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          Introduction

        

      

    

    
      This eponymous work succeeds an anthologized piece that first debuted in Red Skirt, Blue Jeans: True Stories from the Berkeley Public Library Memoir Writers.

      This stand-alone edition possesses a few notable differences from its predecessor:

      In addition to a few revisions in text for clarity to address the left brain, I have included images that tap into the right brain to honor the yin-yang dualities presented in the succeeding pages.

      Furthermore, this work includes a Foot Treatment recipe, a Hand Treatment recipe, and an Ear Treatment recipe that honors Jennifer’s love of reflexology and Calvin’s respect for the healing power of oils, which includes essential oils.

      Lastly, the final section of this book consists of a list of questions that are designed to spark reflection for journal entries before small group discussion.

      Thank you for embarking on this journey with me. I hope my process with grief—the yin and the yang of my losses—is helpful to you or someone you know.
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          The Yin and Yang of Loss
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      As a Buddhist “mother” of two “children,” I was shocked to receive the news of their death both times. How could they have passed away before me? How could they have gone when they were at the prime of their life? Distraught, I could not let a piece of me die with them. Nor could I let a piece of them die in me.
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      As a newborn Buddhist in 2005, I was fortunate enough to share my practice with two fellow healers from healing arts school. Jennifer was the first person who joined me in chanting Nam-myoho-renge-kyo in late 2005. Calvin joined the following year.
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      On an early Thursday morning in mid-October 2007, Jennifer passed away peacefully in her sleep. Then, in 2016, on a mid-March morning I found out that Calvin had passed away two weeks earlier. Having them die on me had me asking questions about life and death, masculine and feminine, yang and yin. I wondered how to cope with their passing and grappled with the meaning of their absence in my life as friend, colleague and Buddhist.
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      Jennifer, a bright-eyed Jewish brunette, was an inquisitive reflexology student of mine who had plans to open her own practice in the South Bay. At thirty-six, the completion session she gave me to pass the reflexology final far surpassed sessions I had received in upscale spas.
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      In the single-pane windows of a foggy Outer Richmond apartment-converted school building in cold summertime San Francisco, she’d arrived in advance to turn on the ceramic heaters. She had cool water with a spritz of lemon on hand. The whole room wafted of lavender essential oil from a candle-lit diffuser. Bright fragrant flowers in full bloom floated in a clear bowl of water.
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      She bundled me up in a fluffy blanket and weighty eye mask on the massage table. One foot donned a plush indoor slipper that kept me warm while she worked on the other foot. With each passing minute, her pace and technique lulled me into a deep trance.
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      Totally blissed, I tried to retain enough rational function to grade her final by the session’s end. In this trance-like state, I mentally rehearsed the routine on foot, hand and ear and found that Jennifer had the sequences completely memorized.
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      During the half hour that followed, I gathered my wits to evaluate her performance on paper and asked about her plans. She was excited to incorporate reflexology into her bodywork practice, and thankful for learning the skills.
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      Our teacher-student relationship changed after Jennifer graduated. She became a peer, a friend, and a confidante. When she first told me about her struggle with a chronic illness that would periodically leave her hospitalized in pain, I couldn’t believe my ears. She had an aura of such levity that I wondered how something as heavy as a lifelong illness could have touched her at all.
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      When she shared her desire for a sense of community, I told her about my extended Buddhist family and how I’ve used my spiritual practice to overcome obstacles. I shared my faith with her, intending to relieve the loneliness at a time when she felt weak.
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      Little did I know that I’d be the weak one in 2007, when I had suffered the most from parting with an ex. Jennifer encouraged me on the phone by essentially telling me that the light (of faith) I’d shone for her would ultimately shine back on me, that we would both benefit. From her email handle of peacelovejoystrength, she sent me messages like Remember- EVERYTHING is temporary. You are heading towards the last lap – you can see the goal line from here- and it’s BEAUTIFUL!!!!. She reminded me that I was never alone.
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      Then one Thursday afternoon in October 2007, I received a voicemail from a fellow Buddhist member that Jennifer had passed away in her sleep, without pain. Shocked numb, I could barely believe it. There would be a memorial soon. I wasn’t sure I could make it, but I set about to write a eulogy that someone else could read aloud if need be. That weekend, I wrote what I could—each word I put down felt like pulling teeth—then emailed it to myself.

      
        
          [image: Email Eulogy]
        

      

      To my dismay, on Monday morning, I discovered no evidence of such an email sent or drafted. I was a first-year full-time classroom teacher in a probationary school in Oakland, and during recess that day, I heard word from Jennifer’s brother, that the memorial would be that very afternoon.
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      When the five-, six- and seven-year-olds came back from recess, I had to somehow get through the day. Here I was, a young petite Asian lady, teaching an inner-city classroom with children—who were hungry, angry, tired, scared, neglected, ducking drive-by shootings and suffering from abuse. In that small classroom, surrounded by twenty kids in various criss-crossed apple-sauced legs on the bright box-patterned carpet, I sat in my little teacher’s chair, utterly alone in my own grief. All I could do was smile, bite back the sting of tears behind my eyes, and try to bear it.
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      Jennifer passed away at the age of thirty-eight, the same age I am now in 2016. At the time of her passing, I was single, heartbroken, and had one less confidante to share about life, loss, and difficult work. Fast forward to 2016, I was a married woman with three young children, pursuing her passion of creative writing. If Jennifer had been around these nine years, how much more could she have accomplished? The heavy weight of tragedy—a shortened life—burdened me.
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      Buddhism, however, boils down to matters of victory or defeat. If I treated Jennifer’s absence in my life as a tragedy, then that was not triumph. So I chanted to learn, and live out, what she’d gifted me. As I chanted, something sparked—flared—within me. My bone-deep emptiness, so cold from neglect, so yin, suddenly warmed with a huff of breath. Jennifer’s vivaciousness seized me and awakened my hidden ache to write and, eventually, to make a livelihood out of my writing. Over the next few years, I integrated creative writing into my daily schedule.
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      While Jennifer’s death released the yin, the dormant part, of my longing to write, Calvin’s death on Leap Year Day 2016 set off the yang part, the active part.
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      Mere days before his death I’d attended a three-day event for authors and came home with forty typewritten pages of notes to implement to help me to start making my livelihood a reality.
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      To experience such a high, then halt in my tracks from the news about Calvin had me vacillating between the extremes of yang (high, kinetic, awake) and yin (low, still, dormant) energies.
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      I met Calvin in a Swedish massage class when he was in his late forties. We were exploring oils and techniques in pairs when he was overcome by old emotions and decided suddenly that he needed to leave his partner, an older black student like him.
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      Having seen the power of touch to unlock memories, I wasn’t surprised at his reaction. However, I was shocked to discover that surfacing memories stemmed from the Twin Towers tragedy that happened in New York on September 11. Up to that point, 9-11 to me was something distant, outside, not close to home on the West Coast. But at the time, Calvin was working as a security guard at the World Trade Center.
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