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“Be who God meant you to be, and you will set the world on fire.”


—St. Catherine of Siena




I dedicate this book
to the weird girl/boy inside all of us,
the one who never fit in, the child inside of us who knows
we were born to set the world on fire.
When we learn to listen to her/him,
we find our Way.




“What is to give light must endure burning.”


—Viktor Frankl
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Preface


Every one of us beats ourselves up in the privacy of our own minds. We think that we are supposed to be better in some way: wealthier, stronger, more successful, thinner, smarter, a better parent—you name it. We cannot stand the fact that we are flawed, imperfect, human, so we spend our entire lives hiding our shortcomings, apologizing for them, blaming others for creating them, and hating ourselves for having them. By the time we hit adulthood, most of us have created such a false sense of self in an effort to cover up our inadequacies that we cannot even remember who we naturally are.


The only way to true joy, to true bliss, to true freedom, is to begin the work of uncovering our real selves—to chip away at the parts of us that are false, the façade we created to please our parents, the mask we built so the world would approve of us. Only when we are willing to stand tall in our own uniqueness, with our own idiosyncrasies, will we be able to do the work we came to do, to build the life we always dreamed of, to excel beyond our wildest dreams, and to live in true joy and abundance. When we finally tap into what we naturally are, we discover we already have the exact right skill set to become everything we have always secretly wanted to be.


Every saint—of all the religions—tells us that our differences are beautiful and are given to us for a reason. Every fairy tale and superhero movie shows us how our flaws make us unique and special, that owning our perceived defects makes us powerful, that our difference is our destiny. Yet somehow, we still live in a world that yells at us constantly to be like everyone else, to be “perfect,” to blend in.


It is our work to not blend in, our work to stay true to ourselves, and our work to unravel and eventually understand the Divine purpose in the parts of ourselves that are not “the norm,” to discover the incredible power and wisdom that lies hidden in the owning and forgiving and healing of our wounds. The following Chinese folktale depicts this beautifully. Each one of us is designed differently—and perfectly; each one of us is damaged differently—and perfectly—in order to fulfill our own unique destiny:


An elderly woman had two large pots. Each hung on the ends of a pole, which she carried across her neck. One of the pots had a crack in it, while the other pot was perfect. At the end of the long walk from the stream to the house, the whole pot delivered a full portion of water, while the cracked pot arrived only half-full. For a full two years, this went on daily, with the woman bringing home only one and a half pots of water.


The perfect pot was proud of itself and its accomplishments. The cracked pot was ashamed of its own imperfection and miserable that it could only do half of what it had been made to do. Finally, it spoke to the woman one day by the stream. “I am ashamed of myself, because this crack in my side causes water to leak out all the way back to your house.”


The old woman smiled. “Did you notice that there are flowers on your side of the path but not on the other pot’s side? That’s because I have always known about your flaw, so I planted flower seeds on your side of the path, and every day while we walk back, you water them. For two years, I have been able to pick these beautiful flowers to decorate the table. Without you being just the way you are, there would not be this beauty to grace the house.”
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If we ever want real peace inside our minds (and subsequently in the world), we must understand that each one of us is unique, that there is no carbon copy. Only then will we stop expecting other people to see and do things the way we would. Only then will we stop expecting ourselves to be further along than we are, to be somehow “better.” Only when we can truly accept and embrace our own flaws will we be able to accept and embrace each other’s.


Life dealt me some pretty heavy blows early on. I was introduced to death at a young age. Overly sensitive and very small, I never fit in with other kids and I was constantly teased and beat up until I became mean. I was raised by an unbalanced mother and was told continuously that virtually everything about me was “wrong.” I began searching for the meaning of life before I finished high school and was always desperate to find someone—anyone—who understood and appreciated me. I spent almost all of my young adulthood lost and searching. From the outside, my life looked perfect: I travelled the world as a model and professional dancer, but inside I was soul-sick. I felt incredibly alone.


After a lifetime of trying to be perfect, after subjecting myself to emotional and psychological abuse in an effort to become Enlightened, and after paying a small fortune for therapy, I have finally accepted that being flawed is part of the deal of being human and that getting damaged is an integral part of the journey—that when we expect ourselves to be somehow “further along” or “more successful” or in any way different than we are now, we cause ourselves unbearable suffering. After allowing myself to be brainwashed in extreme and seemingly unhealable ways, I have discovered that life wounds us in order to break us open so that our hearts may finally be exposed to the sun, so that we soften, so that the Divine seed within gets awakened and begins its true journey towards its full magnificent bloom.


Dr. Maya Angelou once said, “There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you.” I believe she is right. I wrote my story as a catharsis—a way to get it out of me so that I could heal and move on. It is my sincere desire that somewhere in the depths of my story you see your own and that my journey into, through, and out of the dark may help shine light on your own rocky path. If you have been struggling to forgive others, maybe my story will help you recognize that everything that has happened to you has happened for you. And if you have been struggling to forgive yourself, maybe, just maybe, my story will let you give yourself permission to love all parts of you and all parts of your history.


Embrace your skeletons in the closet. Pull them out and paint them pink. Celebrate them. Your skeletons are probably the most interesting part about you. Your difference is your destiny.




“You were wild once. Don’t let them tame you.”


—Isadora Duncan





Introduction


All my life I had been searching. For what exactly, I did not know. And then, one evening in June 2006, I walked into a meditation seminar in California. I arrived late, to a crowded room filled with chatter and nervous energy. Fifty banquet chairs faced a low stage, upon which sat a small round table draped in black cloth and a single beautifully upholstered chair. An elegant arrangement of flowers stood in the center of the table. There was one empty chair in the front row on the right. I sat in it just seconds before a woman walked onto the stage.


I had been expecting the speaker to be an older woman with long, gray hair, wearing sandals and a white robe with mala beads around her neck. Instead, she was a young woman, a pretty woman. She was dressed in an expensive black business suit with sexy, sophisticated black stilettos. With grace she walked to the middle of the stage, faced the audience, and then slowly looked from her right to her left, scanning the eyes of every single member of the gathering. She oozed confidence. She radiated power. Her look was piercing. The room went quiet. When she had finished meeting every single pair of eyes, she smiled, placed her palms together in front of her heart, bowed slightly, and said, “Hello, I’m Lakshmi. Let’s meditate.”


She sat down, connected an iPod to a cable on the table, put on dark sunglasses, and hit play. Her posture was perfectly straight. Her feet rested side by side on the floor. She turned her head to face the audience and folded her hands in her lap, a large gold ring glittering on the third finger of her left hand. Music started. It was loud, and the sound echoing off the walls startled me. I had been expecting spa music, but the song she chose was Navras, from one of the final fight scenes in the second Matrix movie. Wearing the dark sunglasses in the dark suit, this woman looked like Trinity from the movie. Damn, she was intense. Suddenly, I envied her.


I pushed my thoughts aside, inhaled deeply, closed my eyes, and settled in to meditate. Instantly I felt energy uncoil at the base of my spine and shoot up through the top of my head. Then everything went white and I disappeared; the room disappeared, and I was being held in the hands of God. I had left my body and expanded into Eternity. The peace, the silence, the warmth, the love. This was what I’d been searching for my entire life. This was it. I was Home. I had never felt anything so glorious in all my life. I felt ripped apart and filled up with love and energy and white light and pure joy. I felt utter ecstasy. I slammed open my eyes, my heart beating wildly, and I clutched the bottom of the chair to keep from fainting. I didn’t know who this woman was. I didn’t care. I was Home. My search was over.





Part 1 Seeking


“Religion is for people who are scared to go to hell. Spirituality is for people who have already been there.”


—Bonnie Raitt





Chapter 1 Lakshmi


“I am not going to sit on cushions on the floor in the dark with a bunch of stinky, patchouli-oil-smelling hippies chanting ‘Om’,” I said adamantly. It was spring of 2006, and Kate, one of my closest girlfriends, was insisting I go with her to a free meditation class on Tuesday night. She had been suggesting I go for a long time because she loved it and she knew I had been searching and she thought that I would love it, too. But I had no interest in going; it sounded terrible. For a while, I had an excuse: I was teaching a tango class on Tuesday nights. But the series was only six weeks long and the last class ended. So, after weeks of refusing, I went. Begrudgingly. And it was weird. And I didn’t love it. But they weren’t hippies. And they sat in chairs. And they didn’t stink. And there was no patchouli. And it wasn’t dark. And I survived. But I was definitely not going back.


The next week rolled around, and there I was again, sitting in the circle of chairs with the non-hippie meditators. Meditating. Or trying to. And it was still all a little weird. And I vowed never to go back.


And the next week rolled around, and there I was, back again. I couldn’t believe it. This time I had arrived before all of the other students. Only one pair of shoes lay beside the door. Prada, they said on the instep—the instructor’s shoes.


That’s interesting, I thought to myself and entered the room. Definitely not a hippie.


After my fourth class, I lingered as the other students packed up their belongings. I had just finished reading a book about a man’s evolution to his highest Self, guided by his spiritual teacher. I had never heard of a spiritual teacher and after reading the book decided that maybe I needed one. I had always been so different from everyone else; I had always been searching. Maybe a spiritual teacher could help answer some of my many questions, and maybe this meditation teacher knew where I could find one. Tentatively, I approached the instructor and asked her about finding a spiritual teacher.


She smiled, her eyes kind. She told me that her mentor happened to be in town from Arizona, teaching a three-day public seminar on meditation. In fact, she was teaching the following night.


“Look,” she said, pointing to a poster on the wall:


University of Mysticism
More Difficult. More Intense. More Outrageous.
No More Switchbacks, This Path is Straight Up The Mountain


As someone who had spent much of her adolescence dressed in Doc Martin boots, diving off the stage at punk-rock concerts and drag-racing her Mustang, I thought this sounded right up my alley.


Even though I had been to four meditation classes, I had never really meditated. I had no idea what to expect. I imagined a relaxing evening spent with an older woman listening to the same type of spa music we listened to in the Tuesday night classes. The seminar was nothing like that.
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When I opened my eyes, Lakshmi was still on stage, wearing sunglasses, meditating. She had a huge smile on her face. She was utterly motionless. I looked around. The other people in the room still had their eyes closed. My life had just been shaken to the core, and everyone else appeared unfazed. I had no idea what to do, so I sat clutching the chair, trembling, eyes open, heart pounding, staring at the stage . . . waiting for the song to end.


Finally, Lakshmi reached over to stop her iPod, returning her hands to her lap afterward. The tension in the room had dissolved. The peace was tangible. The air felt as if it were filled with white light and tiny little champagne bubbles. We stared at Lakshmi in the silence. She sat as still as a statue, face pointed straight ahead, sunglasses on, hands folded, slight smile on her lips, feet planted on the floor.


Suddenly, as if returning to her body, she inhaled deeply, placed her hands together in front of her heart, and bowed slightly. Most of us bowed with her. She removed her sunglasses, placed them on the table, blinked her eyes a few times, and said quietly, “It’s nice to bow in gratitude after a meditation. It’s a way of showing thanks for the opportunity to sit in pristine stillness. If bowing makes you uncomfortable, you can simply say ‘thank you’ inside your mind.”


More silence.


More stillness.


She looked around the room and asked, “How was that?” Hands shot up into the air, mine one of them. Lakshmi looked at me and said, “Yes?”


Timidly, I asked, “What just happened to me?”


She smiled at me, with so much love in her eyes, and when she spoke, I felt a tangible current of love flow from her to me. “You are in The Burn Zone,” she said. “You may just want to move back a few rows. If it happens again, just open your eyes and look at these flowers.” She nodded to the white orchids someone had placed on the stairs leading up to the stage; they happened to be directly between her and me.


I had not described to her what I had just experienced; she seemed to intuitively know. For the next hour I sat pinned to the chair, feeling as though I could not move. It wasn’t a heaviness. It was as if my body was made of light. My mind felt so expanded it would not have been possible to think or worry if I had wanted to. Waves of bliss hit me from all angles, pulsing through my skin. I could barely hear what Lakshmi was saying. It didn’t matter; I wanted to sit in that chair, in front of her, for the rest of my life.
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After an hour, Lakshmi got up and left the stage. Once she was gone, we were ushered to the foyer. One of her volunteers saw me standing against a wall in the corner and approached me with a concerned look on his face. I recognized him from the Tuesday-night meditation classes. He was tall, with dark brown hair. His name was Jake.


“How are you feeling?” he asked.


“I’m not sure,” I responded. “A bit shaky.”


“You should eat a cookie,” he said, walking me over to the table that held cookies and brownies.


“The sugar will help ground you.”


He handed me one, and I took a bite. Sugar was the last thing I wanted, but, surprisingly, it did help.


“She’s pretty intense, isn’t she?” he said.


“Oh my God,” I answered. “Yes.”


I thanked him and walked back into the seminar, I took Lakshmi’s advice and sat toward the back. She was right; the energy was much less intense in the back of the room.


I didn’t want it to end. I was hooked. I had to know more. I would find a way to stay with her forever. The way I felt in her presence was magical. All my doubt was gone. All my questions were gone. I felt as if everything in life was perfect and always had been and always would be. Nothing mattered. Everything was fine. I had never, ever, in my life felt this much peace.


On my way back to the car, I stood outside for a minute. I was dazed and utterly transformed. The trees. They were so alive, so green, pulsing with life. I could smell them. I could feel them singing to me. The sky was so dark, the stars so bright. The contrast filled me with ecstasy. The feel of the wind on my skin was so soft and gentle and rich and full of love. I’d only had a hint of this feeling of hypersensitivity once before. I was seventeen tripping on psychedelic mushrooms my brother had pulled from the dirt in a Costa Rican cow field as we walked back from an early morning surf. But this was even more intense, richer. The world was new. I was a child of the universe and everything around me was positively singing with life, with love.


Lakshmi had said, jokingly, before she ended the seminar, “Make sure you get in your car before you drive home.”


She knew we were leaving in altered states of mind.


I simply could not wait to return the following night.
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Kate joined me the next night. Our friends Bruno and Emily came along, as well. We sat toward the back of the room. I was so excited for them to experience this with me; Kate, after all, was the reason I was here. When Lakshmi walked onto the stage, my heart began to pound. She wore dark jeans with a thigh-length black jacket cinched at the waist and black high-heeled boots. Her breasts were huge and were much more noticeable in this outfit. She really was beautiful—powerful and feminine.


“Most people think you meditate to relax or unwind,” Lakshmi said. “If you want to relax, get a massage; if you want to unwind, go drink a beer and get a blow job. I am going to teach you how to sharpen your mind. It is the hardest thing there is to do.”


She went on to explain how meditation focuses the mind to the point that one can actually squeeze a muscle and shut off all thought. She said that once you can work with 100 percent of your focus on the task at hand, your ability becomes close to unlimited.


“This,” she said, “is what makes monks so powerful. Imagine being able to walk through this world not affected by anything, not needing anything to change. Imagine having a mind so strong that you simply cannot be knocked off balance by the events going on around you.”


As Lakshmi spoke, she held command of the room. I could tell she loved teaching. She used her hands expressively, often holding the wire connected to her microphone.


“In the East,” she said, “people have strong spiritual practices but have a difficult time making money. They live in poverty. In the West, people excel at their careers but have minimal to no spiritual practice. They become consumed with work and money. They neglect their families, their health, and their own peace of mind.”


Gesturing with the right hand, she said, “People in the East are spiritual and poor.”


Gesturing with the left, she said, “People in the West are wealthy and soul-sick.”


She let that hang there for a moment, allowing it to sink in.


“We can use meditation to sharpen our minds, use our sharpened minds to excel in our work, get promoted, make more money, and use that money to create a life that allows us to meditate better and to give back to the world through philanthropy. This is what I teach.”


She sat back down and continued: “There is more . . .”


We waited.


“Mindfulness is as important as meditation. Most of us spend eight or more hours a day at work. It’s great if we take the time to meditate in the morning or at night, but what about all those hours in between? What happens then? You meditate in the morning. You feel close to God. Your mind gets calm. You feel centered and at peace. And then you get in your car and someone cuts you off in traffic or you spill coffee all over your suit and suddenly you’re an asshole all day long? That’s not spiritual. This is where mindfulness comes in. You must learn to monitor your thoughts. It’s not easy. You need to stop the bullshit in your mind. And then you need to be focused and awake in your actions. Your entire day becomes your place of worship, your offering to the Divine. This world is dark, and it needs more light. When you meditate, you tap into All That Is, and you shine brighter. When you give the best of yourself in each moment, you tap into All That Is, and you shine brighter. And when you dedicate your work to God or Source or anything higher and larger than yourself and your own measly paycheck, you begin to truly enjoy what you are doing, and . . . you shine brighter.”


She looked at the crowd. Again, she scanned the eyes of everyone facing her. Her look was fierce. Chills ran up my spine.


Work as spiritual practice—I loved it. I had always felt an innate love for and trust in God, but I resisted the word God, and I resisted people who talked about God, mostly because my mother had forced me to go to Sunday school every week, where I witnessed the hypocrisy of the church. It never made sense to me how God could create all of us, yet fill us with desires that were sinful and damn us and judge us and smite us for acting on them. If we believed that God created all of us, then it only made sense to me to believe that God loved us as we were, that we are all His/Her children. Even when I was a child it seemed very closed-minded to me to believe there was only one way to find God, only one path to follow, and that anyone that walked a different path was damned. I noticed that when Lakshmi said God, I didn’t find myself resisting. I found myself intuitively understanding God as the intense love and light and peace I experienced in Lakshmi’s presence. I loved her irreverence. And I loved that she talked about making money and having a great job and sharpening your mind as a way to walk a spiritual path.


She wasn’t saying, Give up everything and live in an ashram. She wasn’t saying, Stop having sex and stop eating meat and go get a job as a massage therapist or Reiki practitioner. She was simply saying, Use this method to tap into quiet, to sharpen your mind, and use the extra energy and clarity you get from it to rock your career.


I wanted to be like her. Everything about her was so polished. She was just the mentor I needed. A big sister. A guide. A teacher. I just had to figure out how to become her student.


As I walked through my front door later that evening, my phone rang. It was my Tuesday-night meditation teacher.


“What did you think?” she asked.


“I loved it!” I exclaimed. “I love her.”


“I had a feeling you would,” she replied. “She’s looking for volunteers to help with next month’s event. Would you like to volunteer?”


I immediately agreed.


“Her partner will get in touch with you. His name is Vishnu,” she said.
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Vishnu called from a private number a few days later. I was driving and quickly rolled up the windows so I could hear him clearly. He was very serious. He explained that Lakshmi was an Enlightened Being and that she did not need anything from anybody. He said that my volunteering to help her would really be her helping me. And he said it was an immense honor to do anything for an Enlightened Being.


Well, that explains all the light in the room, I thought. In my years of searching I had read books about saints and Enlightened Masters and learned about “selfless service to the guru,” so I immediately accepted this as Truth and was utterly thrilled to “serve,” ecstatic that I had actually found an “Enlightened Master” the day after I began looking for one. The old adage When the student is ready, the teacher will appear popped into my head. I couldn’t wait to hear what my service would be.


“Your job will be front-door greeter and ticket gatherer,” Vishnu said. “You will need to arrive to the events half an hour early.”


He gave me the address of the next event and told me to contact my Tuesday-night meditation teacher if I had any questions. Emily had decided to volunteer as well and got assigned the same role.


At the next event, Emily and I arrived early and got into our positions on either side of a large double door.


I turned to her and said, “I don’t know why, but I am so nervous.” I was wearing a form-fitting turquoise V-neck T-shirt, a really pretty chocolate-brown, turquoise, and tan skirt, and sandals. It was July, and the weather was extremely warm. We were stationed outside a large hotel ballroom and the air-conditioning did not seem strong enough to cool the large space. I lifted my arms and showed her sweat marks that ran from my armpits to my waist. We both broke out in peals of laughter. I kept my arms up, clasping my hands around my elbows on top of my head, hoping that maybe my T-shirt would dry a little.


“I’m nervous, too,” Emily said. “She scares me. Her energy is so intense. I feel like she can see right through me.”


Just then, Lakshmi walked up, and I slammed my arms back down to my sides. She had materialized out of nowhere. Emily and I held our breath. My heart began to pound.


“Hello,” she said to Emily.


Emily replied nervously, through gritted teeth, stiff like a statue.


Lakshmi turned her gaze to me. Her presence was mesmerizing. She smiled.


“Hello,” she said to me in a different tone. “It’s nice to see you again.”


My eyes welled up with tears. She saw me. She recognized me. She wasn’t referring to knowing me from the event the month before. She was referring to knowing me from past lives. I could sense this. I could see it in her eyes. It was as if her gaze alone was communicating more than words ever could.


I had never ever fit in. Anywhere. I had never been like anyone else. I had always been different. As a child I was more sensitive than other children. When someone said something mean to me I felt the energy of the words stab me in the heart. When they made fun of other kids, I could feel the other kids’ sadness well up inside my own chest and pour out of my own eyes. If I made eye contact with anyone, I immediately felt inside my body whatever that person was feeling inside theirs. Noises were too loud. Lights were too bright. Adults hugged me too hard. I had a very high moral compass and would not disobey my parents’ rules even when they were not around to enforce them. I had hidden these differences because I discovered in childhood that they made me “weird.” And being “weird” caused me to be bullied, beaten up, and ostracized. I hated it so I learned to be tough. I learned to bully. I learned quickly how to blend, but I still never fit in. Deep down I had always hoped someone would see my difference and would understand it, that she would tell me I was not “weird” but, in fact, “special.”


A few times, in my late teens and twenties, I had gone to see traveling monks or healers and had hoped they would recognize something in me, but it had never happened. Yet here it was, finally. Happening before me. With her. Reaffirming that I was, at last, truly Home.


Lakshmi walked through the door and into the event room. Quietly, she walked down the rows and touched the back of every single chair. When she got to the one that held my sweater, she paused and touched it with both hands, lingering much longer than she did on any other chair. She then calmly continued touching the backs of the remaining chairs. At least ten of the other chairs, those reserved by the other volunteers, had sweaters draped over the back. How could she have known which chair was mine? I felt so protected, so loved. I felt like she saw the full, complete me, like she knew how sensitive I was, and like she was somehow energetically protecting my chair, my space, me. Finally, after a very long time, I was not all alone.


Through the three-night seminar, I soaked up every word she said. She talked about religion. She spoke about saints. She explained how important a good career was. But, mostly, we practiced meditation. She insisted that we had to learn to still our minds. We had to create space for the Divine to guide us. Meditation, she promised, was The Way.


On the last night, Vishnu invited the volunteers to stay for a quick “surprise” at the end. We stood in a circle in the empty event room, nervously awaiting Lakshmi’s arrival. Escorted by Vishnu, she walked in holding a bottle of expensive champagne. Vishnu held a stack of plastic cups beside her. We made space for them in our circle and Vishnu handed each of us a cup. Lakshmi raised the bottle and said, with her charming smile, “Here is to a job well-done,” as she opened the bottle with a loud POP! Next, she walked within the circle and poured a little champagne into each volunteer’s cup, looking each person in the eyes and thanking each one of us sincerely.


When she got to me, she kept pouring until my cup was full. She looked into my eyes and whispered, “You need this.”


I turned red. She smiled. I smiled back. There was a palpable current of love between us, like big sister and little sister reunited after lifetimes apart. And then she moved on to the next volunteer.


All the way home, I was glowing. I couldn’t stop wondering what she could have meant. Finally I decided it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that Lakshmi had singled me out as different. She had confirmed something I had always known. And she was clearly telling me what I needed so desperately to hear: that my “different” was indeed “special.”


Emily and I volunteered to help with the August seminar. In the meantime, I bought Lakshmi’s book and read it immediately. I bought and listened to all of her CDs. I began meditating in the morning. I did everything I could to act as if I already was her student. And when the seminar finally came, I hung, again, on every word. On the final night my wish came true: Lakshmi handed out applications to become her personal students.


Perhaps sixty of us remained in our seats to apply as the rest of the audience filed out. I could not believe my luck. Now that her summer seminars were complete, she would be leaving California, and I was dreading having to say good-bye. But if she accepted me as her student I would not have to. I would have her by my side, possibly indefinitely, to guide me. I would never have to be alone and “weird” again. I filled out my application quickly and dropped it in a pile on the stage, my heart pounding with joy.


On my way out, Vishnu approached me and whispered, “Are you sure you know what you are doing?”


I looked at him, shocked. “Yes,” I replied firmly. I had never been more sure of anything in my life.


He smiled. “Nicely done,” he said.


I got home and called Emily. “I didn’t see you in the room,” I said.


“I didn’t stay,” she replied.


“You didn’t fill out an application?” I asked.


“No.”


I was incredulous. “Why not?”


“Because I was afraid, “she answered.


“Afraid of what?” I asked.


“Afraid she’d kick my ass and break me into a million tiny little pieces.”


“Oh,” I responded. I paused, then added, “I think that may be exactly what I’m hoping for.”





Chapter 2 Childhood


The sharks were swimming by, getting closer with each pass. Nurse sharks. They were “only” nurse sharks. But, still, they were bigger than I was. And I was tiny—ten years old and all alone, standing on an inverted bucket, with the tide rising steadily by the minute. My brother, Gary, had dropped me off to collect seashells. He was supposed to come back. But that was over two hours ago, and I was beginning to think he forgot.


The year was 1983, and I was on a sandbar in the Bahamas. Well, two hours ago it had been a sandbar. Now it was just water. With nurse sharks all around. Swimming by me in the creepy powerful prehistoric way that they swim: rib cage swinging side to side, tail undulating as a result, dorsal fins rising above the surface of the water and sinking again just as fast, huge heads full of teeth . . . I was scared.


But more than scared, I was pissed off. Where was my brother? This was just like Gary to forget about me, to get so wrapped up in fishing he simply forgot. Right now, I had two choices: stand on the bucket and wait for him, hoping he’d arrive before the tide covered it, or swim across the shark-filled water to a bank of mosquito-infested mangroves, then start walking barefoot over hot, spiky lava rock until I found my way to the main island. The swimming would be bad, but the walking would be worse. It would take me a few hours at least, in blazing Bahamian sun, and I had no idea exactly how to get back to the boat we called home.


He’ll come back, I thought. He’ll come get me. He will run out of bait.


I was always waiting for him to run out of bait, only to be terribly disappointed when the “final” fish he caught got turned into bait, and our fishing expeditions were suddenly extended again until he ran out of bait. I hated being stuck on the boat fishing with him, baking in the sun, rolling back and forth in the waves, watching the fish die, smelling the fishy smell, somehow always ending up covered in fish guts and blood, and usually with a fishhook embedded in my skin when one of his casts went awry.


This, in fact, is how I ended up on a sandbar. On this sandbar. Which was definitely now not a sandbar . . . but water with sharks.


We were twins, and we were very close. Gary loved me. And I loved him. But at times like this, I wanted to kill him. I held tightly onto my bag full of shells, I squeezed my feet closer together on top of the plastic white bucket, I swatted at the horseflies buzzing around my ears, and then I heard it—the faint sound of a boat engine. Slowly, it got louder. A small white Boston Whaler came around the point and slid rapidly into view, and two minutes later, my brother, sunburned and smelling like fish, pulled our dinghy up to my bucket, stuck out a dark brown hand, and helped me into the boat.
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For ten years my parents tried to have children. After multiple miscarriages my mother carried a baby to term, a little girl my parents decided to name Renee. She was born dead. My mother told me that while lying in the hospital bed, surrounded by chaos, she had been flooded with an overwhelming sense of peace. She heard God tell her to be patient, that everything would turn out better than she could imagine. She was raised Catholic by very religious parents, and she felt that there was no way God, her God, would tease her with something for which she so desperately yearned, only to take it away.


She was soon pregnant with twins. As the pregnancy progressed, my parents discussed names. Gary was quickly decided for my brother, but they struggled to find a name for me. My father was very attached to the name Renee.


“But we already had a Renee,” my mother said. “We can’t name her Renee.”


My father left the room and returned a moment later with a book of names.


“Look at this,” he said, showing her the book. “Renee,” he told my mother, “means reborn.”


I believe I was that first baby, that I entered this world briefly, felt the extreme psychic pain of it, and left. I went back Home to get a companion, a best friend, someone who would walk next to me through this difficult and, at times, excruciatingly painful world. Gary agreed to join me. He and I have an incredible connection. As far as personalities go, we are as close as two people could get to polar opposites, but on a soul level, we match.


Gary was my closest friend when we were growing up. I was terribly shy and introverted, so I had a difficult time making friends of my own. I hid under the table when guests came to the house. I was socially awkward and afraid. Gary let me play with him and follow him around. He let me play with his friends. He made me feel included.


We shared everything, including a womb for six months. We were born three months early and weighed three pounds each. Our mother was obsessed with the idea that we would get sick and die, so she kept us filled with antibiotics and made us sleep obscene amounts of time. She stressed that we were fragile. She called us miracle children.


In many ways, our childhood was not typical. Our father was fifty-four years old when we were born, and our mother was thirty-nine. We spent most of our childhood and much of our adolescence living on a boat in the Bahamas, which made us very different from other children. We very rarely watched television, and we spent ninety percent of every day on or under the water. When we started private school in Fort Lauderdale at age five, our teachers made us work with a speech therapist, because they thought our Bahamian–Bostonian accent was a speech impediment.


We were tiny, different, sickly, extra-sensitive, superskinny, and weird. Gary had glasses, and in fifth grade, we both got braces. When the other kids teased us, we cried. We got made fun of, beat up, and ostracized. We absolutely did not fit in. Life in private school was not easy.


Our father had survived five invasions as the Captain of a Landing Craft Infantry vessel in World War II, and his view on life was different from most people’s: He felt that every day above ground was a gift, and he lived his life this way. He taught Gary and me to understand that we were incredibly blessed to have three meals a day and a roof over our heads in a country that was not being destroyed by war.


While on that ship, in the war, in the middle of so much death and destruction, my father dreamed of owning his own boat. He imagined calm blue waters with no air strikes and no cannons and no dead bodies. Eventually, he made his dream come true. After the war, he went to night school on the GI Bill. He worked his way up in the world of real estate—from assistant to agent to broker to commercial developer. He made enough money to support himself and his parents, and when he finally bought the boat he dreamed of, he named her the Chance Two.


He was old enough to be my grandfather, and everyone at school thought he was, which caused them to tease me more, but it did not matter what the other kids said about how old he looked, my father was my hero, my rock. I suppose being raised by a man that age lends a certain sense of stability that being raised by younger fathers cannot. He instilled in Gary and me a sense of immense appreciation and gratitude for daily life, and he also raised us to be hard workers and incredibly independent. By the time we were ten years old, we had passed all of his sea-survival tests: how to use the radio, how to send a flare, how to anchor, how to tie boat knots, how to know our location and how to read the tides. We could navigate water with coral heads and shallows. We were free to take the dinghy out to explore the island waters on our own, as long as we were back an hour before dark.


I loved the quiet and the serenity of life on a boat. I spent hours on the fly bridge next to my father, sitting side by side in silence, as we travelled from one island to the next, crossing deep and seemingly endless ocean for days at a time. We didn’t need to fill the quiet with useless chatter. We listened for hours to the sound of the wind and the waves crashing against the hull and the steady droning of the engine. The salt water caked our skin. The wind whipped and tangled our hair. The sun tanned our faces. Eventually, we would crawl down the ladder, to Gary and my mother in the cabins below, and smile at each other, knowing we had spent the day in a type of church. We never said that to each other. My father was as irreligious as a person could get. He disliked going to church and only went once in a while to appease my mother. His God was nature. His God was silence. And without ever talking about it, he passed that belief, that feeling, that knowing on to me.


When I was six years old, my father pulled our little dinghy up near a huge Navy ship anchored off of Nassau. The sailors seemed to be a thousand feet above us, all standing alongside the railing, looking down at us. The ship must have been similar to the type my dad piloted in the war. We waved to the sailors, and they waved back. Then one of them tossed his white hat down into our little boat. It hit the T-top and bounced into the water.


He probably intended it for my brother, but without thinking, I leapt overboard and dove after it. The water was deep, dark blue and was pierced by magnificent rays of sunlight that illuminated the sinking hat. I kept my eyes open, ignoring the sting of the salt water, and swam as fast as I could—down, down, down—as the hat kept sinking out of my reach. There was no way I was going to give up. My eyes stayed locked on my target. And I got it. I clutched it in my tiny hand and swam as fast as I could toward the surface. I came up gasping for breath, with my prize in my hand, which I held out of the water for everyone to see. My father, smiling, lifted me into the boat, and only then did I hear it—the sound of cheering. All those men and women so far above us were cheering—for me!


It wasn’t until years later that I realized what I had done. Gary and I were recounting childhood adventures, and he brought up that story, mixed with other stories about my “stupidity.”


“Do you realize how deep that water was?” he asked. “It was hundreds, if not thousands of feet deep. We were in the shipping channel. You’re lucky you didn’t get eaten by a shark or sideswiped by a swordfish.”


But thinking of water depth or sharks or swordfish had never even crossed my mind. I was impulsive and not afraid to go after what I wanted, and my father encouraged me. He was proud of me for leaping into the water. He didn’t scold me; he smiled.


I was three years old when he taught me to snow-ski, five when he taught me to snorkel, and eight when he taught me to water-ski. I wrestled with him and roughhoused with him and wanted to learn to do everything he did so I could always be by his side.


I was thirteen years old when I found out he had cancer. My mother and I were on a flight from Colorado to Florida when she suddenly exploded in a drunken rage, screaming, “I can’t handle this. Your father is dying.”


Everyone stared at us. I started to cry. In a high-pitched, breathless voice, I asked her what she meant, and she told me he had leukemia; that he was going to die, and he was going to die soon.


He didn’t die soon. He held on for two years. And he hid most of his pain and struggle from Gary and me. We went on about our young lives knowing our father was sick and not as strong as he used to be, but believing he would live forever. His illness was never discussed after my mother’s initial outburst. We all pretended it wasn’t happening.


When I was fifteen, on the night before Thanksgiving, just as I was drifting off to sleep, I suddenly jumped out of bed, overwhelmed with the urge to go hug him and tell him how much I loved him. We were on our boat in the Florida Keys. He was in his pajamas, in his bathroom, going through his bottles of medicine. He had lost most of his hair from chemo, leaving a fuzzy, bald head that I loved to rub, and he had lost some of his strength, but he still seemed like normal Dad to me.


I stepped up on the toilet in order to sit on the counter so I could be closer to eye level with him. I wrapped my skinny brown arms around him, looked into his sparkling blue eyes and told him how much I loved him and what a great father he was. I told him how grateful I was that he was my dad and that he was the best dad in the whole world. Then I pulled him in close and hugged him with all my might, not wanting to let go.


I returned to my bed and dreamed of chaos and panic. The next morning, he was gone, taken away by an ambulance in the middle of the night. My mother had gone with him. Our boat captain, Dave, and his wife Jeanne (people my father had hired once he got too sick to captain and maintain the boat on his own), told me my father had suffered a mild heart attack and was at the hospital. I had slept through it all, mercifully, but my brother had watched as they pulled my father off the boat on a stretcher. He told me later that our father looked as if he wasn’t there anymore, glassy-eyed and panting. I know now that he wasn’t; he had left in his sleep, with only a small part of him keeping his body alive in order to appease my panicked mother.


Throughout Thanksgiving Day, Dave and Jeanne (who were like family) pretended that my father was fine, just in the hospital, that we would see him the next day. We had an awkward dinner in a restaurant. Jeanne’s eyes were red and puffy; she kept getting up to go to the bathroom. They knew my father had died but were under orders from my mother to keep it from us.


The next day, Dave and Jeanne drove Gary and me to our home in Boca Raton to “see our father.” From the backseat I watched the trees and bushes and cars through the window with a nervous heart. I appeased myself with thoughts of hugging my father and kissing his forehead when I got to him. I imagined all of us at home together, making him chicken soup and covering him with blankets, piling in bed and watching movies. Dave and Jeanne barely spoke. Gary and I stayed quiet. It was a long and tense two hours.


When we got to the front door of our house, my father’s assistant, Sally, came to greet us, her eyes bright red. “I’m so sorry to have to tell you this,” she said. “Your father is dead.”


My mother was inside the house, crying. She couldn’t bear to tell us herself.


I’m not really sure how I made it through that period of time. Upon hearing the news, I wanted to go straight back to our boat and continue playing with my friends. I had no capacity to hold the information, to grasp the reality that my father was gone, so I just wanted to return to life as usual. I vaguely remember the funeral. I remember kids at school whispering and staring. A few came up to me and offered awkward condolences. Some said things meant to be kind, but that actually made me cry. I really just wanted to pretend it hadn’t happened.


Two weeks after he passed, we took the boat to the Gulf Stream to scatter his ashes, per his request. I was standing on the bow of the boat, staring down into the water. Our closest family and friends were grouped along the bow with me. My mother was fiddling with the urn and preparing to read the poem “Sea Fever” by John Masefield, another of my father’s requests. A slight breeze was blowing; the boat was rocking gently up and down, side to side, the sun was intense. My mother began reading. My thoughts were elsewhere. I was hot and didn’t want to be there. I closed my eyes and remembered hugging my father in his bathroom, realizing some part of me had known I was saying, “goodbye.”
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