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Praise for My Marriage Sabbatical

“Long a trusted source for the media on sustaining a successful marriage, Leah Fisher now brings us a kind of “Eat, Pray, Love” for the faithfully married set. This book is a feast of wisdom for anyone struggling to balance midlife self-expression with marital commitment, and it is essential reading for spouses considering a breakup as balm for a restless soul. Leah knows not only how to counsel couples on marriage—she demonstrates first-hand what it takes to sustain a vibrant, lifelong union.

—Sue Shellenbarger, former Work & Family columnist for The Wall Street Journal

“Leah Fisher tells a tale of two fascinating journeys. The first involves a negotiation with her husband that re-shapes their marriage, making room for a year of solo global travel. The second journey includes charmingly described accounts of living in a series of Asian and Latin American cultures. Both parts of this unusual exploration are beautifully written. My Marriage Sabbatical: A Memoir of Solo Travel and Lasting Love has much to teach us about the rewarding but challenging opportunities for partners to follow their dreams within long-term marriages.”

—Carolyn and Philip Cowan, Directors of the Becoming a Family Project, and authors of When Partners Become Parents

“With the insights of a long-time couples’ therapist, the zest of a woman in her sixties pursuing her dreams, and the sensitivity of a wife still committed to her marriage of many decades, Leah Fisher inspires us by sharing her solo global adventures in a later life “gap year.” From Costa Rica and Guatemala to Colombia, Cuba, Java, and Bali, Fisher combines community service with exploring new cultures and making friends, young and older. She collaborates skillfully with her husband who opts to stay home and keep working but meets her abroad every few months so that their relationship stays strong and vibrant. My Marriage Sabbatical: A Memoir of Solo Travel and Lasting Love is an entertaining read and a blueprint for readers ready to address their own aspirations.”

—Elizabeth Fishel, author of The Men in Our Lives, and Getting To 30: A Parent’s Guide to the 20-Something Years

“Leah Fisher has written a book that will touch your heart, open your eyes, and excite your imagination. Her journey is one that many women would love to take. She and her husband reach an agreement to be apart for a year, as she brings a deeply meaningful dream to life. Read this book; you may discover a dream of your own!”

—Lynne Twist, cofounder of the Pachamama Alliance and author of The Soul of Money

“You are amazing at playing with me.”

—Ryu de Leon, age 9, note to his grandmother on Mothers’ Day
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For “Charley”




“Let there be spaces in your togetherness . . .”

—Kahlil Gibran

“The traveler sees what he sees,

The tourist sees what he has come to see.”

—Gilbert K. Chesterton

“When you set out for Ithaca,

Ask that your way be long,

Full of adventure,

Full of instruction.”

—C. P. Cavafy
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CHAPTER 1Shaking Up the Empty Nest

ARIZONA and CALIFORNIA

“Enough is ENOUGH!”

Shouting at the top of my lungs, I deliver my notice shortly after sunrise, surrounded by saguaros, on a deserted path in the Catalina Mountains.

As my words echo through the Arizona canyon, I am startled by the force of my explosion. The sudden rush of energy is so exhilarating that I place my hands on my knees, bend forward, and roar again:

“I have grieved long enough!”

Five years ago, during a heartbreaking two-year span, my father died and both children left home. Thoroughly walloped, I grew accustomed to living with a tamped-down mood, capably doing whatever each day required while feeling just a little sad and making the best of long evenings waiting for my husband, Charley, to come home.

Reflecting on my outburst in the Arizona desert, I sense that something is about to shift. I’m not sure what, but I can certainly recognize a sign when I see one.
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A week later, I am back home in California. It is almost 10:00 p.m. Charley is working late again. My own workday as a psychotherapist is long over. I’ve eaten dinner alone for the third night in a row. Not dinner, really; what I do on evenings like this is more like grazing.

Charley’s pattern of long workdays, nighttime professional meetings, and out-of-town conferences has been an ongoing source of friction throughout our twenty-seven-year marriage. His hectic schedule made sense during his medical training. But long after his psychiatry practice was established and flourishing, his intense eleven- to fourteen-hour days continued.

A friend and I used to ponder in jest, “Do you think it’s possible Charley has a secret second family?”

In a way, it is true. My husband is having an affair.

With his work!

After our son and daughter were born, the conflict between Charley’s professional ambitions and my yearning for a more equitable relationship and a close-knit family life escalated.

The problem was loneliness. I missed my husband, and I yearned for him to spend more time with us. I wanted him to be more engaged with our children and our home. And I wanted something else . . . something I couldn’t quite identify and wouldn’t be able to put into words for many years.

Charley and I are deeply attached despite our ongoing difficulties. I married a man who is basically good-natured: cheerful, courteous, and respectful toward our children and me. I enjoy his company when he is at home. He is an attentive listener; we have a satisfying sex life; and when we can get away, he is a wonderful travel companion. But our attachment could never assuage the tension between Charley’s professional ambitions and my dream of a warm homelife and a close relationship. It didn’t take away the sting of living with a trade-off we both hated. Charley proceeded to do exactly what he wanted while stoically tolerating my resentment and anger.

My frustration about Charley’s lack of time and involvement remained undiminished. Over the years, I tried to influence him by means of eloquent explanations, polite requests, and fervent pleas; also by nagging, criticizing, and periodically having nasty meltdowns. None of it resulted in change. Instead, I settled into part-time professional work and hired loving caregivers to help us make a warm home for the children.
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It’s 10:15. My thoughts drift back to our kids’ departures from home. When our son, Mischa, left for college, followed a year later by our daughter, Shahla, I fell into an immense chasm of loss. First, there was the concrete loss of their company: their humor, energy, music, friends, even their clutter. But there was the additional loss of future possibilities. I had to permanently let go of the hope that someday Charley would cut back his hours so our family could enjoy evenings together and we could have the cozy, nurturing home I’d always wanted.
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By now it’s 10:30. I am sitting in front of the computer, longing for a marriage where dinner is a shared event and an evening together lasts longer than the forty-five minutes between Charley’s return and our going to sleep. On a whim, I click on Craigslist, the online bulletin board for anything and everything. I type “roommates wanted” and read a few ads for house shares . . . too scary. Then I notice a category for “short-term rentals in shared houses,” click, and find this ad:


Come share our sweet, cozy Berkeley home. Our house is filled with houseplants and flowers, music and massage. We love to cook, do yoga, and garden. We are twenty-five- and twenty-seven-year-old women. One of us is a yoga teacher and massage therapist; the other works for a nonprofit doing youth philanthropy. We are looking for a twenty-something woman or gentle man to join our warm and happy household for a month or longer. Email and tell us about yourself.



My heart starts racing. Among my favorite and most joyful activities are gardening, singing, yoga, and massage. A monthlong sublet would involve no ongoing obligation; I wouldn’t have to inconvenience or deceive anyone. It could provide the perfect experiment. I could find out if my fantasy of people spending an evening together, sharing cooking and eating and making a home beautiful, is just that—a fantasy—or if it might indeed fill the gaping hole I feel so often in our empty house.

Without a second thought, I shoot back a reply:


I too love yoga, and music and gardening. I am quite interested in a one-month sublet in your communal household. However, I am not twenty-something. I am fifty-nine. I am married and live in Orinda with a husband who works long hours. I would like to have company the three to four evenings a week that he works late, and I’d like to explore ways to make our homelife cozier and more enjoyable.

PS Before you freak out about my age, please consider this: if all goes well, someday you will feel very much the way you do now, only you will have wrinkles and others will see you as old.
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A week has passed with no response to my inquiry about the room for rent. I’m not exactly surprised. The roommate-seeking girls were probably turned off as soon as they read “I am fifty-nine.” I put it out of my mind.

A few days later, I receive an email from Serena saying that she and her housemate, Colleen, are intrigued by my response and would like to meet me. So, in the darkness of an early winter evening, I drive down an unfamiliar street until I find the address I’m looking for. Here it is—a tired-looking two-story brown shingle house, one of many that surround the UC Berkeley campus. Carefully climbing the gray lamplit steps, I notice the peeling paint exposing remnants of previous colors. The banister feels a little rickety. Standing on the porch, I hesitate. What in the world am I doing? I lift the chilly knocker and rap on the door.

A beautiful, doe-eyed, dark-haired young woman opens the door. This is Serena. She leads me through a plant-filled, futon-furnished living room to the kitchen and introduces me to Colleen, who is as blond and adorable as Serena is dark-haired and dignified. They offer me tea, and I feel quite comfortable as we chat, share stories, and ask one another questions.

Eventually, Serena sets her mug down gently on the 1950s-era red Formica table. “Colleen and I are curious to know why you want to live in our house when you already have a house of your own.” She continues bravely and as diplomatically as possible. “We wonder if there might be something going on in your marriage.”

“My marriage is OK,” I assure them. “However, my husband, Charley, works crazy hours. I recently brought up the idea of a housemate. But it’s been decades since I’ve lived in a group house, so I thought this would be a chance to experience it again. Also, I’d like my husband to find out how it feels to be the one coming home to an empty house.”

My explanation makes sense to the two young women. Colleen says, “We both have boyfriends, so we get it.” Serena adds, “I admire that you and your husband still work on your relationship after being married for so long.” At the end of our visit, they warmly invite me to move in.
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The next evening, I tell Charley over dinner that I have something important to discuss with him. When I have his attention, I explain that I am planning to rent a room for a month in a group house. “That way, on the nights you work late, I can have the company of housemates.”

Charley is speechless. In all the years I have known him, I’ve never seen my husband at a loss for words, but he is now. When he finally collects himself, he says frostily, “Are you leaving me?”

“Absolutely not,” I answer. “Really, this is just what I said. Any night you come home at dinnertime, I’ll be here. I’ll be here on the weekends. And the girls say you are welcome to stay over any night you want.”

“Do you still love me?”

“Oh, yes. This isn’t against you, Charley; it is for me. I’m trying to figure out what I need to be happy.”

Charley says nothing more, and soon we go to bed.

At four o’clock in the morning, Charley awakens me, angry. “I am intensely upset,” he says in an accusatory voice.

“Don’t try to scare me with your anger,” I respond, feeling threatened but trying not to let it show.

“I’m not angry, I’m upset. Guys can sound angry when they are upset. And what you told me tonight has me extremely upset.”

Of course he is upset; never in our marriage have I done something this unilateral. I lie on my side of the bed, silent for a long time. Then I speak, carefully but firmly. “Charley, I am finished ignoring my needs and my dreams to protect you from your intense feelings. I am so finished with it.”

Charley is silent; I roll over and go back to sleep.
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I move into the Blake Street house the next Monday evening. My room is the middle bedroom on the second floor. It already has a futon bed, a little nightstand, and a dresser. I have loaded my station wagon with some bedding, a small rug, and a favorite reading lamp I made in my twenties from a brass hookah. I’ve also brought a little wooden meditation altar—a childhood carpentry project of Mischa’s—along with my meditation cushion, a journal, and a piece of orange batik fabric to hang over the windows. These plus some toiletries and a change of clothes will be sufficient.

Serena, Colleen, and Serena’s boyfriend, Arturo, help me unpack my car and set up my room. I find a perfect, single white lily in a tall vase on the dresser, a welcoming gesture. After I unpack, the four of us settle into the small kitchen. The stove and refrigerator look to be forty years old; the linoleum floor looks even older. Serena and Arturo eat dinner while Colleen and I drink tea. We talk and laugh, getting acquainted. It feels sweet. There is no TV in sight and no computer. The phone rings only once all evening and goes unanswered. No one jumps up to check email, do paperwork, or study for the next day. Clearly, the action takes place in this house, not primarily outside it.

We wish each other goodnight and proceed upstairs. Just as I am settling into my comfortable bed to sleep, snuggling under my yellow flannel sheets and soft down quilt, nestling my head into the pillow, the house starts shaking.

Earthquake! My lifelong terror kicks in. Not in this rickety two-story house. I wanted to shake things up, not to die! These old boards are probably infested with termites. Is a house this old even bolted to the foundation? The house shakes gently, rhythmically. Gradually, I recognize the motion for what it is—the rhythm of young lovemaking. I smile with relief. In about ten minutes, there is silence.

After my first night at the Blake Street house, I spend an afternoon at home. I enjoy a few minutes weeding the garden in the sun, then spend hours indoors. I think about the serene simplicity of my sparsely furnished room in Berkeley. At home, I feel trapped inside my house by paperwork. I look longingly outside, but I have calls to return, bills to pay, and appointments to schedule. Soon the afternoon is gone.

When I talk to Serena about this experience a few evenings later, she promptly identifies the problem. “We’ve got to set clear boundaries.” She may be young, but she’s right. “We need to be selective, to protect home and evenings as a sanctuary.” When Serena and Colleen come home at night, they are home. No more work. It is time for relaxation, conversation, and preparation for rest.

On Friday, I return home to Charley. We’re together for three nights. I remain loving, cheerful, and fully available to him. He is starting to believe that I’m not trying to punish him or get even. Nevertheless, he doesn’t ask about the other house or my housemates, and he ignores all my invitations to come by or sleep over. But at least he isn’t angry, prickly, or defensive.

One night, when I enter the Blake Street house, I find Colleen in the living room giving a massage to a friend. The aroma of fragrant massage oil and the glow of candlelight are embracing. The focus in this household is on physical well-being and sensory pleasure: healthy eating, flowers, music, and massages. I realize that at home with Charley, I want some of our evenings devoted to nurturing our bodies and delighting our senses. Minds are just fine, but I don’t want to put all my attention there.

The month flies by. I am enjoying my cozy, uncomplicated evenings at the Blake Street house. I love Charley’s company when he’s at home. And I relish not having to spend endless evenings alone.

As my time at Blake Street draws toward an end, Colleen and Serena have still not found a permanent renter. I am happy with our arrangement and propose staying on for a few more weeks while they continue to look. My housemates are enthusiastic; Charley is noncommittal.

The experiment ends abruptly during my first bonus week. When I arrive after work on Thursday evening, Serena greets me at the door with news. “We’ve found a renter!” I am momentarily stunned, then delighted for them that their search is over. Serena brings me into the kitchen where Colleen and a sweet-faced young man are having tea. Colleen introduces me to Rob. He seems gentle and open and easygoing—exactly what she and Colleen were hoping for. As we chat at the kitchen table, Serena asks Rob when he’d like to move in. “If it’s OK,” he responds, “I’d like to move in right away. I could use a place to sleep tonight.” It is an awkward moment for my housemates. They look at me uncomfortably until I ease the tension with humor. “Well, you’re in luck. You need a place to sleep, and I happen to have two places to sleep. You can certainly have the room.”

So, just as quickly as they had helped me unpack and settle into that room five weeks before, my housemates help me repack, and I am home in Orinda by the time Charley returns from work at 10:00 p.m. He is surprised to see me, but by now he is getting used to surprises.

Serena emails me from her work the next day.

It felt empty in the house after you left. I found myself looking forward to seeing you yesterday, then POOF! Everything had shifted. These rapid shifts can feel a bit ungrounding, but this one does not feel so much that way. It feels right, although momentarily my mind is reeling from its swiftness. I am grateful that we’ve had the chance to get to know each other. Blessings to you, Leah.

Serena

It was an abrupt ending for me as well. I am at home again; left to distill what I’ve learned from this experience. And I realize that I’ve learned a lot. I learned that I can be audacious . . . sometimes very audacious. I found out that Charley can tolerate my shaking up our empty nest if he’s sure it is not against him. At the Blake Street house, Colleen and Serena showed me that nourishment of the senses and attentive care of the body are essential ingredients for a peaceful, happy evening. I discovered that some of what makes me lonely is the amount of time that I, too, spend working. I miss me at home as well as missing Charley. I found out that in certain ways, I’m braver and more creative than when I was younger. And I discovered that a big part of the pleasure in having an adventure is knowing I will be returning to Charley at the end of it.

Soon after this experiment, Charley announces that he has modified his work schedule and will be coming home an hour earlier on both Monday and Thursday nights. He hastens to assure me that this change has nothing whatever to do with my moving out. I wisely keep my mouth shut and my thoughts to myself. Regardless of how it came about, I am delighted with the result.

Later, reflecting on my experience, I marvel at how my ideas about marriage and “happily ever after” have changed over the years. When I was younger, I thought grown-up was a destination. I didn’t realize it would be an ongoing process of discovery, of daring to reveal more and more of who we really are. When Charley and I got married, I had no idea that our marriage might need to be negotiated and renegotiated at various times for us to live “happily ever after.”

It seems that one of those times has arrived.







CHAPTER 2
Awakening the Dreamer



ECUADOR

We never planned on taking a trip into the Amazon jungle. It was more like the rainforest came and wrapped its vines around us. The first tendril appeared at a book event featuring Lynne Twist, author of The Soul of Money. The title struck a chord. I didn’t know this Lynne Twist or what she would discuss, but I was intrigued.

Money is consistently one of the top areas of conflict among spouses and is often the reason couples come to my office for therapy. Their financial situations cover the whole income spectrum, from poverty to great wealth. Money conflicts, although seemingly about finances, often reflect the meaning and purpose of money to each person. If money represents enjoyment and generosity to one spouse but security and a rainy-day rescue to the other, disagreements about spending versus saving are almost inevitable. Then, throw in a tone of moral superiority, and a disagreement can quickly escalate into a fight.

In the past, Charley and I have had some nasty fights over money. I hated that Charley wouldn’t make a budget or track income and outflow. What he thought of as cash flow problems, I considered irresponsibility. He thought I was too anxious; I thought he was too complacent.

“What would it feel like to you if we were to run out of money?” he asked one day.

“It would feel like falling off a cliff.”

“Interesting. To me, it would feel like getting my shoes muddy.”
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I call Charley at work. “There’s an event tonight for a new book called The Soul of Money. Would you like to go with me?”

“Sure, why not?” Our evening together turns out to be full of surprises. As the beautiful, gracious woman is introduced, Charley turns to me and whispers, “I think I know her. She had a different last name then, but I think she went to my high school in Chicago.” Before he can say more, the presentation begins.

The Soul of Money is a book about philanthropy. “In a successful money relationship,” Lynne Twist explains, “money flows through our lives, becoming an expression of our deepest passions, values, and commitments.” Offering a personal example, the author describes her work with an indigenous tribe in the Ecuadorian Amazon. She and her husband, Bill, founded the Pachamama Alliance to partner with the Achuar people in protecting their rainforest home from destruction by the petroleum industry. Their organization offers trips to the Amazon to help North Americans comprehend the importance of the rainforests and the present threat to the planet. In passing, Lynne mentions that the Achuar are a dream culture. Their nightly dreams inform and direct their daily lives.

Charley turns to me, his eyes wide. I know what he is thinking. Dreams fascinate him; they are a valuable part of psychoanalytic work. Charley and I exchange a meaningful glance. Our wordless message is “Let’s go for it!”

After the talk, when we reach the front of the line where Lynne is signing books, Charley asks if by any chance she had been the homecoming queen in his high school graduating class. Lynne lifts her head in surprise and looks at him. “Why yes, as a matter of fact, I was. Who are you?”

Charley introduces himself, and Lynne looks at him thoughtfully. “Weren’t you one of our class valedictorians?”

“Why yes, as a matter of fact, I was.”
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How odd that the popular homecoming queen and the nerdy brainiac whose paths scarcely crossed in high school should get reacquainted forty years later. And that is how Charley and I find ourselves at nearly ten thousand feet above sea level one August morning, adapting to the altitude of Quito, Ecuador, and waiting to meet the sixteen other people with whom we will journey into the Amazon jungle.

In two tiny planes, our newly formed group flies for an hour past the last visible road. From above, the jungle looks like a vast broccoli forest threaded with brown ribbons of river. Our destination is Kapawi Ecolodge, located in Achuar territory. When we descend and come to a bumpy halt on the dirt airstrip, a cluster of excited children race toward the plane. Several muscular young men wearing dramatic red face paint in geometric patterns greet us and carry our luggage from the airstrip to the riverbank. From there, two motorized canoes bring us to Kapawi Lodge. A wooden boardwalk extends from the muddy river to the main building of the lodge. There we find shelves of tall, black rubber boots. These will be our footwear throughout our stay in the rainforest. We are grateful for the rubber boots during our daily hikes in the humid jungle.

On the third day of our journey, the group travels by canoe to a neighboring Achuar village to meet with the community leader.

Welcoming visitors to an Achuar home involves serving a drink called chicha. It is a fermented beverage made from manioc root, cooked in river water, and mixed with female saliva. Each day the women dig up, boil, and chew large quantities of manioc root, crushing and tenderizing the woody fibers with their saliva and then spitting it back into the pot. The mixture is then left to ferment. Charley will tell our friends after we get home, “Chicha tastes as good as it sounds.”

As we sit on long benches facing the community leader, the women serve us chicha in clay bowls that they baked in the fire and painted with geometric patterns. I notice they avoid eye contact with any of the men in our group. Lynne explains that Achuar women do not make eye contact with men other than their spouses. Here is one more custom for us to remember and observe.

While we sip (or pretend to sip) our chicha, we introduce ourselves to the leader. Bill and Lynne have told us that our visits and respectful interest encourage the Achuar’s pride in their culture and their traditional way of life. It helps counteract the disparaging messages they receive from the outside world: that indigenous people are uncivilized, dirty, and ignorant.

Sitting in the village leader’s open-air house, we ask questions. Two translators ferry our questions back and forth: English to Spanish, Spanish to Achuar, and back again. A man from Kentucky asks, “What do you believe is important to teach your children, and what do you want for your children?” The leader answers, “We want our children to be strong and courageous. We teach our sons to hunt.”

His response awakens memories of our own son, Mischa, at age four. Enthralled with toy guns and sticks and ropes and slingshots, his play involved shooting, throwing, and tying. He slept with his toy rifle. But here’s where the similarity ends. While parents and preschool teachers in our culture are laboring to teach four-year-old boys how to sit still and raise their hands, Achuar fathers are teaching theirs to hunt, track, and use a blowgun. As I listen to the leader’s answer, I grow more curious about this culture and more reflective about my own.

One of the lovely things about foreign travel is our openness to new experiences. When Lynne and Bill invite us to participate in a sacred shamanic healing ceremony using ayahuasca, Charley and I are among the first who say yes. “To prepare,” Lynne informs us, “you will need to fast for twenty-four hours. Then we will hike in silence for three hours through the jungle to the shaman’s village, where the ceremony will take place.” She emphasizes the sacred nature of the ceremony we are about to experience. One group member innocently asks how long the effects of the powerful hallucinogen will last, and Lynne replies, “For the rest of your life, I hope.”

Our long trek on narrow trails leaves us tired and sweaty. We finally arrive at a clearing planted with banana trees and square patches of manioc. The shaman’s house has no walls. It is simply a woven roof on stilts with a dirt floor below. The “private” half of the large open space has a family sleeping platform. Our own sleeping quarters have already been set up: eighteen little mosquito-netted catacombs side by side. Through the netting, I can see that each contains an inflatable mat, a sheet, and a pillow.

“Ayahuasca is made by combining and boiling the bark of one tree and the leaves from another,” explains Lynne. “The taste is bitter and unpleasant, so it’s best to drink it quickly.” Just as I’m wondering how unpleasant, she adds: “Ayahuasca can make you nauseous. If it does, it’s fine to throw up anywhere except within the shaman’s house. The soil will quickly absorb it.”

At nightfall, we sit on low wooden stools in a semicircle around the shaman. Fourteen of us have chosen to participate in the ayahuasca ceremony; the remaining four will serve as helpers. Charley is seated on the stool to my left. The shaman chants over the large kettle of ayahuasca on the table in front of him. Then he calls us up one by one. When it is my turn, I bow to the shaman, take the bowl, and down the thick brown liquid. It is bitter, though not as bad as I had feared. Still, I wouldn’t want to serve it to guests.

Even before the last person has drunk from the shaman’s bowl, I need to vomit. For the sake of those still waiting, I vow to keep out of the bushes until everyone has taken their turn. I keep my promise, but just barely. After throwing up more than I thought possible, I return to the shelter of the shaman’s house. Almost immediately, I feel dizzy and heavy . . . too heavy to stay upright. In the dark, I find a log bench beside our netted beds. Everything is whirling as I lower myself onto the bench. I feel my back pressing against the hard surface. Maybe I can control the dizziness if I’m careful not to move. After a while, I tentatively open my eyes. The Amazon night sky is completely sequined with stars. I search for the Big Dipper, but instead I find the unfamiliar constellations of the southern hemisphere. I lie cemented to the bench, eyes closed, but soon force myself to stand. I stagger jerkily toward the bushes, kneel on the dirt, and resume violently throwing up. Finally, I grope my way back to the bench. I will walk to the bushes many times during this long night.

At some point, Lynne comes to assist me. She holds my head, stroking my hair and my back while I throw up. She asks one of the helpers to bring a banana leaf so I can rest on the ground just outside the shaman’s house. Lying face down on the ground, fully aware of my stonelike heaviness and unable to move, I wonder if perhaps this is what dying will be like. I feel connected to the earth as I lie there on my stomach. I’m not scared, just completely removed from the activity of living. Now I understand why ayahuasca is called the “vine of death.” Like an arrow, truth pierces my lifelong fear of death, a fear that conceals the tenacious hope that if I’m just good enough and sufficiently vigilant, I might be excused from mortality. Ayahuasca brings me face-to-face with the powerful reality: someday, I truly will be dying.

Lynne comes to my side. “You are purging whatever you need to release.” Later that night, when there is nothing left to purge, she will help me into my little sleeping catacomb.

Charley is sweet during the night. Lying next to me, he reaches through the netting to touch my hand and asks, “Are you OK?” I know he is near, but I am too deeply elsewhere to respond.

When we return home, incredulous friends will ask, “Why did you do it? Why did you want to take ayahuasca?”

“I suppose because I’ve never done it before.” It’s true. In going to the Amazon, Charley and I weren’t seeking to be healed from anything except, perhaps, our ignorance. Our journey to the rainforest led us to question who is informed and who is ignorant. Every Achuar person knows trees have spirits and must be honored and protected, while “educated” people consider trees mere resources to be exploited until the earth lies gasping for breath.

In the morning, Charley tells me about his vision. “I was looking at all those stars in the night sky. Then I saw the constellations of the southern hemisphere embrace the constellations of the northern hemisphere.” Charley is delighted with his vision. It perfectly portrays what will soon become an ongoing research interest: understanding the use and meaning of dreams among the Achuar and their relevance to psychotherapy practice in the northern hemisphere. I feel very close to my husband and proud of him, too.

The following day, we fly out of the rainforest in the same tiny planes. Leaving the humidity of the jungle, we cross the equator to the cold and windy towering mountains of the Andes. After a few welcome days of rest, Lynne invites us to visit another shaman, a man who works with fire. After getting assurance that we would not be ingesting anything, most of our now tight-knit group sign on. It is not until we are filing off the bus in front of Don Esteban’s house that our guide and translator, Juan Gabriel, quietly informs us that we will need to take off our clothing for this next ceremony.

Don Esteban is an elderly shaman who heals by invoking the fiery power of three gigantic volcanoes that surround the town of Otavalo. When he is ready to begin, he puts on a tall headdress of colorful feathers. One by one, we sit in front of the old man while his son—also a shaman—passes an unlit candle all over and around our body. He then hands the candle to his father and the weathered shaman examines it carefully, reading our energy and making a diagnosis. After that, he lights our candle and addresses us in Quichua, the indigenous language. His son translates from Quichua to Spanish, and then Juan Gabriel translates from Spanish into English.

When it is my turn to sit in front of Don Esteban, he studies my candle and then looks at me. “Your energy is very positive and has been so since birth. However, your energy is out of balance, perhaps due to boredom or anger.” Or maybe both, I think. Don Esteban looks again at the candle and adds, “Also, it is your destiny to be with your husband.” (He has not been told that Charley is present, sitting on a bench across the room.)

The younger shaman next goes around the circle and examines each person’s palms. There are fifteen of us in the room. After looking at Charley’s hands, he turns back toward me in surprise. I hear him ask Juan Gabriel if we are esposos, husband and wife. Receiving confirmation, he beckons me over. “Look, these lines are the same.” The elder shaman reiterates that it is clearly our destiny to be together in marriage. Given my perpetual tendency to doubt myself and question my choices, I am intrigued. How much kinder to believe Charley and I are together by destiny than by mistake.

When it is Charley’s turn to have Don Esteban read his candle, the shaman tells him, “You are a healer. However, you do not heal with your hands; you heal with your vision.” I am impressed; it is a good description of a psychiatrist. But nothing prepares me for what he says next. “The path you are walking is a good path, but it is a narrow one. To walk the path of matrimony and to fulfill your destiny, you must broaden your path.” I am astonished. Now how could he know that?

Next comes a cleansing ceremony guaranteed to make a skeptic’s eyes roll. Juan Gabriel instructs us to remove all our clothes and line up on the cold cement floor facing the shaman. What have I gotten myself into? After a moment of hesitation, I take off my warm gray poncho newly purchased in the Otavalo market and pile my trekking clothes onto the bench. The ingredients for the ceremony lie on the shaman’s table: candles, liquor, flowers, cinnamon, perfume, and cigarettes. The son fills his mouth with trago, an alcoholic drink akin to cheap rum. Then, with a powerful exhalation, he sprays the liquor all over our naked bodies. Ouch! The alcohol is freezing cold as it hits my skin. Standing barefoot and naked on the cold cement, I am not embarrassed. My experience is one of sensations, not thoughts or judgments. Charley, also naked, is right beside me. I am grateful for his stalwart presence. I wonder what he is feeling.

“Chungo, chungo, chungo,” chants the shaman as he invokes the spirits of the three volcanoes: Imbabura, Cotacachi, and Mojanda. Meanwhile, his assistant blows mouthfuls of trago at us through a lighted candle. This creates splendid balls of fire that land just short of our shivering naked bodies. Next, he gives us cinnamon and flower petals to rub over our now-soaked limbs. Finally, he blows tobacco smoke onto each of our open palms, our foreheads, and the very tops of our heads. He distributes knitted woolen caps to “hold in the healing energy” and instructs us not to remove the caps or bathe for twenty-four hours. Charley and I wear the thick, striped woolen caps to dinner and notice that all our fellow travelers are wearing theirs as well.

A narrow path can be limiting. Or boring. However, there is nothing boring about being with Charley now. Our shared path is growing broader before our very eyes.
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