
           
            [image: ]
         

    





Playing It by Heart














Playing It by Heart


Taking Care of Yourself
No Matter What


Melody Beattie


[image: Image]














Hazelden Publishing


Center City, Minnesota 55012-0176




800-328-9000
hazelden.org/bookstore




©1999 by Melody Beattie


All rights reserved. Published 1999


Printed in the United States of America


No portion of this publication may be reproduced in any manner without the written permission of the publisher




Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data




Beattie, Melody.


Playing it by heart: taking care of yourself no matter what / Melody Beattie.


     p.  cm.


ISBN 1-56838-338-X


Ebook ISBN: 978-1-59285-816-3


1. Codependents—Religious life. 2. Codependency—Religious aspects.
  I. Title.




  BL625.9.C62 B43 2000


  291.4'42—dc21


99-058620




03 02 01 00    6 5 4 3




Cover design by David Spohn


Typesetting by Universal Press




This book is based on actual experiences. In some cases, the names and details have been changed to protect the privacy of the people involved.












Acknowledgments


First, I wish to thank and acknowledge God, my Higher Power, for all the gifts and grace, and for helping me write this book.


The following people deserve more than a thank you. They deserve a purple heart.


My mother, for all she's been through, for all her gifts, for her continued love and concern, and for bringing me into this world and seeing me through to maturity, whatever that means.


My father, for his gifts and love, and volunteering for the challenge of being my dad.


My children, who now live all over the place, for their invaluable support, encouragement, and love: Shane, Nichole, and John and his family—Jeanette, Brandon, and Courtney.


Kyle Mathews, my best friend and ex-partner in the bookstore (may it rest in peace) for his essential daily, sometimes hourly, support, encouragement, prodding, pushing, insights, validation, and belief in me and this book and for listening to me moan and whine every day. “Just write the little stories,” he kept saying. “They'll all link together in the end.”


Francisco, for his prayers and spiritual support and for introducing me to the Babalawo.


The Babalawo, for opening his heart to me and for all he taught me.


Louie, for believing in me and helping bring me and this book to life.


The Bodines—Mae, Echo, Michael, Katie, Bianca, and my beautiful godson Blake—for their love, support, and continued friendship.


David, for being the father of my children and for volunteering to teach me about my codependency.


Scotty, for his love and all he taught me.


Andy, for his patience and determination to teach me to skydive—and all the staff at Skydive Elsinore.


Michael, for introducing me to skydiving.


Becky, Karen, David, Joe, Vickie, Clay, and all the staff at Hazelden Information and Educational Services, for welcoming me back with open arms and for their patience, belief, skills, integrity, and dedication. This has truly been a team effort, and I'm honored to be on their team.


And finally to Ann Poe and Elizabeth Poe for coming in with their heightened, honed, sharpened editorial skills at the eleventh hour and for more than occasionally propping me up as we screamed to the finish line with this book.









Dedication


I suppose that many readers skip by the dedication page without a glance, unless the writer has informed them that their names will appear correctly spelled in print on that page. For a slightly (I sincerely hope and believe the word slightly applies here and for the most part it does, depending on which hour of the day you catch me) neurotic and still codependent author/writer such as myself, the dedication page looms in magnitude. Understanding to whom I am writing helps me clarify what I have to say; more important, how I am going to say what I have to say; and most important, gives me a reason to crawl across the hot coals of anxiety, fear, confusion, self-accusation, ego, moodiness, laziness, accusatory voices from the past, a habitual tendency to cling to distractions and other people's dramas, apathy, insecurity, general tight-lipped uncommunicativeness, and murky thinking that most writers have to force themselves across in order to write a book.


Many years ago at a county fair in Stillwater, Minnesota, I attended a pig race. Little pigs were let loose at the beginning of a track similar to a horse-racing track only smaller. The motivation to get these pigs to bolt through the starting gate, run fast, and compete with each other was a plate of Oreo cookies. The winner took all. Although the reasons the pigs ran were perhaps more complex and influenced by a multitude of forces, pigs are simple. They thought they were running because they wanted the cookies, and that was good enough for them. On a subtle but profound spiritual level, that's what defining my ultimate reader, the dedicatee, does for me.


Writing eleven books including this one and that many dedication pages has measurably thinned my list of nominees for that honor.


While searching for the key to unlock the writing of this book, I stumbled into the Fat Lady in the pages of J. D. Salinger's book Franny and Zooey. Franny was an actress, who didn't want to act anymore. She couldn't figure out why she should devote her life to what she now saw as an egotistical and meaningless career.


Her brother Zooey was trying to convince her that working in the arts really wasn't about her—it was about her audience.


“An artist's only concern is to shoot for some kind of perfection, and on his own terms, not anyone else's. You have no right to think about those things, I swear to you,” Zooey said.


Then Zooey reminded Franny of what their brother Seymour had taught them, while he was alive—Seymour had since committed suicide—when all three of them, Zooey, Franny, and Seymour, performed together on a weekly radio show.


The lesson occurred one day when Seymour had told Zooey to shine his shoes before going on the radio show. Zooey became furious. He told Seymour that the people in the audience were all morons, the announcer was a moron, the sponsors were morons, and he damn well wasn't going to shine his shoes for them because nobody could see his shoes anyway. Seymour told Zooey to shine his shoes for the Fat Lady.


Zooey didn't know exactly who the Fat Lady was but he pictured her as a woman sitting all day on her porch, swatting flies, with her radio blaring from morning to night. He figured she probably had cancer too. So he went ahead and shined his shoes for her that day and from then on.


Franny remembered the day Seymour had told her to be funny for the Fat Lady. Franny didn't know who the Fat Lady was either. She pictured her as a woman with thick legs, sitting in a wicker chair, listening to the radio while she recuperated from cancer.


“But I'll tell you a terrible secret—Are you listening to me?” Zooey said. “There isn't anyone out there who isn't Seymour's Fat Lady. Don't you know that? Don't you know that ... secret yet? And don't you know—listen to me, now—don't you know who that Fat Lady really is? ... Ah, buddy ... It's Christ Himself.”


The Fat Lady instantly became the key, the winning nominee, and my plate of Oreo cookies.


I dedicate this book to her.









A Date with Destiny


The first story I want to tell you concerns the day my destiny bracelet broke and what that meant to me. And what it might mean to you.




I was standing in one of those do-it-yourself car-wash stalls in Espanola, New Mexico. I was watching Scotty, or what was left of Scotty, as he valiantly and dutifully washed my car, a burgundy Infinity four-wheel drive, rearranged the contents of the back for at least the twelfth time in the three days we had been together, then vacuumed the seats and floor mats.


Espanola is a town of about eighty-three hundred people, and it is situated about ten miles west of Chimayo, New Mexico, which is about twenty-five miles northwest of Santa Fe. About twenty-seven hundred people live in Chimayo, a small town that contains a church, the Santuario de Chimayo, that is renowned throughout the world for its healing powers. It's also called the Lourdes of America, and I often go there when I need to connect with spiritual power. Scotty had joined me there, and his presence had been as sudden, as unexpected and yet natural, as it had been throughout the twenty-five year course of our on-again, off-again relationship.


I had suggested we drive through one of those car washes that does everything for you, but Scotty said no, pull in here. In the past, I would have argued with him.


“That's codependent,” I used to say. “You don't have to do it the hard way.”


“Everything's not codependent,” he would answer. “You use that word to describe me when it doesn't describe why I'm doing what I'm doing. I like to wash the car and keep it organized and in order. It's a male thing, and I feel good about myself when I do it that way.”


We had had that argument so many times that we didn't need to have it again. I just ran it through my head and kept quiet. I was having another argument with myself, anyway. I felt so guilty watching him work, pushing his frail body around as he washed, sorted, and vacuumed. I knew that every step he took, each time he used a muscle, it took all his reserve and concentration. If he insisted on us doing it ourselves, at least he could sit quietly and let me do the work. Melody, be quiet, I hushed myself. You know how important it is to him to feel needed and useful. Let him have his dignity. And cleaning the car right now, doing that for you, is giving him dignity and purpose.


It was so easy not to need anyone for anything—to just shut down and do it myself. Instead of saying anything, I deliberately clamped my mouth shut.


That's when I looked down and noticed my destiny bracelet was gone.


I felt its absence from my left wrist.


A rush of fear, like a gust of wind, rose from my belly into my throat.


My right hand involuntarily touched the spot where the bracelet had been. I didn't want it to be gone, didn't like it that it was gone. I had been wearing it for nine months now, and it had made a place on my body. Scotty was engrossed in vacuuming the driver's side of the car. I walked from the passenger door, which was open, to the rear of the car.


There on the oil-spotted cement ground, in the city of Espanola, lay the tiny yellow and jade-green translucent beads. Some of them were still threaded on the thin white string. The rest were spattered around.


I started to bend down, then remembered the words of the Babalawo. “If it breaks, leave the beads where they fall,” he had said, as he tied the strand around my wrist. “Don't touch them. Don't pick them up. Just walk away.


“Don't forget to duck,” he added. “When the bracelet breaks, it means death is near. But it also means you're protected. It's done its job.”


I walked around to where Scotty was standing and showed him my wrist.


“My destiny bracelet broke,” I said. “I'm a little nervous. I don't know what that means.” I paused. “If anything.”


That had become our standing joke, one that kept us from making too much out of incidents before we understood what they meant. It stopped us from obsessing about understanding what we were learning before it was time to know, before the lesson became clear. It kept us out of our heads—a favorite place for both of us—and into the experience.


He finished the task he had set to, then turned his frail body to me. “Maybe it means it's time to get a new bracelet,” he said.


“Or a new destiny,” I added, under my breath.


Scotty handed me a rag, motioning for me to get inside the car and begin wiping. I got in the car and started working on the window, glad to have something to do. I didn't want to start crying again, which I had been doing for three days every time I looked at Scotty, really looked at him, and stayed open to what I saw and felt.


Scotty stood watching me try to clean the inside windows for a while. The more I wiped, the more they streaked. Finally, he took the cloth from me. “When you use this kind of cloth, you have to dampen it first, otherwise it won't work,” he said. “That's one of the rules.” He started to walk away, then turned back. “But then, like you say, there are no rules.”


“I didn't say that,” I said.


“Yes. You did,” he said.


I remembered that conversation too. It was more of an ongoing argument that had begun between us when he came back into my life about a year after my son Shane had died. Scotty kept insisting there were rules. I interpreted that, as I had most of my life, to mean a strict code of right and wrong—a rigid, stifling course of conduct that no human could adhere to. I said I couldn't function when I judged myself that way. It kept me in a perpetual state of hating myself.


“There are no rules,” I'd insist, “only lessons.”


“Yes there are rules,” he'd say. Now I understood. He was talking about how this world worked, talking about the universal laws, the ancient codes. I didn't know what I was learning back then when he made his grand reentrance into my life. It had taken me eight long years to begin to understand. He was teaching me those laws.


Scotty was saving my life too. I had quit, given up, shut down at that deep, almost impenetrable level that people sometimes reach.


Scotty had brought me back to life. Resuscitated me. Then through our discussions, our times at the beach, at the mountains, in the desert he had breathed new life into me. Even fighting in the car—and being trapped in the car with him for a cross-country trip was a hellish experience—had been part of my revival.


“You like fighting with me,” he'd say. “I'm the only one who has the guts to do it with you. And it makes you feel alive. It makes you feel.”


He was right.


He had been my friend, my lover, and my spiritual teacher.


And now, he was deteriorating.


I couldn't do anything about it except watch, listen, and let him wash the car himself, if that's what he wanted to do.


There was a time, not so long ago, when his strapping 185-pound frame and cropped wavy hair made people stop him on the street, asking him if he was Robert Redford. Now, he looked seventy-five years old. He had withered to 135 pounds. His muscles had withered and disappeared, except for a few hardened knots on his arms. He was a walking skeleton, with skin. The Guillain-Barré syndrome, a neuromuscular disorder similar to polio, had caught up to him. Hepatitis had caught up to him. Twenty-five years of periodic relapse from the disease of alcoholism had caught up to him. These periodic times of sobriety would come upon him as suddenly and unexpectedly as his drunken ones—those times he would be walking down the street on his way to the grocery store or a meditation class and find himself sitting on a bar stool in a sleazy cheap barroom with an empty beer glass in his hand.


Life had caught up with him.


Now death almost had him too.


Ebby Thacher, one of the original participants in Alcoholics Anonymous, the Twelve Step organization that helps many people in all countries of the world recover from the disease of alcoholism, was Scotty's role model. Ebby had helped begin this organization, but had not been able to achieve consistent sobriety himself. The message of hope had come through him, but he never quite got it himself, not in a way that took.


In an odd way, Ebby's story gave Scotty dignity, hope, and purpose. Ebby's story helped Scotty make sense out of his life. “It's the message, not the messenger,” Scotty would hammer at me. “When are you going to get that?”


It took me a long time to understand that not all destinies are the same.


In the twenty-five years that I had known Scotty, I had only seen him drunk a handful of times. I didn't like seeing him that way, being around him when he was like that. It changed him from a strong yet gentle man into a monster, from the most intelligent, brilliant teacher I'd met yet into a slobbering senseless jackal, from a man I loved into a man I didn't recognize. Scotty didn't like me seeing him that way. I don't think he liked seeing himself that way. So he went away from me, or I from him.


I didn't like seeing him this way either, an almost unrecognizable shadow of who and what he was. Sometimes I would blink my eyes and try to picture him the way he used to be. There were moments when I could feel him, feel the Scotty I had known and loved—still loved even now—if I relaxed and didn't look too hard or too closely.


The memory would only surface for a second. Then the walking, withered skeleton would reappear.


Right before I had left my home in Malibu on this trip, when I was rummaging through some papers, sorting, filing, and throwing away what I no longer needed, I had come across a postcard Scotty had mailed me a few years before. On the front was a picture of Stephen Hawking, acclaimed by many to be one of the most brilliant physicists of our time, and author of A Brief History of Time. Hawking, who suffers from the degenerative and crippling disease of ALS (Lou Gehrig's disease), was sitting all gnarled and bent in his wheelchair. On the back of the card, Scotty had written a note to me paraphrasing one of Hawking's quotes. Over time that quote had become one of Scotty and my favorite little sayings, one of the little codes that people who are close throw back and forth between each other to tell each other a story, to communicate a feeling, to sum things up.


“You have to be awfully sure you are to die on the gallows before you put to sea in a small boat during a storm,” Scotty had scrawled. “Everything is (pre)determined, but you may as well behave as if it isn't.”
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I received my destiny bracelet in the spring of 1998 in Los Angeles, California. My friend Francisco took me to get it. He wanted me to meet the Babalawo, the ranking position in what Francisco often mysteriously referred to as The Religion. In that religion, a Babalawo is like a priest, or minister, or rabbi is in other faiths. Francisco knew that over the past years I had been studying world religions. I had been to Egypt, and worshiped, prayed, and meditated with the Muslims, learning of their love and respect for Mohammed. I had traipsed about Israel, visited the tomb of David, and peeked at the beautiful, ritualistic religion of Judaism. I had wandered into the city of Safed, stumbling through the home and roots of the Kabbalah, the mystical sect of Judaism. I had waded in the Dead Sea, so salty you could float cross-legged on it and read a newspaper. I had sat by the Sea of Galilee, and wondered what it might have been like to look out and see Christ walking across its surface. I had walked down the Via Dolorosa inside the old city in Jerusalem, now a narrow cobblestone road that ran through a marketplace crowded with small shops. Two thousand years ago on this same street, Christ had carried his cross, knowing he was soon to be nailed to it. I didn't want to study these religions by reading books, although that was part of it. I wanted to go to the home of these religions, talk to the people, eat with them, listen to them tell me about their lives, their pain, their struggles, their prayers, their hopes, and their beliefs. That's why Francisco thought it would be interesting and helpful to me to talk with the Babalawo.


“In my religion,” Francisco said, “we believe that there is one God, and one God only. And we believe in Jesus Christ. We also believe that God has put special powers or forces in the universe and on this earth. The Babalawo has special rights. He is a holy man, and the only person allowed to communicate with the force or power that people call destiny or fate.”


At first that morning, I had dressed in casual street attire for my appointment with the Babalawo. I put on dark slacks, a light sweater, and a pair of black shoes. I was ready to walk out the door and wait outside for Francisco, but something didn't feel right. A nagging thought crossed my mind, causing me to change my mind and my clothes. In my travels I had learned that dressing in white was extremely important to certain religions. Before I had gone into the pyramids to meditate on my first trip to the Middle East, my friend and teacher there, Essam, had insisted that I wear all white if I wanted to receive what he had called the special powers. I had felt ridiculous and self-conscious, especially when I had to place a white hanky on top of my head, but later I realized that dressing in white was a way people showed humility, purity, and respect in some religions. Dressing in white had been an act of love, even if I hadn't understood it clearly at the time.


I quickly changed clothes before Francisco arrived, carefully putting on all white garments from my underclothes to my shoes. Instead of putting on pants, I dressed in a long white skirt. Then I covered my head with a white scarf, tying it in back with a knot. I checked myself in the mirror on my way out the door. I looked strange, oddly ancient and old-worldly, presenting an entirely different image from the one I normally portrayed. I shrugged my shoulders, then left. This meeting was important to me but it wasn't a date. How I looked wasn't as important as the message my appearance conveyed.


After almost two hours of driving, we arrived at the Babalawo's house, a simple house with a large, well-tended frontyard in an area of Los Angeles I had never visited before. “It's an honor and a privilege for you to meet the Babalawo,” Francisco said, as we got out of the car and walked up to the gate. “People in my religion don't often open their hearts or their homes to outsiders. You're one of the lucky ones.”


We rang the doorbell. Moments later, the door opened. I instantly relaxed and felt grateful for how I was dressed. The Babalawo, this man who was reportedly connected to so much power, looked far different than I had imagined. He had dark, chestnut brown hair. He was short, slightly rotund, with an innocuous, sweet but almost handsome face. And from his shoes to his socks, pants, and shirt, he was dressed completely and immaculately in white.


Maybe this was a date, after all.


He led us back to the interior of his house, a small comfortable room containing a large wooden desk. We made small talk for a while. The Babalawo said he had been born in Cuba, then later as a boy had made his way to the United States. He lived in Florida for a while, then some years ago, moved to Los Angeles. His mother, an elderly woman whose demeanor conveyed both frailty and power, served me a demitasse filled with a few thimblefuls of thick, black liquid. It tasted sweet, warming my throat as it went down.


“Cuban coffee,” Francisco said. “Isn't it good?”


I nodded.


Then, the Babalawo cleared his throat. I felt slightly intimidated. I didn't know what to expect. “I'm very impressed that you dressed in white and wore a skirt,” the Babalawo said. “It respects my position, my religion, and me as a man. Many people come wear- ing shorts. That's a strange way to dress to come to talk to the spokesman for the power of destiny or fate. White is the color to wear when you want to receive spiritual power.”


His compliment relaxed me some. But I still wasn't completely at ease. I felt like I was in a different world, a different country, another time and place, even though I hadn't left California. Then the small talk ended and the reason for our meeting began. The Babalawo asked me to spell my full name, including my maiden name. Then he handed me two stones, asking me to shake them, put one in each hand, then hand them back to him one hand at a time so he could see the stone that each hand held.


He asked no questions. He was hard at work. Each time I shook the stones and held out my hands, he consulted a book and made some notes. He looked more confused with each notation he made.


He talked in Spanish to Francisco for a while, and then he began talking to me. “I checked the records,” the Babalawo said. “At first I couldn't believe what they said about your life, about the things that have happened to you. So I checked again. It looks like it's all true. The records say you were abused as a child. You had a broken marriage. Then it appears your son, whom you loved deeply, died at a young age. Even the man who was your spiritual teacher had his own demons and dark side.”


The Babalawo leaned toward me. “There's such a slim chance one of these things could happen, but it appears that many did. How come you didn't go crazy? How come you didn't lose your mind?”


His question ignited questions in me. Was he confirming one of my deepest fears? Had God and destiny forgotten about, overlooked me? And who said I hadn't gone crazy? Some of my behaviors had been downright absurd.


After watching his look of concern and disbelief about the events in my life, after he said he had to double-check the records to make certain what he saw was true, I had one pressing question on my mind. I had to blurt it out.


“What are you saying?” I asked him. “Are you saying that my whole life has been a mistake?”


He checked the records again. “It had to be that way,” is what he calmly said. “It was your karma. Your fate.”


“What's karma?” I immediately asked. It wasn't that karma was a new word to me. I had been hearing about karma for years. Some people say it means what comes around goes around, and lands right back at your door. Other people, especially those who believe in reincarnation, believe that karma is a universal balancing act. If we have any unfinished business with people—unresolved emotions, or an abuse or imbalance in power—we'll meet with those people again and again until the business is finished and the power scales no longer tip. We owe them a debt or they owe us. The unfinished business might be from this lifetime or another, but we'll run into that person again and again until our debt with them, or theirs with us, has been paid off. What we owe that person may be as simple a debt as compassion or the truth. Often, karma implies guilt on the side of one person or the other, as if some- one had done something wrong. So when the Babalawo said it was your karma, I wanted to know exactly what he meant.


“Your karma is what you had to go through,” he said. “Karma means bringing the past into the future. Using past negativity to create.”


What he was saying was almost more than I could take in. All these twists and turns in my life had been twists and turns of fate, the hand, or, as one friend says, the finger of God?


“The records also hold a special warning. I've seen it in people's lives before. You need to stay away from alcohol. And don't smell the flowers.”


I turned to Francisco with a confused look on my face.


“Don't smell the flowers means stay away from drugs,” Francisco explained. “The Babalawo is saying that if you drink alcohol or use drugs, with the markings you've got and your destiny this life, you'll go crazy. You'll go nuts.”


“What's your work?” asked the Babalawo.


“I'm a writer,” I said. “I used to write for a newspaper. Now I write books.”


“Oh, I see,” he said. “Do you write stories about romance, books about love?”


I had intended to write romance novels when I began my writing career, but that part of my life had twisted too. When I sat down to write my first book on love, I realized that I didn't understand it, at least not the romantic kind. So I had written books about something else. I couldn't explain the whole codependency thing to this man, tell him that it was not only how I had coped—my codependency was how I had gone insane.


“I write books about spirituality, about the pain and loss I went through, and what I learned from each experience and what helped me heal,” I replied instead.


The Babalawo peered at me intently. “You have an obsessive spirit,” he said. “You have to watch out for that.”


I sat forward on my chair, ready to defend myself, explain that obsession is closely connected to passion, and how it helped me get things done. Then I relaxed. Maybe this ruler of fate and destiny understood codependency better than I thought.


“Do you believe in past lives?” he asked me. I said I didn't know whether I did or not. As far as I was concerned, it was theory and hadn't been proven.


The Babalawo said the concept of past lives is true.


“All this loss and negative energy surrounding you needs to be cleansed,” the Babalowo said. “It's passed down from your father's grandmother, to his mother, to him, and then to you. And from your mother's mother, to your mother, to you. It's like a curse.”


I followed him into another room, a smaller special room he had built out back, next to a garden filled with exotic flowers and herbs. He sat on a straw mat on the floor, working intently on a round wooden table covered with sand. I sat in front of him on a small turquoise stool. I opened my hands, palms up, resting them on my knees—a sign to him and God that whatever good came, I was willing to receive.


This spokesman for the power of destiny and fate then began working intently and with great devotion on the table of sand. He said this round table, with markings all around the edges and the sand spread evenly throughout the center, represented my life. He made markings in the sand and sent audible prayers to God the entire time. He had a small paper bag filled with something and tied with a string. Every so often he'd pause for a moment, touching the bag to my forehead, my heart, and my shoulders, making the sign of the cross. Then he'd touch the bag to my feet, my knees, my hands, and the crown of my head, connecting my body to the series of incidents, events, people, and strange happenings I had come to call my life.


Despite my resistance, I began to feel hypnotized, drawn back in space and time to another world. I could almost hear the beating of drums, the heartbeat of the universe, keeping time as I became transported to this other place.


For the next three hours, the Babalawo talked with me about everything under the sun, the moon, and the stars. He told me things nobody could possibly have known about my life and me. I said I had a few questions. Well, more than a few. Then this mystical force, this ruler of destiny, patiently explained some of the mysteries of life—including why things had to be the way they were, the way they are, and the way they would be.


At the end of our visit, the Babalawo fastened the delicate beaded bracelet around my wrist. “Make a pact with death,” he said. “Solemnly swear not to go before your time.“


This was destiny talking, so I immediately agreed. I still didn't know whether I believed in past lives, but the slimmest chance that I would have to come back and repeat the same experiences with the same people was enough threat to keep me alive.


“There's another loss coming but it can be averted,” the Babalawo warned as I got ready to walk out the door.


I turned back to him in confusion. “Just a minute,” I said. “You just said that my destiny, my karma, had to be. Now you're telling me that some things can be avoided? I don't understand. Does that mean we have more than one destiny?”


“That's right,” he explained. “Two parallel destinies stretch out before us, all the time. One is positive. One is negative. In any situation, you can choose either one. Parallel destinies aren't that far apart. Just keep looking to the right.”


In that moment, I got a glimpse, a glimmer of it. Parallel universes. Time wasn't what I thought. For a second, my limited thinking about time, space, the future, and how this world worked expanded, exploded, and I touched the edge of possibilities, probabilities, and free will in the universe. Nothing could happen that hasn't been written. But all wasn't written in stone. One reason we can't see the future clearly is because we are co-creating it as we go along. We could take as much time as we needed to understand the lesson in a particular story. We could learn it many different ways. Or we could hide our heads in the sand and wait until clarity was forced when our lives blew up in our face. Sometimes we need this blowing up, this inevitable and consequential explosion, to help us learn our lesson and to take us to the next place.


“The bracelet will protect you,” the Babalawo said, walking me to the door. “Don't take it off for anyone. If it breaks, it means it has done its work. You'll survive.”
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Nothing bad happened the day my bracelet broke in Espanola, New Mexico. Scotty finished washing the car. I got in the driver's seat. He got in the passenger side. And I drove away.


We stopped at the church in Chimayo on our way out of town. We said some prayers, touched the holy dirt, the dirt people said was so powerful it could cure illnesses and emotional pain on the spot. Then we stopped by the priest's office on the way out of the church and asked for a blessing. The priest, a man in his late seventies, made the sign of the cross on each of our foreheads, touching our skin with his thumb.


We got in the car and headed toward Phoenix. For the past few days, I had been urging Scotty to go to the hot springs with me, get some acupuncture, really focus, pray, try to get God to heal him, try to heal himself. When I realized what I was doing, trying to control even this part of his process, I let go and instead asked Scotty what he wanted to do. It now seemed more important than ever to let him decide for himself. He said he wanted to return to Phoenix. I said I'd drive him there, then I had to go home.


Later that night at a motel, I curled up in bed next to Scotty. “Will you be my girl again?” he asked.


“Sure,” I said. “If you get well.”


“Will you marry me?” he asked.


“We tried that,” I said. “It didn't work. I think we should stick with a nontraditional relationship, like the one we've had over the years.”


“What's that?” he asked.


“When I really need you or you really need me, we call to each other and then we're just there. And when it's time to leave, we each go home.”


I thanked him for all he had taught me and for helping me heal from my son's death. “But you've ruined me,” I said quietly. “You're my soul mate and the love of my life. I won't be able to settle for anyone else.”


“That's not true,” he said. “You're not ruined. You just can't hide from what you know anymore. You can't stick your head in the sand.”


His legs were aching that night. He said he was tired of being in pain. Then he looked at me. “I know you've lived every day with a lot of pain too,” he said. “Maybe my death will bring you full circle. Maybe it will be the final missing piece.”


Each time we had come together over the years, we had unfinished business that drew us back together again. It was part of our dance. Now, I wasn't angry anymore. I wasn't resentful that I couldn't get what I thought I wanted from this man. I wasn't vengeful that although Scotty had come along and helped me heal from the loss of my son, he had become another loss too. I wasn't angry with God because I had to let Scotty go. I wasn't angry with myself for not being the person Scotty wanted me to be. Those old familiar but uncomfortable feelings weren't eternally lingering in the air.


When I dropped Scotty off in Phoenix, it didn't feel like we were saying good-bye. We had said that a lot over the years, and I didn't know if or when I'd see him again. Instead, it felt like we finished an important piece of karmic business. I stopped holding Scotty and my son responsible for the belief that I would never love again. I took back my power, stopped being a victim, and left him without a broken heart.




Slowly I began to understand what the Babalawo had been talking about the day he first fastened the destiny bracelet around my wrist and talked about reversing the curse.


Codependency is and can be many things—low self-esteem, a haunting sense of incompleteness and victimization, abandonment of emotions and power, fear of loss of control—but essentially it operates like a curse. Generation after generation hands down limitations, weaknesses, tendencies, thoughts, beliefs, emotions, and patterns that limit our ability to see clearly, feel emotions authentically, be happy, fulfill our purpose, function autonomously, and own our power. Often by the time we get in a relationship, whether it's with a parent, child, friend, business associate, or lover, we've inherited so much dysfunctional stuff—as has the other person—that both people can feel like they're under a spell. We can feel tortured, held hostage, stymied, and speechless with an almost uncontrollable desire to get even, pay back, and teach the other person what we most need to learn.


The Babalawo calls it cleansing the energy. Some people call it family of origin work. What I was learning about was the power of healing the past.


I stand back and smile to myself when people tell me that they took a two-day seminar and completed their family-of-origin work. What I realized from the Babalawo was that healing the past, or family of origin work, runs much deeper than that. Two or three days examining the roots of our behaviors is extremely important. But it only touches the rim.


The day my destiny bracelet broke, I asked myself an important question. If I had known how things were going to work out—with Scotty or with my son, Shane—would I have done anything differently? Would I have held back, kept my heart closed, refused to love them because I knew loving them would bring pain? My answer was clear and immediate.


In a heartbeat, I'd do it again.


Like Scotty said, “Wouldn't have missed it for the world.”









Promises, Promises


“Codependency, or whatever you want to call it—the tendency to be attracted to alcoholics, addicts, people with lots of problems, to get involved and stay involved, no matter how bad it gets—is an embarrassing affliction. It has no glamour, no dignity whatsoever. Its causes, its symptoms and manifestations are rooted in the sort of hurt, weak, childish impulses nobody wants to admit: fear of abandonment and authority, the desire to pacify and to please, low self-esteem. At its heart is the struggle to control the uncontrollable, to ensure love and security, to make the unsafe safe; it's the powerless striving for power in devious, circuitous ways.”


Mary Allen wrote that definition of codependency in her book The Rooms of Heaven, her story about falling in love with Jim, who was addicted to cocaine and later stuck a gun barrel in his mouth, pulled the trigger, and committed suicide instead of going to treatment, attending Alcoholics Anonymous or Cocaine Anonymous meetings, and marrying her. She said she never saw it coming, it meaning her getting stuck in the flypaper of his addiction, then his suicide, and all. Well, she admits, she did see it coming in that half-conscious way we see things, but at the same time we don't. She met Jim in Iowa, of all places, and by the time it sunk in that he was an addict, she said it was too late. She was seated, strapped in, and along for the ride.


She was in love.


This is a story about mountain climbing, the hard way. It's a story about event horizons, points of no return, and getting in so deep that the only way out is through.
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Mount Sinai is a peak, actually it's a group of mountains or peaks located on the barren Sinai Peninsula, a stretch of land belonging to Egypt. The peninsula is bordered on the west by Egypt, the east by Israel, Jordan and Saudi Arabia, the North by the Mediterranean and the south by the Red Sea, just to give you a sense of placement. A thousand square kilometers of nothing is the description given in one tourist book. The wilderness of sin is another phrase used to describe the peninsula.


Lifeless was the word that came to me as I traveled across it.


It is said that many, many, many years ago, in the cluster of time we now call B.C., before the time of David, an eighty-year-old man named Moses led a large number of Hebrew people (called the children of Israel) out of Egypt and across this peninsula to the land of milk and honey, a place called the Promised Land. The children of Israel, for reasons unclear to historians, had been enslaved in Egypt for hundreds of years. Over this period, they had worked their way into the societal and cultural positions of craftsman and tradesman. The slaves were the bulk of Egypt's industry workers. They kept the country's economy alive.


One day, according to the story in the Bible and the Torah, God spoke to Moses. God told Moses that Moses was to go to the ruler of the Egyptian people, a man called the Pharaoh, and tell the Pharaoh to “let my people go.” Being a sane man, Moses argued with God. Moses knew the Pharaoh. The Pharaoh's daughter had raised him after she found the baby Moses tucked away in the weeds in the river. (Moses' real mother had hid him there to keep him from being killed during an era when the Pharaoh had mandated that all male Hebrew babies be killed immediately upon birth as a form of population control—birth control.) The Pharaoh had a reputation for being harsh. Because the Hebrew people were an essential part of the daily operations and economy of Egypt, Moses knew the Pharaoh would resist the idea of freeing the slaves. The country's economy would collapse. And Moses knew the Pharaoh would be resistant to the idea if Moses, someone the Pharaoh knew well, suggested it. To complicate matters, Moses had a speech impediment. Some people suggest it was a lisp. Nope, Moses didn't want to be the one to tell the Pharaoh, in a lisp, to let the people go.


Moses said he didn't think he was cut out for this work and suggested to God that a man who could speak clearly would be a better man to get the job done. But God insisted, telling Moses exactly how things would unfold.


It's not that I think you don't know the story of Moses. And the story of Moses isn't the story of this chapter. But part of the story I want to tell you is connected to this part of history.


God then told Moses that Moses would become empowered to do certain magical, supernatural deeds—signs and wonders—to get the Pharaoh's attention. Moses would succeed in catching the Pharaoh's eye. God also said there would be a trick, a twist. Each time Moses would do something to get the Pharaoh's attention, the Pharaoh would start to open his heart and free the slaves, then at the last minute the Pharaoh would change his mind. That would be Moses's cue to do another eye-catching act.


Moses thought about all this, then asked God how he should break the news, and whom he should tell the Pharaoh that this message was from.


“Tell him you were sent by the I AM,” God said.


Moses did as he was told. He threw down his rod in front of the Pharaoh. The rod turned into a snake. The Pharaoh raised his eyebrows slightly, but the magicians in his court were able to duplicate the act. The Pharaoh was not impressed.


Moses turned the rivers into blood. But the magicians of the day were able to manifest that trick too. The Pharaoh remained unimpressed.


Upon God's command, Moses sent a plague of frogs, lice, and then flies upon the land. The magicians were able to duplicate the frogs, but couldn't keep up with Moses any longer after the lice and the flies. Each time before sending a plague, Moses would tell the Pharaoh what God was about to do. The Pharaoh would ignore the warning until the plague actually came. Then when it did, he would beg Moses to reverse the plague, promising to let the people go. But each time that God ended the plague, the Pharaoh would go back on his word.


This dance between God, Moses, and the Pharaoh went on for a while. The cattle in the land were killed. The locusts came and devoured the crops. A brutal hailstorm pelted the land. Each time a plague appeared, the Pharaoh would beg Moses to beg God to stop torturing the land, promising to do whatever God wanted of him. But the minute the plague ceased, the Pharaoh had a change of heart.


Moses wasn't surprised. God had predicted this part of the story too. God told Moses that He was the one that each time hardened the Pharaoh's heart.


Even the twists and turns were part of the plan.


Finally, God had enough. The ultimate torture was about to cross the land. Moses told the Pharaoh that God said all the first-born male children in the land would be killed in one stroke if the Pharaoh didn't let the people go. The Hebrews were told to sacrifice a lamb and mark their doorposts with its blood. If they did that, the Angel of Death would pass over their homes. Their children would be spared.


The Hebrews did as they were told, but the Pharaoh ignored the warning. That night, the Angel of Death swooped over the land. All first-born male children in houses not marked with a lamb's blood died—including the Pharaoh's beloved son.


The Pharaoh was finally beaten. The battle, the dance, between him and God was over. God had won. The Pharaoh told Moses to take the people and go. He even agreed to load the Hebrews with all the gold, silver, and supplies they needed for their trip.


“Just get out,” the Pharaoh said in heartbroken disgust. “I never want to see your face again.”


It happened just as God had promised Moses it would. That's how the ritual of Passover—still celebrated today—came into being. That's how God got the Pharaoh to set his people free.


But the journey to freedom had only begun.


Moses still had to lead his people, a large lot who had only known life as slaves, out of the land of Egypt and across the Sinai Peninsula to reach the Promised Land. But before Moses and his group could reach the peninsula, the Pharaoh again changed his mind. The Pharaoh was infuriated, in a rage, about what had taken place. He ordered an army of chariots to kill the Hebrews or bring them back.


When Moses and his people heard and saw the Egyptian chariots approaching, they became concerned. The pursuing Egyptians were directly behind them. In front of them was the Red Sea.


The frightened Hebrews complained to Moses. “At least when we were slaves we had food, we were comfortable, we were warm, and we knew exactly what to expect. Now you've led us out of safety directly into our death.”


God then told Moses to pick up his rod, the one he had used all along to perform the wonders and signs. Moses pointed the rod toward the sea. The Red Sea opened. It parted, creating a safe passageway from slavery to the Promised Land. The Hebrews stopped grumbling and began trekking through this path created between walls of water on each side. When every last Hebrew passed through, reaching the land on the Sinai side, the temporary walls of water collapsed, drowning the Egyptians who were in hot pursuit.


“I want them to know that I am God” is what God had said.


Moses and the slaves were safe on the Sinai side of the sea, but they hadn't yet reached the Promised Land. When they looked around, all they could see was this barren, lifeless thousand square kilometers of nothing. That's when the real worrying and complaining began.


How were they going to eat? What were they doing here?


As the story goes, God had already anticipated and graciously, often miraculously continued to fulfill their every need. When the Hebrews were hungry, manna and roasted quail came down out of the sky to feed every last person until they were filled. When they were thirsty, fresh water sprang out of the barren rocks. But the catch to getting their needs met was that God only gave them what they needed each day. If they tried to hoard, food and water that had miraculously appeared just as miraculously disappeared. The Hebrews were fearful about this new way of life, one that depended on them trusting God. So they did what people do—they complained each step of the way.


Finally, Moses and his grumbling group reached the peaks known as Sinai. They stopped and made camp there. Moses climbed one peak to talk to God, then came down to tell the people what God had said.


Moses told the people that everything was going to be okay, but there was one thing, actually ten things, the people had to keep in mind. The people had to obey these rules. The people promised they would and then asked Moses what these laws were.




	I am the Lord your God. Thou shalt have no other Gods before me. (Don't worship or put first anything or anyone but me.)


	Thou shalt not take the name of God in vain. (Don't call on God foolishly or with contempt.)


	Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy. (Take one day off from work each week. Rest. Take a break.)


	Honor your father and your mother. (It's good to do your family-of-origin work but respect your ancestors too. It's where you came from and they're part of you.)


	Thou shalt not murder. (Play nice, kids.)


	Thou shalt not commit adultery. (If you're married, don't fool around.)


	Thou shalt not steal. (Don't take anyone's things without asking and getting permission, first. If it belongs to someone else and they didn't give it to you, it's not yours.)


	Thou shalt not bear false witness against your neighbor. (Don't lie and say people did things they really didn't do. Don't hurt people with your words.)


	Thou shalt not covet your neighbor's wife.


	Thou shalt not covet anything that belongs to your neighbor. (Don't spend your time and energy envying and wanting what isn't yours, whether it's a person, place, or thing.)





“If you follow these ten rules,” Moses told the people, “you'll be able to live peacefully in the Promised Land.”


Hold on. This paxdrt of the story isn't over yet.


After Moses gave the people these first ten rules, he went back up on the mountain for forty days and forty nights. During that time, he was busy meeting in person with God, and God inscribed these and hundreds of other rules on stone tablets. God then gave Moses the prescription for how things were to be done, all the laws of the land—613 to be exact.


But by the time Moses came down from the mountain, the people had gotten bored, restless, and forgetful. They had an accident. A slip. They had reverted to their old ways, and had already begun making golden images of calves to worship as idols or gods. Moses wasn't able to get the first ten laws in writing before the people forgot and broke the first one.


I understand. I've had accidents too. According to one survey, over half of the Americans questioned can't even name what five of these rules called the Ten Commandments are.


Moses got upset. He had an episode, a fit. He threw down the stone tablets, broke them, and had to go back up on the mountain and have another meeting with God for forty more days and nights. God and Moses wrote all the rules again, in stone. When Moses descended Mount Sinai for the second time, the rules remained intact. These rules carved in stone still live today. They became the Five Books of Moses. They comprise the first five books in the Torah, the Holy Book of Judaism, the rules drilled into young rabbis in the synagogues of Israel, and the first five books in the Old Testament of the Bible, the Holy Book of Christianity. Muslims also honor and acknowledge Moses for the important work he did.


Moses was eighty years old. He had a speech impediment. He was raised by foster parents. He didn't want the job. But he became known as one of the greatest prophets in history. He embodied the spirit of the law. He also gave us a metaphor, an example of what it feels like to take the journey from being enslaved to being free.
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For all these reasons, plus a few more, I decided to climb Mount Sinai myself. There exists some confusion about which peak in this cluster is the mountain Moses climbed and upon which God appeared. That doesn't matter. I climbed all of them one cold January day. I didn't mean to, nor did I intend to. Things just worked out that way.


I was tromping around the Middle East, not certain what I was looking for or what I'd find. I was on a spiritual expedition in that part of the world. But I was getting tired of seeking enlightenment. I was hoping to find inspiration that would help me write something different from a self-help book. I thought I had a plan. But my plans went afoul. I ended up firing my tour guide in Egypt and getting ill with a virus that put me in bed in a hotel in Cairo for ten days.


I considered going home, but I was too sick to fly on a plane. I had no expectations at all by now. I didn't know where to go next. I was traveling blind. My agenda, however weakly formed it was, had expired. I didn't know what I was looking for, or why I was here.


I headed across the Sinai Peninsula by car. I hired a driver from the village of Giza, a suburb of Cairo situated by the pyramids, to take me as far as Mount Sinai. We drove for hour after hour across this barren wilderness. I intended to stay at a tourist compound at the foot of Mount Sinai for a few days and rest, then head for Israel and soak in some of the healing mineral waters there. As long as I was here, in this part of the world, I would check out the Promised Land. It felt like my destination, the next place to go.


When I checked into the compound at the foot of the mountains, the manager started urging me to climb the mountain as long as I was there. “It's a great spiritual experience. Do it at sunup or sundown,” he said. “You'll remember it all your life. You don't have to go with a tour group,” he said. “I'll get you your own personal guide.”


The manager caught me in a weak moment. I agreed to climb the mountain. Yes, it was my choice. But I wasn't excited about it. I was sick, weak. I felt lost and confused. I wasn't a victim, but I was vulnerable. I believed him. I gave in. I acquiesced.


At noon the next day, I showed up in the lobby to meet my guide. The plan was to climb the mountain the easy way, going up the back—not the route of the tourist traps. I'd sit there for a while, gaze at the scenery, and then return to the hotel later that afternoon for a wonderful Egyptian feast. A few minutes later, a boy appeared in the lobby. He talked to the manager for a minute, and then the manager brought him to my side. The boy was short with dark wavy hair, piercing dark eyes, and a wide grin that made his face light up. I would have guessed him to be about eleven or twelve years old; I was surprised to learn he was fourteen.
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