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Note from the Author

At the outset, please note that this book is appropriately written in none other than the third person position of careful observer. However, because the book is based on a true story, the names of the main characters have been changed—although all of those characters probably would have agreed to full disclosure of their identity. This decision was based out of respect; after all, who would get involved with Olivia knowing that they would become a character in a book—and in some cases, dissected down to pulp. Yet, the story unfolds as a meandering—and often relentless—river takes its course. Let’s only hope that between the box of Kleenex and bouts of laughter, it opens out into a magical reservoir that embraces and enlightens your life in some extraordinary way.





Preface

It’s easy to sit complacently within the walls of the world as we know it; however, this complacency can change, as if a gust of wind activates a seed within us and drives us to become nomadic, exploring beyond the safety-security fence we have erected around our existence—not only a physical exploration but an exploration that is psychosocial-spiritual. Yes, after six high-adventure trips to Nepal with detours to Tibet, Bhutan, and India, Olivia recognized that she was a nomad. Being raised in the military didn’t groom her for this wayfarer life, but rather, having an appreciation for the world beyond what she knew. Her deepest karmic connections, including teachers and Gurus, seemed to lie in the East—not in America. However, traveling to the East meant traveling to a different world, especially when it included the Communist country of Tibet (China) and the third world country of Nepal, a severely underdeveloped, poverty-stricken, landlocked, and disaster prone country, divided into three distinct topographic areas that each exhibit their own hazardous profiles: steep mountains in the north, hills, and terrain, all subject to volatile weather. It often meant surrendering to a huge learning curve that required functioning without expectation, accepting the unexpected, and settling into spontaneous suspense and adrenalin-producing, cliff-hanging adventure—even when it meant danger.

There was a 30-day Maoist-guerilla cease-fire when Olivia first explored Nepal during a time of protracted civil war. She trekked through the top of the world in Tibet while under the scrutiny and surveillance of Communist China, hung prayer flags at Mt. Everest Base Camp in high-speed winds as a storm approached, survived Mt. Everest’s freezing temperatures in a wrongly pitched summer tent, disembarked from a plane moments before it crashed near Lamidanda Airport, killing all passengers on board; traveled on narrow, precarious mountain roads in blinding smog during the blackness of night, and sat on a bungee jump platform in Nepal with a 525 foot plunge. She survived the 7.8 magnitude Gorkha earthquake on April 25 and for 40 days afterwards, which included the 7.3 magnitude Dolakha earthquake on May 12 and over 300 aftershocks, scurried past and dodged in and out of damaged buildings on the verge of collapse; participated in recovery missions for the dead lying beneath rubble, traveled to rural, mountainous villages on a tractor to deliver relief aid to earthquake victims on treacherous roads, replete with grave-producing active landslides, and lived to tell how she survived a thriller action-packed hijacking—not en route from New York to Houston—but with 20 Nepali men, drunk on raksi, in a remote village in the middle of the night.

Olivia experienced Nepal through rose-colored glasses: The Land of Exquisite Beauty, The Land of the Majestic Himalayas, The Land of Ancient Art and History, The Land of Grateful Children, The Land of Gorgeous Wives, The Land of Men’s Pointed Hats, The Land of Doting Mothers, The Land of Precious Little Girls, The Land of Nepali Smiles, The Land of Poverty and Bamboo Work Baskets, The Land of Colorful Umbrellas, The Land of Ineffective Government, The Land of Spiritual Strength, and The Land of Betrayal and Kindness. And through all of this, by virtue of her birth into a world of sickness, old age, and inevitable mortality, Olivia was confronted with her own sense of meaning. As she experienced and perceived the dynamics of our world, she went toe-to-toe with the suffering, challenges, and decisions that all beings face, which included the capacity to love deeply and then let go.

We have heard the adage that it’s not what happens to us in life—it’s how we deal with it that matters; yet, as “shit happens,” we are ill equipped to understand the complexity of the suffering that we see and feel. We may sink into numbness and denial, believing that suffering will only happen to others. “Perhaps I’ll get lucky and the stray bullet won’t hit me, but him. I won’t get cancer, I won’t get old. I’ll live happily ever after, surrounded by people who love me.” Unfortunately, it is a misconception at the least, and delusion at the most, to believe that stray bullets dodge oneself and hit only others. It is only when freed from denial that we become acutely aware of pain and suffering, and we wish to be free from it. No one will deny that even insects will run from suffering. We all wish for happiness. None of us wish to suffer. Ironically, if we are confused or do not understand the root cause of our suffering, we are clueless about how to alleviate it. We grasp at solutions outside of ourselves that can actually create or exacerbate suffering. As the great 8th century Buddhist Master Shantideva (1979, p. 5) said:


Although wishing to be free of misery,

They run towards misery itself.

Although wishing to have happiness,

Like an enemy they ignorantly destroy it.



At the minimum, some of us are motivated to develop healthy coping skills, which are helpful, but not a cure for suffering. Others choose to self-medicate with prescription drugs, alcohol, nicotine, and recreational drugs that often become addictive. The outcome—we operate on autopilot with an unrelenting loss of freedom. Others reach for Starbucks, chocolate, and “comfort food.” Many choose to blame other people for their pain and suffering, not taking self-responsibility by turning the pointed finger at oneself. Still others simply accept and succumb to occasional joy and suffering as if on a roller coaster, never knowing when the next up or the next down will hit or when the next land mine will detonate.

For others, like Olivia, suffering can motivate one to become a wayfarer and search for greater meaning in life. A positive trajectory, and for many, the beginning of a new life experience, begins with a wish for something more––something not seen with the eye––something so deep that a compass seems to point the way in a new direction. There is a tug, a nudge, a knowingness that another perspective will help us make sense of the undertows and currents that have pulled us under on one too many occasions. This is what the greatest of all psychologists—the Buddha himself––sought. He searched for meaning beyond cyclical birth, old age, sickness, and dying. He was determined to identify the cause of suffering and defined it as rooted in the kleshas of ignorance, attachment, and aversion (the three poisons), which lead to other kleshas that also create karma. Western psychology would best define these three poisons as narcissism, desire, and anger but without an understanding of the role of karma. Logically, if one does not understand the cause of suffering, how can one possibly uproot it?

Like many of us, Olivia experienced a perpetual cycle of emotions—joy, the frustration of being squeezed and shaken when buttons were pushed, and the subsequent pain experienced after falling in love with someone and then having to let him go. This kind of suffering was delineated by the Buddha: Suffering has a cause, and the cause is desire (attachment). We tend to cling onto things as if they are permanent, when in reality, those things are temporary, impermanent, and do not last. We develop attachment that can give rise to craving, a feeling of possessiveness and obsessiveness, which causes suffering and clinging that makes letting go very difficult. Letting go is especially difficult before or after the pain of alteration occurs—suffering caused by change, a violated expectation and failure of happy moments to last. All temporary happinesses are subject to change and lead to suffering when we are attached to them.

For Olivia, an “a-ha” light bulb moment occurred when she realized that suffering was created in her own mind. When that truth is recognized and accepted, we then realize the prudence of working with mind, identifying the cause of our feelings and emotions in order to uproot their effect–suffering. It was not any one man who had caused Olivia’s suffering, but rather, the attachment and feelings that she had developed about him. But why? Why are we innately wired in such a complicated way that our mind is the source of misperception of self (ignorance) and, thus, suffering?

People often wonder why Buddhists want to understand suffering, but not in a cryin’ and dyin’ Patsy Cline kind of way. Logically speaking, one must know that there is suffering, the cause of the suffering, and a diagnosis must be made in order to treat it with a prescription; however, this diagnosis and treatment is contrary to Western approaches. Most of us do not need to delineate our suffering as listed in the DSM-IV (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders). We do not need a 301 diagnostic code in which to bill an insurance company for medical reimbursement for the treatment of suffering. More importantly, if we take a close look at the complexity of the karma we create for ourselves, it is logically quite impossible for another person or professional to evaluate, assess, purify, or change that karma, especially when it has accumulated throughout many reincarnations. Conclusion: we must put on our own boots and pull them up by their bootstraps. No one else can do it for us.

Olivia reflected upon her own common sense over and over again–only to validate what she already knew–“The buck truly does stop with me.” However, the procrastination of someday syndrome is insidious. Someday I’ll do something about these afflictive emotions. Perhaps tomorrow, which becomes the next day—and then the next. Olivia learned that she had to go back to Go over and over again in order to understand the cause of suffering and the cure for it–applying knowledge, reflection, and meditation, the only manner in which we can train the mind. She developed a motivation to achieve stillness on the shaking ground in which we dwell in a manner that actually worked; however, it involved discipline and perseverance—beyond instant gratification, the turning of a page, and the clicking of a mouse. This is her story.


Carol A. Wilson, PhD

New Moon Day, the 30th day of the 12th month in the year of the Wood Sheep (Tib.)

February 8, 2016

Kathmandu, Nepal







Part I





Meltdown

“YOU’RE—NOT—GOING TO TIBET!” Chris stood at the side of the bed and sobbed, wiping away tears with his hands as they streamed down his face. Olivia, half-asleep, sat up slowly in bed and wondered if she was dreaming. She turned her head and glanced over at the face of the clock…3:12am. “Something very bad will happen to you,” he screamed. “You’ll die or end up in a Chinese prison! You won’t even be able to receive letters! You know how outspoken you are—which you cannot do in Tibet (China)! You and your academic freedom!” Olivia knew he would never travel beyond the confines of the USA, much less Tibet or a third world country like Nepal because he repeatedly reminded her of that. The only time he traveled was to play in annual golf tournaments in Florida, Nevada, and California. But a meltdown over her going to Tibet in the middle of the night? For a couple of minutes, Olivia was in such a stupor of disbelief that her mind went blank. Chris’s tears continued. He sat down on the edge of the bed, head hanging down and shoulders heaving. She heard him whisper over and over again, “This isn’t going to work. This isn’t going to work. This isn’t going to work.”

Finally—scattered thoughts began to flash in Olivia’s mind: “Is this what watching Fox News does to someone?” It was Chris’s routine to grab the black television remote first thing in the morning and turn on Fox News as if he was feeding an addiction, captivated by the Fox’s News anchor babes—perfectly made-up, clad in tight miniskirts that showed off more than gorgeous, toned legs. Interestingly, the rise of those skirts seemed to be in perfect congruence with the rise in their network ratings. Oh, and their cleavage-revealing, low-cut blouses! Chris thought that cleavage was “beautiful,” reminding Olivia on occasion that she was the most “covered up woman” he’d ever met. But—back to reality—back to what was unfolding in front of Olivia’s eyes. She wasn’t dreaming. “This isn’t a dream,” she thought. “I’m not dreaming. This is for real.” She couldn’t do now what she did in the morning when she saw Chris reach for that all-so-important remote. She couldn’t roll her eyes with an excuse to fly out of the room and land in the kitchen for a cup of Starbucks’ Keurig coffee—black.

Thirty years prior, Olivia and Chris met during their undergraduate university days. She had spotted him in their dormitory cafeteria one day as he sat with his hippie-type friends—tall, lean, blonde, handsome. “Why am I attracted to good looking men who are over 6 feet tall?” she thought. “Do I need to place a gorgeous package on my dresser and look at it every day, wondering if there is anything inside? Shouldn’t I care about what’s inside?” But they were soon inseparable for three years, traveling to see each other when separated during university summer breaks, sometimes in Malibu, Grosse Pointe, or Las Vegas. Regardless of where they were, however, they never missed Star Trek at 4pm, laying on the bed next to each other, her head on his right shoulder. He was always amused that she was a serious, National Honor Society student, never neglecting her studies. More often than not, when he finished his mechanic’s job at the end of the day and walked through the door, he found her sitting on his bed with her books, studying or doing homework. For him, studying wasn’t his modus operandi although he was a registered university student. Receiving semester grades meant photoshopping a fake report card for his mother. “How can you do that?” Olivia would ask in disbelief.

Yes, Olivia left him at times. She temporarily moved out-of-state to complete her student teaching for a semester, always believing they were devoted to each other. Did she ever not see a hint of his self-centeredness? One afternoon he agreed to take her to Baskin Robbins on the back of his Harley-Davidson motorcycle for her favorite rocky road ice cream; however, once she was happily eating it, he insisted that she hop back on his motorcycle because he didn’t want to wait for her. Because Olivia had no choice in the matter, she was back on his Harley, covered head to toe in wind-blown, melted chocolate ice cream. Like so many things in life, the thing she loved was gone in a flash. She screamed, “STOP.” Why wouldn’t he stop? Is it surprising that she had an exhaust pipe burn–turned scar–on her left calf?

One fall morning, awakening in the apartment that she shared with five girlfriends, Olivia felt the need to see Chris. Those were the days of no cell phones, and Chris didn’t have a main telephone line. She pulled on her stiff Levi jeans and a short-sleeved striped blouse, forgot about coffee or eating breakfast, and drove her yellow, black-trimmed Camaro until she reached the large dirt parking lot behind his basement studio apartment. However, stepping out of the car seemed different this time. She could see from a distance the upper part of the white wooden door to the entrance of his basement apartment, accessed after descending four concrete steps. Once at the bottom of the steps she noticed his set of keys hanging with a key still in the door lock. “Strange,” she thought. “He would never do that.” She quietly pulled the key out, turned the door knob and entered, which placed her in the kitchen facing an old, white, gas burner stove, but with an open entrance to his bedroom to the left. Nothing was in the bedroom but a double bed—without a headboard–shoved against the wall with a television facing it in the far right corner of the room, which was mounted to the back wall. On that wall was a door that led to the remaining unfinished basement of the house, which included a framed-in bathroom without sheetrock on the walls—a toilet, sink, and shower that was functional.

As Olivia stood at the entrance to the bedroom, the scene in front of her seared into her psyche like a red-hot branding iron—leaving an indelible mark. Her trusted boyfriend and fiancé was asleep in his double bed next to another woman who immediately awakened and pulled the sheet up over her head, hiding her face. There was no escaping for her as she hid underneath the sheet, trapped between the wall and Chris. Olivia froze as she felt a wave of numbing paralysis sweep over her. Then her knees buckled, and she went straight down to the floor, collapsing in a heap. Next to her laid a pair of worn, casual, brown, closed-toed shoes, much smaller than Olivia’s size 9½. “Size 6…yes, they’re probably a size 6,” she thought. In the meantime, Chris, with a startled but disgusted look on his face, quickly grabbed the white sheet covering him with his left hand and lifted it enough that he could hop out of bed onto his right foot. He seemed to stagger before he planted himself in front of Olivia, looking down at her—speechless. His new puppy, Jackson, bounced in—a white, fluffy ball-of-fur, half Golden Retriever, half mutt. Olivia seemed to feel a sense of relief at seeing him because she pushed herself up off of the floor and grabbed Jackson, clutching him in her arms as she scurried out the door.

Olivia could not remember getting into her car and driving, much less recall how she arrived at her apartment. She was in a time warp. By then, shock gave rise to tears as she held Jackson close to her chest. Trisha, one of her roommates, saw Olivia coming and, suspecting that something was very wrong, ran to the medicine cabinet and handed Olivia one of her prescription sedatives with a glass of water. Olivia didn’t need to tell Trisha, through her tears and now sobs, “He was in bed with another woman.” She simply swallowed the capsule and took a gulp of water, without hesitation. No Physicians’ Desk Reference this time. No looking up what this drug was with its contraindications. She then made a beeline for the bedroom and collapsed on her bed with Jackson looking on, obviously trying to comfort her as he snuggled close. Talking to Jackson, as if he understood every word, she moaned, “I’m going to die. This must be what dying feels like.” She could feel her eyes starting to swell as her face flooded with tears.

A few minutes transpired before Chris walked through Olivia’s bedroom door. He spotted a chair and slowly pulled it up to the side of her twin bed, its length against the wall and pushed into the corner of the room. Stoically, he sat there, leaning forward with his chin in his calloused hands, supported by an elbow on each knee. Trisha momentarily appeared at the door as a protectress, her eyes glaring, sending daggers to Chris. As Olivia cried, Chris remained speechless—not one word—not an explanation—not an apology—nothing. The only sound was the sound of Olivia’s staccato-like sobs. Chris didn’t seem remorseful—but certainly wasn’t happy that he got caught. Many years later, someone in a similar situation would remind Olivia of this same lack of remorse. Bill Clinton! “Oh, Hillary, we will forever be bonded in sisterhood,” Olivia would one day say. “We are both women who have been lied to and cheated on!” After a few minutes, Chris reached for Jackson and left. Was that why he was there—to get Jackson?

Olivia couldn’t talk to Chris about what had happened but she decided to see a counselor at the university. At the time she was a 21-year-old who did not have a repertoire of coping skills or tools. She was a Christian who had learned how to feel bona fide guilt, and she searched outwardly for answers and relief to her suffering, rather than inwardly. The counselor was a middle-aged man with deep, penetrating brown eyes. He listened quietly with an empathetic expression on his face, suggesting to Olivia that he wasn’t listening to an everyday, typical story. Olivia told him that she had been sitting in the Student Union Building looking at the shoes on young women’s feet as they walked by. “Perhaps I’ll see her shoes, and I’ll know who she is.” Her counselor felt compassion for Olivia; after all, she was a serious student but something this unexpected left Olivia wondering if she would be able to crack open a book, much less comprehend and learn academic material.

Of course, there had to be a final blow. A couple of days later Chris’s upstairs neighbor, Dewey, telephoned Olivia saying that he couldn’t wait to meet with and talk to her about what had happened between she and Chris. Sensing his sincerity, she didn’t hesitate to meet him in his backyard while Chris was at work. Stuttering, he told her that the mystery woman with the sheet over her head was not an isolated woman. There were other women, and there was one occasion when Olivia missed—by seconds—running into one of those women driving out of Chris’s driveway. Dewey nervously anticipated that he might one day witness an awkward, and possibly explosive, encounter between two women. F-L-A-S-H. The bobby pin! Olivia suddenly remembered a large, three-inch gold bobby pin that she found underneath one of the pillows on Chris’s bed several months ago. She completely dismissed it. How could she have been in such denial that she would ignore an obvious piece of evidence and not confront him? Were there other clues? One night she saw a straw decorative bird with a note on his door but he annoyingly said that it was from the girl in the upstairs apartment. Perhaps Olivia was a bit suspicious but wasn’t concerned that Chris would be interested in her. Regardless, the trust between them was irreparably gone. And because Olivia believed that trust was the foundation of a relationship, it was over. In this respect,

Olivia was not Hillary Clinton.Chris pursued Olivia, almost to the point of stalking. He would telephone her or show up on her apartment doorstep. She refused to talk to him and refused to see him. If she was dating someone, Chris would investigate, finding out who he was, his address, and his telephone number. Chris would then telephone him, asking to speak to Olivia. “She doesn’t want to talk to you,” Olivia would hear him say; however, after several weeks, Chris convinced Olivia that she should have dinner with him at an exclusive restaurant that required a half-hour drive up a majestic canyon, lined with pine trees. “Perhaps we can finally end this,” she thought. During dinner, the conversation was light—more like superficial chitchat. But soon, dinner was over. Tears came to Chris’s eyes. “Marry me. Please marry me. I can’t live without you,” he begged. So much of the pain she had experienced weeks before was gone—but there was an indescribable emptiness and a feeling of residual pain, as she muttered, “I can’t.” She still found it impossible to expound or talk about what had happened between them weeks before. I-mp-o-s-s-i-b-l-e.

Olivia went on with her life, completing her Master of Science (MS) Degree and teaching in the public school system. She married a year and a half later; of course, he was nothing less than handsome, thin, and over six feet tall; however, the marriage seemed to loom over her like a death sentence—a mistake to begin with. She should have realized her demise when she vomited for hours the night before the wedding. The more obvious omen, however, was lowering her wedding dress over her head backwards and pulling the zipper up the front instead of the back. It was apparent that she was turned around in more than one way. Even a witness to the wedding ceremony commented that Olivia looked “peaked” before she said, “I do.” Perhaps this was called “going from the frying pan into the fire.” Perhaps being 23 years old didn’t necessarily mean it was time to get married.

The fact is—Olivia chose to marry a man she thought she could trust rather than a man she loved, divorcing 12 years later after bailing out on her marriage counselor twice, saying, “I can’t go through with this.” The last time she walked through his office door, he said, “I knew you’d be back. If you would have ever been in love with this man, there would have been a 50–50 chance of rekindling that love, but there was nothing to rekindle.” Perhaps she was back because she had just been released from an 11-day hospital stay with pneumonia. Perhaps she realized that she was so unhappily married and depressed that her immune system had shut down, and she became seriously ill. Perhaps she stared at the IV drip in her arm long enough to realize that there had to be another way out. She had heard about the “love triangle,” which depicted the three sides of a relationship: intimacy, passion, and commitment. Sometimes people only wanted one or two of those components, and if a couple wanted different components there was a conflict of needs. Olivia wanted all of them. Unfortunately, she had commitment. That was it. Ironically, that was the one thing she didn’t have with Chris. Yet, paradoxically, during that time and for the next 30 years she wondered if she had made the right decision about Chris. He had been the love of her life. She often thought, “Why didn’t I talk to him? Why didn’t we discuss what had happened? I saw a counselor. Why didn’t I take Chris with me to see the counselor? Could we have worked it out?” And almost as fast as a wish made while rubbing Aladdin’s Lamp, Chris was back in her life again—30 years later.

It was July. Olivia dreamed about Chris’s mother, Ann, whom she had met on a couple of occasions. Olivia was not close to her but remembered her as being quiet and stoic, but sophisticated. With her best sterling silver flatware, Ann served lunch for them one day on their patio, overlooking the Pacific Ocean. “She must have liked you,” Chris would later say. “She wouldn’t do that for everyone.” But, the dream. Jung would ask, was it relevant? Was Chris’s mother reaching out to her? Perhaps. Olivia had discovered over the years that she received relevant, accurate, reliable, and sometimes predictive information through dreams. She trusted them. She e-mailed Chris: “Are you okay? I just wanted to touch base with you before I leave for the Himalayas. With what I’ll be doing near Everest I might not come back. LOL Surprisingly, I had a dream about you a few nights ago and your mom was in it. Dreams aren’t meaningless…mine aren’t, anyway. Olivia.” Chris immediately responded to Olivia’s e-mail. Sure enough, his mother had recently died. Chris had also divorced his second wife after discovering that her many trips to California included an affair with another man. He had been single for a few years. He included his phone number in his e-mail and asked Olivia to: “Call me when you have a chance.”

November. Four months passed. Olivia, absorbed in her daily, but quiet routine, didn’t give much thought to Chris or their e-mail correspondence. But then, one day, she had a layover at the airport nearest to Chris’s home, several hundred miles away. She remembered that she had entered and saved his phone number in her cell phone. Almost as if she was on autopilot, she scrolled to his name and called his number. He didn’t answer so she nervously left a message that she was at the airport and thought she’d finally give him a call. She hung up but immediately her phone rang, which she answered on the first ring. “Couldn’t get the phone out of my pocket fast enough,” she heard him say, “and I had to put on my glasses to see who had called.” Olivia guessed that he had a flip phone, and she was right. Why do rich men have flip phones?

Upon hearing Chris’s voice, Olivia was unexpectedly hit by a tidal wave of emotion. She heard him say, “Let me know ahead of time the next time you’re here so we can at least sit down and have a beer.” She never saw him drink beer or any alcohol when they had been together during college, and Olivia wasn’t a beer drinker, but a coffee drinker—so wasn’t that rather odd that he would say that? However, they ended their brief telephone conversation, and Olivia boarded her plane, thinking, “Oh, my gosh. Could it be that Cupid really does shoot people with an arrow? Is that what this is? Have I been shot? What else can explain what I’m feeling right now?” She was love struck—or do you call it lovesick? For the next two days Olivia couldn’t eat or sleep, laying around as if half alive. What happened?


If one comes across a person who has been shot by an arrow, One does not spend time wondering about where the arrow came from, or the caste of the individual who shot it, or analyzing what type of wood the shaft is made of, or the manner in which the arrowhead was fashioned.

Rather, one should focus on immediately pulling out the arrow.

Buddha, Majjhima Nikaya Sutta No. 63



The logical words of the Buddha. Olivia needed to pull out the arrow. She was no better off than a fish from the Pacific Ocean, now stuck and immobilized in a pot of emotional glue.

As an aside—who was this Buddha? Olivia first heard of Buddha, known as the “Historical Buddha” or the “Fully Awakened One,” when she was a child. She knew he was a real man—not a myth or a legend—who sat under a Bodhi tree over 2,500 years ago until he reached Enlightenment. Enlightenment, defined in general terms as “being brought into the light,” is the spiritual goal of many systems of belief—clarity of perception in which truth can be comprehended through a conviction of both mind and heart. She believed that Enlightenment simply meant that Buddha had developed a realization about life’s meaning without her understanding the depth and breadth of his discovery. Buddha (meaning “one who is intuitive, awakened or enlightened”) was known by several names including Shakyamuni (“the sage of the kingdom of Sakya”), Tathagata (“the one who has come thus”), and his birth name, Siddhartha (“he who has accomplished his aim”) of the Gautama clan. She had an appreciation for his Tibetan name, Song Gyay, because the Tibetan language is powerful and beautiful, enriched with meaning. “Song” can mean to awaken but it can also mean to purify—to eliminate jealousy, hatred and anger. Gyay means to develop, expand or perfect, such as in expanded love and compassion.

Buddha sought the highest insight into the nature of the human condition through analysis and meditation, driven by his conviction that not to be enlightened is to suffer. However, he admonished us not to rely on his testimonial of Enlightenment but, rather, to be our own master and discover the truth for ourselves through our own understanding. His words, “Be a lamp unto yourself,” emphasized that knowledge is acquired through self-exertion and self-development and not from external sources. “I have shown you the way to liberation, now you must take it for yourself,” he said. A “finger pointing at the moon,” symbolic of Buddha’s message, conveys to us that truth can only come from personal experience.

We all possess, within ourselves, what Buddha discovered in himself. We all have the same potential to free ourselves from suffering. Sogyal Rinpoche (1994) reminds us that the name “Buddha” has deep meaning: a person, any person, who has completely awakened from ignorance and opened to his or her vast potential of wisdom. A Buddha is also one who has brought a final end to suffering and frustration and discovered a lasting and deathless happiness and peace. The Buddha never presented himself as a savior, god, or deity nor did he seek fame, recognition, adulation or worship from others. One day a Brahmin, named Drona, asked Buddha if he was a god, a nature spirit, or a human. Buddha’s response was, “No.” Drona then asked, “If you are neither divine nor nonhuman nor human, what are you?” Buddha replied, “I am awake.” That sounded good to Olivia. It was what she was looking for—an end to suffering. Wake up! Everything else was secondary to inner peace.

Olivia dug through file folders in her black, metal, four-drawer filing cabinet and found a 30-year-old black and white Polaroid picture that Chris had taken of her hugging Jackson. After a bit of photoshopping, she e-mailed a copy of it to him. “Great memory of the two of you,” he said. “Jackson was the best dog I ever had. I miss him.” They exchanged pictures of each other. He sent her a picture of a stunning, golden sunset that he took from his sunroom after Olivia told him that she was a sunset watcher. How thoughtful. But—within a few days, Olivia knew that she needed to set Chris straight about their past. She wrote a treatise about the counselor she had seen. She told him about Dewey’s disclosure to her about the other women Chris was seeing and how Dewey lived in anxious suspense, worried that Olivia would run into one of them. She also told him that she wasn’t the emotional person she had been many years ago because her meditation practice had changed that. Chris responded, “I thought you were the one. I guess I had too much ego. I never was that smart. I’ve always been more of a sledgehammer than a thinker…I’d like to think one can make up for some of the bad shit done in life. I don’t want to get deep but sometimes I wonder how it would have turned out. I don’t remember all the screwing around I was doing. That’s because I tend to think about the good times—not the crazy ones. I’ve done some bad things over the years but maybe not that bad because people still talk to me. I’ve never expected to get a do over although I prayed for it a couple of times. I gave up praying a long time ago. It didn’t work so I just try to learn from the mistakes I continue to make.” Chris had changed. Olivia was convinced.

Chris was struggling with a laundry list of health issues. The most immediate problem seemed to be physical pain from an accident that broke bones and required several surgeries. Consequently, he was in the process of selling his business and retiring. Olivia mailed him a book she had published a couple of years previously that had to do with alternative approaches to healing (Wilson, 2011). “Wow,” he said, “I knew you were smart but had no idea you were so heady. You sound like a true academic.” She suspected that Chris had a prescription medicine addiction, not only to narcotic pain medication, which he heavily relied upon in order to keep up his golf game, but sleep medication, known as long-acting Benzodiazepines. He was a die-hard medical model junkie and knew nothing about preventative health measures—nor did he want to know. He preferred to focus on diagnosis, catching a disease before it killed him, and relied heavily on worshipped physicians who were in bed with the pharmaceutical companies—physicians who received perks for the prescriptions they wrote and the pills that they pushed. Chris also scrutinized—and shared with Olivia—the results of his medical reports from excessive procedures, obsessing about his annual colonoscopy and removal of polyps as if he had a chronic case of hypochondriasis. He had a Russian roulette approach to health as he continued to pull the lifestyle trigger.

Not that a colonoscopy wasn’t beneficial. Olivia’s endeared maternal grandmother died from colon cancer in 1978. No one loved junk food more than her grandmother. Heaven for her was baking a chocolate cake from scratch with chocolate icing and waiting for Olivia to take her to Dairy Queen for a vanilla swirl soft ice cream cone. When her lower bowel perforated it was the beginning of the end. As paramedics arrived in an ambulance and lifted her onto a stretcher to transport her to the hospital emergency room, she grabbed at her cherished gold, flower-engraved clasp bracelet that she always wore on her right wrist. It wasn’t easy to get on and off because a small metal guard button needed to be pushed first, and in attempting to do so she broke her thumbnail vertically in half. She was rushed into emergency surgery. Following the surgery, Olivia, two thousand miles away, across the country, telephoned the surgeon and asked, “How is my grandmother? Does she at least have a 50–50 chance of making it?” The surgeon replied, “Your grandmother has less than a 1% chance of living until tomorrow.”

At the funeral home, Olivia gasped at the sight of her grandmother’s broken thumbnail and complained to the funeral director that it hadn’t been fixed and manicured. Her grandmother’s contagious laughter had been silenced. She laid there in her prized turquoise, full-length formal dress with gold braid trim that she had purchased for Olivia’s wedding reception. The gold bracelet that she always wore was noticeably missing. It was days later when her grandmother’s neighbor, Kae, from her senior citizen high-rise apartment building, handed the gold bracelet to Olivia. “This was your grandmother’s dying wish…that I give this bracelet to you. I saw her trying to take it off of her wrist when the paramedics were putting her on the stretcher. It’s how she broke her nail.” Years later, Olivia’s mother was wearing a similar looking bracelet, and Olivia’s father confronted Olivia, asking her why she had her grandmother’s gold bracelet. Olivia quickly replied, “Kae gave it to me,” and told him the story. He was speechless, but he believed her—perhaps because it explained the grossly broken thumbnail that no one seemed to forget.

It was no surprise that Olivia was reaching out to Chris in an attempt to improve his health because she had done that for hundreds of people over the years, beginning with the university health classes she taught while completing her Doctor of Philosophy Degree (PhD). She required that her students write daily health journals and was gripped by the depth of their honesty, candor, and suffering, particularly when they disclosed what they would not disclose to their physicians and therapists. She read hundreds—if not thousands—of daily accounts that described the human condition, including anxiety, depression, attempted murder, suicide ideation and suicide attempts, rape, date rape, death, substance abuse addiction, terminal illness, road rage, stress, financial distress, loss of relationships, dysfunctional relationships, anorexia, and bulimia. She delved beyond shallow observations. As she read their accounts she was inside their hearts and wearing their shoes as a witness to their suffering. She experienced an awakening of her own heart and a growing compassion, a wish that others would not suffer—an aspect of bodhicitta. This also became a double-edged sword for Olivia. Her big, compassionate heart—vulnerable and exposed—risked being filleted open, time and time again, especially when she saw suffering.

Olivia later taught group psychotherapy and completed a Postdoctoral Fellowship in Clinical Psychology, practicing for a short time as a Marriage and Family Therapist (MFT) but began to feel disillusioned with Western psychology when she recognized that its therapeutic approaches could make people worse—instead of better. Western psychology was scratching the surface compared to what the Tibetans had known for centuries. How could Olivia possibly continue to practice in a Western system where there were over 100 different therapeutic models, many of which contradicted each other and none that had been empirically tested to determine if they produced a positive outcome? Anyone who truly adheres to the Hippocratic Oath, “First, do no harm,” will simply be motivated to search elsewhere for answers to the nature of human suffering and how to best approach it.

Chris and Olivia corresponded again about his mom. He believed that if his mom was watching him, it was probably because she was, according to him, “PISSED. She was that way a lot. I do miss her though.” He especially missed visiting her at her assisted living facility for cocktail hour at 4:00pm.

“Why would your mom be pissed at you?” Olivia asked.

“Drink too much, party too much, generally irresponsible. All good things rolled up in one lovable package. Women love being pissed at me. I’m an easy target.”

Olivia didn’t see the red flag. But how thoughtful that he would ask when a good time to call her would be, rather than attempt to call only when it was convenient for him. Laughing, she wrote, “Any time, except when I am watching Dancing with the Stars on Monday night.”

The phone calls began, on a regular basis. And then one night—of course, when she was watching Dancing with the Stars, Chris telephoned. She told him that she was watching Dancing with the Stars so he immediately turned it on his TV. He saw Cheryl Burke on the screen dancing and exclaimed, slurring his words, “She’s a dead ringer for you!” He was drunk. Yes, years ago, when she and Chris had been together, Olivia had short hair, like Cheryl. Then he said, “Remember when we were in college, and your car was sliding around in the snow because you didn’t have snow tires—so I put some tires on your car?”

Olivia slowly stammered, “I—think—so.”

“And then remember how I wasn’t around on the weekends for a while?”

“I think I remember.”

Chris was silent for a few seconds and then continued, “I was in jail on the weekends. I stole those tires.”

“You did WHAT?” Olivia screamed.

Chris murmured, “I love you,” and hung up the phone.

Olivia forgot about the snow tires because she wondered if she had heard correctly: “I love you.” She clung to those words—words that were bigger than a fish hook. He had never been expressive. She had only heard him say “I love you” a couple of times over the years, and he never addressed her with endearing words such as honey, babe, baby. She knew when he missed her because he would take the initiative to see her, often with great difficulty, but he never said, “I miss you.” As she continued to watch Dancing with the Stars, she realized that they had to see each other. She found herself penning the following on a piece of notebook paper:


To Chris

The protective wall stood steadfast and stoic,

Dismissing whispers and pleas from heart

Until the wall could bear it no longer—

Crumbling one day in weary defeat,

Allowing the window of my heart to open.

I love you………

I have always loved you.

I never stopped loving you.

My life was incomplete without you.

Memories—like echoes—faded into emptiness.

I love you completely—just the way you are.

There is nothing about you I want to change.

You are smart enough.

You have purpose enough.

You are everything enough.

I love you…….

I have always loved you.

I never stopped loving you.

The mirage—the dream—is on the horizon.

The sunset waits for us.

Olivia



“I’m sorry.” Chris apologized for telephoning Olivia while in a drunken state after downing half a dozen shots of Woodford Reserve—on the rocks. One of his friends had died. A lot of his friends had died, most of them from cancer, because they smoked cigarettes. How can people have blithe regard of the fact that smoking cigarettes is the leading cause of premature death? Addiction.

Chris and Olivia decided to meet in Florida three months later, after he played in an annual golf tournament. But once he arrived in Florida, a week before Olivia’s arrival, he was a wreck, having anxiety attacks about the anticipated outcome of seeing each other. Telephoning her one night, she could hear a song playing in the background. Patsy Cline was singing, “Crazy—Crazy—I’m crazy for feelin’ so lonely. I’m crazy for feelin’ so blue.” It really is true that country western songs are about cryin’, lyin’ or dyin’. Chris was at a bar, drunk again and depressed, afraid that Olivia would see him and reject him. But, Patsy wasn’t helping the situation. She was now singing “I Fall to Pieces every time I see you again.” He asked, “Am I going to be a can you kick down the road?” Olivia replied, “Are you going to get cold feet and not meet me?” Some of Chris’s golfing buddies thought it was preposterous that he would be meeting an old girlfriend after 30 years! One of them speculated, “She probably wears no makeup and Birkenstocks!” By that time, Patsy’s singing was progressing from moderate to severe depression: “I’ve
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