      Erica pulled a chair around next to him, her back to the counter. “Neighbors? If fences make good neighbors, neighbors make good fences.”

      He counted the squares. “Nope. Five letters—one of them’s a U.”

      I took my coffee to the living room. If you’re going to be alone in a room, you might as well be physically alone in a room.

      The furniture in the living room didn’t match but it came from Tala’s parents’ house and knowing where it had been made all the difference. None of it had blankets covering mystery upholstery with mystery stains. If you sat on the couch or curled up in the overstuffed reading chair you didn’t have a nagging feeling something might be living in the cushions. It was a big step up from the place the three of us had lived before.

      Lee lowered his voice, so I leaned over the arm of the chair to listen. The more you know, the better you’re armed.

      “I don’t think Holly digs me,” he said.

      “It’s not you. She’s stand-offish with everybody.”

      No, I thought. It’s you.

      “We’ll get there,” he said.

      Erica got even quieter, so I slid out of my chair and stood by the doorway to the kitchen.

      “I know,” Lee was saying. “You have no idea how someone else’s dysfunction impacts you until you finally get out.”

      I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. All I could do was stare at the peeling wallpaper, stunned.

      Everything went silent on the other side of the wall. Erica and Lee had stopped talking, as if listening for dysfunctional eavesdroppers.  If I crept back to my chair, the floor would creak, but I needed to get out of the living room, and out of the house. I listened to the kitchen clock tick away until finally a chair scraped the kitchen floor. A cupboard banged.

      I fled to my chair.

      “I think it’s a shrub,” Erica said.

      “What’s a shrub?”

      “It’s like a bush. You plant it when you want to keep people out but not as aggressively as with a fence.”

      “Do you want coffee?” Lee asked Erica, pouring himself a cup. “There’s plenty.”

      Lee had a lot of nerve, citing dysfunctionality when he was squatting at my house, drinking my coffee. I don’t necessarily like people, but that’s not dysfunctional. That’s being human. And what did he mean by “until you get out?” Did Lee think Erica was just going to move, and leave us? They couldn’t do that. Tala, Erica, and I were practically family. Besides, we split the rent three ways.

      When I promised Sue I’d go to her handbell concert at the ungodly hour of ten on a Sunday I had meant it as a lie, not a saving grace. I took off for the handbell thing without saying goodbye.

      The walk into town had helped, but only a little. The trees were just starting to leaf, so everything had this velvety green haze to it. An old man pushing his equally old dog in a baby stroller gave me a wide berth as he passed, as if I were the weird one. I wondered if I was somehow broken. Had I driven people away my whole life? Were Tala and Erica next?

      Life as I knew it had been a cascade of exit strategies and plans to navigate out of worst case scenarios. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t planned for my housemates moving on. And yet, as I sat on the pew, I was more focused on what was happening with the people around me in that moment, and why it all felt okay.

      People say we have the family we’re given and the family we find. But what happens when you’re the kind of person family doesn’t stick around for? The people in the choir had done whatever is the opposite of giving someone a wide berth. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but they had something that I didn’t have.

      It seemed the time and the place for a tiny prayer.

      Make me like them, I thought.

      No sooner had I heard the thought inside my head than I locked eyes with a man in one of the stained glass windows—the one skewered with about fifty arrows, wearing a loincloth.

      Oh hell no.

      I must have thought it out loud because several people turned to look. The woman next to me reached over and took my hand as if she too had realized what I’d done.

      I had prayed for something in a church. People—other people—do that for a reason. I had stepped on a tripwire that would set the machinery of fate in motion, ready to teach me something I was one hundred percent sure I was not committed to learning.

      It was going to be awful. Hopefully not shot-with-a-hundred-arrows-while-in-your-underwear awful, but still awful.

      The way I envisioned being transformed into something more like the people with fewer problems than me was along the lines of getting dipped in golden sunshine. I would walk out of that church a kind, non-judgmental, generous person, less inclined to be mad at people, or irritated that they were sitting in my kitchen. It would be an instantaneous transformation—like turning on a light, or transmuting lead into gold. My housemates might not even recognize me when I got home.

      It turns out that’s not how it happens. It takes a lot to learn something. If you want to learn algebra, for instance, you have to do pages and pages of algebra problems. When you get handy with those problems, you get story problems. Which means you have to apply what you learned in real life.

      I glanced up at the saint. There would be trials.

      Those trials would be relentless, well-aimed, and a little sneaky. Unbidden thoughts filled my head, like Tala’s research funding wouldn’t be renewed so I’d be compelled to get a second job and help her finish her PhD because that’s what friends do, except that second job would be in customer service, or hospitality. I was suddenly and overwhelmingly grateful for my actual job and vowed to put what little power I had there to good use.

      The pew was hard and I was losing circulation in my legs trying to keep still—a discomfort that paled in comparison to the existential crisis evolving in my head.

      I hardly noticed when the service ended and I was swept along with the choir back downstairs, where I met up with coffee, donuts, and Sue.

      She offered me a piece of coffeecake and thanked me for coming.

      “So, how did you like it?”

      “I loved it,” I said. “And it may have ruined my life.”
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      On my walk home I looked for a loophole in what I had asked of the universe. If I wanted to avoid being taught something uncomfortable, I had to beat the universe to the punch. I had to figure out on my own how to be more like the people in the choir, before whatever cosmic force might have been listening rolled out its own plan. I really did want to be a better person. I got tired of the voices in my head and how dissatisfied they were. At some point it became okay to mentally rip everything to shreds and leave it in smoking ruins, as long as I didn’t say what I was thinking out loud. While I was mostly nice on the outside, the inside could get prickly and I wondered if I was really keeping it to myself like I thought I was. Maybe it was my fault the people I was closest to didn’t spend as much time with me as they used to. The choir people’s insides did something tangible to their outsides. What I thought about people probably showed in ways I hadn’t considered.

      I will start by being nicer, I thought, blinking in the sunshine outside. The people in the choir were probably nice all the time. They were so nice it would be impossible to do something wretched to them. It was hard to imagine anyone being mean to them, or petty, or making them wait interminably to renew their drivers’ licenses.  And if you did do something wretched, like accidentally take up space on their choir bench, they would see it as an honest mistake and move on. If you love, love comes back to you. I'm not sure if I came up with that on my own or if it was part of the sermon. To be honest, I wasn't paying attention.

      A string of cars passed me as everyone left the church. I didn’t have a car because I didn’t need one, but I couldn’t help but note that their cars were nicer than the one I would have had. It was a veritable parade of luxury automobiles, the likes of which we don’t see in the other part of town, where I live.

      I realize I’m pigeonholing here but it’s a safe bet the people in the choir were retired, so they had no jobs to ruin their days and make a pig’s breakfast of any inner peace they cultivated at choir practice. They were more like the Buddhist monks we saw in town periodically—all blissed out and high on not having to deal with normal things like emptying the dishwasher. With some distance from the responsibilities and frustrations of my life, I too could be a choir-monk. If I could clear the slate for even a little while, I could start small on my own instead of getting slammed with the major life lessons the universe undoubtedly intended.

      A car honked and swerved as I stepped into the street without thinking. I thought about how perfect it would be if I could go to India. Or Bali. I could stay in one of those tiny houses on the beach with curtains for walls and do nothing but be. Armed with newfound peace, I'd be more like the lady who shared her music with me. She had tons of inner peace. That’s why she was unfazed at having to share her hymnal and personal space with a faithless choir interloper.

      Travel would inarguably be life-changing, but I had rent to pay, close to no savings, and a job I couldn't afford to leave. I couldn't buy a bus ticket to Arizona, much less a flight to Bali.

      I needed some kind of retreat to shut out the nonsense and nourish my soul. I needed to be in a place with delicious food and a sensory deprivation tank, not stuck in a college town filled with people who didn't know where they were going – literally and figuratively. We were never sure who our neighbors were going to be next, how loud they would be, or what they’d end up parking on our lawn even though most of our neighbors weren’t even students. The landlords who owned houses in our neighborhood wouldn’t rent to students.

      Our street was on the verge of being pretty, about a block past where gas stations and convenience stores turned into houses and playgrounds. Some of the houses had actual gardens in front, although ours was not one of them.

      The house we rented looked like one of those bungalows they sold through Sears catalogs. I loved the house—or at least I did until Erica's boyfriend moved in. Erica insisted that Lee hadn’t moved in but what else do you call it when he and all his stuff were there all the time? If he didn’t live with us, he should stop acting like he did and go use his own shower.

      As I crossed the street to the house I noticed that Erica's bedroom window was open, even though the landlord hadn’t bothered with screens (yet another building code violation I had given up reporting). Just as I saw it, a bird flew in.

      “That’s what I’m talking about,” I said to no one in particular. Now we had a bird in our house because we had no screens on our windows and didn’t have the sense to open windows less than the height of an average bird. I crossed the porch, past the bikes stacked up against the wall. If we moved them out of the way we could use the porch swing, but none of us seemed to think of that.

      I hadn’t been in Erica’s room in ages, mostly because I didn’t want to find Lee in there. I knocked on her open door before going in, but didn’t see Erica, Lee, or the bird, although it took me a minute to be sure. Erica was a neat freak and kept her room perfect, but there were liquor store boxes and milk crates crammed with clothes and who knows what stacked everywhere. If Lee had a single thing at his own apartment, I couldn’t imagine what it would be. I left the window open in case the bird was hiding in the heaps.

      Tala shrieked from our room.

      “Get it out, get it out, get it out!” she yelled. I went past her to open our bedroom window and give the bird a clear shot at another exit.

      “I don’t know why they don’t just go out the way they came in,” she said from underneath the pile of clean clothes on her bed. “Instead they fly all over the place, knocking things over.” The bird wasn’t knocking things over. It was perched on my dresser, not leaving. I closed our bedroom door to keep it from taking the wrong exit.

      “It’s going to get stuck in my hair,” she said, burrowing deeper into the pile.

      “You’re thinking of bats, and I don’t think they do that.”

      She should know these things. Tala’s the scientist, but there are gaps in the evidence she stores in that genius brain of hers. The bird hopped around on my dresser, picked up a hair tie, and flew out with it. I closed the window in time to see it land on the nest it was building. It was a terrible spot for a nest—right there next to the house, in plain sight. I watched the bird do its thing, oblivious to everything but the job of incorporating my hair tie into its nest. I never liked that hair tie anyway.

      I headed off to take a shower and stood in the hot water, thinking about that stupid bird. Maybe that’s what I was supposed to do—make a nest for myself right in the middle of everything. Using what I had, I could create a mental sanctuary that was above and separate from the chaos of life, without the expense of leaving home.

      I was just starting to process how that would work when I noticed that my shampoo bottle was a little less than half full. The level had gone down to the words “weightlessly cleanses” and I'm sure the last time I used it we were still at “invigorating fragrance.” I’m not obsessive about my shampoo; I just notice things. And I'm pretty sure what I noticed was that someone was using my stuff.

      I stood in my shower and eyed the bottle. Would the person using it buy more when they were  done? Or would they move onto someone else's shampoo? If they moved on to someone else's and I bought myself another bottle of salon shampoo would they come back and empty it again? What do people like this get on their report cards, on the line that says “respects other people's belongings?”

      I’m being generous here because I knew it was Lee.

      “Lee,” I told him in my head, “please stop using my shampoo.” And then he said “Man, chill out. It’s not a big deal. We're all cool here.” And I blew up at him, in my head.

      We went back and forth for a while inside my brain, and I seriously couldn’t believe what a jerk he was. I needed to say something to him in real life because he absolutely did not get it. Also, there was some chance he and Erica might eventually get married, and if they got married, they might have kids. If they had kids they’d need to teach those kids how to be fully functioning humans who are a delight to live and work with and don’t use their roommate's shampoo. Kids learn by example and at this rate those kids are screwed. They’ll be miserable and possibly homeless because no one will want to live with them. Erica wouldn’t want that. But I didn't know how to address the issue. I hid my shampoo.

      It occurred to me then that this was the kind of math problem the universe was going to give me. In fact, maybe it had already started and this was some kind of sick test—which wasn’t fair because it was too fast and I wasn’t ready yet. Besides, I was right and it's not okay to take other people's stuff. I mean, “thou shalt not steal,” right? How do you reconcile being kind with being right? I decided to skip the existential crisis for the time being, wrote “be nice” to myself in the steam on the mirror, and went to my room to get dressed.

      

      Tala’s the perfect roommate. Even when she’s there, she’s not really there because she’s working on an algorithm that will solve scarcity and world hunger. She doesn't say "cure" world hunger because she insists that there is enough for everyone. She says we are using our world wrong. It's like we're sitting down at a piano to play a sonata when we don't know how to read music—pecking out tunes, paying no mind at all to the little dots in front of us. Tala says we need to learn how to read the music, not rewrite the sonata or build a different piano.

      If anyone can do it, it's Tala. I’m convinced she has the power to influence outcomes based on what she focuses on. Tala and I share a room because she won a coin toss and then lost it. When she won the first toss she admitted to cheating by calling it when it was in the air and not before the toss. She insisted that once the quarter is in the air, you can see how it will land because that's the side you see the most of. Hogwash, right? But she called it every single time she showed us. I have tried and tried—you never know when a skill like that will come in handy—but I cannot for the life of me see either side when it's in the air. When we all retossed, calling it before launching the coin into the air, Erica won the single room and Tala and I got the bigger room to share.

      I lay on my bed and stared at the ceiling, thinking about how I could get away without going anywhere or paying for it. I liked the idea of building a retreat in the middle of my existing life. To be there but not there, like Tala was.

      If I stayed in my house but sent my brain to live on a mountain top I could be a hermit in plain sight, which I thought sounded cool. I’d be doing my thing and no one would know because it would all be happening inside me, wherever I was. It would be so incredibly cheap, too. As far as I knew, no one had ever done anything like this before so I was in uncharted territory. I’d have to make it up as I went along, which was great although daunting. If it worked, I could package it and teach seminars. If I taught seminars on inner peace nothing would ever bother me again and I could live alone and never answer the door.

      I hadn’t ever done an actual retreat, so my version was based on what I envisioned retreats to be like. I think if you were on a retreat you would do things that made you better, and say no to the things that didn’t. I know that sounds really elementary, and we should be doing it all the time, but life gets complicated. If you went on a retreat, you’d pack clothes that were awesome and comfortable and did their job; you wouldn’t fill your bag with a bunch of stuff you don’t need. Once you got there, you would take classes that helped you, and eat foods that made you feel lively and healthy, no matter how much they looked like composted rabbit food. You would make good choices and stick with them because you were paying top dollar for those choices.

      My retreat would be all those things, but at home and cheap. It would be totally no-nonsense and easy to maintain, so I wouldn’t spend time ironing collared shirts or rifling through a bunch of stuff that didn’t fit anymore every time I got dressed. The first course at a retreat should be about getting rid of stuff that doesn’t fit. That’s how people make time for hot stone massages in the afternoons.

      I sat on my bed and made a plan while it was all fresh in my mind. I decided I should start by eating really well. I would make food that was simple, so it was not expensive or time consuming. And I would eat with intention and make it a part of my day instead of eating at my desk and not being able to remember what was for lunch as soon as I finished.

      I knew there was more—probably yoga and those massages—but I didn’t know how it all fit together. Figuring I needed some structure to build my own retreat on, I went to the kitchen and looked through the recycling bin for the brochure we’d just gotten from the Buddhist monastery up the hill. The brochure included the monastic schedule guests would be expected to follow, which is why the brochure went in the recycling bin:

      4:30 AM Wake-up

      5:00 – 6:30 Dawn Meditation

      6:30 – 6:50 Morning Service

      7:00 – 8:00 Practice

      8:00 – 8:30 Formal Breakfast

      9:00 – 9:45 Caretaking Practice

      10:00 – 12:00 Work Practice

      12:00 – 12:30 Lunch

      1:30 – 5:00 Work Practice

      5:00 – 6:00 Meditation and Service

      6:00 – 6:30 Supper

      7:30 – 9:00 Evening Meditation

      9:30 PM Lights out

      Which raised the question: When do monks go to work? And seriously, 4:30 AM wake-up? Whose stupid idea was that?

      I could make it work, though. If I combined caretaking practice and work practice, that’s basically a nine-to-five job. I decided to make my own schedule based on theirs: Wake up, meditate, document how the project was going during 7 am “practice,” go to work, meditate somewhere cool on the way home, have dinner, meditate again, and go to bed. Easy peasy.

      Stand down, universe. I got this.
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      On Monday morning I went to work, turned on my computer and stared into space for a good ten minutes before I remembered where I was. I worked at a small branch of Full Contact Creative, a giant advertising agency. It was the best of both worlds because I got to know small clients I ran into in town, but I also had all the luxuries of corporate America, like dental insurance.

      I had a series of radio spots to write that morning but all I could think about was the level of project management a retreat required, even if that retreat was just for me. By lunchtime I was surrounded by slips of paper with one word notes like, “food,”  “activities,” and “professional development.” I don’t know what kind of professional development an undercover mountain sage would pursue but surely something would be offered, if only to justify the program fee.

      I managed to get my work done, but barely—kind of like when Sue planned her whole destination wedding at work. Within a few days I had my notes in order and was ready to get started on my new life. I knew I’d have to do a lot of advance prep work since I had to be all the monks—including the one who cooks for everyone—on my homemade fake Buddhist retreat.

      One of my scraps of paper had a list of all the things I could think of to make ahead and freeze: soup and burritos. I’d never made soup, so I started with burritos. I stopped at the market on my way home from work and bought a giant package of tortillas, paper bags filled with dried beans and rice from the bulk bins, onions, peppers, taco seasoning, and a block of cheese. I had never made beans from scratch before, but I couldn't imagine a spa chef opening a can of beans. At real retreats they must use dried beans soaked in alpine spring water.

      I sorted through the dried beans, checking for twigs and pebbles, and then put them in a pot of cold water to soak. Tala told me all about how to cook beans when she saw me searching the internet for instructions. She also told me about soluble fiber, complex carbohydrates, and amino acids but I had stopped listening by then.

      While the beans soaked, I worked on streamlining the rest of my life. I organized my side of the room and cleared out clutter so I could make decisions faster and not spend time wading through past projects I would never get around to. Tala was thrilled, watching the decluttering of our shared space. I had planned on having a burrito for dinner but since the beans were still hard as rocks at ten o’clock at night, I ate a frozen pizza and called it a day.

      On Saturday morning I was up with the sun, slaving over a pot of cooked beans that became a small army of burritos. I wrapped each one in foil and put them all in bread bags from the recycling bin, which made me feel even more like a monk. I wrote HOLLY on the bags in thick black marker and put all but the one I saved to eat later in the freezer. By dinner time it was gone.  Obviously Lee had eaten it but I was determined not to be derailed by my first emergency. Instead, I decided I had fed the poor—poor in life skills. Setting aside my totally justified grievances, I got to work making a pot of vegetable chili. My plan was to load the freezer with random containers rescued from the recycling bin, washed and filled with a rich assortment of mystery dinners. No one would miss the empty ice cream cartons and cracked trays of dehydrated ice I threw out to make room.

      While my chili cooked I went back to the monastery schedule and remembered that meditation and service came after work and before dinner. I tried sitting on the floor next to my bed but my feet fell asleep and my legs cramped up. I went outside and stole a green vinyl cushion from the patio furniture. We don't actually have a patio, but you can't call it “patch of backyard weeds furniture.” I put the cushion on a little rug by my bed and made some space so it felt more like a sanctuary and less like a spot for dirty laundry to land. I lit a candle. Meditating, I knew, was emptying your mind of everything. I sat there and listened to the neighbor’s cat, which was in heat again.

      When I was done failing at meditation I sat down to a simple bowl of chili, in a simple bowl. I tried to thank the food but it felt weird. I was grateful, though. For instance, I was no longer sitting on the cushion. The chili smelled really good, and eating dinner was a nice break from the nothing I had carved out for myself. I thought about what it would be like on a retreat, where you'd be surrounded by people who were also doing nothing, and I wondered if you at some point felt really busy doing nothing because it's important to be busy.

      There was no time dedicated to personal hygiene but I took a shower anyway. When I got out, my towel was missing.

      “Hey! Where’s my towel?” I shouted out the door at Lee. That man had no sense of personal space or courtesy. It’s bad enough that he walked all over Erica, but he acted like he lived in this house which, I must emphatically say, he did not. At least not in the rent-paying, voted in by unanimous decision sense. Just in the “oh my God he’s still here” sense.

      I heard myself blaming Lee and realized I had a long way to go. Spending time not thinking makes the thinking even louder and more noticeable when you start up again.

      “Hang on,” Tala said, “it’s coming.” I heard her run down the stairs and back up. “I needed to fill up a load of laundry this morning and grabbed some of your stuff. Sorry I forgot to bring it back,” she said, handing the towel through the cracked door. I dried off and noticed that not only did it still say “be nice” in the steam on the mirror, but someone had drawn a heart around it.

      There's something about writing things down that is helpful–even if you forget for a minute and mistakenly blow up at your roommate. You can look back and see how far you've come, or you can look back and remember the problems you reminded yourself to revisit. Once I was dressed, I pulled a steno pad out of my desk drawer and wrote.

      
      
        
        May 8

        This is the beginning of my new practice. I'm not sure what the practice is, but whatever it is starts here. I want to be a better person. I want to love more and resent less.

        I still really want to go away. How does a regular person manage it?

      

      

      
      None of the things I normally did fit into what I imagined people would do on a retreat. TV and anything else mindless, especially electronics, were off the table. Do monks go out with friends? I sat on my cushion again
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