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What People Are Saying About


Temple of Love


Powerful. Fascinating. Inspiring. This book takes you on a wild ride through spirituality and transformation. A terrific book radiating love.


Dr. Joe Vitale, bestselling author of Zero Limits and The Miracle


Temple of Love touched me personally, blending the author's life experiences with mysticism, guiding me on a transformative journey of self-healing and self-discovery. This book is a great reminder to EVERYONE that inner peace and growth begin within, through self-reflection and spiritual exploration.


Derick Grant, world-renowned speaker and mindset coach


There is a powerful surge in the search for spiritual exploration, transformation, and healing. Most books discuss scientific facts or cover one type of healing modality. This is where Temple of Love stands out. This novel deconstructs layers of personal identity by unweaving faulty patterns and beliefs on the narrator's journey into freedom and light. We are drawn in, joining her as she explores numerous healing practices in sacred places of the world and within. Her passionate desire to free herself leaves the reader celebrating her victory as well as nudging us to explore our personal transformation as well.


Dr. Heather Browne, PsyD, LMFT, author of Speaking with the Heart: Transforming Your Relationship and Communication with Compassion and Connection


Natalie Glebova has weaved pure magic into her breakout book Temple of Love. In this enchanting parable, readers embark on a soul-stirring journey, guided by the wisdom of ancient traditions and the transformative power of self-discovery. Glebova's ability to blend spirituality and personal growth into a captivating narrative makes Temple of Love a profound, heart-opening adventure that will redefine your relationship with self-love and the Great Unknown.


Ashley Mansour, international bestselling author, LA-based writing coach and founder of Brands Through Books
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When you come out of the storm you won’t be the same person that walked in. That’s what the storm is all about.


Haruki Murakami









Author’s note


This is a work of creative non-fiction based on my own experiences with symbolic elements of a parable.


For years I’ve been asked by people around the world about what I would be doing had I not won the Miss Universe title in the year 2005. And that had me pondering what my life would’ve looked like had I gone down a different path. I believe that each decision we make ultimately takes us to a place we are destined for, just through different routes. This story is how I imagine my life would’ve turned out, and it certainly would’ve been one of the most scenic and colorful routes of all. Although most characters are real, their names and facts have been adjusted to protect their privacy. Each one is an amalgamation of several people from my life who enrich the story and help deliver a more universal message that goes beyond my personal experience.


As a reader, you can use any large North American city as a placeholder for Toronto, where I immigrated to with my family at thirteen and where I’d be living in that timeline of the multiverse.


One of the things that intrigued me most as a child was my consciousness, and this fascination had me constantly questioning who “I” am, and why was “I” chosen to experience this reality. I’d experiment with altered mental states by going into a place of “nothingness,” although at the time I didn’t understand what meditation was. As I grew up, that curiosity led me to be a spiritual seeker, a psychonaut, and a yogi. All of the practices described within these pages are real and experienced by me first-hand.


Please seek guidance of an expert professional or facilitator for practices involving plant medicines or intense breathwork techniques presented in this book, especially if you have any health concerns.
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Prologue


A quiver of excitement for the journey ahead spiked the brew of mixed emotions I felt about doing it all on my own.


What am I getting myself into?


I left my work, my life, my responsibilities for something so frivolous and esoteric as a spiritual retreat?


If my parents find out what I am planning to do, I would never hear the end of it!


The airplane pushed off from the gate and proceeded to taxi towards the runway as I sat in the window seat, peering out the small round opening at the people working on the ground. Lost in a downward spiral of thoughts that kept getting darker and increasingly anxious, they seemed to be mirroring the gloomy weather of the late autumn season which was upon us so swiftly after a very short and unsatisfying summer. I looked at the sky and its thick muddy-gray clouds and couldn’t help but feel a sense of unease about what was awaiting me on the other side of this flight.


My mind was racing as the airplane gained speed, coming at me from every angle to talk some sense into me in the hopes I would abandon this crazy idea.


There is still time to turn around and go back!


I was already half-way planning to get off the plane in Lima and book my flight back home as soon as we landed. Highly convincing arguments about why this was a bad idea were wildly thrashing in my head. Tears welled up in my eyes as I donned the role of a victim.


If it wasn’t for that asshole that ruined my life, I wouldn’t have to go on this crazy soul-searching adventure.


He pushed me into this – it’s all his fault!


What else am I supposed to do – what are my options?


I can’t continue the way I am now – that’s just going to land me on anti-depressants.


I guess if anything bad does happen to me, that’ll show him! He’ll feel so guilty for how he treated me and realize that he is responsible for all of it.


Well, I guess that’s the silver lining here…


The tension in my shoulders and jaw was building up as the mind ramped up its agitated monologue. I was restless and uncomfortable, wanting to just get off the plane but it was too late. The plane barreled down the runway and within seconds was airborne, flying through turbulence as it fought against gravity to gain altitude. My eyes were glued to the cloudy sky as if I was headed towards some sort of salvation up there.


I could hear my heart resounding in my ears as they popped with the change in cabin pressure. I felt like I was heading into oblivion – an imminent death. I was seeing dark spots across the sky, which was getting lighter the closer we got to the clouds. The noise of my head was getting progressively louder trying to compete with the hum of the airplane engine, and it all mixed together in a cacophony of madness from which there seemed to be no escape.


I kept watching the sky as though my life depended on it.


No one is going to love you again!


Your boss hates women! And you hate your job!


Time is running out to have children!


What are you doing with your life?


Congratulations, you are having a panic attack!


I was about to go into emergency mode, anticipating an embarrassing scene where I called the flight attendant to help me, when suddenly the plane broke through the clouds and the cabin was flooded with the golden light of the rising sun. At that exact instant, my mind went so quiet it was as if we’d entered a padded recording room.


Silence.


No more pulsating heartbeat in my ears. My breath became deep and slow, and the thoughts stopped for a few moments of complete tranquility. Out of the window I saw a clear ombré sky – oranges and yellows blending into light blue, then brighter blue the higher it went. The panic gave way to a sense of enchantment for the majestic splendor of the infinity and beauty of the open sky in front of me.


Through this quiet mental space, I perceived a faint “knowing” – a message that was coming in – not from my thoughts, but from somewhere deep inside of me.


You are exactly where you need to be. Trust the timing.


I relaxed my entire body, closed my eyes and drifted off into a sleepless hypnotic state of pure bliss. On the screen of my closed eyelids, I saw beautiful colors and shapes that lulled me further into a moment of serenity and comfort.


My peaceful reverie was disrupted by the pilot speaking over the intercom.


“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome aboard. Our flight time to Lima will be 7 hours and 34 minutes. We have clear skies ahead and we expect our arrival to be on time. Enjoy your flight.”


34… There’s that number again! Okay… Trust the timing.


I think I am on the right path.


Looking out the window again I let the warm rays of the sun kiss my face as the plane dipped to the side to make a course adjustment. There was so much space, stillness, light and beauty as far as the eye could see, and yet it was not visible because of the clouds when we were still on the ground.


I reached for my purse from under the seat and scrambled to find a pen to write down a floating thought. Opening the cover page of The Alchemist, which I had brought to read on my trip, I hurriedly scribbled it down…


True happiness is knowing that the sun is always there, even when it’s not visible from the ground.









Part 1


The Calling









Chapter 1


Disconnected


I made my way through the crowded streets, dodging people who were in a rush to get somewhere at the end of a work day. With a yoga mat under my right arm and my work backpack slung over my left shoulder, I wanted to get home as soon as possible after a long and extra demanding day. I passed shop windows and ads at practically every step. Everywhere I looked there was someone trying to sell me something: the billboards, front window displays and magazine stands all fighting for my attention. As much as I tried to resist the urge to mentally try on what was displayed, I couldn’t help but wonder how that dress or purse would look on me. I purposefully blocked out the thoughts of justifying purchasing that Italian leather computer case and how I really “needed it to look professional at work and to be taken seriously,” and pressed on towards my apartment.


I had learned the hard way that no amount of material possessions would fill that gaping hole – the empty feeling inside – throughout most of my twenties when shopping was my favorite pastime whenever I felt lonely, rejected, stressed or anxious. It always seemed like a great idea to buy something new, and it held a great promise of relief from those unfavorable emotions, yet only gave a temporary feeling of wholeness, dissipating swiftly after the thrill of novelty wore off. Soon, I’d start craving that wholeness again, wrongfully associating its satisfaction with more new things. It was a vicious cycle that I managed to keep mostly under control in recent years although the shopping urge was still coming up from time to time.


I kept my gaze down and focused on my cute black Michael Kors combat boots thumping along the pavement.


When was the last time I walked barefoot?


I wistfully flashed back to how nice it was to just walk out of my little bungalow in Ubud to spend the whole day without shoes. Feet actually touching the earth, absorbing pure prana – the energy that is so abundantly present in nature, if we just connect to it and let it flow through us without being blocked by the plastic rubber soles most shoes are made of. My imagination replaced the shop windows and ads with a scenic green landscape of lush rainforests and layered rice paddies.


What a time it had been when I spent nearly a month on the enchanting island of Bali with my best friend, Alejandro [Ah-li-han-droh], a few years back! I had just resigned from a position as an analyst and after getting an offer to work at my current, medium-sized IT company where I headed up the Quality Assurance department as a project manager, I decided to put myself first and accepted the job with the condition that I would start in a month’s time. It was three and a half weeks well spent, riding on a small scooter around this tropical mountainous town peppered with Hindu shrines, doing all the typical things that are on free-flow tap for other freedom-seekers like me – daily yoga, breathwork and sound healing workshops, drum circles and as many vegan restaurants as one’s heart desires. Being a part-time vegan, I had ambitions to commit to it fully since college, believing it was a higher-conscious goal to aim for. Ultimately, I failed to go through with it, making excuses that good sources of plant protein were not easy to find. At the reasonable advice of my doctor I went back to eating eggs and some meat once in a while.


That’s the time when I was really happy. I bet that’s the recipe for happiness: nature, yoga, vegan food and no shoes!


How beautiful I had felt all those days when my hair was in its natural messy-curl; a golden tan; the mandala frock or those tie-dye yoga pants I wore almost daily. Oh, and that ankle bracelet I had bought at the local market, which I didn’t take off until I came back. Can’t wear it in the city with all this restrictive footwear.


Take me back!


Everything just seemed to flow so nicely there, and coincidences and synchronicities were a normal occurrence as I met incredible like-minded people on their own personal discovery journeys who just wanted the same thing I did – to be peaceful and connected to something bigger than us.


That’s the last time I felt truly happy! Am I ever going to feel that joy again?


And here in this city, which I loved but was suddenly outgrowing, I was anything but peaceful. I was always preoccupied with pressure to hit my KPIs at work, a packed social calendar, and a gnawing feeling of running against my ticking time-bomb of a biological clock, which I had set at 35 and was approaching faster than I expected. My anxious state was further exacerbated by the fact that I was once again single in a city with millions of people.


Okay, this is not going to help me now – just think of something to be grateful for. Smile and be grateful!


I urged myself to smile and think of my yoga practice which had become my saving grace over the past few weeks after the breakup. Since Ubud, I had managed to establish a semi-regular routine of going to a Hatha flow class after work, which I tried to do at least three times a week if I wasn’t completely drained after office hours. It never ceased to amaze me to observe how my outer life reflected the inner balance that yoga gave me. The more regularly I practiced, the better was my mental and emotional well-being.


So why don’t I commit to it daily? If I get so much benefit from it, it should be a no-brainer – just do it!


But things always got in the way that seemed to take precedence over my best intentions to stick to this healthy daily habit. For starters, it was the immediate gratification of streaming the latest season of a trending show, or checking social media notifications to see who commented on my latest post and what others were posting. Then, of course, there were the consistently persistent dining invitations with friends, fashion shows, fundraisers that kept my social conscience clear, parties at my favorite hangout spot which never lived up to their expectations but instead just made me lethargic and sluggish the next day, and various family obligations which I begrudgingly attended out of guilt or old habit.


There was always something to do in this city, but most of the things I chose did not provide a feeling of fulfillment and contentment. I wanted the kind of purposeful life that made me spring out of bed each morning, full of energy and eager anticipation to do something meaningful that brought joy not only to myself but to others as well. I often wondered if anyone on this planet actually felt like this or was it just an ephemeral state everyone got a taste of in their post-adolescent idealistic phase before “real life” took over.


Having learned about yoga and mindfulness from my teacher in Bali, Krishnaraj, who was an expert on Vedic and Buddhist philosophies, I remembered the concept of dukkha [doo-kuh] – suffering resulting from cravings and general mundanity of human existence.


“We suffer because we resist what is happening and wish it were different,” Krishnaraj, who had neatly cropped black hair, and was always clean-shaven and dressed in white clothing, would often say.


I began to ponder if wanting that sense of fulfillment, meaning and purpose was just another dukkha I needed to deal with.


I arrived home – a one-bedroom apartment in a medium high-rise on a narrow street just minutes from the subway. I loved my place. It was homey and a bit eclectic with trinkets and artifacts I’d collected from travels to Asia and the Caribbean. It had a great view of the city from my living room which opened into a small balcony where I often sat down to have my meals, weather permitting. I set up the take-out dinner I had brought home on the balcony table, poured myself a glass of Rioja, my favorite wine region, and took my time to savor the rich oaky dark cherry flavor with a hint of dill and leather. I liked eating alone since it helped me focus more on the food and less on conversation, but today I felt lonely and craved company. Since our separation and moving out of my ex-husband Dave’s place and back to my own apartment, I had a sense of discomfort living alone. I missed having a man around the house to help with the hardware of things. But the extra closet and bed space were a welcome change.


The worst thing about going through a divorce was the feeling of failure that accompanied me daily. I felt embarrassed that I couldn’t make the relationship work, and that I was somehow letting down all those people who came to our wedding. We had made promises to each other in our vows – to simply love – there was nothing complex about it.


So, what happened? Why did we drift to a place where we treated each other like roommates who don’t even like each other very much?


The first year together we had fun, going out for dinners and shows, traveling, exploring each other’s bodies and minds. And then, not even two years into our relationship, I started to sense something was wrong. I recalled the first sign of trouble the day we moved into his apartment together. After unpacking a few things, Dave told me he was going to meet someone and left me alone for the whole day, without cable or internet setup. I sat there feeling jilted and bewildered, not sure what to do with myself.


If only I had listened to my intuition back then. It seems so obvious now where it was headed.


But I ignored it and wrote it off as an isolated incident that didn’t mean anything.


Things just got worse from there. He wasn’t as attentive as he was when we first started dating; the sex dwindled to almost nonexistent; there were no compliments or physical affection. He began spending more time with his friends than with me.


Did he not find me sexy or feminine enough? What did I do wrong?


My desperation and need for intimacy, words of affirmation and to be appreciated for my feminine charm drove me into a two-week fling with a co-worker just a month before the separation. That was the first time I’d ever been unfaithful to a partner and the guilt that I felt right after the affair was haunting me even though I had already given up on the idea of us making it work. The distance between us kept growing and we didn’t put any effort into talking about any of our many problems, keeping all the quiet resentment to ourselves.


We didn’t even have that much in common! Why did I rush into marrying him so fast? I guess I really wanted to be “settled in” by 30. But now I’ll have to celebrate this deadline as a single woman!


The thoughts of the past were starting to unravel me mentally, yet the emotions felt stuck in my gut, like an inflated balloon that was stretching my insides giving me an uncomfortably acidic sensation. I winced at the burning pain and slid down the zipper of my pants to find some relief. It didn’t help.


My mind toggled between past and future thoughts, which were becoming more menacing and intense with each passing moment.


He didn’t want me anymore!


Maybe I need a nose job, or bigger boobs?


Could I have acted or looked different to keep the fire burning?


I guess I wasn’t fit enough for him – he was always such a gym freak.


Wonder if he ever cheated on me… I don’t have any proof though…


But I did cheat on him and he never found out…


I want passion – someone who can’t keep his hands off me and thinks I’m the most beautiful woman he’s ever seen!


I want a partner to build a beautiful life together – I am not a solo act, I’m much better in a couple.


I don’t want to be alone – I am a “relationship” person!


With my luck, I’ll end up alone, still living here in my forties and beyond.


Why can’t anything I do be a success from the first try? First driving test – failed! First job – fired! First marriage – divorced!


I recalled myself as a child, reading fairytales of great love and knowing deep inside that I was destined for it – that one day I would find a person who would love me the way I needed to be loved. My dream man would love me for my quirks and imperfections, for my light as well as my darkness, for my ambitions, values and dreams, and for my soul. And I would love him for the same.


My mental talk was reaching a boiling point that I didn’t want to get to, so I launched out of my seat and hurriedly cleared away the dishes, trying to stay centered by focusing on what I was doing in the moment, the way Krishnaraj had taught me.


Breathe. Look at the bubbles of the dish soap. How does it feel on your hands?


Expand your rib cage and breathe three-dimensionally.


Okay, there you go… the power of the present moment. There is no problem in the present moment.


My life is a blessing, there’s so much to be grateful for!


I finished the dishes and went to my bedroom where I sat down at my makeup dresser which doubled as an altar. It displayed an assortment of spiritual symbols spanning almost every major religion as well as non-sectarian energy-healing tools and talismans: crystals of different sizes and varieties, a carved wooden Lord Ganesha statue I had brought back from Bali, essential oils and incense sticks sprawled out amidst soy-based candles, a Nepalese mala with 108 sandalwood beads hanging over the mirror corner, a palm-sized copy of the Zohar given to me by a friend who was into Kabbalah, a tiny bronze Buddha statue, and a glass figurine of Saint Michael the Archangel that Alejandro’s mother gifted to me.


And there was my most precious piece – a small three-fold orthodox icon of Jesus, Holy Mary with child, and a saint whose name I didn’t know, given to me by my maternal grandmother right before we immigrated from Russia, where I was born. I didn’t subscribe to the dogma yet the icon simply represented the love for my grandmother and held sentimental meaning for me, connecting me to my roots rather than to a deity.


To say I believe in God would be a much oversimplified statement. The typical understanding of “God” as an external force or entity that could somehow be quantified or conceptualized seemed so strange to me that I didn’t even like using that word and cringed internally at the question “do you believe in God?”


For me, the idea of something so incomprehensible and vast, beyond the imagination was contradictory to itself. “God” – to use this word as a placeholder for now – is not of the physical realm, is all-encompassing, unquantifiable and immanent. So, assigning a word to describe this infinite and transcendent energy reduces it to simply another construct of the human mind. That is why none of the religions that dogmatized this unfathomable force appealed to me, but I curiously learned just enough from each one to make up my own understanding. I was not an atheist nor a theist – I was somewhere in the middle, like the Renaissance philosopher Baruch Spinoza. I had read about him in a blog that I loved and followed closely, which talked about Spinoza’s concepts of “totality of existence” and “substance” as qualities of God and how he argued that everything in existence, animate or inanimate, is a fundamental part of God’s essence.


Just like Spinoza, I associated God and the totality of being to nature, where one could come into contact with the state of beauty and harmony that permeates everything in existence. For that reason, I never prayed to God. The very act of it felt unnatural and futile since I believed that God was not a force outside of myself. No one was responsible for my life and my actions except me, so it was more reasonable to rely on my own strengths and abilities to influence reality.


But that night, alone in my apartment, was one of those rare occasions when I let go of these beliefs, and in a moment of hopelessness and desolation about my life, felt the need to pray. I desperately wished for an unknown force to help me take the pain away. I wanted favorable circumstances to turn in my favor. I surrendered to the idea of something greater than me and found the humility inside to ask for help.


Sitting at my altar, I lit a few candles and incense sticks, and closed my eyes. It felt like the inflated balloon in my gut turned into a heavy stone and was weighing all my emotions down, not letting them up to the surface. That sensation rose up to my throat as I felt it tighten, not allowing any sound to pass through. I fought with it and tried to squeeze out a sentence, a word, or a syllable. But I couldn’t make a peep. Praying was such a foreign concept for me and it felt awkward to say out loud what I felt inside. So, I said it internally:


God, I know my perfect love is out there but perhaps out of reach in my current state… and I realize that I need to absolve myself of any dark energies present in me before you bless me with it. I am ready to do the work – whatever is necessary to have access to this love and a person who deserves to share it with me. I don’t want to go through life never having experienced it. It is what my heart desires most in life. Thank you, thank you. I believe…


I didn’t know what I believed in anymore, but I wanted to believe in something – anything that would give me hope and salvation from the infernal suffering I was in. I was ready to let go of any concept I so adamantly defended and to simply accept the mystery – something that I couldn’t justify believing in. And to simply place my trust in the unknown vast abyss of nothingness, to be guided, protected, supported and loved. I allowed the stifled emotions to flow out of me like the monsoon rain that suddenly comes over and overpowers all other sounds around. My loud sobs felt cleansing and freeing as I let them shudder through my body originating somewhere so deep inside I didn’t think it had a bottom. I gave in to the emotions and let them carry me on a whirlwind journey of my sorrow that was intensifying with each passing moment and climbing up to a crescendo that I hoped would bring some relief. I let it take me over. And when the climax of emotion finally hit, my body, exhausted from the tension, and my mind, not able to handle any more thinking, both released and I fell into a peaceful interlude where I could almost perceive something close to a sense of euphoria, yet couldn’t quite grasp it.


Absent-mindedly, I slid over to my bed and fell into a deep dreamless sleep.









Chapter 2


Conditioning


Remember to pay attention to the signs – they are everywhere for you.


Half asleep, I kept repeating this sentence over and over again, fighting to remember it for later. So often, my first morning thoughts, which seemed so profound and important (sometimes even brilliant) in the moment, faded into ether as soon as I woke up.


I finally managed to snap into wakefulness with a startled sigh, and looked around the room. It was late morning by the looks of the light coming through the window. I had stayed up too late the night before and missed my 6 a.m. meditation session, which I had promised myself to get into the habit of daily but kept failing to keep up with it. The effects of the wine I overindulged in made my body heavy and my head hazy.


A faint noise of traffic from the street below wafted into the room – a stark difference to the sounds I had heard waking up each morning in Bali, where I was gently coaxed out of sleep by a choir of chirping jungle birds and wind playfully tussling with the trees. I closed my eyes again for a moment and imagined that I was there, and not in my bedroom, waking up alone, too physically and mentally drained to get out of bed.


What was that thought I just had? I tried hard to grasp the fleeting voice that was still somewhere in the back of my mind.


Was it something about signs being everywhere and needing to pay attention to them? What signs?


Ah, maybe the “Signs from the Universe!”


Although I’ve always considered myself a practical and straightforward type of person, these mysterious occurrences held a deep symbolic meaning for me, which I always held in great regard my whole life. For example, spotting a lucky penny or animal, a chance meeting with a friend after thinking about her, or seeing the clock display a particular number sequence like 11:11 or 12:34 at a moment of deep reflection. Seeing the angel numbers 1111 felt extra significant for me because my birthday happened to fall on November 11. I interpreted all these seemingly random events as the Universe talking to me. And even though I didn’t know what the message was, I simply felt “blessed” in those moments.


Here’s what I did know on the subject of synchronicities from one of my psychology classes in college. Synchronicities, which are synonymous with meaningful coincidences, is a term invented by Carl Jung, who described it as two unrelated and acausal events “falling together in time.” It explained the internalized importance your mind gives an external event when said event mirrors a thought or a dream without any apparent cause.


I knew the value of paying attention to synchronicities. It facilitated the process Jung called individuation – spiritual and psychological development which in the scheme of total human development was at the top of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. It was also used by Jung as a therapeutic practice to help his patients, as in the famous story of the scarab, where a woman of overly rational and analytical mindset was resisting his treatment until he pointed out a beetle outside his office window connecting it to the one she saw in her dream. I believed that assigning importance to signs filled us with hope, a dose of which acted as a kind of placebo effect. So, I chose to create a meaningful connection for every coincidence I’ve come across with the intention of living a happier life.


I reached out for my phone at the bedside table and looked at the time.


09:34.


Was that a sign? But a sign for what? Maybe Ale will know…


I suddenly remembered that I promised to meet with Alejandro (or Ale [Ah-lei] as he preferred), who had been one of my best friends over the past three years, and I quickly jumped out of bed and into the shower. I was always excited to see him, and today, his lighthearted energy and uplifting aura was just what I needed. I desperately wanted him to help me take my mind off my suffering and advise me what to do next.


Taking extra effort to dress up just a little bit more than my usual weekend clothes, I hastily smudged on enough makeup to look half-way decent for our meeting, and scrambled to find my keys, dropping them from my trembling hands while locking up. I hurried down the street to our favorite vegan brunch spot – Harvest.


Ale, looking as adorable as always – his scruffy chestnut curls framing his face with dimples when he smiled, was already waiting for me when I arrived and waved me over to our table as I weaved my way through the packed restaurant. I plopped down in the seat in front of him.


“Sorry I’m late! I was trying to look beautiful for you,” I teased him.


“You could’ve worn your shower curtain and still looked beautiful!” Ale replied with a big grin, his dark striking almond-shaped eyes doing that thing that always brought on a sensation of butterflies in my belly. I couldn’t help but blush and melt inside at hearing his words. There had been a mutual attraction between us ever since we met at a music festival where he played. He was a DJ – amongst other things – and our many similarities and shared taste in music connected us instantly. Despite that, we had never gotten together romantically since one of us was always in a relationship with someone else. Now, for the first time, we were both single, and I couldn't help but wonder if we were destined for romance. But just then Ale interrupted my thoughts by saying he had a date planned later with a woman he just met and he would have to watch the time.


He could tell I had spent the previous night crying, pointing out my puffy eyes.


“Are you still blaming yourself for what happened? C’mon it’s time to try to see how this all fits into the big picture! Sure, it hurts now. But I think soon you’ll be able to see it as a good thing.”


“How can divorce be a good thing? Do you know any happy divorced people?”


I was mentally defeated and had no energy to talk about Dave and our separation, which was still fresh at only three weeks, so I changed the subject.


“Do you remember our time in Bali? My God, it was just perfect! I really don't think I've ever felt so happy in my whole life! I think I want to go back there, or maybe somewhere else this time – not so far away. I just need to be whole again – I’m falling apart here!”


“Do you really think going on the ‘hippie trail’ again is going to fix you?”


“Look, this city is eating me up. It’s like I am in the Matrix movies! This concrete jungle… the walls are starting to close in around me. All this consumerism, all those people chasing power and money and things… It's suffocating!” I exaggerated my tone and then softened it as I dreamily described the scene I was imagining. “I need nature. I need stillness. I want to connect to the elements again. It feels so sterile here. I want my feet on the earth. I want to breathe fresh air. I want to feel the sun on my bare skin. My head is not in the right place – I need an environment that’ll help me get back into meditation.”


“Do you want me to go with you?”


“No, this time I want to do it alone. It’s an independence thing – I’ve never traveled anywhere on my own. Both my mom and Dave had always told me women shouldn’t travel on their own – ugh, what kind of B.S. is that?”


“Alright, say you do go to ‘find yourself’– how long is it going to take before you start feeling disconnected again after the trip? Last time it wasn’t even two weeks after we got back and you were totally drained again. What you are looking for is not out there to find. Your life is here – you are here!”


I was getting slightly annoyed by Ale’s unsupportive response. I thought he would be happy to hear that I wanted to work on myself. We were alike in many ways and being sister zodiac signs – him a Taurus and me a Scorpio, which sit directly opposite each other on the astrological wheel – we both were imaginative, stubborn and had the need to discover ourselves beneath the surface.


“So, what do you recommend then, O Great Master?” I asked sarcastically.


Alejandro was someone I looked to for advice on all things about energy and spirituality. Originally from Venezuela, he had spent several years studying at the University of Alchemy in Caracas and belonged to a group called the Sacred Order of the Rainbow Warriors, a tribe of people from all over the world. The name of the group was based on an apocryphal ancient Warriors of the Rainbow prophecy of the Hopi and Cree people which, although it had been largely dismissed as “fakelore” by scholars of the Native culture, was a beautiful story that many Indigenous people themselves have claimed to be passed down orally for generations. The legend spoke of a time in a distant future, when the earth would be in great peril and humans would be on a brink of self-destruction, and the spirits of the great chiefs and masters would intervene by inhabiting the bodies of people of different colors and races, making them remember the rituals and wisdom needed to restore health and peace to our planet. These Rainbow Warriors would then bring back the long-forgotten knowledge, teaching humanity how to live in harmony with nature, in unity with one another and in love with the world. A new greater civilization would then come about.


This legend had me rolling my eyes at Ale a few times, and I would tease him about entertaining notions of a future-day utopia. But the idealist in me wanted to believe that one day this prophecy would come to pass.


“When I was studying the Great Work of our teacher in alchemy,” Ale replied, “I learned that you cannot run away from your problems. You’ve got to face them head on and do what it takes to transform yourself.”


“What exactly is this alchemy? You never told me much about it.”


The only thing I knew on the subject was from one of my favorite books by Paolo Coelho, The Alchemist, and that it was an old speculative science of turning base metal into gold, which in the book was extended towards more metaphorical concepts of facilitating personal growth and improvement.


“That’s because you never really asked,” Ale smirked and then continued, “It is a beautiful, complex and intricate study of energy, which makes up everything around us. For me, this practice has become the process of transmuting dense, dark energies into lighter ones by going through the seven steps of alchemy that turn substances into their pure, untainted versions – their truest essence.


“If alchemy is the science of turning lead into gold, it can be translated into the transformation of self as a spiritual alchemist. It is an individual journey – one that will only work if you walk it alone. It can be lonely on the way and can make you feel separated from your loved ones. But it’s a valuable and profound process, provided that you pay attention to the positive changes inside and observe which stage of the seven steps you are in, as you walk this path towards an elevated version of yourself.”


“What are the seven stages that you mention?”


Ale proceeded to tell me each stage – calcination, dissolution, separation, conjunction, fermentation, distillation and coagulation – and how they applied to personal transformation, most of which I could only partially grasp, as it sounded much too obscure for my rational “self.”


The waiter came by to take our order and we quickly told him what we wanted.


Ale pointed at the pendant with an Egyptian hieroglyphic symbol he always wore on a gold chain around his neck.


“Do you know the ankh?”


“It’s ancient Egyptian, isn’t it? I heard it is a symbol of life, or something like that.”
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“Yeah, and it’s also known as the key of life but it has many other meanings depending on who you ask. Some people interpret it as the elements required to make life: water, air, and sun. Others see it as the union of heaven and earth. Actually, one of the most common interpretations is that it depicts male and female symbols coming together in union to create life… can you see it? Mostly though, people wear it for protection, good fortune and long life.”


“Why do you wear it?” Of course, I had noticed it and had always wanted to ask him about it.


“I see it as the balancing of the masculine and feminine energies which are present in each person. So I wear it as a reminder that we find that balance through our challenges. In alchemy, we can use symbols like this, that have a deep meaning to the person, as a tool for self-transformation and personal power. But you don’t need the actual object – you can call upon it.”


“Well, I don’t really have anything symbolic like that except my ankle bracelet. Remember when I bought it at that market with you? They told us it was blessed by the monks. I should put it back on, maybe it’ll bring me better luck in love,” I fake-laughed.


Alejandro suddenly seemed to go into a mini-trance as his gaze unfocused, kind of looking right through me. His usual lively tone abruptly became more urgent and commanding.


“These days, everyone is looking for a magic pill – a quick-dissolving, fast-acting, no-assembly-required solution to help them stop the pain they are in. The pain of wanting to matter. The pain of unrequited desires. The pain of the senselessness of life. The pain of not believing we’re good enough.”


“Yeah,” I interjected, “If only someone could just make that pain go away in a snap – how much easier would it be to enjoy life? I’d get so much more things done… maybe I’d finally get that eco business started, write a book, go back to Bali!”


“You and so many others who think they’d start earning more, lose weight and get fitter, or be seen as a role model by their friends and as a ‘success’ by their parents.


“Oh, if only not for this damn festering pain under all of our great ambition, keeping us at an arm’s length – close enough to see it, but just out of reach of our desired lives. And so, we turn away and fall into a subdued despair about this pain, because actually, there is no magic pill and we all instinctively know it. We hopelessly grasp at anything that will provide temporary relief, and for a while it seems to work.”


I was intrigued by what he was saying but surprised because I had never heard him speak like this. He sounded more like a prophet than his usual sassy self – as though it wasn’t really him, but someone else, perhaps an ethereal entity that was using him as a medium. Dressed in a colorful tie-dye shirt and a brown corduroy jacket, his somewhat hipster look contrasted with the wisdom of the universe he seemed to be channeling from another realm.


What does he mean when he says unrequited desires? Is that the pain of wanting to be loved fully and completely?


I didn’t want to interrupt this divine connection he seemed to be in, so I let him continue.


“We bury ourselves in work, home chores, and social obligations. We binge on empty calories and mindless TV shows. We pack out the social calendar and dissolve into the social media newsfeed. Sometimes we even turn to those very ‘pills,’ be it food, alcohol or pharmaceuticals we know aren’t good for us but do the trick to numb the pain, yet never heal it.


“We listen to motivational speeches and read inspiring stories of heroes we wish to be like one day, but again, that only gets us as far as the boundary of our comfort zone.”


I’ve been guilty of all of that. Gosh, he’s really on point today!


“We clench our jaws, grind our teeth, push and pull at the invisible weight with all our might, in a futile attempt to move it just an inch. We scream into the abyss of the unknown hoping someone out there will hear us and offer a hand, tell us what to do next, and lead us on the right path. But no one is coming…” Ale paused in tandem with my breath as I absorbed the soberness of his words. “And when that help doesn’t come, we lose just a little bit more faith each time, and fall deeper into the recesses of our self-loathing caves, moving further and further away from what we as children once believed was so possible.”


My eyes went to the ankh pendant on his chest and it appeared to be slightly glowing with a soft golden aura. I blinked twice to clear my eyes and the glowing stopped. Ale was on a roll.


“We stop believing in miracles. We forget about our inner child, inner goddess, and inner warrior. We stop creating and turn to consuming, always wanting things we don’t have, and completely terrified to lose the things we do have.


“We continue to live in denial of our great potential, forgetting that we are infinitely powerful beings – able to create and manifest anything we want. We forget that each breath is our opportunity to be that creator and that our imaginations are a fertile soil for growing the seeds of inspiration that we are blessed to receive in abundance… if we stay open to it.”


Our food arrived and the waiter wanted to know if there was something else we were planning to order, seeming eager to get us out to get the next customers in. I hastily waved him away keeping my eyes glued on Ale, worried that he would lose the connection and stop speaking. I needed to hear the rest of what he was transmitting. I gently touched his hand as if to nudge him to go ahead.


He looked at me with sadness in his eyes, and in that moment, I felt a pain that he was projecting. I wondered if it could be the collective pain of every human being that has ever lived or will ever live on this planet. He spoke a bit more quietly now, looking straight into my eyes and I felt like he was talking directly to my soul.


“But no one wants to do the real work it takes to change and face up to the truth which can be plain scary and ugly at times. No one wants to look at themselves in the mirror in a moment of an emotional catharsis or a fit of rage. It’s tough to face the reality – that you have created your own problems and you are now spinning in a perpetual wheel of your self-imposed limitations, not willing to do the work to get off once and for all.”


Well, how the hell do you get off this wheel? I feel like I’ve tried everything! I do yoga, I meditate… on and off.


“It takes work to find the relief you’re looking for.” Ale continued as though he felt my inner resistance. “Not the face-contorting, weight-lifter work of pure hard willpower and pain as your mind shouts motivational slogans at you like a maniacal drill sergeant.


“It takes the kind of courageous, intentional and consistent introspection, where you carefully brush away layers of sediment and dust to reveal the gorgeous artifact hidden beneath, like a patient paleontologist discovering the bones of an extinct animal.”


“Wow, you sure are getting poetic today,” I chuckled mockingly, “but that is so true – I need to do some digging inside. It’s just that it’s so hard to face some things, you know?”


“As unpleasant as it may be to dissect yourself and inspect the specimens under a microscope, no one is better equipped than you to look inwards, find the stillness, joy, love and great vastness you are composed of. And to recognize the incredible abilities of your true essence.”


“So, what’s your solution? More meditation?”


Ale wasn’t fazed in the slightest by my sarcasm. “What it takes is this: daily rituals, non-negotiable routines, energetic and psychological tools, and simply making the time for yourself to do the inner work needed to achieve real lasting change, healing and transformation you desire.”


We sat in silence for a few moments, and I was both in awe and slightly bewildered at his intensity.


“What was THAT?” I inquired, trying to understand what had just happened and how he was able to do what he did. “Where did you go just now? It almost didn’t sound like you.”


Ale shrugged and said that it was a first for him too, although he felt like it was himself talking. He didn’t know where the words came from, but just knew I needed to hear them.


We continued chatting about work and friends, but I was preoccupied with his powerful speech, questioning whether I was that person he was describing, who was eager to find a quick solution to all of my life’s problems.


The waiter came over with the bill and our time together was up. I wanted to keep talking to Ale but he had to go.


We walked out onto the street and he gently grabbed me by the shoulders, squaring me off towards him so we were facing each other. He took off his chain with the ankh symbol and put it around my neck.


“No, no, I can’t,” I tried to protest. “This is your special pendant. You’re not Ale without it!”


“I can feel that you’re going through something big, and you need it now more than I do. Promise me you won’t forget its power and make good use of it, okay?”


Then he gave me a hug, kissed me on both cheeks and softly touching his fingers to my chin to lift up my head like I was a child, said,


“Remember, there is no magic pill. Only magic you!”
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Why do we think the way we do, and why do we believe what we believe?


Who is responsible for the way we view life?


Is it our free will that gives us the permission to construct our own world view – or are we programmed to have a structural flow of thoughts, each one based on some event that caused it to happen?


It was the age-old question of determinism versus free will, which is still argued to this day by philosophers, psychologists and sci-fi nerds, and there doesn’t seem to be undisputed proof for either side.


I wanted to believe in free will – it gave me hope that we are free to choose what we decide to do and how we act on our thoughts. Freedom has been my top priority ever since I could remember. As a child, I valued freedom above all else – I wanted to be allowed to let go of my homework obligations and simply enjoy playing and running around outside at my grandparents’ house in a small town in southern Russia, where I felt the most liberated because my mother was not there to give me something to study or practice. I would run the length of the tiny living room that connected to a small bedroom and joyously squeal, “FREEDOM!”


Yet the analytical, practical side of me saw very clearly how each of our beliefs had a root cause in some past event in our lives. The determinist in me assumed that the brain was like a computer that was programmed to run code – a sequencing of instructions performed in a specific order in an algorithm.


I wondered how I managed to sway so far from the “freedom-seeking” youngster I once had been, and end up in a corporate system, quietly resenting my boss and the work that I was doing, and plodding along to the tune of my company’s slogan which ironically for me, stated, “Developing for freedom of possibilities.” I didn’t really care about the quarterly output goals and final product quality standards. I did it because I wanted to be taken as a professional and to be able to identify with the respectable title of “software engineer” on my business card. It gave me a sense of pride and I wouldn’t dare do anything that would jeopardize the progress I was making towards what society deemed to be successful.


I looked at the people passing me by on the way home from brunch with Alejandro. Everyone appeared like robots on autopilot, with their eyes fixated on their mobile phones and all dressed in monotonous outfits without much color or creativity. They were determined to get to wherever it was they were rushing to, their faces leaden and joyless, probably preoccupied with the next thing they had to do, who they wanted to become, and what they wanted to have. Maybe they were thinking about how their lives could’ve turned out differently had they done something differently. That was exactly what I was thinking.


What went wrong?


It wasn’t supposed to go this way – did I misstep on my perfect plan?


My plan was simple: graduate with a bachelor’s degree; get a job which sets me on the fast-track for promotion and a high-paying position so I am making six figures by 40, get an MBA or extra qualifications needed to sling myself over to the higher ranks, get married by 30 and enjoy a few years without kids, travel a few times a year and work our way up to senior-level positions, start a family and move to a nicer neighborhood where we can set up a good base and feel secure, have our mutual savings roll over into a nice retirement package and with any luck of the stock market be F.I.R.E. (Financially Independent Retired Early.)


I always believed that if you have a vision, an action plan, and discipline to see it through, you would reach all of your goals one way or another, even with unplanned detours along the way. But this “life implosion” I seemed to be having lately was not part of my vision. A divorce, with its subsequent total personal meltdown, was shameful and unsavory to the recipe I had concocted in my head about what my ideal life should be. I strongly believed that if you work hard and stay the course, you will be rewarded.
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