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Advance Praise for


Life by the Cup


“Life by the Cup is a delicious and engaging book that will inspire and guide you. It offers a powerful road map for success in life, work, and love. Within the pages are many gems that ensure you have the tools to live your dreams.”


—Marci Shimoff, author of Happy for No Reason: 7 Steps to Being Happy from the Inside Out


“Zhena’s new book opens a delicious world where expansion and fulfillment can occur one cup at a time. She shows you how caring for your deep self fuels your deepest success in all aspects of your life. Whether you are a mother, entrepreneur, or simply passionate about expressing your creative self most fully, Life by the Cup serves delectable sips of magic.”


—Kathlyn Hendricks, coauthor of Conscious Loving: The Journey to Co-Commitment


“I love this book! Zhena’s journey and the lessons she shares in Life by the Cup will inspire and empower women to start businesses that matter and can change the world.”


—Cynthia Kersey, chief humanitarian officer of Unstoppable Foundation


“It wasn’t enough for Zhena to create one of the hottest brands in the tea industry; she did it by forging a soulful, life-changing partnership with tea farmers halfway around the world. And now, through this remarkable book, she’s given us all a seat next to her on this magical journey. Zhena reminds us that we each can make a difference in the world through something as simple and delicious as a cup of tea.”


—Paul Rice, president and CEO of Fair Trade USA


“Life by the Cup is a world-changing, unique, and beautifully written book that will benefit every aspect of the reader’s life. Zhena Muzyka reflects on her complex and inspirational life by artfully weaving delightful tea antidotes, unforgettable personal stories, and her savvy business prowess. I laughed, sobbed, and was inspired to make the world a better place while reading Life by the Cup over many delicious cups of tea. Muzyka inspires readers to create more meaningful rituals in their daily lives and to become the most deeply joyful, fearless, and empowered version of themselves.”


—Erin Cox, enlightened business strategist and bestselling author of One Hot Mama: The Guide to Getting Your Mind and Body Back After Baby


“Recipes for overcoming adversity swirl through these pages like the inspiriting ingredients in Zhena’s tea concoctions. I sipped from her book every night at bedtime, and invariably solutions for my own life steeped in my dreams.”


—Terri Jentz, author of Strange Piece of Paradise
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For Sage—You inspire me daily





Foreword


[image: Images]


One day I was talking with some girlfriends about how I wanted to write an inspirational book that people could read in the time it took to have a cup of tea. I would tell the stories of my experiences building a company as a single-mom entrepreneur and also help readers see that a simple cup of tea can be a daily ritual for personal transformation and growth.


Dyana said, “Make the chapters short enough to sip!”


So, knowing how busy everyone is these days, I share my insights in this book in a new kind of way—by the cup. As women, mothers, career builders, world changers, wives, and dreamers, we need to find our individual mission as well as our collective mission. It’s important to find ourselves and then gather together, share what we learn, support one another, and love our work.


I started my company with nothing but the burning desire to provide a good and healthful life for my sick newborn son, but I found so much more. When my world seemed limited, hemmed in by impenetrable walls, tea, hope, and my active dreams saved my son, Sage, and me. I took responsibility for someone other than myself and grew into a person Sage could count on. I got serious about my life, which was now our life. I had to ask big questions, seek meaningful answers, grow my faith in ways I never knew imaginable, and step into the role of a lifetime—mom, tea maker, and, eventually, fair-trade activist. My family came to include the tea workers who harvested the precious organic leaves and buds that I blended and sold. We are all connected.


Within these pages you’ll read about my hardest-won insights, life lessons that are meant to inspire you to find and follow your own passion. I encourage you to allow all the mistakes you will make in the course of finding your path to be part of your own repertoire of life lessons, for these lessons will shape your destiny. The beloved transformational teacher Byron Katie says, “Business grows us,” and she couldn’t be more right. Motherhood gave birth to a new strength in me, hardship carved me into a mom my son could count on, and my mission to bring prosperity to tea workers half a world away kept me going even when bankruptcy loomed.


I want to inspire you to be audacious in your dreams and committed to your values—no matter how messy your path may become. Know that when God gives you lemons, you can make tea (or cupcakes, jewelry, art, or love . . .). Happiness is not born from playing it safe. Inspiration is abundant—it’s yours for the taking—and it sometimes comes from the most unexpected places.


Just as I find the greatest pleasure in serving others a cup of tea, I have found great pleasure in storytelling—it’s hereditary, in my Gypsy blood. I invite you to take some quiet time out of the day for ritual. Make yourself a cup of tea and sit down with this book to enjoy a few moments for yourself. Take a journey with me. The stories and recipes are dedicated to you and your personal quest to plumb the depths of your potential. Let’s sip to finding and fulfilling those big destinies! Whatever your profession, whether you’re working or not, you will find little gems in these pages that will reassure you of your imminent success.


If I can do what I do—and I was as unlikely an entrepreneur as could be—you can absolutely and irrefutably do anything. Just know that when life is overwhelming, it is much more manageable when you take it one cup at a time. Let’s have one together now.





Introduction
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If you can find a path with no obstacles, it probably doesn’t lead anywhere.


—FRANK A. CLARK


December 1, 1999


Ojai, California


As I lifted the cup of tea to my nose, inhaling the steamy, sweet scent, anticipating my first sip, I saw Kevin, the utility man, tiptoeing into the yard through the side gate like a cat burglar. Looking over the rim of my cup, through the faint waves of circling steam, I fixed my gaze on him.


He was so focused on reaching our fuse box that he didn’t see me sitting only a dozen feet away on the front porch steps, bundled up in an old red Indian blanket, warming my face in the distant morning sun.


Quietly putting the cup down on the weathered porch, I watched as he neared the back of the house. Standing as quickly as I could without setting off a symphony of creaks in the old wooden steps, I balanced my enormously pregnant belly and stepped onto the dead grass, making my way over to where Kevin was about to close off the valve with his wrench, which would leave me without precious fuel to heat my one-room cabin or cook my daily lentils, rice, and tea. I cornered him and yelled, “Hey!”


He jumped and almost dropped the tool. He looked over at me, raising his shoulders to his ears, grimacing as if he thought I would hit him. “If you do that, my baby and I will freeze to death and you’ll have to sleep at night knowing what you did!” I pointed at my nine-month pregnant belly for good measure.


He looked at me sideways. It wasn’t the first time we had met and wouldn’t be our last.


I smiled nervously, feeling bad to have scared him. “In all seriousness, Kevin, you know I am going to pay the bill, so why come out here and do this to me?” I smiled again, trying to be charming.


“It’s four months past due,” he pleaded. “You’re going to get me fired!”


“Look,” I said, “I’m about to give birth, then I can get a job. Can you just wait for a couple of weeks, tell your boss I have a scary dog or something? Anything?”


He looked at me for a few hard beats before dropping his shoulders. “You’re gonna have to do something, you know. The county has programs . . .”


I knew. I was about to have a kid and my only assets were a rusted-out, thirty-year-old car with no driver’s window and perpetually less than ten bucks in my bank account. How does one go about “doing something” when there is so much surviving to do?


“People don’t hire pregnant ladies, you know,” I told him, squinting back my tears.


He shook his head and stomped back up the driveway and onto the worn-out canyon road, thankfully without cutting off our power.


Somewhere along the line, God and I had gotten our wires crossed. I blamed my impulsive nature and sometimes believed that my destiny had come and gone already. I felt like I had missed my boat. I was a broke, pregnant twenty-four-year-old college dropout, fending off a kindly utility man.


I headed back to the front porch feeling seasick. To steady myself, I grabbed my anchor, that simple cup of tea.


I had been an honors student, a full scholarship recipient, a girl with so much “promise.” Then I followed one too many yearnings in my Gypsy blood and took off. I dropped out of college, headed to Peru, studied herbal medicine, got married and divorced, all the while earning my keep by making healing herbal concoctions and reading palms like my Roma Gypsy family in the Ukraine once had.


This hadn’t been my plan, having a baby on my own at twenty-four. I was heartbroken over the circumstance. I must have sat there for a long time, because when I took another sip of tea, it was ice-cold.


I begged out loud, “God, you have to help me here! Tell me what to do!” Silence.


After a few beats, the odd answer that entered my mind as I looked out at the mountains was two mismatched words, “Gypsy . . .” and then “tea.”


“Seriously!?” I yelled, looking into my teacup as if God presided in there.


I thought my mind was playing tricks on me. After all, I was a Gypsy girl drinking tea, so the idea had to have come from my desperate mind, not from the Almighty. But the idea of taking my heritage, my deep love of botanicals, and my passion for crafting healing gifts became more than just a momentary impulse. It became motivation to build something beautiful that mattered in the world.
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Sage, my beautiful baby boy, was born with a life-threatening kidney defect, and we spent weeks in hospital waiting rooms and surgery centers. In between prayers and tears, I’d close my eyes to escape the fear of potentially losing my precious child. My mind conjured visions of children laughing as their moms sipped from colorful teacups and other women danced around them in brightly hued costumes. Beautiful Gypsy women proudly displayed their art, handmade jewelry, and palm-reading wisdom with kind smiles across their faces. There were cups of tea everywhere, filled with potions that I had blended from inspirations of famous perfumes I loved—floral flavors made for spiritual healing. These potions would soothe mothers’ worries, inspire love in lonely people, encourage girls’ ambitions, and calm everyone’s nerves, bringing them together in a sort of tea communion. It was all there in my mind’s seeking eye. These images of Gypsy-themed tea parties grew into hope.


A coping method, a promise, a dream—tea became all of those things to me.
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The Carving of the Cup


A Cup of Capacity


Deep unspeakable suffering may well be called a baptism, a regeneration, the initiation into a new state.


—GEORGE ELIOT


Inspiration: The beauty of a cup. The sensory delight of tea has much to do with the vessel it’s served in. I love a cup I can wrap both hands around as I raise it to my lips. A cup is a touchstone of tranquility, of warmth and nourishment. It is also a measure of capacity, for how much a cup can hold is critical for anchoring our experience. The thinness of a cup’s walls conveys the craftsmanship and mindfulness that went into its making. If you truly notice the cup you drink from, you create a meaningful ritual that infuses your tea drinking and your life.


My signature teacup is hand-painted like a Ukrainian Easter egg in rich hues of burgundy, pink, forest green, midnight blue, and golden egg-yolk yellow. It belonged to Grandma Maria, my Gypsy grandmother from Ukraine. It holds a lot of tea, as well as hundreds of memories of a woman whose life was hard yet full of passion and spirit.
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A young Tibetan refugee couple told me of their harrowing escape from Chinese-occupied Tibet to India. Their faces remained peaceful as they recounted fleeing from their home and leaving their family, practically barefoot, through the icy Himalayas, fending off frostbite, falling victim to snow blindness, and narrowly surviving the violent fury of an avalanche. Hearing their story when I was age twenty-two, I couldn’t comprehend how they could be so serene. The horrors they’d suffered reminded me of Grandma Maria’s trials when she fled Stalin’s regime, after having survived years in a concentration camp, forced famines, and two decades of war on her people, the Gypsies. She had walked in a subzero winter from eastern Ukraine to Germany in order to flee Stalin’s sinister genocide.


When I met the Tibetan couple, I was grieving my grandmother’s death. I had moved to Ojai to write a book about her, to try to record her travails and honor her struggles. The Tibetans’ story filled me with outrage that this kind of injustice was still happening.


I burst out, “How are you so calm? They took everything from you! Aren’t you angry?”


“No, the pain has a meaning,” the young man said. His kind-eyed wife nodded and put her hand on his. “You see,” he continued, “when we are born, we are a rough block of wood. The pain we go through and feel as we move through this life, it is the hand of God carving us, shaping us. The carving feels bad, but it is forming us into a cup that can hold more and more as each stroke of pain carves another rough piece of us away. And then we have more and more space to hold things: love, happiness, nature, and beauty.”


Grandma Maria embodied this idea, even after all the inhumanity she’d seen and experienced. Instead of being bitter, she had a fathomless capacity for love and healing.


This realization made me remember my own most trying experiences; the heartbreak I felt at failing others and myself was always replaced somehow by new understanding. I imagined the hand of God shaping me, deepening me, refining me. Blame was washed away. I was not a victim but a vessel, being artfully sculpted for my future.


“Eventually,” he said softly, “the walls of the cup get thinner and thinner until they disappear and you spill into the space beyond the cup. You become one with all. You become life.”


As he spoke, all hardships were reframed. Well . . . until the real carving began.
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After my son was born, Sage was often sick with what the doctor at first thought was colic—but at four weeks old, he was diagnosed with kidney failure. Within hours, Sage was getting shots of radioactive isotopes in order to have a nuclear medicine scan to see how far gone his kidneys were. Then he was prepped for surgery. His tiny legs kicked in protest and my own hot tears burned streaks on my face.


The image of the cup came back to me. Pain dealt to those who can defend themselves or escape it is one thing, but my baby didn’t know what was happening to him. His pain was senseless, and my inability to help him was crushing me. I had to strengthen myself in order to protect him.


The surgery went smoothly and, in the recovery room, I cupped Sage’s little head and held his feet, afraid to take my eyes off him.


A nurse entered the room and said, “We’re going to pull these curtains around you and the baby so we can bring in another patient.”


“What if they hear me?” I worried. “I’m kind of crying a lot.”


“Oh, don’t worry,” she said. “Cry as much as you need to. It’s good for you.”


Soon I heard voices as another bed was wheeled into the room. A series of IVs and monitoring machines chirped to life.


Sage continued to sleep peacefully, no longer than my forearm, so small.


Although I couldn’t see the other mother behind the curtain, I felt connected to her. I could hear her take deep breaths and flip the pages of a book. I heard her feel for something in her purse, then a ChapStick dropped on the floor and her hand appeared under the curtain reaching for it. She let out another deep breath.


“Hi,” I ventured.


“Hi,” she returned.


“I’m Zhena, and my son Sage is in here. He’s four weeks old.”


“Oh, how sweet. I’m Meredith. My son, Cody, is twelve.”


I said, “He’s quiet.”


“Yes, he’s out,” she said.


“Is it okay to ask why he’s here?”


“Sure. He doesn’t have the enzyme to digest food, so we feed him through an IV, but this week the IV wasn’t absorbing and so he’s not getting any nutrients.”


Her voice was even, calm, but I could feel her sadness.


“What’s happening with Sage?”


“It’s his kidneys. The doctors had to make a hole in his bladder. He’ll be this way until he’s three or so, then they can rebuild his system and close him up.” My stomach clenched as I said the words aloud for the first time.


“They are great here, such good doctors. It sounds like he’s going to be fine.”


“Will you have to feed Cody with IVs forever?” I asked.


“I hope not, but it’s been twelve years and the enzyme therapies aren’t working yet.”


“Has he ever tasted food?” I asked.


“No, she said, “not yet, but hopefully soon.”


I let this sink in. She had managed to witness his pain and bear her own for so long. We had only begun our fight. Where was I going to find the strength to deal with Sage’s illness?


Eventually, I left Sage long enough to search out some juice to drink. The pediatric ward was full of parents pacing, talking on cell phones, pressing the nurses for answers, reading to their recovering kids, loving them with every breath, every word, every look, fighting for them with every fiber.


Two weeks later, back in our little cabin, I took down from the shelf Grandma Maria’s cup. It was the only physical remnant of her I had, and just the sight of it was comforting. On the porch, I sipped tea from it as the sun lit the canyon pink and gold. The cup was full of her memory—the soft sounds of her praying, the Gypsy fireside songs she sang, and childhood lessons in her magical garden where she showed me the soil’s ability to sustain us. She had lost so much, and yet her love was profound enough to sustain me long after she’d left this world.


As the sun went down on those terrible two weeks, I realized that Sage’s and my life had been altered, carved wider, opened up for a miracle. I was broken open, and into all that new space seeped Big Love, faith, and the fierceness I needed in order to create a life for my son. Without the pain we had just been through, I might have never discovered these reserves of strength.


The Carving of Your Cup


Mantra of the Cup: I breathe through pain. As it moves through and out of me, it gives me a greater capacity to love.


Pain is the messenger of change. It demands that we grow, endure, and heal. Ultimately, pain transforms us and points us to our true north—our calling. Pain is the fire that makes us into diamonds. It pressurizes our rough, uncut, dark angles into glistening reflectors of our soul’s light.


There is no permanent cure for pain. It’s a powerful force that returns to us periodically, and whenever it does, it can upend our lives and send us into a tailspin. Through the years, I’ve sought ways to make my own and others’ pain go away, from fighting, complaining, medicating, and hiding to shopping, drinking, and eating too much. Nothing worked for very long.


Many years later, I found and became a practitioner of Vipassana meditation, or insight meditation, the method taught by Buddha. Insight meditation is like a “technology” to end the perpetuating of sadness. It aids our recovery from pain by making us sit still and steady through it, allowing God’s hand to carve us into vessels of love and compassion. Buddha himself had realized that he could not cope with seeing and feeling the pain and suffering in the world. Rather than trying to make pain go away or “cure” it, he discovered that meditation moves us right into the eye of its storm, where we find peace and insight.


In my first silent retreat, a lot of pain rose up in unbearable waves. My knees hurt, and so did my back, my head, and my heart. I was also angry and railing against the suffering and injustice in the world, at poverty, pollution, war, and greed. I would remember Sage’s cries of pain and want to jump off my meditation cushion, punch holes in walls, and scream in his defense. I wanted to rumble, to show pain who was boss. But I had to sit through it, silently. No picking up the phone to cry to my mom, no going out for a drink with girlfriends, and no complaining to my brothers about how unfair life was. Silence and sitting still were all that was allowed.


Then, as if by a miracle, one afternoon when I thought I couldn’t sit any longer, I realized that the pain of sitting was a sensation like pleasure. I had spent my whole life running toward pleasure and away from pain, leaving me never in the moment but always in transit. This catharsis let me see that I was always craving, never content. Anger and sharp pains in my body melted into deep sadness and I silently cried. In between sits, I walked to and from my dorm sobbing, wanting so badly to talk away the anguish, but the vow of silence made it impossible even to make eye contact with other meditators. Without an audience, without a means of running away, I found that the pain started to lose steam and diminish. In its place many sensations arose: relief, joy, curiosity. Then pain, frustration, and anger again. The emotions were taking turns trying to get my attention, but I listened to the meditation teacher who advised us to stop reacting to the sensations and just notice each one as it came up, name it as calmly as we could, and then let it go. Eventually, after several days of silence and ten hours a day of sitting in a novice’s version of equanimity, I felt the pain finally become manageable, because I stopped trying to manage it.


When other meditators and I were given the “all clear” to start talking again, all I could do was laugh. People asked me about my experience, but there were no words to describe the lightness I finally felt, just my belly-deep guffaw. The teachers, whom I had dubbed the “meditation police” during those many rough days, looked on as I sat on my cushion hee-hawing with happy tears streaking my face. My attachment to the pain had been the weight I was carrying, so much greater than the pain itself. The heavier the pain, the brighter the light once the pain is released.


I rushed home to Sage, and instead of being all-serious-mom-businesswoman-keep-it-together-or-the-world-will-end-oh-and- don’t-smile-just-in-case-something-scary-happens-again, I held him, throwing him up in the air, tickling him, rolling on the ground with him, looking deeply into his lucid little eyes, and as we giggled, we filled his kidneys with the healing light that now poured from my heart, the very light that grew from the seeds pain had planted deep in the soil of my soul.


Exercise: Sit Steady, Scan, and See


First, find a private place to sit quietly, where you’re least likely to be interrupted. (I’ve used the bathroom floor, the backseat of my car, my bed, a cave at the beach, a rock on a quiet trail.) Then find a pillow or chair to sit on. You’ll need a digital timer (you can use a kitchen timer or the one on your phone, but turn off your wireless so you aren’t tempted to check messages when the going gets tough).


1. Sit cross-legged or comfortably on your chair or pillow.


2. Set your timer for eleven minutes (twenty-two if you can spare them). You can always work up to more time. Doing this daily is ideal and most effective, even if five minutes is all you have.


3. Close your eyes and breathe deeply in and out through your nose. Be aware of the breath entering and leaving your nostrils. Focus on the sensation of the skin just under your nose as the breath enters and leaves your nostrils. Focus. Each time your mind wanders, gently return it to the sensation of your breath entering a leaving your nose. One of my mentors says that when your mind wanders, it’s like a kitten escaping a box—no need to get mad at the kitten, just gently put it back in the box!


4. Take your focus from the area under your nose and scan your body, from your head down to your toes. Start with the top of your head and methodically go into each muscle of your face, neck, shoulders, arms, hands, chest, back, solar plexus, abdomen, hips, thighs, knees, calves, ankles, feet, and toes. Notice any sensation in any part of your body but do not linger in any one spot. See the sensation, observe it without judging it, and then keep scanning. Observe each sensation of your body as if you are a nurse observing a patient—no judgment, just quiet observation, acceptance, and then on to the next part of the body.


5. Reverse your scan: starting at your toes, move up through your feet, ankles, calves, knees, thighs, hips, abdomen, solar plexus, back, chest, hands, arms, shoulders, neck, chin, mouth, cheeks, nose, eyes, forehead, and up to the top of the head.


6. Repeat steps 4 and 5. Whenever a sensation comes up, observe and name it in your mind. Whenever an emotion comes up, observe and name it in your mind. If your knee hurts, simply name it “pain”; if you’re worrying, name it “worrying.” And keep going, naming each sensation without attaching to it. The key is to maintain your momentum through the scanning and observing.


7. When the timer goes off, take one final deep breath and release it slowly. Bring your attention back to your heart and visualize your heart opening up; see a bright light glowing there.


Doing this practice consistently peels away the layers of reactions we automatically engage in when fear and pain arise. By observing, naming, and moving on, you begin to see pain and pleasure as impermanent sensations. By observing them without glomming on to the story, by not becoming attached to them, you liberate yourself from running toward pleasure or away from pain and are free to stand fully in the face of your entire life. You are free to become lighter, happier, and more spacious. The power that pain has over you will slowly diminish, giving way to new possibilities in your body and mind. What is left is more of you, accessible and present to your beautiful life and all the joy it generously brings.


The secret of health for both mind and body is not to mourn for the past, nor to worry about the future, but to live the present moment wisely and earnestly.


—BUDDHA
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Pride Cannot Feed a Baby


A Cup of Lentils, Fennel Seeds, and Chamomile Blossoms


To help all created things, that is the measure of all our responsibility; to be helped by all, that is the measure of our hope.


—GERALD VANN


Inspiration: Italian chamomile. Chamomile blossoms sprinkle the pathway to my front porch like starry lights. The sweet apple scent of chamomile flowers is like salve to the psyche, the tender flowers like little magic suns, their bright yellow centers framed by tiny, white, velvety petals sitting on a spray of green foliage fine as lace doilies. Pollinating bees tiptoe across the golden florets with sticky legs and sweet intentions.


The combination of chamomile flowers, fennel seeds, and fresh lemon peel is a digestive recipe dating back over generations of matron saints in Rome. It harkens back to a time when a kindly Italian grandmother would serve this blend to her friends and family after a satisfying meal of gnocchi, fava beans, pecorino, and ample amounts of Nebbiolo red wine.


In the traditional formula, boiling spring water is poured over the trinity of flavors and raw amber-hued honey is drizzled into the nectar. Fresh lemon zest is grated into the final elixir for a sparkling, life-affirming top note.


While the medicinal use of chamomile alleviates anxiety and calms worries, the Gypsies believe it brings luck and money to those who bathe in it. “Allow the scent of fortune to soak deeply into your skin.” I believe in the magic of chamomile. It’s played an essential role in healing serums since prehistoric times, cooling inflammation of the body and mind. Press the flowers in your wallet to attract wealth, and after washing your hands in it you will win at gambling.


[image: Images]


My father raised me to be fiercely independent. His mantras were, “You are your work. Depend on no one”; “Hard work is honest work”; and “Don’t be a deadbeat. Make your own way.” As a result, after Sage was born, I wasn’t eager to let anyone know how badly my first run at motherhood was turning out. My storybook ideal was simple: (1) home birth with a kind midwife to fuss over me, and (2) stay-at-home career as a writer that would allow me to be there for every moment of Sage’s childhood. My perfect plan shattered when my relationship crumbled, my writing stalled, and my baby had to be born in a hospital due to complications. And now my perfect boy had special needs.


When I returned from the hospital with six-week-old Sage in my arms, I felt like the biggest failure on the planet. I had no idea how I was going to rebuild my life, but I knew one thing for sure—I was going to do it on my own. I was a big girl and knew where my bootstraps were located.


Sage slept peacefully, as if those first weeks of crying and discomfort had never happened. He was a beam of light. I learned to carefully maneuver around the tubes that ran in and out of his abdomen and diaper, but I lost sleep to worry and an endless, debilitating migraine. I was drained of spirit by the pressure and doubt. If I made a mistake with Sage’s care, it could be life and death. The knowledge that he could so easily be taken from me by the slightest infection pushed my psyche to the edge. I felt as if God had picked the wrong mom.


Dark circles under my eyes deepened to purple, giving me that authentic zombie look. I held Sage and stared out the window for hours. No inspiration dawned. No answers arrived. And while I rocked between “How did I get here?” and “What do I do now?” no food magically appeared in the refrigerator. I was a hot mess in need of a hot meal, and my bootstraps were decidedly out of reach.


The pediatric urologist had said breast milk was the best thing for Sage’s kidneys. If I didn’t eat, he didn’t eat. I would happily have starved rather than let anyone see me in this sad state, but pride wasn’t going to feed this baby. It was time to reexamine my Dad-given hang-ups around “handouts.”


I considered my options. Call my parents? No way. Call my high school best friend? She was struggling herself. I had built a fortress around myself, a fortress of I. I am strong. I am self-sufficient. I am independent of you—whoever you are. But now I was no longer one person, alone. I was now we.


My neighbor came to mind. Every time I saw her she radiated a soothing energy, always moving around her garden with a sweet grace. She and I weren’t yet friends, but I felt that maybe I could ask for some citrus from her trees, or some of the butternut squash that grew over the ledge of her garden into my yard.


I strategized for hours about how to get some of those delicious-looking veggies on my stove. I’d play it cool, I thought. I could make it casual, like, “Hey, I’d love to try some of those zucchini. How about we trade—my herbal teas for your veggies?”


Finally, with great trepidation, I picked up the phone and dialed her number, the one she’d shared in case of emergency—our canyon was prone to floods and fires. And it was pouring outside.


“Hello,” she answered.


“Hi, Ava, it’s your neighbor, Zhena.”


“Oh, hi, honey, how are you? How is the baby?”


“Fine. Well, actually, um, not so fine really.” My throat tried to clamp down on the confession, but I plowed through.


“What’s going on?” she asked.


“Well, he almost had kidney failure. We thought it was colic.” Tears burned my eyes. Crap. I hadn’t planned on telling her the truth.


“Oh, my God, I am so sorry. Are you okay? How is he?”


Now the words rushed out. “I think he’s going to be okay. He has a hole they made in his bladder and sewed it to the outside of his tummy so the urine will drain and not build up and make his kidneys nephritic, or swollen.” Although I was terrified to say this, it gave my heart a reprieve. Having this new reality was one thing, but saying it, claiming it out loud, somehow started the healing process for me.


“Poor little Sage,” she said. “Can I bring you anything?”


“Um”—I looked down at Sage—“yes, actually, I’m really hungry and nursing and can’t make anything from what’s here.” There. It was done.


She didn’t hesitate. “Give me an hour.”


And that was it. My face burned with embarrassment, I felt a tightness in my solar plexus, and my hands shook as I hung up, but I had broken this senseless self-reliant streak wide open and I felt . . . hopeful. The haze of sadness and fear was receding, and on the immediate horizon, sailing toward me, were compassion, food, and friendship.


Keeping a distance from others had been a prominent part of my Ukrainian upbringing. When I was young, my grandma Maria often baked loaves of bread for her entire congregation, which took her all week. Her generosity was a sort of ongoing payment to others for allowing her to be in their lives. She baked until the flour and eggs were gone and she was spent, sipping tea on her chair, breathing hard, and totally fulfilled by her giving. But when she needed to be prayed for, when the doctor discovered stage-4 cancer throughout her entire body, she forbade any of us to tell her congregation, because she didn’t want to “be a bother” to them. She taught us to “never put anyone out,” to be the least expensive person in the room, and that selflessness was its own reward.


Now I realized this mentality made it impossible to be truly close to anyone, unless I was need-free. Never wanting to be “a bother” had made it easy to be social, but it had also isolated me. Asking for help was a bridge I hadn’t ventured over before, and I felt shaky in the new intimacy I would now have with my neighbor. I wondered how many times I had shut out someone who wished to contribute in some way to my life. Even when broke, I never let a friend pick up the bill, even if it meant going into overdraft.


Shame returned to my mind, with a lot of other baggage. Back in our Ukrainian village, one of my great-great uncles was the village “strong man.” And during my childhood in California, my firefighter father was a role model of toughness. I remembered when Dad had fallen from a tree, breaking his leg in half, only to use a log and some rope to reset it so he could show up to his weekday job at the US Forest Service to grade fire roads. Once he cut his arm to the bone on a rusty wood splitter blade, sealed it with a T-shirt and electrical tape, and went about cutting a nice cord of oak for our neighbor. I had begged him to go to the doctor, crying as I imagined a fever coming to take him away like it had to a character on Little House on the Prairie. He shrugged me off. He was bitten by a scorpion while fighting the cave fires in Santa Barbara but kept quiet about it so he wouldn’t get sent home and lose the hazard pay—so us kids could have a “good Christmas.” After a long day out in the forest, cutting down trees for extra cash, he drove the windy Jalama Ranch Road, dodged a deer while taking a corner, and rolled his truck over a cliff, only to show up casually in the kitchen with his head duct-taped together and a frosty Coors Light in hand. Leaning on the fridge, he asked Mom what was for dinner. Keeping it together, remaining the provider during feats of total awesomeness, was his MO.


Maybe these generations of tough men had transformed our DNA so that showing weakness and asking for help was humiliating. As I waited for my neighbor, I almost called her to say, “Never mind, it’s all good,” just to keep my dignity intact.


Before I could cancel, Ava knocked at the front door and let herself in. Dripping wet in her yellow poncho, a massive pot of lentil soup on her hip and a mason jar full of golden liquid under her arm, she smiled at me, went right to the stove, and lit the pilot.


The smell of herbs filled the cabin as she poured the contents of the canning jar into a cup.


She said, “This is an old recipe from Rome, from my grandmother. It’s chamomile, fennel seeds, and lemon peel. It’ll calm you, help your milk come in, and keep the baby from getting gas. The the lemon is just for flavor—oh, and I guess a little optimism.”


I took the cup and smiled up at her, speechless.


“The soup will feed you for a week,” she said. “I’ll bring you veggies so you can keep adding to it.”


I inhaled the tea’s sweet aroma—apples and licorice. I sipped and the heat warmed my chest. As the rain pounded on the metal roof, I felt a sun rising in me. Sage woke up, and I sat with him in my arms.


And then she sat next to me and listened to my story. The whole thing.


When Fear of Showing Weakness Is the Greatest Weakness of All


Mantra of the Cup: My weaknesses open the door to my undiscovered strengths. I ask and receive all that I need with ease and clarity.


I was recently in a room full of fifty female executives from Fortune 100 companies, international banks, the US and Canadian governments, and MBA professors. I asked the audience of brilliant women at the top of their game to raise their hands if they had a hard time asking for help—and all but two did.


Not asking for help makes us feel like we are in control, even when we’re not. We find comfort in believing we are in charge. When we are giving, we are in control, and when we are receiving, we aren’t. I was used to giving, controlling, managing, being the village “strong woman” in my own life, but when it came to Sage, I went through a spiritual shakedown.


This is how fellowship is born. We eventually realize that muscling solo through a problem gives us only the illusion of control. But when we learn to ask for help, we allow others to participate in our life and invest in the relationship. While we may feel that we are asking “too much” in asking for assistance, people generally feel honored by our sincerity and our admission of vulnerability. We give them a gift by allowing them to help.


The price of holding on to pride is so much higher than the cost of giving it up. Being strong, independent, and contribution-minded is great, except in those times when you simply need a hug, a warm meal, or a compassionate act of kindness. Even when you are crying in a heap, you are worthy of grace, love, and goodwill.
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