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PRAISE FORReconfigured








“Stirringly inspirational. . . . The memoir’s power is in its message that suffering ‘carves out space’ in our hearts ‘for more compassion,’ and illness provides an opportunity for us to discover our better selves.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Barbara has written a beautiful account of her journey with marriage, motherhood, cancer, and finding her own place in the world. Those familiar with Whidbey will appreciate the lovely sketches of life on our beloved island. Those who have sustained or hope to sustain long-term relationships will be grateful for the honesty about what they entail.”


—MICHAEL LERNER, president and cofounder of Commonweal and cofounder of Healing Circles Langley, Healing Circles Global, cancerchoices.org, and Commonweal Cancer Help Program


“I greatly appreciate Barbara’s transformative memoir written with honesty, vulnerability, and courage. She faced life challenges of cancer, marriage issues, and relocation with grit and grace. Her Buddhist perspective reminds me of the analogy of the lotus flower. Out of adversity she reclaimed her authentic Self.”


—SUSAN WISEHART, MS, LMFT, holistic psychotherapist and author of Soul Visioning: Clear the Past, Create Your Future


“Reconfigured is a deeply moving and absorbing chronicle of Barbara Wolf Terao’s cancer journey, but, even more, of her path toward wholeness, home, and her authentic self. This beautifully written book reminds us all to listen to and trust not just ourselves but also the universe.”


—DONNA CAMERON, author of A Year of Living Kindly: Choices That Will Change Your Life and the World Around You


“Barbara is one terrific writer! What I find remarkable is her way of interweaving ‘things spiritual’ with nitty-gritty aspects of dealing with cancer. She gave voice to much of what I felt going through my own cancer experiences.”


—BRADFORD GARTON,composer and professor of music at Columbia University


“A compelling story, filled with spirit! As a breast cancer survivor, I received guidance, affirmation, and inspiration from this book. The ways Barbara copes with her reconfiguration can benefit anyone going through changes.”


—KATHLEEN HUDSON, PHD,poet, author, and professor of English at Schreiner University


“In her memoir of seeking and finding, Barbara Wolf Terao invites readers into her circle of friends, family members, doctors, nurses, ferryboat personnel, and shoe salesmen. It’s a big, beautiful circle on Whidbey Island, and one I did not want to leave She approaches all her challenges with wit, grit, and a belief in nature and spirit that inspires and warms.”


—SHARON FIFFER, author of Imagining America and the Jane Wheel mysteries and coeditor of Home: American Writers Remember Rooms of Their Own, Family: American Writers Remember Their Own, and Body


“To read Reconfigured is to be transported via the unlikely vehicles of a troubled marriage, a cancer diagnosis, and an enchanted desert horse to a place of understanding of what it means to be alive. Changing her karma with every challenge, Barbara literally turns her medications from poison to medicine and figuratively does the same with her new life on Whidbey Island. I couldn’t help but cheer her on her way!”


—NANCY SLONIM ARONIE, founder of the Chilmark Writing Workshop and author of Memoir as Medicine and Writing from the Heart: Tapping the Power of Your Inner Voice
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To all the book lovers in my family, especially my mom and dad,Joy and Frank Wolf.













“Will we let the wind sing to us? Do our whole bodies listen?When the wind calls, will we go?”


—SUSAN GRIFFIN
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Who goes looking for cancer on the unlucky day of Friday the thirteenth of December? I did when I ended up at a Seattle medical center to sample abnormal tissue identified by my mammogram in Illinois three weeks earlier.


Around 10 percent of Americans say they avoid thirteens. In tarot and numerology, thirteen is considered spooky by some because it can signify death.


Since I moved from Illinois to Washington state, those digits pointed their bony fingers at me wherever I went. For instance, at a writers’ workshop, I was thirteenth in line to read my essay to the group. My monthly health insurance premium was four figures plus thirteen cents. One of the hospitals I had to go to was on 13th Street. The other was reached via Exit 13. Even the lot I chose for a house on Whidbey Island was number thirteen. Maybe that’s why it was still available.


I remembered the application I’d filled out for compensation for my father’s death related to his work as a radiation monitor during nuclear bomb testing on Bikini Atoll in the Marshall Islands. Of the compensable diseases listed by the US Radiation Exposure Compensation Act, my father’s type of lung cancer was number thirteen. Dad was a mathematician, so I sometimes noticed numbers that made me think of him. By chance, I often looked at the clock at 3:33 p.m., which was the time I heard of my dad’s death on July 1, 2000, and it is just a cool number. The decimal number for one-third consists of threes repeating forever, which I like to think is a sign of my father’s ongoing presence. Was the number thirteen appearing as a warning from Dad of what to expect from my biopsy?


And what was up with the black cats? Why were they suddenly strolling in front of me on a much-too-frequent basis? Two crossed my path in one day as I walked around the seaside town of Coupeville on Whidbey Island. The old story from Europe was that black cats were bad luck because they were witches in disguise. Already worried about cancer due to my suspicious mammogram results, I wondered if the numbers and cats were indicative of my imminent demise.


Of the annual average of six hundred thousand deaths in the United States from cancer reported by the National Cancer Institute, more than forty thousand of them are due to invasive breast cancer. An Illinois friend, much younger than me, had been diagnosed with breast cancer and died within months. Would I soon be part of those statistics?


Then, parked on a charming Coupeville street, I saw a white hearse—with my name on it, of all things. On its side, in pink, were the words, “Barbie’s Dream Hearse.” The dark-haired owner, Kat (in keeping with the feline theme of the day), told me she decorated the old car like Barbie’s dream house and drove it for hire. Having the name Barbara, I had often been called Barbie. Was this brazen omen the final nail in my coffin?


My ride is here, I thought, not sure whether to be amused or horrified. To be reminded of a toy dominated by her breasts at a time when I faced the prospect of losing mine was bizarre. Well, at least this death cab was dolled up for the journey and provided levity at a time when an ominous kind of gravity weighed me down. While not denying the gravitas of my situation, I liked to think I’d be going in style—the cute style of a doll created in the 1950s around the same time I was.
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While back in the Chicago area for Thanksgiving, I’d used my Illinois insurance one last time before switching to health care coverage in my new state of Washington. I had my routine mammogram. Four days later, I was called back for a magnified mammogram and ultrasound; tumors were found in my right breast. Upon my return to Whidbey Island, my new home, I’d been scrambling to set up a time to investigate those tumors and the insurance to cover it. Despite the dismal date of Friday the thirteenth, I was glad to get the appointment and ready to have my tests done.


I was also glad to have a friend, Carla, accompany me on this, my first visit to my health maintenance organization’s oncology department. Though Carla was a new friend, one of the first I made on Whidbey Island, she became a source of support. Her help was especially appreciated when my husband, Donald, was away in Illinois, which was most of the time. (My daughter, Emily, lived nearby but was busy working long hours.)


When I told Carla I faced the prospect of cancer and wasn’t sure where the journey would take me, she simply said, “I’m going with you.” Her husband had died of cancer, which was devastating to her, and yet she did not hesitate to enter that perilous terrain again, with me. Carla and I shared a similar optimistic outlook on life. She helped me keep hope alive. One good friend can dispel any number of bad omens.


The spacious waiting room had views of the snow-capped Cascade Mountains to the east and was empty except for us. I imagined wiser patients filling the chairs on previous luckier days. Carla and I settled in for a wait, which wasn’t long. But the appointment got off to a bad start. The medical assistant, Portia, called me in, sat me down, and told me I’d be getting tissue samples taken from my left breast.


“Left?” I asked.


She confirmed, showing me the paperwork designating that side of my body.


This was not reassuring. The hospital paperwork was wrong. I never felt so much as a twinge from the tumors, but I knew where they were located. The words of the radiologist who told me the results of my magnified mammogram and ultrasound back in Illinois in November still rang in my head. “It looks like you have tumors in your right breast,” she said, her eyes boring into mine with an intensity that commanded my full attention. “You need to get biopsies of those right away.”


When I told Portia this, she had Dr. Reed, the radiologist doing the biopsy procedure, straighten out the confusion. We finally all agreed there was no problem identified with my left breast. It was my right side that had tumors needing testing.


For the procedure, the nurse applied lidocaine to numb the area. I was then raised on a wooden platform, like a tree house of torture, almost to the ceiling, lying on my stomach, with my right breast poking through a hole for the stereotactic biopsies. Seven of the samplings only required some calm breathing to endure. But one needle punch was intensely painful, and I said so. My hands and arms started to tingle, and I felt faint and nauseous. Portia stepped up on a stool and came to my aid with a cool, damp cloth for my head. As I recovered, Dr. Reed finished his needling.


On my way out, Portia offered me a soothing ice pack for my sore breast. I asked for a second one for the road. I wanted more of anything that gave me support. If the biopsies showed cancer, I was in for a long, hard journey. I wanted to bring Portia and her cool, soft towel home with me till this whole thing was over. I held the cold comfort of the ice pack to my chest, and Carla drove me back to the island.


Four days later, I was in my Langley house, keeping myself occupied by wrapping Christmas gifts, unpacking boxes I’d sent myself from Illinois, and researching cancer. I tried not to obsess over my health, though I was anxious to hear the results. If there was cancer in me, I wanted it removed as soon as possible.


Internet service was not yet hooked up to my house, so I used my cell phone for all my online activities. On that Tuesday, I sat at my dining room table, scrolling through social media. I paused on a black-and-white photograph that caught my eye. My cousin, Rick, had posted a picture of our grandmother, Helen Wolf, in her Webster Groves home. I was named Barbara Helen Wolf with her in mind, and I was particularly fond of her. In the old photo, my white-haired grandmother had a soft smile on her face and held a grandchild, my cousin Kerry.


Just then my cell phone chimed, and the photo disappeared as I answered the call. It was a nurse calling from my HMO with my diagnosis: invasive ductal carcinoma.


“It is HER/2 positive,” she said, “which means it’s an aggressive type of breast cancer. It is also estrogen positive, which gives you some treatment options.” I went into information-gathering mode and asked her some questions. Terror buzzed in the back of my mind like a chainsaw, but acknowledging my emotions would come later, after I sorted through the facts. I tend to compartmentalize when faced with alarming or excruciating situations. When I understood what I had to do next, such as setting up appointments with an oncologist and a surgeon, we ended the call.


It was then that my grandmother came back into view on my cell phone. Gazing at her, dazed from the impact of my diagnosis, I suddenly realized, Oh! She had terminal breast cancer when she was seventy-nine. She’s here to keep me company atb this difficult time. Whether her appearance was a coincidence or not, it was a huge comfort, like a hug from a loved one, even if it came from beyond the grave.


“Thank you for being with me, Grandmom,” I told her with tears in my eyes. Then I had to ask, “Was it you who nudged me to get my mammogram? By catching it earlier than you did, maybe I have a chance.”
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I think when Minnesotans talk obsessively about the weather we are trying, in our peculiarly reticent way, to describe the passionate uncertainty of our carefully concealed lives.


—JOAN PREFONTAINE







My hometown smells like breakfast. When the Malt-O-Meal Company makes their hot cereal, the aroma of malted grains wafts from Ames Mill, across the Cannon River, and into the shopping district of Northfield, Minnesota. Once the homeland of the Wahpekute Band of the Dakota people, Northfield became a mill town named after settler John Wesley North. According to the welcome sign near St. Olaf College, it is now a city of cows, colleges, and contentment. Residents have pride in local history, holding an annual celebration of the 1876 defeat of the notorious Jesse James gang.


As I was growing up, we welcomed the gentle fragrance of Malt-O-Meal as part of our image of contentment. However, nobody wanted to talk about the cola-colored Cannon River, polluted by industrial and agricultural runoff, flowing through town. Reality was overlooked for the sake of appearances—and commerce.


As much as I liked living among the people and prairies of Minnesota, I felt like a misfit. I never got the hang of the rural reticence, Protestant piety, or football fanaticism. Had I landed on the wrong planet? It wasn’t until I saw the 1996 movie Fargo that I realized how immersed I was in the culture of Midwestern Nice, which is the practice of keeping up appearances and saying only what is necessary—or maybe even less than that.


I appreciated courteous behavior and knew that if I stood on a street corner in Minneapolis looking lost, someone would likely offer help before I even asked for it. Yet the friendliness was combined with a chilly reserve that confused me. Describing local culture, former Minneapolis Mayor R.T. Rybak said, “Minnesotans will give you directions to anywhere but their house.”


What mattered to me was rarely addressed. I ached to talk about feelings, fears, and personal philosophies as I made sense of my own experiences. And I wanted to get to know people through such discussions. In Northfield, I felt foolish for trying. Still, I tuned into subtle body language, eyebrow movements, and tone of voice to squeeze more meaning out of the coded communication of the Germanic and Nordic people of my family and community. I kept my antennae tuned to those messages, spoken and unspoken, trying to get along in the place where I’d landed.


St. Olaf professor, Kari LieDorer, explained to a journalist that Scandinavian social norms require humility to the point of self-erasure, with indirect communication often indistinguishable from passive aggression. Those were not norms I cared to adopt. I wanted to find a place safe enough to be me. It would take me decades to do so.
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My father, Frank, was a math professor and usually had summers off (or could work from home writing textbooks), so we’d go north to the home we called Old Orchard on Bay Lake. Before my mother, Joy, started her career as a librarian, she was free to go north too. During the four-hour drive, I sat in the back seat of our Chevrolet station wagon with my two sisters and our Brittany spaniel, Princess. Eldest child, Joan, was six years older than me, and middle sister, Allison, was three years older than me. (Our brother Jon came along six years after I was born.) I remember looking out the window at fields and silos, stopping at Embers in Elk River for burgers, and my father singing swing era hits like “Sentimental Journey” as he drove. Like river water, Dad traveled with a song.


My enduring interest in First Nations cultures began at the trading post of the Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe, where our family often stopped on the way to Bay Lake. As a toddler, I observed the people who worked behind the counter or demonstrated beading or other skills, and when a gray-haired Ojibwe man smiled at me, I felt seen, as if I belonged.


As I got older, I liked looking through the store’s maple candy, sweetgrass, and birch bark items for sale. In a small museum, life-size, dark-wigged mannequins demonstrated what an Ojibwe (aka Chippewa) family would be doing throughout the year, such as harvesting wild rice in autumn, snowshoeing in winter, and gathering berries in summer. Influenced by stereotypes such as the Tonto character on The Lone Ranger TV show, I imagined myself in a wigwam home with the mannequins coming to life.


I was so fascinated by the place that my mother asked if I’d like to decorate my room “like a Native American princess.” I said yes but couldn’t picture what that entailed beyond a fine collection of tiny birch bark canoes and a pelt of soft rabbit fur. I wasn’t sure what I sought from the Ojibwe trading post, but I knew home decor was not it. From an early age, I looked beyond my own WASP culture for alternative perspectives. I sensed other ways of being and knowing that could, and would eventually, open my mind and world.


As Mom and I shopped, we did, however, both carry a torch for the fashion and historic designs from Pendleton Woolen Mills. I liked to have their striped blankets on my bed, and Mom favored their classic blazers for her later work as a librarian. When my mother died in 2010, I provided the undertaker with her burgundy Pendleton pantsuit for her to wear on her journey. Argentine author and librarian Jorges Luis Borges imagined “Paradise to be a kind of library,” and I imagine Mom in her wool suit, keeping the celestial collections organized and free to all.


At Old Orchard, there was nobody my age. Even our dog had our cousins’ dog, Andy, for company. My parents were occupied with each other and with the other adults who shared the lakeside farmhouse with us—my aunt, uncle, grandparents, and great-grandmother. Sometimes Dad would take me fishing in the early morning or my grandmother Helen Wolf would sit with me in the evening. But when my sisters paired up with my cousins, I hung around the edges of their activities or went off to play on my own.


I liked to wander past the old apple trees and into the meadow, which once provided hay for farm animals. Nowadays deer ticks carrying Lyme disease are a problem in northern Minnesota, but back then I only had to pluck off the occasional wood tick, which was no big deal. Chipmunks scurried by and loons called from the lake. I’d lay on my back and watch sunlight filter into my green sanctuary of tall grass, or I’d make homes for troll figures I’d collected from Paul Bunyan Land in Brainerd.


I tried to fit in by playing the roles available in my family, such as being a helper or clown. I was a source of amusement, like any kid could be. One day, Joan and our cousin Rick told me Casper the Friendly Ghost lived in a lumpy mattress in the attic and wanted me to bring him food. I played along, picking wild raspberries as offerings to the cartoon spirit. I even asked Mom to buy a bag of M&M’s for Casper when we went to the store. When I brought the berries and candy to Joan and Rick, they informed me the ghost would not eat with me around. They then disappeared, giggling, up the creaky attic steps to “feed Casper.”


When we returned to Northfield, I made an effort to renew the friendships I had there, since I’d been absent all summer. I preferred being in Northfield, at least until I was old enough to invite friends to join me at Bay Lake. I liked the idea of having a home in nature, just not the dynamics of the situation at Old Orchard, leaving me the odd girl out.


My family lived on the east side of Northfield, near Carleton College where my dad worked. After my brother was born, we moved to a house on a cul-de-sac called Bunday Court. Our big sisters got the upstairs bedrooms while Jon and I were downstairs, past the laundry room. From my current perspective as a parent, I think it’s more logical to keep the youngest children upstairs and let the ten- and thirteen-year-olds have the run of the basement rooms. But our Bunday Court household ran on the principle that “squeaky wheels get the grease.” I felt it was my job to tend to the others and wasn’t much of a squeaker myself.


My pleasant, easygoing demeanor was rewarded, so that’s what I expressed. My dad’s most common request was for us to “be helpful” to others, and I tried. Joan called me Dilly, a nickname that persists among my family to this day, and I took it to refer to Dairy Queen’s sweet ice cream treat on a stick rather than a sour pickle.


When my grandfather, Louis Wolf, noticed me smiling, he’d recite, “Smile awhile and while you smile, soon there will be miles and miles of smiles.” I accepted that rhyme as words to live by, especially after glimpsing my wet, scrunched, unhappy face in the mirror one day and finding it unacceptable. Smiling took precedence over crying; I stifled my tears.


I made no objection to my room assignment, going along to get along. My cinder block bedroom had a window that opened to the ground level of the backyard, and I often lay awake at night, worrying something or someone would come through the window and get me. My worry was exacerbated by reading a Sherlock Holmes story about a sneaky poisonous snake. I did not mention my fears, as I did not feel they mattered to anyone but me.


I had a record album of classic fairy tales and would sit by the cold fireplace in the basement, listening to Cinderella repeatedly, internalizing it as catechism. In my mind, I was of the hearth as much as Cinderella, who had to sleep in the ashes. I didn’t know then that I would have to make my own fairy-tale ending.


The moodiness of my adolescence compounded the challenges of self-expression. I didn’t know how to make sense of my own emotions or express them to others. Sometimes I felt like I had a bottomless pit in my life and didn’t know how to be full and satisfied. I kept myself on the move to outrun depression.


As far as I can tell, I wasn’t born with common sense. Nor did I have much guidance to help me develop any, the lack of which led to some unhealthy coping mechanisms, such as drinking too much at parties. Twice my parents dragged me in from our doorstep in the night, ignored the vomit in my hair, and laid me unconscious on my bed. They said nothing to me the next morning, except one comment from my father after the first incident.


“Watch out for that drinking, Barb.”


I nodded my aching head and poured my orange juice.


In my family of origin, with the exception of one openly emotive sister, if we had feelings, we took them to our bedroom and closed (or slammed ) the door. We worked it out on our own, or we didn’t. I wanted a more happy, healthy, and balanced life, so I tried to figure out for myself how to find help.


As a teenager, I read Primal Scream by psychologist Arthur Janov and concluded I needed his therapy to address my issues. Janov asserted, “The number one killer in the world is not cancer or heart disease, it is repression.”


Janov’s words grabbed my attention. I was out of touch with myself and my feelings, covering up my flaws and problems. Decades later, I understand that I am probably what psychologist Elaine Aron identifies as a “highly sensitive person” or HSP. I was affected by just about everything and already developing chronic health problems. I had frequent stomachaches and psoriasis on my scalp. When I went out in public, I made sure my curly brown hair covered the scales. I presented myself as happy, healthy, and carefree, though that was not my inner reality.


I applied to get primal therapy in Minneapolis, where I planned to go by bus or college shuttle. Without a word to anyone about my plans, I withdrew fifty dollars from my bank account for the application fee. I sent the money to the therapy center, along with a lengthy form detailing why I needed the kind of psychotherapy where people sobbed and screamed out their pent-up emotions.


Like many families in those days, we had one telephone. Ours was in the kitchen, in the middle of our Bunday Court house. I happened to answer the phone when a man called from the therapy center. He sounded calm and professional as he told me my application had been accepted. He discussed the schedule for my therapy sessions. As I grabbed paper and a pen to write down the details, my parents stood with puzzled faces nearby in the dining room, watching me. It’s not like I was doing something illicit like making a drug deal, so why did I feel so “caught” and uncomfortable? No one else in my family sought therapy; maybe I had breached an invisible line.


When I hung up the phone, Mom asked, “What was that about, Barb?”


Being a bookish family, more left-brain cerebral than right-brain emotive, I told them about Arthur Janov and his theories of psychotherapy, thinking they would accept, if not understand, my need for Janov’s methods. I did not consider telling them what I’d written about my feelings on the application. I might have welcomed a chance to tell them of my turmoil if they had asked about my inner life. But I didn’t expect any such inquiry because we were not accustomed to speaking about our struggles. It seemed we four children were expected to do well in school, pursue our interests, and put our dishes in the dishwasher after supper, not display our emotions to others.


Mom and Dad did not see the value of Janov’s work and failed to recognize my need for help. My facade of an easygoing, high-functioning teenager had fooled them too well.


Dad vetoed my plan. “You’re talking about major surgery when all you need is a Band-Aid.” He said he would consult a fellow professor at the college about my options for counseling services in Northfield. I don’t know if he ever did; the topic never came up again. I may not have needed “major surgery,” but it had taken major effort for me to reach out for help, not only to the therapy center, but to explain myself, even to that limited extent with my parents.


I had nowhere to process my thoughts and emotions, except in my journals and talking with my Northfield friend, Amy. What I really needed was to leave the dark cave of the basement and holler like my life depended on it. Four decades later, I had my opportunity.
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During a rainy, windy week of November 2015, I holed up in a little cabin, fit for a hobbit, complete with a round Dutch door, at a writers’ retreat for women on the south end of Whidbey Island. Every writer had her own secluded cabin, with its own woodstove for warmth. My daughter, Emily, lived nearby, but I didn’t visit anyone while there. In the evening, the writers walked through the woods to the main house and received a home-cooked meal. After a convivial supper, we all returned to our cabins.


Back in the woods, Screaming Woman emerged. My timber-frame sanctuary was out of earshot of the other cabins. A wind came up powerful enough to blow us to Oz or at least to blow down some Douglas firs over the power lines. We had no electricity for two days, which was okay with me. It happens in the Midwest sometimes too, so I was used to it.


However, my fury erupted when the power came back on. I tried to reset the clock radio in my cabin and could not get it to work. I made an exasperated noise from deep in my throat and then couldn’t stop growling. I set the clock radio down and the growl became a full-on cry from my core. I screamed and cried, but mostly screamed, till my throat was sore and I was weak with the relief of it. Long-repressed emotions found an outlet and just kept flowing. The next day, I had another private primal scream session in my cabin, yelling and punching my pillow until I was nothing but an empty vessel slumped on the bed.


I sat up and grabbed my notebook, following where my pen and pent-up emotions led me. No one was there to hear me except me. I wrote what I observed:


When I stopped screaming, I listened. Here’s what I noticed.


I heard a drum moving the blood of life.


I heard the swish of Merlin’s cape as he entered a crystal cave and I followed.


I heard whales crying for me in the sea.


I heard the splash of water on my body.


I heard wind whistling and flames crackling.


My hearth is lit.


In the crystal cave, the glass slipper melted in the fire and became a lens, my third eye.


I can see you now with that Buddha eye and know we are not ashes but glowing embers for each other’s hearths.


I can visit the dark cave yet live in the light.


That is my fairy-tale ending, for now: light and shadow together.


I cannot argue for or against the benefits of loud ranting, but, in my case, it helped me gain access to feelings I had stifled. It was a cleansing experience to release them. Then, with my “Buddha eye,” I saw glimmers of my precious self, washed by whales and tended by fairies, shimmering back to life. I began to reclaim my voice and express myself on a regular basis, more honestly and assertively than I had been doing. I was making progress, though a two-day purge did not make up for fifty years of learned repression.
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