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As you go the way of life, you will see a great chasm. Jump. It is not as wide as you think.

—NATIVE AMERICAN ADVICE

INTRODUCTION | Enlightenment Now

“Achieve what was never lost,” Otto Mackenzie read the sign above the massive door. He had worked at the Philosophical Study Center Library for years now, but only just noticed these faded words carved into the stone lintel. “I will,” Otto promised the sign as he juggled a stack of lecture bulletins in his long arms. “Just as soon as I achieve all this work that I’m supposed to have finished by three.” He looked at his watch; it was five-thirty. He closed his blue eyes, opened the door, and took a deep breath through his prominent nose.

It was this smell, he decided, that kept him here, despite all the hassles with the director and his wife. He was poorly paid, never praised, and sometimes had to work weekends, but each time he opened the door he was enveloped by what Otto imagined was the saddest, most beautiful aroma in all the world: thousands of centuries-old books, ancient leather bindings and handmade paper, slowly decaying on the shelves. The only light poured in from the skylight, illuminating dust as it floated and settled on the great oak study table in the center of the room.

“Emma?” Otto pronounced hesitatingly to the dim corners of the library, hoping that the lack of fluorescent lights and her closed office door meant that his boss had gone. She would be furious that he had missed his deadline—the bulletins would have to go out a day late—and even angrier that the new librarian had left early and forgotten to lock up. Before Otto could flick the lights on to look for the spare key hidden in the mahogany paneling, a rustling in the darkness startled him.

“Hello?” a small voice called out to him.

Otto walked up the spiral staircase to the second floor, where the young librarian sat at the foot of a tall glass bookcase. “It’s Hannah, right?”

She pushed her long auburn hair away from her pleasant face and nodded. Clearly, she had been crying. Otto usually didn’t have the patience for these types of displays, but seeing her sitting there so forlorn, he suddenly realized he was exhausted. He sat down beside her and slapped his stack of overdue bulletins onto the hardwood floor. “I thought you went home,” he said to her.

“A librarian never abandons her post,” she sniffed.

“Did something happen with Emma, that mean old cow?” Otto guessed.

Hannah nodded. “I think she sold the Dürer engravings I found in the attic last week to a private collector.” She clutched the stack of books she had been re-shelving to her chest, apparently for strength.

“Well, the library must need the money,” Otto said.

“That’s what I figured when I gave her the illuminated manuscript I found behind the Francis Bacon books, so she could put it in the vault,” Hannah said. “These books are supposed to be available to everyone. That’s why Robert Drake opened this library.”

“Well, who knows, if you hadn’t come along, those books might never have been found.”

“Maybe Robert Drake hid his treasures because he didn’t want people to sell them off when he wasn’t around anymore. Did that thought ever occur to you?” Hannah said.

“Yes it has, on more than one occasion,” Otto said.

“I heard he disappeared right after the Wycombes came to ‘assist’ him, and now they’re selling off his stuff?”

Otto smiled at her attempts at conspiracy theory. “I never got to meet him, but I think he was pretty old—he opened this place in the forties—and sick. The important thing now is to keep his library open. I know he would have wanted that. Okay?”

Hannah nodded vigorously and shook off what remained of her self-pity. Otto gave her a hand to her feet and, no longer blinded by her emotion, she thought about her muddled appearance in the presence of the young man. His average, freckly looks were boosted by a Scottish accent. That coupled with a quiet reserve gave him an air of authority and made him nearly attractive.

He took a few of the books from her hands. “It’s after five. What do you say I help you put these stragglers away and we get out of this place?”

“Those go in cabinet thirty-two. Bottom shelf. Some guy’s been in here researching the Freemasons. He’s had me up and down these stairs all day. Nearly emptied these two cabinets.”

Hannah slipped the key ring, jangling, from her wrist and opened the bottom of cabinet 32 for Otto and cabinet 33 beside it.

“Are those the bulletins you brought up?” Hannah asked, kneeling to replace the books in their proper homes.

Otto stared into the open cabinet for a second. The books didn’t seem to be in any order. He was eager to be done with his task and on his way home, so he just quietly jammed the books in wherever he could fit them.

“Yeah. Well, if Emma hadn’t ordered so many last-minute changes, they would have been done yesterday.”

“That was my fault,” Hannah admitted, having to apply an unusual amount of pressure to one thin volume to fit it into the crowded cabinet. “She asked me to look it over and I found some mistake—Oh!” To her surprise the book passed beyond the other books and disappeared into a dark place between the others. She sat back on her heels and peered into the cabinet, confused. It seemed to her that the book had dropped off into some other world, and then recovering she remembered where she was. She had probably stumbled onto another one of Drake’s hiding places. Between the well-known ones and the ones she found daily, the whole building seemed to her riddled with them.

“What happened?” Otto asked.

“Nothing,” she said, disappointed that her tone was not more convincing.

“Come on, what just happened?”

She studied his face and the openness she found there led her to do something she vowed only minutes earlier she’d never do again, to share the secrets of Robert Drake. “I think I found something, Otto.”

When they finished removing all the books from the bottom cabinet of case 33, Otto pointed out how the back panel of the bookcase slid over and pivoted just enough to swallow the thin volume of Saint-Germain’s Trinosophia. He gingerly fished out the old book and handed it to her.

“Is there anything else in there?” Hannah asked.

“I don’t have a flashlight,” Otto said, meaning to convey that he did not intend to stick his hand back into that dark hole. He moved aside in the way of an invitation to her to take her chances. She didn’t hesitate and after a moment feeling around elbow-deep in the darkness she brought to light a thin old package carefully wrapped in brown paper. Across the front the words The Backdoor to Enlightenment were written in a neat hand. She handed it to Otto.

“If it’s as old as it looks, we could damage it by opening it,” he said. “But Emma will open it and if it’s valuable she’ll put it in the vault along with the Gutenberg and everything else we aren’t allowed to see.”

“Or she’ll just sell it without telling anyone,” Hannah said. “Either way, we’ll never see what’s inside.”

“And you did find it,” Otto rationalized. “The ‘Backdoor to Enlightenment,’ huh?”

“Open it,” Hannah said. “And we’ll give it to her in the morning.”

Otto untied the old twine and folded back the outer wrappings. Inside were a few beautifully painted stacked panels about four inches wide and twenty inches long. The gold lettering on the black background was foreign, possibly Tibetan or Sanskrit, Hannah surmised from her education in art history. At the top of each were careful depictions of a nomad, a lotus, and, on the last one, a golden wheel.

“These are priceless,” Hannah said. “I wish we could read them.”

“Look,” Otto pointed out, shuffling the discarded layers of the wrapping. Set in old type, there appeared to be a translation. “It’s in English.”

They sat together quietly in the darkening library and read a story that few had ever seen.


Long ago, a nomad wandering tired through the desert came upon a small oasis. Beneath a magnificent tree, a clean spring sparkled in the sunlight. A white lotus floated on the surface. Many times he dipped his hand into the seemingly bottomless waters and took a sip. It was the sweetest, most wonderful nectar he had ever tasted. Immediately he felt great relief. Without his thirst, he saw the world in a different light. He felt comfortable and satisfied, cool under the hot sun. This surely must be a sacred spring, the man thought.

This man was very generous, for his first thought was to share the spring with the rest of the world. He set off to tell some of his friends about his discovery. They listened with rapt interest about the clear spring and the beautiful lotus and then followed him back to it. Immediately upon seeing it, his friends agreed with the man’s claim. “We believe you have found a most sacred secret spring.”

“Taste it,” the man said, offering them a cup.

“We can’t drink that,” they agreed.

“Why not?” the man asked. “It’s delicious.”

“We don’t doubt it tastes delicious,” one friend said, “but it is sacred.”

“We should all step away from the sacred spring,” another friend said, “so we don’t pollute it.”

“Good idea,” they all agreed and simultaneously took a step back.

“You can’t pollute it,” the man said. “It is bottomless.”

“What did it taste like?” one other friend asked.

“Why do you want me to describe it?” the man said, a little exasperated. “Just taste it yourself.”

“We must purify ourselves first. But you just drank this sacred nectar without any hesitation. You must also be holy.”

“No, I am just a man who, when thirsty, has the sense to drink. You are all free to do what you want to do. I am going to look for those who thirst and invite them to come and drink from the spring.”

“Good,” a friend said. “You go, and we will stay here and guard the secret.”

Dismayed that his thirsty friends preferred guarding the water to drinking it, he went to find people without such odd tendencies. In the desert he soon met more thirsty people and told them what he had found. Some decided to follow him to the lotus spring. There they found a proper fence of sticks built in front of the spring. His friends were deep in contemplation.

“Our holy master has returned,” they said.

“Don’t listen to them,” he told the newcomers. “Here’s the reason you have come. Taste this,” he said, and walked to the spring.

“Holy places must,” one friend said, “always be approached from the north.”

“And commoners must remove their shoes,” another said. “We must strive to be humble before the sacred spring.”

The newcomers were grateful for this important information. They rushed to take off their shoes and bowed.

Then one of the newcomers addressed the group: “To protect such a sacred place, shouldn’t we use more than a flimsy fence of sticks?” They agreed to build a stone and mortar wall as soon as possible.

The nomad tried to avoid the group of spring worshipers, but each time he returned for a drink, more people had crowded around the oasis. There they performed intricate rituals and recited long incantations. Eventually they built both an enormous temple and another wall to protect the spring. A priestly guard marched before the great complex that stood where once there was only a small desert oasis.

Travelers with spiritual leanings made the nectar spring famous throughout the land. Its waters could heal all ailments, some said. Once you tasted it, you would live forever, others said. All agreed the spring brought peace and happiness to whomever drank from it. But none approached.

Staring at the mobs in wonder, the nomad would calmly walk past the crowds, the gate, the walls, the temples, and directly to the spring where he would sit in peace and drink his fill.

On his way back to the desert, the people who gathered around the temple would plead with him to share a word about how he reached the spring. “I just walked past all the barriers.”

The people nodded. “This man truly knows the way,” they said. They didn’t understand his words, so legends were written about him.

Years passed, and holy men now drew maps and described how they imagined the maze of walls and barricades could be negotiated in order to reach the nomad’s lotus spring within. The nomad had grown old. Right before he died, he repeated the truth he’d always maintained: “Taste the delicious water. Don’t mind the walls and guards. They cannot keep you out.”

Everyone agreed this must mean something quite profound, and they remained in reverent silence as the holiest of men died, taking the secret of the lotus spring with him.

But many years later, another came to unlock the secret. It was no longer water this man sought to ease the thirst in the world, but enlightenment to ease the suffering; and he found it. Much like the nomad in the desert, the people who came after him built barriers and obstacles around his discovery. Like the lotus spring in the desert, through the secrets of the Six Perfections, enlightenment also has a backdoor. These verses reveal the mysteries that have been hidden.


Otto turned the paper over but found nothing on the other side.

“That’s it?” he said.

“Complete texts this old are hard to come by. On his travels, Drake must have bought just these few panels. They are still probably worth a fortune. There are tons of fragments just like this in the Art Annex. I’ve been cataloging them for weeks. None this old or beautiful though,” Hannah said.

“I studied religion in college,” Otto said. “But I’ve never heard this story. It must be Buddhist though. The Six Perfections are qualities they say we’re supposed to perfect to achieve enlightenment—generosity, morality—I don’t remember the whole list.”

“The writing’s Tibetan. I wasn’t sure at first. But it is. See these dots between the words?”

“Wow. What if the text is true? What if these are instructions telling how to achieve enlightenment?” Otto said.

“Through the Six Perfections? Otto, you said everyone already knows what they are. How’s that a secret?”

“There must be something everyone’s missed. I’m no expert, but I’ve never heard of The Backdoor to Enlightenment. Could you imagine? To see the world the way Jesus, the Buddha, and so many spiritual masters have seen it?”

“Well, imagining is all you’re going to get to do,” Hannah said as she stacked the rest of the books back into cabinet 33. “Because we don’t have the rest of the manuscript. And by this time tomorrow, it will be locked in the vault.” To enforce this point, she locked the cabinets and stood up.

“Or sold,” Otto reminded her.

“Or sold,” Hannah repeated sadly as she gathered the panels up and tenderly rewrapped them.

“Give me a day.” Otto just blurted it out before he even thought about it. He considered his statement as Hannah did, and continued, “We already know Drake liked to hide things. What if he hid the rest of the manuscript somewhere else? Unless you want to wait years until someone stumbles on it by accident, the only chance we have of finding it is to study the notes to his translation.”

“That’s assuming he ever had the rest of it,” Hannah said. “What makes you think he did? Why would he split it up?”

“If there was anyone who learned the secret to enlightenment, it was Drake. He set up this whole library for the pursuit of wisdom. If he had this kind of secret, he would leave clues so others could find it. But it makes sense to split it up. If someone accidentally found this part, it would be useless without the secrets of the Six Perfections, and maybe vice versa. Just give me one day to look into it.”

“One day?” Hannah said. She didn’t know why she was bargaining with this man. His excitement had infected her, and now she was just as curious and hopeful about finding the rest of the panels as he was.

“I promise,” Otto said. “We won’t be hurting anyone by waiting a day. I’ll copy the translation and we’ll store the panels in the Art Annex with the other fragile texts. They’ll be safe.”

“Okay,” Hannah agreed.

Otto brought the package downstairs. He thought about how different everything would be once he found the missing panels. Some people gave their whole lives to achieve enlightenment. Otto imagined having the wisdom of the sages at such a young age. Dreams of his success flooded his mind as he copied the translation.

From the top of the stairs, Drake’s portrait caught Hannah’s eye. His blue eyes stared up at her from a pale face, his black hair swept back in waves. We will keep your secret for one more day, Hannah promised the portrait.

From that vantage point, she noticed case 33 directly above the portrait, and above that, nestled in a large niche, a statue of the Buddha gazed down at her peacefully. Through the skylight she saw the stars twinkling in the clear evening sky.

The backdoor to enlightenment, Hannah thought. Could such a thing actually exist?

ILLUMINATING ENLIGHTENMENT NOW

How do you think your life would be different if you were enlightened? Would all of your prayers be answered? Would you have everything you always wanted? Be perfectly happy? Would you understand the mysteries of the universe and unravel the secrets of life? Maybe if you were awakened you could end war and suffering. Maybe you would even help everyone else in the world become enlightened as well. Imagine the possibilities. What is keeping you from this most profound realization? If you figured out a secret backdoor to unlock your potential, live your dreams, and open your life to happiness and bliss, would you have the courage to use it? You hold in your hands now the key to that backdoor.

Every religion and philosophy seems to have a theory about how you can achieve perfection, happiness, and inner peace, who deserves it, and why. Whether enlightenment comes after this life or is attained by many lifetimes of hard work, we all know we could be happier, have greater understanding, and live a more balanced life. We might not agree about the exact definition of perfection, but we know that we are not it.

If we are optimistic, we tell ourselves that once upon a time an enlightened being lived somewhere like India or the Middle East or Utah, and maybe someday we might live the life of an awakened being ourselves if we try very hard. In fact, the one thing we can agree on is that if enlightenment does exist, it exists sometime in the future or in the past. Our minds have utterly banished enlightenment from the present tense. How did that happen?

There’s something scary about seeking wisdom. What if we don’t like what we find? Existence is so vast that we fear we might lose ourselves if we gaze at it too deeply. Maybe, out of modesty, we think of enlightenment as fundamentally out of our reach. We have faults and make mistakes; how can enlightenment be meant for common people like us? Out of deference to our spiritual leaders, we have placed their achievements and understanding on a pedestal we dare not approach, somehow forgetting that they set an example so that others might follow.

One of those spiritual leaders, Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha, was not a god, a prophet, or a messiah, but rather a normal human, just like us, who, by his own efforts, became an enlightened being. Buddha is a Sanskrit word meaning “enlightened or awakened one.” He was born twenty-five hundred years ago into the prosperous royal family of the Shakya clan in northern India.

When Siddhartha was born, an astrologer predicted that he would either be a great king or he would leave the palace life to become a spiritual seeker. Siddhartha’s father did not want his precious son to leave the kingdom and so provided him with unimaginable wealth. The king surrounded Siddhartha with everything he desired and hid the harsh realities of life beyond the palace walls. However, like many who are blessed with luxury, Siddhartha grew dissatisfied and began to wonder if he was wasting his life.

Siddhartha snuck outside the palace to the surrounding city and there saw sickness, old age, and death. Shocked by the harsh realities of existence, he felt an urgency to seek the true meaning of life. At twenty-nine, Siddhartha made the bold decision to leave his pampered life to wander and become a truth seeker. He approached spiritual masters who were also searching for the ultimate truth. He tried many methods and even went to the extreme of denying himself all comforts in hopes that this would be the path to realizing enlightenment. He studied all the best spiritual texts of the time and still could not learn how to overcome suffering. All the religious authorities told him he’d have to wait many lifetimes to be happy, and that liberation from suffering was a state reserved for the gods. But that wasn’t a good enough answer for him. And it isn’t a good enough answer for us either.

After six years of learning all he could from the ascetic masters and their methods, he was convinced that it was futile to attempt to attain enlightenment by even the most radical physical measures. Siddhartha set out alone to seek enlightenment beyond the physical world using his own mind. In a small grove near the banks of the Niranjana River, beneath a bodhi tree in Bodh Gaya, he sat and vowed to let go of all struggles and expectations. Siddhartha sat in deep meditation as the true nature of reality was exposed to him layer after layer. When Venus rose over the eastern horizon, his understanding of the causes of suffering and the means to end them became unshakable; he reached enlightenment, the fully awakened state. All of the answers he had been seeking had revealed themselves, and he felt a deep realization of truth that he could not express in words; he just giggled.

When, years later, one of his disciples asked him why he had laughed, he explained that he had been searching so long for enlightenment and finally realized he had been there all along. After all of his efforts, trials, and pains, he could see that the journey from the world of suffering to the world of enlightenment was just a shift in his understanding. Outwardly he was the same person, but he saw the world in a different light.

In his meditation, he identified the six qualities that made up his perfect state of equilibrium and happiness: generosity, morality, patience, effort, concentration, and wisdom—the Six Perfections. More than two thousand years later, every day, millions of people still pray that by perfecting these qualities they will become enlightened in order to help all other sentient beings to be happy and free from suffering.

Over the years, many scholars have analyzed the Path of Perfection and proposed different ways to achieve freedom from suffering. But after all their hard work, whatever method was chosen the best-case scenario was that we could only hope to live in bliss after striving over thousands of lifetimes. Even to the most patient person, that might seem like an awfully long time to wait for happiness. And what if we aren’t patient, or cannot say for certain whether we have one lifetime or one billion ahead of us? Even if we believe in a life in heaven after death, it would still be nice to be happier now while we’re alive. What the scholars always seem to overlook is that the Buddha also wanted to live in peace and be free from suffering now.

The Six Perfections were not traits Buddha adopted or worked to develop; they existed within him all along. They are innate characteristics that we all possess. The Buddha’s realization was recognizing the qualities and the critical part they played in his enlightenment. In Tibetan, the word perfection literally translates as “crossing over to the other side,” “gone beyond,” or “balance.” When the Buddha fully perceived the way these qualities permeated his very existence, he mentally crossed over from the world of suffering into that of enlightenment. He had “gone beyond” the limitations of the physical world, beyond the idea of good and evil, to reach a perfect balance—perfect equilibrium. This book is designed to help you to go beyond your limitations and cross into the world of peace and enlightened realization by recognizing how these same qualities already exist within you.

The Buddha recognized the Six Perfections as planks on a natural bridge that we could use to cross the sea of suffering into a state of enlightenment, but we have taken this bridge and created rules around it, turning each step into another impassable barrier. Instead of appreciating the ultimate nature of these qualities, we have become obsessed with their physical manifestation and adopted extreme assumptions about perfection and enlightenment, such as:


• We cannot reach enlightenment until we become perfectly generous, happy to give even our flesh to a hungry dog. If we cannot imagine this, we are not yet fit for enlightenment.

• We cannot reach enlightenment until we perfect our morality, following each and every rule that society imposes on us, even as they change day by day. If we don’t follow all of the rules, we will never reach enlightenment.

• We cannot reach enlightenment until we are perfectly patient, happy to wait for nirvana until each and every person in the world realizes it first. If we lack this perfect patience then we are not fit for enlightenment.

• We cannot reach enlightenment until we have perfect virtuous effort and are satisfied to do any task, never tiring. If we tire or become dissatisfied, we are not fit to attain enlightenment.

• We cannot reach enlightenment until we have perfected our concentration. Our minds must never stray from the absolute. If we take too much notice of the world around us, we are not fit to attain enlightenment.

• We cannot reach enlightenment until we have perfect wisdom. We are not omniscient; therefore we are obviously not worthy of enlightenment.


When you think about it in these terms, enlightenment starts sounding a lot more like a prison camp than paradise. It is no wonder that no one is in a hurry to arrive there. Who could live up to these standards?

The historical Buddha left in the night unannounced, abandoning his wife and newborn son to seek liberation from suffering. How’s that for morality? Generosity? Patience? The Buddha was as enlightened as one man can get and yet he was still a man. Don’t ever let scholars or fanatics tell you otherwise. Buddha was human, just like you. Just like you he wanted to be free from the suffering of the world. You don’t believe that you can have lasting happiness because you don’t live up to the generally accepted model of perfection? Well, neither did he. The only difference is, he got over that belief.

We, too, must let go of simplistic expectations of bodily and behavioral perfection. The popular Buddhist interpretations of the perfections—generosity, morality, patience, effort, concentration, and wisdom—are all qualities that need to be worked at, they are all considered valuable, and they are all just ideas that we have created.

But if we look beyond the physical manifestations of these qualities, we discover that their true essence—impermanence, freedom, causality, perseverance, being, and unity—are in the basic qualities that we possess naturally. We present these “backdoor” perfections to you here. No one constructed them. There’s nothing you need to do to acquire them. You don’t have to work for them. If you simply acknowledge them and give them some thought, you’ll recognize that there’s another basic quality innate to us: enlightenment. Once we look beyond the physical manifestation of the six qualities, we find something amazing: a guide to our ultimate nature, a long-forgotten map leading step-by-step to the greatest treasure in the world, enlightened realization.

This is not a Buddhist book or even a religious book. It’s a book about seeing the world without limitations. This is a practical guide to living your life’s fullest potential right now, no matter what your religion, your location, or how much money you have. It is about things we all have a right to: peace, abundance, freedom, the fruit of our labors, and our free will. We all have the right to see ourselves as part of a global community and we have the right to simply exist. Claiming those freedoms can change your life forever.

The nomad in the desert was thirsty, so he drank. The Buddha wanted to wake up from his dream of suffering, and so he realized enlightenment. He struggled for years, but when he finally gave up the distractions and temptations to tame the physical world, he sat down and just did it.

THE BACKDOOR APPROACH: ENLIGHTENMENT NOW

Everyone dreams of a better life. All the things you’ve ever wanted—happiness, loving relationships, health, abundance, and peace of mind—are all qualities of enlightenment, a way of embracing our fullest potential that seemed unavailable to us, until now.

In “The Backdoor Approach” section of each chapter, you will utilize the ideas you have learned in practical ways to change your life. Use the backdoor approach to reach any goal you desire. Simply build your understanding, step-by-step, chapter by chapter. Even if you don’t know what you want, taking the steps in the “Backdoor Approach” can serve as a general tune-up for your well-being, reducing your hardship and opening your life to happiness and prosperity.

To live an enlightened life, you don’t have to follow rules, radically change your behavior, or adopt a new belief system. The world of enlightenment is there for you to see with your own eyes and interpret with your own mind. All you have to do is wake up. Need a little help?

As Otto and Hannah discover the lost panels, we will examine this ancient wisdom and explore ways to use it to change the world. But after that, living an enlightened life will be up to you.




THE ESSENCE OF ENLIGHTENMENT NOW

“Don’t mind the walls and guards; walk right past them. They cannot keep you from the spring.”


[image: image]


• The Backdoor to Enlightenment is a method to realize enlightenment by recognizing how six perfect qualities exist in your life and environment.

• The Backdoor Approach
 All the things you’ve ever wanted—happiness, loving relationships, health, abundance, and peace of mind—are all qualities of enlightenment, a way of embracing our fullest potential. The backdoor approach is a step-by-step process to use these truths to transform your life.

• Benefits The backdoor to enlightenment

• offers immediate realization

• is a secular method of self-improvement that does not rely on or conflict with faith, mysticism, or a belief in any religion

• can be applied to achieve any goal you desire: happiness, health, love, abundance, fame, and enlightenment.

• Conclusion To live an enlightened life, you don’t have to follow rules, radically change your behavior, or adopt a new belief system. The world of enlightenment is there for you to see with your own eyes and interpret with your own mind.





The world is full of suffering; it is also full of overcoming it.

—HELEN KELLER

Unlocking the Backdoor | 1

“Ow!” Hannah dropped the teapot and worn oven mitt and brought her burnt finger to her lips. “Stupid,” she mumbled into the phone she cradled between her shoulder and chin. She stretched the phone cord to the kitchen sink where she plunged her finger into a stream of cool water.

“What?” a voice on the other end of the phone line complained.

“Not you, Mom. I just burned myself.” Hannah studied her finger through the water and saw a blister rising eerily from the flesh.

“Put butter on it,” her mother instructed.

Hannah smiled. “Good idea,” she said, knowing both that it wasn’t a good idea, and that there was no point in arguing with her mother. Now that she finally had her own apartment—her own tiny 1950s kitchen with her own secondhand teapot where she could burn her very own fingers—she could afford to patronize her mother; she was finally free to do whatever she wanted to do. “So you were saying? About Dad?”

“The doctor said if your father would have taken care of his diabetes, he wouldn’t be in this position.”

“So? Everyone knows doctors make the worst patients.”

“So they’re talking about surgery.”

“Who is? Not Dad. He’d never agree to be on the other side of the knife. I know that’s not what he wants.”

“He’s bad, Hannah. He
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