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ONE

WHAT’S YOUR MUD?
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THE MORNING SUN SPILLED golden light across the little lotus pond, painting the rippling water in hues of amber and jade. A shaggy-haired figure sat on a faded quilt near the edge, one sandal kicked off and toes wiggling in the grass. The coffee in his chipped mug steamed gently in his hands.

This was Buddha, or at least a version of him: Part ancient sage, part flower child, all chill vibes. A single wind chime dangled from the nearby willow tree, its tones soft and melodic in the breeze.

“Hey,” said a voice from the path.

Buddha opened one eye and spotted a young man standing a few feet away, shifting nervously from foot to foot. The guy had the look of someone who’d Googled How to find enlightenment at 3 a.m. and followed the first lead. His T-shirt said Live, Laugh, Love in faded block letters. Buddha smirked.

“Hey yourself,” Buddha said. “You lost?”

The man scratched the back of his neck. “Not really. I mean, maybe. Are you... you know, the Buddha?

“Depends,” Buddha said, swirling the coffee in his mug. He smiled. “Who’s asking?”

“Uh, me?” The man glanced around as if expecting a hidden camera crew to jump out of the bushes. “I’m—I guess I’m looking for, you know, answers. Enlightenment. Or at least some advice?”

“Advice, huh?” Buddha gestured to the space beside him on the quilt. “Cool. Have a seat. Coffee? I’ve got extra beans, and there’s something meditative about grinding them yourself.” 

The man hesitated. “No thanks... to the coffee.”

“Sit. Grass is softer than it looks.” 

The man plopped down on the quilt and sat cross-legged. His knees cracked loudly. “Wow. Okay. So, uh...” He rubbed his palms on his jeans. “Lately, I’ve been feeling kind of stuck. Like life’s this endless loop of work, eat, sleep, repeat. I thought maybe you’d have some, I don’t know, wisdom?” 

Buddha nodded sagely, but didn’t say anything.

“Life feels kind of empty? Everything feels so—”

“Empty?” Buddha offered, raising an eyebrow.

“Yes! Exactly!” The man’s shoulders sagged in relief. “It’s like I’m just going through the motions, and I don’t even know why.”

Buddha took a slow sip of coffee, savoring the taste before responding. “Heavy stuff. You ever stare at a lotus?”

“A lotus?” The man blinked. “No. Why?”

“That’s your first clue. You’re missing out on the simple things. Look at that lotus out there. See that one?” Buddha pointed to a flower in the pond, its blush-pink petals perfectly open. 

“Grows out of mud. All gross and slimy down there, but does it care? Nope. It doesn’t freak out about it. Doesn’t waste time wishing it grew somewhere cleaner. It just does its thing. It blooms anyway.” 

“So...” The man squinted at the flower, frowning. “You’re saying I should bloom?”

“Sure, if that’s your vibe,” Buddha said, shrugging. “Life’s always gonna have some mud. The trick is figuring out how to work with it.” 

The man nodded, not understanding. “Okay, but how? Like, what do I do?”

“You just bloom if you want to. He took another sip of coffee. “But the real question is...” Buddha continued, “What’s your mud?”

“My mud?”

“Yeah. The gunk. The heavy stuff. The things you think are holding you back. Mud’s not the enemy, man—it’s where the good stuff grows.”

The man frowned, staring at the lotus as if expecting it to explain itself. “Okay, but what am I supposed to do about it? Like, practically?”

Buddha set his mug down thoughtfully. “You know how people say, ‘follow your bliss’? It’s not just about chasing what feels good. Bliss is the stuff that makes you forget to check your phone for a while. Start there. What makes you lose track of time?”

“Uh, painting?” The man scratched his cheek. “But I’m not very good at it.”

Buddha tilted his head. “Who said you have to be good? Muddy beginnings, remember? Every masterpiece starts as a mess.”

“I don’t know if it’s that simple.”

“It’s not,” Buddha admitted, grinning. “But it also kind of is. You’re the one making it complicated.”

For a moment, the man just sat there, watching the pond, staring at the lotus as if the answer was there. The breeze carried the faint scent of jasmine, and a dragonfly zipped past, its wings flashing like tiny stained-glass windows.

“Okay,” the man said finally. “So, I should just paint?”

“Paint. Sit. Walk. Sip coffee,” Buddha said, picking up his mug again. “Whatever tunes you into the moment. That’s where the magic happens.”

The man gave a hesitant nod, his shoulders relaxing a little. He still looked skeptical, but there was something lighter in his expression now, as if the weight of his question wasn’t quite as heavy.

“You make it sound easy,” he said with a slight smile.

Buddha smirked. “I didn’t say it was easy. I said it was simple. Big difference, dude.”

The man chuckled, a genuine laugh this time. Buddha took another sip of his coffee, watching the sunlight shimmer off the ripples in the pond. Another seeker saved—or at least redirected. All in a day’s chill.

The man stared at the lotus for a while, then said, “Uh, excuse me, Buddha. I have another question.”

The guy looked slightly more relaxed than before but still carried a slight air of nervousness, like someone afraid they were about to overstay their welcome. 

“You got a name, son?”

“Sam.”

“Sam.” Buddha nodded. “You can call me Buddhi. Some people call me Bud. No need for formalities. Your question?”

“But I thought you were like, uh, you know, Buddha. That’s what I heard.”

“Buddha at birth. My parents were hippies, big on the ‘peace and love’ thing back in the day. Tweaked the name a little after I kept getting beat up in grade school. Also changed it to Buddhi because, well, it sounded friendlier. Less grandiose. But hey, call me whatever makes you smile.” 

Sam nodded, the awkwardness fading just a smidge. “Okay, Buddhi. I’ve been thinking about what you said earlier, and now I’m wondering—what can you tell me about enlightenment?”

Buddhi leaned back, propping himself up with his hands. “Ah, the big E. The ultimate level-up. The cheese at the end of the maze.” He paused, watching Sam squirm slightly. “Why do you wanna know?”

“I guess I want to understand it,” Sam said. “Is it, like, some kind of permanent state? Or a feeling? Or—is it even real?”

Buddhi tilted his head, as if considering the question. “You ever try to catch a bubble, Sam?”

“A bubble?” Sam looked at Buddhi. “Like, soap bubbles? Or the kind you buy in a bottle with a little wand you blow through...”

“Yeah, man. You blow one, and it floats there, all shiny and perfect. You try to grab it, pop! Gone. But if you let it be, it drifts around all beautiful-like. That’s enlightenment.”

“So, enlightenment is a bubble?” Sam asked, clearly not following.

Buddhi grinned. “Close. Enlightenment is noticing the bubble. Watching it shimmer, knowing it’s not gonna last forever, and being okay with that.”

Sam frowned in concentration as he tried to work through the metaphor. “But isn’t there more to it than that? Like some kind of ultimate truth or—”

“Here’s the thing, Sam,” Buddhi interrupted, holding up a hand. “Everyone thinks enlightenment is this huge, cosmic secret. Like the universe is gonna hand you a certificate that says, ‘Congrats, You’re Enlightened.’ But really, it’s just waking up to what’s already here. The pond. The lotus. Your breathing. This conversation. You don’t find enlightenment; you notice it.”

Sam shifted uncomfortably, staring down at the grass. “What if I’m not good at noticing? What if I miss it?”

“Then you’ll miss it,” Buddhi said with a shrug. “And that’s fine. Missing it is part of the game. Every time you miss it, you get another chance to notice. It’s like an infinite do-over.”

“So, enlightenment is just being in the moment?” Sam asked, his tone half-frustrated, half-curious.

“Basically. But don’t let the simplicity fool you—being in the moment is harder than it sounds.” Buddhi leaned forward. “Tell you what, though. You’re already on the right track.”

“How do you know?”

“Because you’re here, asking questions. That’s a start. Most people don’t even look for the pond, let alone sit down at it.”

Sam nodded slowly, his shoulders relaxing as he mulled it over. “I guess I thought it’d be bigger, you know?”

“Everything’s big when you see it right,” Buddhi said, picking up an old ukelele from the grass beside him. “Now, go on. Find your bubble, Sam. I’ve got a song to finish.”

Sam gave a small, lopsided grin. “Thanks, Buddhi.”

Buddhi winked, strumming a chord. “Anytime, man.”
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THE NEXT MORNING, THE sun rose lazily over the pond, casting golden streaks across the still water. The pond’s surface mirrored the sky, a perfect reflection of soft pastels. Buddhi was sitting cross-legged on the grass by the water’s edge, his chipped coffee cup warming his hands as he watched the breeze tease ripples across the surface. 

He sipped his coffee, staring out at the pond and letting the morning unfold. Peaceful sounds of the early morning enveloped him—the hum of dragonflies and the occasional plop of a frog leaping into the pond.

A crunch of footsteps on the gravel path broke the morning stillness. Buddhi glanced up to see Sam approaching, his hands shoved in his pockets, a hesitant smile on his face. 

“Back so soon, Sam?”

Sam came to a stop a few feet away. “Yeah. Didn’t think I would be.”

Buddhi turned, shading his eyes against the sun with one hand. “Find your bubble or did it pop? You looking for more bubbles, or are we moving on to bigger questions today?”

Sam shrugged, his smile sheepish. “I think I might’ve found it. Or at least, I stopped looking long enough to notice a few.”

“Progress,” Buddhi said, nodding approvingly. “That calls for coffee.” He looked at Sam. “Would you like a coffee?”

“Sure, that’d be great.”

Buddhi tilted his head toward a beat-up 1968 Volkswagen bus, its once-bright colors now faded into a patchwork of weathered peace signs, swirling flowers, and a bumper sticker that read Be Here, Now. 

A small set of solar panels glinted on the roof, collecting energy to power the essentials. “Coffee’s inside. Help yourself. It’s terrible, but it’s hot.”

“Thanks.” Sam strolled over to the van, hesitated at the door, then went inside. A moment later, he reemerged with a steaming cup of coffee, carefully stepping over a stray sandal on the path.

He sat down on the quilt across from Buddhi, cradling the mug in his hands. He blew on it, the steam curling upward like a lazy ribbon. “This is really good,” he said after taking a cautious sip. “It’s smooth, rich, with a hint of something earthy that kind of matches the vibe of the pond.” 

Buddhi laughed. “Nice of you to say that. I’ve heard it’s really bad coffee.”

Sam smiled. “What kind of coffee is this?”

“Fair trade, single-origin,” Buddhi said with a wink. “Enlightenment tastes better when it’s ethical.”

Sam smiled, relaxing a little. “Okay, Buddhi. I’ve got another question. Might be a big one.” 

Buddhi smiled. “I’ve got answers—or at least some decently entertaining guesses.”

Sam gave a short laugh. “I’ve been thinking... maybe I’m still stuck because I don’t even know what I’m looking for.”

Buddhi tilted his head. “That’s a common one, man. Sometimes the hardest part isn’t the finding—it’s figuring out what you’re searching for in the first place.” He gestured to the pond. 

“Take this place, for example. I didn’t come here looking for answers. I came to sit, to be. And wouldn’t you know it? Answers started showing up when I stopped chasing them.”

Sam frowned. “So... just stop looking?”

Buddhi shook his head. “Not stop. Shift. Don’t hunt for the big answers, the grand purpose. Start with the small stuff. Like, what’s the color of this moment? What’s the taste of right now? That’s mindfulness.”

Sam nodded. “What can you tell me about mindfulness?” he asked, looking out at the pond as the morning light sparkled on the water, reflecting the swaying leaves of the willow tree.

Buddhi stretched his legs out, crossing his ankles, and glanced at Sam. “Mindfulness,” he said slowly. “You know what it’s like to eat popcorn at the movies?”

Sam blinked. “Popcorn?”

“Yeah, popcorn. You grab a handful, toss it in your mouth, and before you know it, the tub’s empty. You don’t even remember eating it. That’s the opposite of mindfulness.”

“So, mindfulness is the opposite of eating popcorn?” Sam asked, half-laughing.

“Not quite,” Buddhi said, grinning. “Mindfulness is when you slow down and actually taste the popcorn. Feel the texture. Hear the crunch. Smell the buttery goodness. When you’re mindful, every bite’s an event. The movie? Background noise.”

Sam tilted his head, processing. “So, just paying attention?”

“That’s part of it,” Buddhi said. “But it’s more than that. It’s paying attention without judgment. Most people, their brains are running like hamsters on a wheel. ‘This coffee’s too bitter. I should’ve added sugar. Did I lock the car? What’s for dinner?’ Mindfulness is telling the hamster, ‘Hey, chill out, buddy. Just be here. Taste the coffee.’”

Sam took another sip of his coffee, thoughtful now. “Okay, but what happens if the coffee is bitter?”

“Then you notice it’s bitter,” Buddhi said with a shrug. “And you notice how it makes you feel. Maybe you grimace. Maybe you think about adding sugar next time. But you don’t let the bitterness ruin your whole day. It’s just coffee. The world keeps spinning.”

Sam nodded slowly, staring into the dark liquid in his cup. “I think I get it. Kind of like letting things be what they are?”

“Exactly,” Buddhi said, his face lighting up. “You don’t have to fix everything, Sam. Some stuff just needs you to notice it. That’s the secret sauce.”

Sam stared out at the pond again. A dragonfly zipped by, its wings catching the sunlight like shards of stained glass. “You’re making it sound so simple again,” he said, a smile tugging at his lips.

“Oh, it’s simple,” Buddhi said, smirking. “But you’ll mess it up. Everyone does. You’ll try to be mindful and end up thinking about what to have for dinner instead. Or get mad at yourself for not being ‘good’ at it. That’s more hamster wheel stuff.”

“So, what do I do then?” 

“You notice that, too,” Buddhi said softly. “You notice that your mind wandered and you bring it back. No drama. No judgment. Just start over. Mindfulness isn’t about being perfect; it’s about practicing. Over and over.”

Sam nodded, wrapping both fingers around the mug. The wind chimes swayed in the breeze, their soft tones mingling with the rustle of the willow tree’s leaves.

“Mindfulness, huh?” Sam said after a while. “Taste the coffee. Watch the lotus. Notice the hamster.”

“Now you’re getting it,” Buddhi said, leaning back and closing his eyes. “And if the hamster wants a coffee, share.”

Sam laughed. The moment felt like a bubble, shimmering and perfect, and this time, he noticed.

“So, basically, it’s like being in the moment, really noticing what’s in the moment?”

Buddhi nodded. “Exactly. Take the lotus flower, for example. The present moment is like a flower, opening and blooming right before your eyes. You’ve got a choice: Rush past it, barely noticing, or slow down, breathe it in, and really see it. The color, the fragrance, the way it just... is.

“Mindfulness is being fully present in the here and now. It’s about catching the little moments—the ones we usually bulldoze right through—and realizing they’re not so little after all. They’re life.”

Sam tilted his head, thinking it over. “Is that what the bumper sticker on your van’s about?”

“Yep. Just a reminder. Be Here, Now,” Buddhi said with a grin. “It’s like a cheat sheet for life. Just be in the moment, Sam. Whatever the moment is. Smelly, sweet, messy—it’s all part of life.” 
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SAM TOOK ANOTHER SIP of coffee, his eyes drifting back to the pond, the soft ripple of water reflecting the sky like a moving painting. He seemed lost in thought, but Buddhi wasn’t one to let a moment pass without stirring things up a little.

“So,” Buddhi said, breaking the silence. “Tell me about this painting thing you mentioned earlier. What kind of stuff do you paint?”

Sam blinked, caught off guard. “Not much, really. Just random stuff. I’m not, like, serious about it or anything.”

Buddhi tilted his head, giving Sam a look that was equal parts curiosity and mischief. “Define ‘random.’”

“You know, trees, sunsets, flowers sometimes,” Sam said, suddenly self-conscious. He scratched the side of his mug. “Stuff that’s easy. I don’t even think it’s good.”

“Easy, huh?” Buddhi raised an eyebrow. “You mean the stuff that’s been inspiring artists for centuries? Yeah, super easy.”

Sam laughed nervously. “I mean, it’s not like I’m painting portraits or anything. It’s just stuff I see.”

“Stuff you see,” Buddhi repeated, nodding slowly as if the words held some profound secret. “What do you see when you’re painting?”

Sam frowned, looking down at the coffee mug in his hands. “I don’t know. Colors, shapes. How the light hits things.”

“Nice,” Buddhi said, stretching his arms behind his head. “What else?”

“Details, I guess? Like the way a shadow falls or how the water reflects the sky.”

Buddhi grinned. “Sounds like mindfulness to me.”

Sam stared at Buddhi. “Wait, what?”

“You’re paying attention, Sam. Real attention. Noticing the light, the shadows, the reflections. That’s mindfulness in action.” Buddhi took another sip of his coffee. “You ever paint and lose track of time?”

“Yeah.” Sam said slowly. “Sometimes. It’s like I get so into it, I forget about everything else.”

“There you go,” Buddhi said, pointing his coffee cup at him. “That’s the good stuff. You’re not just painting what you see—you’re painting what you feel. That’s what makes it yours.”

“But I’m not any good. It’s not like anyone’s going to hang my stuff in a gallery.”

“Ah, the ol’ ‘not good enough’ song,” Buddhi said, rolling his eyes dramatically. “Catchy tune, but it’s overplayed. Who cares if it’s ‘good’? You think the lotus out there worries about whether it’s the best flower in the pond? Nah, man. It just blooms.”

Sam let out a breath. “I guess I never thought about it like that.”

Buddhi leaned forward. “Here’s the thing, Sam. Painting isn’t about making something perfect. It’s about showing up. It’s about letting yourself see the world and putting what you’re seeing onto the canvas. The world needs more of that. Trust me.”

Sam stared out at the pond, his mind a swirl of thoughts. “So, you think I should keep painting? Even if it’s not good?”

“Especially if it’s not good,” Buddhi said, grinning. “If it’s bad, you’re free. No expectations, no pressure. That’s where the magic happens.”

Sam nodded slowly, his grip on the mug relaxing. “I think I’ll give it another shot. Just for me.”

Buddhi raised his coffee mug in an invisible toast. “That’s the spirit. Paint the world as you see it. Every color, every shadow, every reflection. And while you’re at it, don’t forget to taste the popcorn.”

Sam smiled. Maybe he’d been overthinking everything, or maybe Buddhi really did know what he was talking about. Either way, the idea of picking up his brushes again felt a little less intimidating—and a lot more exciting.

“Do you ever paint, Buddhi?” he asked, glancing sideways.

Buddhi chuckled. “Nah, man. My art’s more in the moment. Like this conversation. Or the way the coffee hits just right on a quiet afternoon.” He gestured to the pond, the bus, the willow tree swaying in the breeze. “This is my canvas.”

He paused, swirling the coffee in his cup, then added, “But now that you mention it, every moment is a blank canvas, waiting to be painted with whatever you’re feeling, whatever you’re seeing. 

“Every interaction, every choice, every thought—it’s all a brushstroke on this canvas. Some days you’re splashing on vibrant colors—joy, compassion, love. Other days? Maybe it’s a few darker strokes. Anger, fear, frustration. That’s life.”

Sam nodded slowly, his fingers already itching for a paintbrush.

“And the thing about mindfulness—about Zen? It’s not about some big, grand finale or destination. It’s about the brushstrokes—the tiny ones you don’t even think about. The way the journey unfolds, moment by moment.”

Buddhi leaned back, letting the words settle into the quiet. “Even in all the chaos, there’s a kind of stillness. A peace that’s just... there, if you’re willing to look for it. Sometimes all it takes is quieting your mind and opening your heart.”

He tilted his head, watching the ripples on the pond. “But the thing about this canvas? It’s never done. It’s always changing, always evolving. You mess up today, you’ve got tomorrow to add a new layer. Cover up what you don’t like. Brighten up the parts that need it. Every day’s a chance to create something new, maybe even a masterpiece.”

He looked at Sam with a smile. “So, what’s it gonna be? You painting rainbows today, or are we sticking with abstract chaos?”

Sam grinned, shaking his head. “Hopefully not chaos. I think I’ll aim for something brighter.”

“That’s the spirit,” Buddhi said, raising his coffee in another invisible toast. “Let’s see what you can do with the day.”
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FOUR

DANCE LIKE NO ONE’S WATCHING
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SAM STARED OUT AT THE pond, his coffee warming his hands. He didn’t speak for a moment and neither did Buddhi. The silence wasn’t awkward—it felt like the kind of comfortable silence between friends.

“You know,” Sam said finally, “I think I’ve been afraid of being bad at things. Like, if I can’t do something perfectly, what’s the point?”

Buddhi gave a slow nod. “Ah, the perfectionist’s paradox. Wanting to do something so well you don’t do it at all. Classic.”

“Yeah.” Sam smiled ruefully. “It’s like I’ve been stuck in this loop of overthinking. I’m standing on the edge of the pond, but I’m too scared to jump in.”

“Here’s a secret,” Buddhi said, leaning in conspiratorially. “Nobody jumps in perfectly. Most people belly-flop. But you know what? Once you’re in, the water feels the same either way.”

Sam laughed, shaking his head. “You’ve got a metaphor for everything, don’t you?”

“Hey, the universe is full of metaphors,” Buddhi said, grinning. “I just report the news.”

“You ever mess up, Buddhi? Like, really mess up?”

“All the time,” Buddhi said cheerfully. “One time, I tried to meditate on top of a mountain during a thunderstorm. Thought it would be all epic and cinematic. Spoiler: Lightning doesn’t care how Zen you are.”

“Wait—you’re serious?” Sam said, laughing.

“Dead serious,” Buddhi replied, grinning. “Almost died for real, too. But hey, I learned something important that day.”

“What’s that?”

“That even mistakes are part of the journey. You think the universe is out there handing out gold stars for flawless living? Nah. It’s about showing up, rain or shine—or, in my case, thunder.”

Sam let that sink in, the ripples of the idea spreading through his thoughts like the ones on the pond. “So, I guess I just need to show up. Even if I belly-flop.”

“Exactly,” Buddhi said, lifting his mug in a toast. “To belly-flops and muddy beginnings. And mostly, it’s just being content with things the way they are. No judgements. No hassles. And if you want to change something, you simply change it. Easy, peasy.”

“Must be nice,” Sam said, his voice tinged with something between admiration and skepticism. “I mean, being content with just being.”

“Oh, don’t get me wrong,” Buddhi said, grinning. “I still wrestle with my own stuff. Enlightenment doesn’t make you a saint. You think I don’t get annoyed when the solar panels act up or when the ants raid my sandwich stash?”

Sam laughed. “That’s hard to imagine.”

“Good,” Buddhi said, winking. “Means I’m doing a decent job of keeping it chill. But here’s the thing—it’s not about not having problems. It’s about how you dance with them.”

Sam raised an eyebrow. “Dance with them?”

“Yeah, man.” Buddhi leaned forward, propping his elbows on his knees. “Problems are like bad dance partners. They step on your toes, they don’t follow the rhythm, and sometimes they hog the spotlight. But you don’t have to fight them. You just gotta find a way to move with them without losing your groove.”

Sam frowned, considering. “So, like, acceptance?”

“More like improvisation,” Buddhi said. “Acceptance sounds like you’re just sitting there taking it. But dancing? Dancing’s active. It’s creative. It’s alive.”

Sam swirled the last of his coffee, staring into the mug as if it might reveal some secret. “So, dancing through life,” he said finally. “What if I’ve got two left feet?”

Buddhi snorted, shaking his head. “Then you make it your style. Life doesn’t care if your moves are polished. It just wants you on the dance floor.”

“Easy for you to say,” Sam muttered, setting his empty mug down on the quilt. “You’ve probably got the whole choreographed routine figured out.”

Buddhi laughed, his expression turning mock-serious. “Let me tell you a secret, Sam. Most of the time, I’m tripping over my own toes.”

Sam blinked, startled into a laugh. “Come on. You seem like you’ve got it all together.”

“Nah, man.” Buddhi leaned back again. “I just don’t take it so seriously when I stumble. That’s the trick. You fall, you get back up, maybe laugh a little, and keep moving. If you wait until you’ve got the perfect routine, you’ll never start dancing.”

Sam thought about that, his fingers idly tracing the edge of his mug. “I guess I get stuck trying to get everything right. Like, if I don’t, what’s the point?”

“There’s your problem,” Buddhi said, pointing at him. “You’re dancing for the audience, not for yourself.”

Sam frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Who are you trying to impress? Who’s out there, watching you stumble, judging every move?” Buddhi raised his arms, gesturing dramatically at the empty field around them. “The universe? The lotus flowers? Me?”

“Well...” Sam hesitated, realizing how ridiculous it sounded. “No one, I guess.”

“Exactly,” Buddhi said. “There is no audience. It’s just you and the music. So, dance like no one’s watching—because no one is.”

“But what if the music sucks?”

Buddhi burst out laughing. “Oh, Sam, now we’re getting somewhere. Let me ask you this: Who’s playing the music?”

Sam blinked. “Uh, I don’t know. Life?”

“Close,” Buddhi said. “It’s you, man. You pick the tracks. If the music sucks, change it. Or—” he leaned in conspiratorially. “Learn to groove to it anyway. Even bad songs have a beat.”

“So, if life throws you a bad tune, you just dance to it?”

“Exactly,” Buddhi said, nodding. “Some days, you get a funky bassline, and other days, it’s a weird kazoo solo. Either way, you dance. Make it yours.”

Sam chuckled, imagining himself dancing awkwardly to a kazoo. “I guess that’s one way to look at it.”

“It’s the only way that makes sense to me,” Buddhi said, reaching over and picking up his ukulele, which was propped up under the willow tree. He plucked a few random notes, then strummed a cheerful chord. 

“Life’s always going to be a little out of tune. But if you find your rhythm, the imperfections start to sound like part of the melody.”

Sam smiled. “You know, Buddhi, it sounds like you’ve got your own rhythm, like everything you do works out.”

Buddhi grinned, plucking another chord. “Nah, I just like coffee and good conversations. But if you’re starting to see the dance, then maybe I’m doing something right. You just need to dance with your problems.”

Sam smiled. “I like that. Dancing with problems. Maybe I’ll paint that—figures dancing in some kind of weird, chaotic swirl.”

“Now you’re talking! Paint it messy, paint it wild. No rules, no judges. Let the brush dance, too.”

Sam nodded, the idea sparking something in him. He could already see the colors in his mind—reds and yellows for the chaos, blues and greens for the calm. The thought made him sit up a little straighter, his energy shifting.

Buddhi noticed, leaning back with a satisfied smile. “See? That’s the thing about art, man. It’s not just about what you make—it’s about what it wakes up inside you.”

Sam smiled at Buddhi. “You’re kind of a poet, you know that?”

“Part-time,” Buddhi said, tipping an imaginary hat. “Mostly, I’m just a guy trying to keep his coffee warm and his vibes cool.”

Sam felt something he hadn’t in a long time. Peace. It wasn’t overwhelming or dramatic. It was quiet, subtle, like the first light of dawn rising over the horizon. “You think I’ll get it?” Sam asked, his voice low.

“Get what?” Buddhi asked.

“Whatever it is I’m looking for. Enlightenment, peace, meaning...” Sam trailed off, gesturing vaguely at the pond. “All of it.”

Buddhi smiled, closing his eyes. “Maybe. Maybe not. But here’s the secret—you don’t need to ‘get’ it. You’re already in it. It’s just a matter of noticing.”

Sam nodded, his gaze lingering on the lotus flowers. He didn’t have all the answers, but for now, it felt like enough to sit by the pond, drink coffee, and just... notice.
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FIVE

THE SQUIRREL ON ESPRESSO
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SAM WATCHED THE POND as it shimmered in the sunlight, its surface broken only by the occasional ripple from the breeze. He sighed, a good kind of sigh, the kind that felt like clearing space inside his chest.

“Buddhi,” he said after a while. “Do you ever get tired of all this? Like, being present, looking within, the whole enlightenment thing?”

Buddhi raised an eyebrow, strumming a chord on his ukelele. “Tired? Nah. But I get distracted sometimes. I’m human, not a robot monk. Some days, my mind’s like a squirrel on espresso, running from thought to thought.”

Sam laughed at the image. “So, what do you do? When the squirrel takes over?”

“Nothing fancy,” Buddhi said, shrugging. “I sit. I breathe. I notice what the squirrel’s up to. Usually, it’s hoarding nuts it doesn’t need. ‘What if this happens? What if that doesn’t?’ You know the drill.”

“Yeah,” Sam said, nodding. “That sounds familiar.”

“The trick is not to chase the squirrel. Just let it do its thing while you stay grounded. Eventually, it gets bored and calms down.”

Sam chuckled, shaking his head. “You make it sound so simple.”

“It is simple,” Buddhi said, grinning. “But don’t confuse simple with easy. That’s a rookie mistake.”

Sam looked up at the sky. It was a deep blue, the kind of blue that seemed endless, unbroken except for a single wisp of a cloud. “Why is the sky blue, anyway?”

“Science-y answer or Buddhi answer?” Buddhi asked, plucking another chord.

“Buddhi answer,” Sam said without hesitation.

“Because it’s supposed to be,” Buddhi said. “Blue’s chill. Imagine if the sky was red all the time—way too aggressive. The universe knows what it’s doing.”

Sam smirked. “That’s not really an answer.”

“It’s an answer,” Buddhi said, shrugging. “Just not the one you were expecting. Kind of like life.”

Sam looked back at the pond, the dragonfly from earlier zipping past again. “So, you’re saying life’s just doing its thing? Like the squirrel?”

“Pretty much,” Buddhi said, setting the ukulele down. “But here’s the kicker—it’s not just ‘out there,’ doing its thing. It’s in here, too.” He tapped his chest. “The same stuff that makes the sky blue, the lotus bloom, and the squirrel, squirrel is in you. It’s all connected.”

Sam nodded. “That sounds kind of beautiful.”

“It is,” Buddhi said. “But most people miss it because they’re too busy chasing squirrels or trying to change the music.”

“So, if it’s all connected, does that mean enlightenment is already inside me?”

“Bingo,” Buddhi said, grinning. “You don’t have to climb a mountain or sit under a tree for a decade to find it. It’s right here. In this moment. In this coffee. In this conversation.”

Sam was quiet for a long time, letting the words sink in. The sky, the pond, the breeze—it all felt a little more alive, a little more vibrant, as if he’d tuned into a frequency he hadn’t noticed before.

“You really think I can get there?” he asked.

“You’re already there,” Buddhi said, leaning back against the tree. “The only thing left is for you to notice.”

Sam stared at him, then broke into a small, lopsided grin. “You’re annoyingly good at this, you know that?”

Buddhi laughed. “Nah, man. I’m just dancing to the music like everyone else.”

“If I’m already ‘there,’ why does it feel like I’m not? Why does it feel like I’m flailing around most of the time?”

Buddhi tilted his head, as if considering the question deeply. “Because you keep looking for some big, flashy moment. Like the sky’s gonna part and a booming voice is gonna say, ‘Congrats, you’re enlightened.’ That’s not how it works.”

“How does it work, then?” 

“It works like this,” Buddhi said, gesturing at the pond. “You notice the ripples on the water. You feel the breeze on your face. You laugh at the kazoo solo life throws your way. That’s it. That’s all it’s ever been.”

Sam frowned. “That feels too small.”

Buddhi chuckled, shaking his head. “That’s your problem right there. You think ‘small’ means it’s not important. Life’s not in the big, epic moments. It’s in the tiny ones. The way the light hits a flower. The taste of coffee on your tongue. The way you feel when you’re painting, even if it’s not ‘good.’”

Sam thought about all the moments he’d rushed past, too busy or distracted to notice. The sunrise he’d ignored on his way to work. The way the rain sounded on his window when he was lost in thought. The way his brush felt in his hand when he painted, even when he hated the result.

“I’ve been missing it, haven’t I?” he said softly.

“Not missing it. Just skimming the surface.”

Sam nodded. “So, what do I do? Just start paying attention?”

“Yep,” Buddhi said. “Notice the squirrel when it shows up. Notice the music, even if it’s off-key. Notice the blue sky and the bad dance moves. It’s all part of the same thing.”

Sam smiled, a small, genuine smile. “You know, Buddhi, for a guy who lives in a van and plays a ukulele, you might be one of the wisest people I’ve ever met.”

Buddhi grinned, picking up the ukulele again. “Don’t let the van fool you, Sam. It’s all about the vibe.”

Sam laughed. The dragonfly zipped past again, its wings catching the sunlight like tiny stained-glass windows. He watched it fly, appreciating the way it moved. 

The sound of his cell phone buzzing interrupted his thoughts. The screen glowed with a name. Kira. He sighed, his fingers hesitating over the screen. 

“Your wife?” Buddhi asked, strumming a single soft chord on the ukulele.

“Yeah,” Sam said, glancing up. “She probably wants to know when I’m coming home. Or if I remembered to pick up groceries. Or something.”

Buddhi nodded, plucking idly at the strings. “You gonna answer it?”

Sam stared at the phone, his thumb hovering over the screen. “I don’t know. I feel weird. Like, I should be honest with her about what I’m doing here, but I don’t even know how to explain it.”

Buddhi shrugged. “Then don’t explain it. Just talk to her.”

“It’s not that simple,” Sam muttered, standing up and pacing a couple of steps away.

“Ah,” Buddhi said, smirking. “There it is again. The classic Sam refrain: ‘It’s not that simple.’ You should make it your theme song.”

Sam glared at him, but there was no heat behind it. He let out a long breath and finally swiped to answer. “Hey, Kira.”

Her voice was calm but with an edge of concern. “Hey. Just checking in. You’ve been gone for a while. Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” Sam said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I just needed some time to think.”

“Think about what?” she asked.

Sam hesitated, glancing at Buddhi, who gave him a little wave as if to say, Go on, you’ve got this.

“About life, I guess,” Sam said finally. “Stuff I’ve been ignoring. I’m actually sitting by a lotus pond right now, talking to someone. A guy named Buddhi.”

“Buddhi?” Kira repeated, her voice tinged with amusement. “What, like the Buddha?”

“Sort of,” Sam said. “He’s... well, it’s hard to explain. But he’s helping me see things differently.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line, and for a moment, Sam wondered if the call had dropped. Then Kira spoke again, her voice softer now.

“Is it helping?”

“Yeah. It is. I didn’t realize how much I needed this.”

“Good,” she said simply. “You’ve seemed off lately. I wasn’t sure how to help.”

Sam sat down on the edge of the quilt, his shoulders relaxing. “You don’t have to. I think I needed to step back, you know? To figure out what’s going on in my head.”

“Well,” she said. “Don’t go getting too enlightened out there and decide to become a monk or something. I’d miss you.”

Sam laughed. “Don’t worry. I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be home soon.”

“Take your time,” she said. He could hear the smile in her voice. “Just bring me back some of whatever you’re finding out there, okay?”

“Okay,” Sam said, his smile lingering as the call ended.

He slipped the phone back into his pocket and looked up to find Buddhi watching him with a raised eyebrow. “Not bad, Sam. Not bad at all.”

Sam chuckled, shaking his head. “You were eavesdropping.”

“Hey, you’re sitting three feet away,” Buddhi said. “Not my fault you’ve got a loud phone voice.”

Sam rolled his eyes but couldn’t stop smiling. “She told me to bring some of this back home. Whatever ‘this’ is.”

“This?” Buddhi raised an eyebrow. “This is just conversation between two friends.”

Sam smiled. “Thanks, Buddhi,” he said, holding up the empty coffee mug. “For the coffee and the conversation.”

Buddhi grinned, setting his ukulele down and stretching out like a lazy cat. “Anytime, Sam. Remember—watch the squirrels, dance to the kazoo, and taste your popcorn.”

Sam laughed, shaking his head. “You know, if you ever get bored with this whole pond setup, you could write self-help books. You’d sell millions.”

“Too much effort,” Buddhi said, waving him off. “Besides, I’d have to deal with editors. This way, I get to spout wisdom for free and stay by my pond.”

“Well, I’ll be sure to write a glowing Yelp review,” Sam said, starting to walk away.

“Don’t forget to mention the coffee!” Buddhi called after him.
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SIX

MESSY MASTERPIECES
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BUDDHI WATCHED SAM’S car disappear down the gravel road. The hum of the engine faded, leaving only the soft rustle of the willow tree and the gentle clinking of the wind chime. He stretched his legs out in front of him, picked up his ukulele, and strummed a few chords.

“A self-help book,” he mused aloud. “Now that’s a thought.” He tilted his head, imagining it: The Way of the Pond: Life Lessons from Buddhi. Or maybe something catchier. Kazoo Philosophy: How to Dance Through the Chaos. He chuckled to himself. “Could you imagine? I’d need a good cover. Maybe a lotus flower wearing sunglasses. Very Zen, very me.”

He leaned back against the tree, staring up at the sky. “But then,” he said to no one in particular, “I’d have to actually sit down and write it. Deadlines, editors, marketing—ugh. Not exactly the pond life.”

Still, the idea wouldn’t leave him alone. He glanced at the old Volkswagen bus, its flowers and peace signs looking back at him like old friends. 

“What would I even write about?” he asked. “How to watch squirrels without getting caught up in their drama? How to sip coffee like it’s the elixir of life? How to turn bad music into your personal soundtrack?”

He smirked, shaking his head. “Nah, no one would read that.”

But then he thought of Sam, the way his shoulders had softened by the end of their conversation, the way he’d laughed even though he was so serious when he arrived. Maybe there was something to this whole wisdom-sharing thing.

“Okay,” he said to the pond. “What if I start small? A blog, maybe. Pond Musings with Buddhi. Nice and low-pressure. Or maybe Peace, Love, and Zen Vibes. And if people like it, who knows? I’ll think about a book.”

The dragonfly zipped by again, as if agreeing with his plan. Buddhi grinned and reached for his coffee mug, realizing it was empty. “Step one: Refill the coffee. Step two: Take over the self-help world.”

He laughed, the sound echoing across the pond. The idea was ridiculous, of course—but then again, so was he. And that, he decided, was exactly the point.

He walked over to the van, rummaged through the boxes of Zen books and found his journal. It was mostly filled with half-baked haikus and doodles of frogs, but maybe there was room for something more. He walked back to the pond, flipped open the notebook and began jotting down thoughts.

***
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THE ART OF LIVING

So, Sam said he’s a painter. Got me thinking—aren’t we all? Life’s basically this giant, weird canvas we’re working on. Every day, we show up with a brush in hand, trying to make sense of the mess.

Here’s the kicker: The canvas isn’t blank. It’s got smudges, doodles, maybe even a big coffee stain (oops, my bad). But that’s the beauty of it. You don’t start over—you just add to what’s already there. Smudge becomes shadow. Coffee stain? A new color palette.

Life’s not about painting some grand masterpiece to impress the universe. Nah, it’s about savoring the act of painting itself. Swirling colors. Feeling the brush in your hand. Laughing when you accidentally splatter paint all over the place. Metaphorically speaking. Unless you’re literally splattering paint, in which case—carry on. 

Each moment’s a brushstroke. Some bold and vibrant, others soft and subtle. The trick is to keep painting, even when the colors get muddy. Especially then. Mud’s where the lotus grows, remember?

He leaned back, admiring his words with a satisfied nod. He could almost hear Sam saying, “You know, for a guy who lives in a van, you’re kind of brilliant.” He grinned and kept writing.

***
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THE ZEN OF NEW CANVASES

Morning’s basically a fresh canvas, isn’t it? Sun comes up, birds start singing, and boom—you’ve got another shot to make something beautiful.

Here’s the cool part: Every interaction, every choice, every ridiculous little thought is a brushstroke. You can go bright—paint the day with joy, kindness, maybe a dash of snark (my personal favorite). 

Or you can go dark—anger, jealousy, fear. But even if you spill the paint, no biggie. Tomorrow? Brand-new canvas, ready and waiting.

Life’s not about getting it perfect. It’s about showing up. Messy strokes, wild splatters, all of it. At the end of the day, when you step back to look at your work, you might realize it’s a masterpiece after all. Or at least something worth hanging on the fridge.

Buddhi set the notebook aside and stretched his arms overhead, watching the sky melt into shades of lavender and gold. “Not bad,” he muttered to himself, picking up his ukulele again. “Maybe this blog thing’s got legs after all.”
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SEVEN

COFFEE AND COSMIC TRUTHS
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Buddhi sat cross-legged on the quilt by the pond, his chipped coffee mug in one hand and his notebook in the other. The sunlight glittered on the water, and the dragonfly zipped by like an old friend saying hello. He flipped to a fresh page, chewing thoughtfully on the end of his pen.

“Alright, Blog World,” he muttered. “Let’s see if you’re ready for some Buddhi Wisdom.”

He wrote the title at the top of the page: Peace, Love, and Zen Vibes: Musings from the Lotus Pond. Then he grinned, tapping the pen against his mug. “Catchy, right? Sam would approve.”

He began scribbling in his usual, slightly chaotic handwriting.

***
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WHY LIFE IS BASICALLY Finger Painting

So, I’ve been thinking (dangerous, I know). Life’s kind of like finger painting. Messy, unpredictable, and a lot more fun when you stop worrying about staying in the lines.

Most of us treat life like it’s a fine art class: Gotta mix the perfect shades, follow all the rules, impress the teacher. But guess what? There is no teacher. No grades. Just you, a blank canvas, and bottles of paint begging to be slapped around.

The best part? You can make it your kind of masterpiece. Smear some red for passion, add a splash of blue for calm, maybe throw in some yellow just because it feels good. Sure, it’ll get messy. But messy’s where the magic happens.

So, go ahead. Dunk your hands in. Feel the colors. Smudge them all over the place. And when you’re done, step back and say, “Yep, that’s me. Chaos and all.”

He paused, rereading his words with a satisfied nod. He could almost hear Sam groaning and saying, “Why does that actually make sense?” The thought made him chuckle. He flipped to the next page and kept going.

***
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SQUIRRELS AND THE MEANING of Life

You know those squirrels that dart around, collecting acorns like the world’s ending? That’s my brain sometimes. And if I had to guess, it’s yours, too.

Here’s the thing about squirrels: They’re cute, but they’re also kind of nuts. They grab onto everything—worries, plans, what-if scenarios—and hoard them for later. “Just in case,” they tell themselves. Sound familiar?

The trick isn’t to get rid of the squirrels. (Good luck with that.) It’s to notice them without chasing after them. Let them do their thing while you do yours. Watch the little guys scramble, smile at their antics, and then come back to what you were doing. Like sipping coffee by a pond, for example.

Life’s too short to let the squirrels run the show. Watch them, wave at them, and let them be squirrels. Meanwhile, you get to enjoy the view.

He sipped his coffee, staring out at the pond. The blog felt like a good start—small, simple, and definitely him. And who knew? Maybe his musings would actually help someone. Or at the very least, give them a laugh.

As the dragonfly zipped by again, he raised his mug in a mock toast. “Here’s to the canvas, the squirrels, and whatever comes next.”

***
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COFFEE AND THE UNIVERSE

If there’s one thing I’ve learned from sitting by this pond (besides the fact that dragonflies are tiny acrobats), it’s that coffee might be the secret to the universe.

Hear me out: Coffee is a ritual. From the grinding of the beans to that first sip—it’s an exercise in mindfulness. You can’t rush a good cup of coffee. Well, you can, but then it tastes like sadness, and who wants that?

The universe, like coffee, has its own pace. You can’t force it to brew faster. You have to sit back, let it do its thing, and enjoy the process. And when it’s ready? You savor every sip. Even if it’s a little bitter—it’s still coffee, and that’s always a win.

So, take your time. Breathe in the aroma. Let the steam warm your face. Life’s a lot like coffee—rich, layered, and way too short to chug without tasting.

He leaned back against the tree and picked up his coffee, the mug warming his hands as he watched the dragonfly skim gracefully over the pond’s surface. The morning was quiet except for the gentle rustle of the reeds and the occasional chirp of a bird. 

It was the kind of quiet that made room for thoughts to stretch out and wander. He looked at his notebook, reading what he’d just written. A small grin tugged at his lips. “Not bad,” he muttered. “Zen and coffee. Who knew I’d have so much to say about a cup of joe?”

With a soft chuckle, he set the mug down and turned his gaze back to the pond. His thoughts drifted to the conversation he’d had with Sam yesterday about mindfulness and why the sky is blue. It struck him how those small, seemingly random chats often held the most meaning. Maybe there was something there for another post.

***
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WHY THE SKY IS BLUE (and Other 

Stuff That Doesn’t Matter)

Someone asked me recently why the sky is blue. (Okay, fine, it was Sam. He’s a curious guy.) I could’ve hit him with the whole “scattering of light particles” thing, but where’s the fun in that?

The sky is blue because it’s supposed to be. Because the universe decided, “You know what this planet needs? Chill vibes.” And boom—blue sky.

Sometimes, we get so caught up in needing answers to everything, we miss the point. The point isn’t why the sky is blue. The point is that it’s blue, and it’s stunning, and we get to look at it every single day.

So, here’s my advice: Stop asking why and start saying, “Wow.” The sky’s blue. The pond’s rippling. The squirrels are squirreling. Isn’t that enough?

He closed his notebook for a moment, resting his chin in his hand as he stared at the rippling pond. Writing these posts felt like dropping pebbles into still water, watching the ripples expand outward. 

He didn’t always know where his thoughts were going when he started writing, but somehow, they always seemed to circle back to one truth: Life wasn’t about having all the answers. It was about finding the beauty in the questions—and sometimes, the mess. That train of thought reminded him of something else he’d been mulling over lately, and with a small grin, he opened his notebook again and began writing.

***
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THE MYTH OF THE PERFECT Canvas

Somewhere along the line, we got this weird idea that life has to be perfect. Like we’re all supposed to be Michelangelo, painting a flawless Sistine Chapel on our first try.

Newsflash: Life’s not a fresco. It’s finger painting, remember? Smudges, splatters, and all.

The perfect canvas doesn’t exist. Every masterpiece has layers of mistakes underneath. So, stop trying to get it right and just start painting. Your smudges might turn into shadows. Your “oops” might become the best part of the whole thing.

And if it all goes sideways? You’ve got tomorrow’s blank canvas waiting for you. No pressure. Just possibility.

He sat back, flipping through his notebook with a satisfied grin. “Not bad for a first round,” he muttered. “Next step: Figure out how this blog thing works.” The dragonfly landed on a nearby reed, its wings catching the light like tiny prisms.

“Alright, Blog World,” he said, tapping the page with his pen. “Here goes.”

He imagined his future readers—sipping their own coffee, pondering their own squirrels, maybe even laughing at his ridiculous metaphors. Sharing his thoughts, his way of seeing the world, felt good. Like adding his own brushstrokes to the great canvas of existence.

He picked up his ukulele and strummed a jaunty tune. “The way of the pond,” he muttered, smiling to himself. “Now available in blog form.”
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EIGHT

BLOOMING A BLOG
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BUDDHI SAT CROSS-LEGGED on the floor of his Volkswagen bus, the morning light filtering through the windows. His notebook was open beside him, pages filled with fresh musings. 
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