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Dedicated to my brother

Michael R. Gribko (1965 - 2016)

who jumped free of gravity as I completed this book.

Adapt, Seeker, adapt!
Starve your appetite for dominion

And expel the bitter pill
That you might leap high enough

To snatch joy from the fleeting moments,
Reflect love back to your lover, 

And leave your creative print upon the world. 
Adapt, Seeker, adapt!

Leap high into the rising Sun.
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I am a neophyte mystic…

“A neophyte, you say?” Mick looked doubtful. “I’d 
say you’ve moved well past the tenderfoot stage by 
now. At least I hope you have. I’m not entirely sure 

I’d have it in me to start over again with you.”
“Hey, Mick, this is for my book. Remember? My story starts in 2013.”
“Ahhh. Whereabouts in 2013?”
“At the beginning. In January.”
“Ah, yes, January. When the winds began rattling your cage and calling 

you from your safe, dark perch. Such a relief when you finally started paying 
attention.” Mick pushed forth a melodramatic sigh, which I chose to ignore.

“Yes. The winds. I'd almost forgotten. Thanks, Mick.” I focused again on my 
computer monitor and poised my fingers over my keyboard.

I am a neophyte mystic…

“Mmm, pardon the additional interruption, but perhaps an invocation 
might be nice before we begin?”

I laughed. “An invocation, you say? You remember what happened last time 
we started with an invocation? How about a poem this time?”

“A poem? Yes, a poem would be quite nice.”
“Okay, are you done now? Can I call you back in around page thirteen?”
“Oh, certainly. I’ll be ready.” 
Mick slipped away and I turned back to my monitor. Before I began writing, 

however, I dug into my jeans pocket and pulled out the black, metallic stone 
that was my constant companion. As I rubbed my thumb over the smooth 
surface of the polished hematite crystal, I asked my guides for inspiration 
and protection.

And then I began.
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Holding Back the Winds

Hold back your song
She was told.

Holding back my song
She said

Would be like holding back the winds.
Then the winds will not blow

He said.

Push away your glee
She was told.

Pushing away my glee
She said

Would be like pushing away the rains.
Then the rains will not fall

He said.

Pinch back your beauty
She was told.

Pinching back my beauty
She said

Would be like pinching the flower bud shut.
Then the flower will not bloom

He said.

Will away your passion
She was told.

Willing away my passion
She said

Would be like willing away the dawn.
Then the dawn will not come

He said.

She stepped back
Into the still, parched, gray darkness.

But holding back her song was like holding back the winds.
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Chapter 1

The Torments of the Wind

The wind picked up, rattling the windows in their casings and inciting the 
branches of the white pine to riot against the side of the house. I hated nights 
like this  —  nights when the lights flashed several times and I held my breath 
to find out if I’d be plunged into cold darkness for the rest of the evening. I’d 
rather be left unchallenged with plenty of electronics to distract me, but on 
nights like this the wind dashed away my diversions and insisted on streaming 
memory past me like the debris of a hurricane…

“Why am I here?” I asked.
“What do you mean, why are you here? You’re here to update me," 

said Steve. "You did bring the status report, didn’t you?”
“Hmm?” I shifted on the couch to face Steve sitting across the 

office suite at his desk. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to say that out loud.” 
I grabbed a spiral bound report from the stack on the side table and 
held it up as evidence of my competence. “Right here.” 

Steve scowled at me and then glanced at his watch. Larry was 
late and the thirty minutes Steve had allotted for our meeting were 
draining away. He turned back to his computer monitor as my 
gaze settled on the view through the floor-to-ceiling windows that 
wrapped around the corner of Steve’s office. What was happening in 
the sky as the sun slowly dropped behind the building was simply 
amazing. “Steve, look at the sunset. Isn’t it gorgeous?”

Steve pushed an annoyed breath through his nose and looked at 
me, rather than the view. “You want a drink while we wait?”

I couldn’t remember if I'd eaten lunch and didn’t want to risk 
alcohol tonight, but Steve was already out of his chair and headed 
for the credenza. I heard a cabinet slide open behind me, followed 
by the clunk of two heavy tumblers on the thick glass that protected 
the walnut veneer of the credenza. A bottle bumped another with 
a gentle ting as Steve made a selection from his collection of offer-
ings. There was the briefest pause in the auditory action while I 
envisioned Steve twisting the cap off the bottle, followed by three 
glugs of alcohol splashing into each glass. As was always the case, I 
was having what Steve was having and we were drinking it straight.
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Steve came around the end of the couch and handed me a high-
ball glass half full of Scotch. I steadied myself, hoping my eyes didn’t 
reveal my dread, and accepted the drink with a smile. “Thanks.” I 
took a sip and moved my reports aside to make room for my glass. 
Steve settled on the couch across from me and leaned forward to 
set his drink on the glass-topped coffee table between us.

“Larry will be walking in any minute, so I need to make this 
quick, but I’ve been a little worried about you lately. You’ve been 
off your game since the last RIF and I’m not feeling the same level 
of commitment from you. You need to take a few days? Get away? 
Timing’s not great, but it could probably happen.”

I studied Steve’s face, suddenly aware of how much he’d aged in 
seven years. Seven years. Had it already been that long? “That’s really 
nice of you, but…” I paused, knowing that I was now expected to 
decline Steve’s generous offer and reconfirm my commitment. I had, 
after all, been spared in the recent layoff and shouldn’t be thinking 
about time off. “…I think I’m ready to move on.”

A look of disgust settled between Steve’s eyebrows and lingered 
just long enough for me to notice. “Move on? As in leave the com-
pany? Is that what you just said to me?” Steve leaned back, stretched 
out his long legs, and crossed his ankles. He pressed his hands to 
his thighs and rolled his head, apparently trying to work a tight 
crick out of his neck.

“Yes, I guess I did. I wasn’t really planning on having this conver-
sation with you tonight, but I do believe the sunset has bewitched 
me.” I laughed softly and took a long sip of Scotch. 

Steve turned and looked over his shoulder at the fading red glow 
of the clouds. When he looked back at me, his face had softened into 
fatherly concern. He leaned forward again, but this time clasped 
his hands in front of him. “Just to confirm, you do understand the 
opportunity you’ve been offered, right? If you stay through the 
next merger? And, you understand that walking away now means 
walking away from everything, correct?” 

A quick rush of fear coursed through me. The faint smile that 
played over Steve’s lips indicated he'd noticed my flicker of doubt. 
He began carefully luring me back away from the edge of the cliff, 
using my personal commitment to him as bait. “That’s right, the 
view is pretty scary when you’re thinking more rationally, isn’t it? 
A few more years. That’s all. You can hold on for one more merger. 
For me.” 

“Well, I’m not…”
Steve’s patience dissolved almost as quickly as it had coalesced. 

“Larry’s going to be here any minute. I need you to make a commit-
ment. Now. Are you in or out?”

I have to decide now? Well, that makes things easier. “I guess out. 
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I want to do something else. Something that makes me feel alive. 
I ca…”

“Oh, holy shit. Why the hell are you still such a kid? Yeah, we all 
want to be doing something else. They call that retirement. Grow up! 
Put in your time and then do whatever the hell you want, but what 
I need from you now is a little more patience. One more merger.”

“I don’t think I have another merger in me. I’m afraid I won’t find 
what’s missing if I wait.”

“What’s missing? Is that what this is about? A mid-life crisis?”
“No, not a crisis. I just can’t go another year feeling…numb.” The 

last few golden rays of sunlight shot around the corner of the build-
ing and illuminated the silhouette of a large bird wheeling around 
against the iridescent clouds. A hawk? I tilted my head and stared 
hard, not completely trusting my eyes. Yes, a hawk over downtown! 
I imagined the bird screaming as it soared over the city, floating on 
the evening breeze. The hawk wheeled closer to the building, daring 
me to run to the window and press my nose against the glass to get 
a better look. I struggled against its appeal, afraid of the reaction 
I’d get, but allowed my fingertips to lift and spread as I imagined 
an invisible wind teasing my own wings.

Steve huffed in my direction, snapping my focus back to his 
face. He pushed himself off the couch, marched back to his desk, 
and hit the intercom. In spite of the late hour, his assistant’s voice 
immediately came through the speaker.

“Yes, Steve.”
“Martina, give Larry a call and let him know the meeting tonight 

is cancelled. Let’s get it back on the schedule for early next week.”
“Right away.”
“Thanks, Martina.”
Steve strode back across the office, retrieved his glass, and took 

a long swig of tolerance before settling back on the couch across 
from me. “Okay, I’m all ears. What’s going on?”

If I got lucky, I might fall asleep in spite of the storm, but in addition to 
bringing me memories, the wind also had picked up a habit of swirling the 
same dream past me over and over again. I was used to dreaming, but my 
dreams had always been crazed and chaotic with no staying power. Those 
dreams were blotted away by the first rays of the sun. This new dream, though, 
the one carried by the wind, was careful and measured. I remembered it in 
excruciating detail even when I begged the sun to wash it out so my mind 
could relax from puzzling out its meaning. But the sun refused to bend to my 
will and, so, I tried instead to find release by sharing the dream…

“The valley is long and deep — much longer than it is wide. 
The sides start to slope up like a bowl, but halfway to the top 
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go completely vertical. You know, like a valley you’d see out 
West — really rugged. Everything is really dry and inhospitable. 
Rock from the cliffs is jumbled on the floor of the valley, which is 
otherwise flat. Umm, are you listening?” 

“Um-hmm,” Neil intoned without looking up from his phone.
“Do you want me to keep going?”
“Sure.”
“Okay, because this is where things get interesting. I notice there 

are paths zigzagging up the valley walls. Not just a few paths, but 
a plethora of paths.”

“Ahhh. A plethora. A plethora of paths.”
I scowled at the top of Neil’s head and kept going. “At this point 

in the dream, I always suddenly realize that I’m not sure where 
I could possibly be standing to see the entire valley. That valley 
must be hundreds of miles long, but I can see all of it. And then I 
always realize…”

“What time of day did you say it is in this dream?”
“Umm. I didn’t. Why does it matter?”
“Hmm? I guess it doesn’t. I’m just trying to engage with your story.”
“Without really listening?”
“Uh, yeah, pretty much.”
“Okay, I’m sorry, forget it. I clearly can’t compete with your new 

phone app.”
“No, no, no. I do want to hear.”
“Then lift your head and put down your phone.”
“Hold on, hold on…”
“Forget it.”
“Hmm? Okay.”

And although I struggled to find someone to listen, I began to feel sure that 
the storm would blow past and leave me be if only I got the dream out into 
the world. So, I kept trying…

“…I realize that I’m flying. I must be flying because I can move 
around and see the entire valley. At least I think I’m flying. Maybe 
soaring is a better way to describe it, because I’m not flapping my 
wings or struggling to stay in the air.” My mind slipped back to the 
hawk I'd recently seen from Steve’s office window. I held my hands 
out in front of me and spread my fingers.

“Cool. Let’s call it soaring. Carry on.” 
The monotonous beep-beep-beep pulsing through my cellphone 

speaker indicated that Andy was on a job and was probably helping 
a delivery driver back his truck up. I picked up speed, desperate to 
plow through my story before he had to hang up.

“Okay, I’m soaring over the valley and I realize that I can’t see 
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where the paths end. I can see the entire valley in minute detail, but 
right at the lips of the bluffs, the landscape becomes all smeared 
and I can’t see the paths once they leave the valley.”

“Well, that sounds like a spiritual allusion. You know — all paths 
lead to God?”

“Huh? Oh!”
“Hey, I hate to completely change the subject, but I need to get 

back to it here and I really need you to do something for me. Can 
you do something for me?”

“Sure, I guess. What do you need me to do?”
“I need you, if you would be so kind, to stop by and see Carla. See 

if you can help me extract myself from the relationship.”
“Oh, Andy, that puts me in such an awkward position. She’s gotten 

so melodramatic since you started messing with her head and you 
know I don’t do well with drama. And, besides, you do realize I’m 
at least somewhat sympathetic to her plight, right? I just might end 
up helping her hatch a plan that ultimately leads to your untimely 
demise.”

“Don’t worry, you’ll do fine. Carla has always liked you and 
respects your advice. Just tell one of those stories you’ve got that’s 
easy to relate to. Something with an animal in it — you know how 
soft she is on animals. And, don’t mind me, I’m willing to overlook 
both your weakness for a sad story and your lack of…,” Andy sniffed, 

“…loyalty.” No doubt he’d be dabbing an eye with a crooked grin 
plastered across his face if we were together having this conversation.

“Oh, please spare me! I should refuse to help you, you know, seeing 
as you did this to yourself.”

“Yes, you should, but you won’t.”

…and eventually…

“At first, the valley seems to be empty but then I notice the 
people — thousands of people with loads on their backs slowly 
moving around the valley. Well, actually, to be clear, only some of 
the people are moving around. At least half of them can’t even stand 
up because they’re so loaded down with boxes, suitcases, shop-
ping bags — they’re just buried.” I rounded my back and crouched 
forward in my chair, illustrating the pathetic condition of my over-
loaded dream people. “Other people seem to have shrugged off 
their burdens, but they’re not free — they’re tethered to their piles 
like dogs chained to trees.”

“Oh, I hate that. You know I hate that.”
My dream dissolved from my mind’s eye as my aunt’s face swam 

back into focus. “Hate what?”
“When people tie their dogs out like that. I can’t stand that level 
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of neglect.”
Oh, damn, I was losing her. “I’m sorry, Aunt Marge, maybe not 

the best visual to use, but you know what I mean, right? People are 
chained to piles of, well, stuff and…”

My aunt popped up from the kitchen table and bustled over to 
the fridge. “Would you like to stay for dinner?”

“Sure, I’d…”
“Oh, I heard from Aunt Liz last week.” Marge pulled open the 

refrigerator and looked inside.
I opened my mouth to protest the change of subject, but my aunt 

was one step ahead of me. “Don’t worry, this relates. She and Uncle 
Pete finally made a decision. They’re selling the house and buying 
the condo at Myrtle Beach, after all.” Marge leaned forward and 
disappeared behind the open fridge door. “Both of them finally 
agreed that it was time to downsize.” Her head popped up again 
and I could see in her expression that she'd moved on from our 
conversation and now had a plan of attack. “Have you had chicken 
lately? Can I fix you some garlic chicken and a nice salad?”

…found someone eager to listen.

“Some of the tethered people seem content just sitting by their 
piles of boxes watching the world go by. But, others are straining 
against their chains, trying to get somewhere while dragging their 
massive loads. I get frustrated with this part of the dream because 
it feels like other dreams I’ve had where I’m trying to get ready to 
leave the house but everything is in slow motion.” I looked up at 
the dispassionate face of the woman sitting in front of me and felt 
a sudden misguided need to make a personal connection. “Do you 
have those dreams, too?”

“Yes, actually I do. Usually when I’m feeling stuck in a situation 
that’s not right for me any longer and I know deep down that I’m 
just forcing myself through the motions. Do you feel as if that rings 
true for you at this time in your life?”

“Uh.” My right thumbnail became suddenly fascinating. I gently 
pushed the cuticle back and wondered if I should bother with a 
manicure this week, what with gardening season right around the 
corner.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to press. We can skip that for now. Would 
you like to continue?”

I looked up and made eye-contact again, wondering if my cheeks 
looked as flushed as they felt. “Sure. Uh. Well. So, I’m soaring around 
looking at all these struggling people when I notice movement on 
the bluffs surrounding the valley. But, I’m so far away at first that 
the movement looks like a mirage…like a shimmer on the horizon.” 
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I wiggled my fingers as I imagined a palm tree oasis shimmering 
in the distance. A wave of self-consciousness immediately washed 
over me and I dropped my hands back to my lap.

“Okay, go ahead.”
“But, as I soar closer to the nearest bluff, I realize that the move-

ment isn’t a mirage. It’s people. Thousands and thousands of people 
with daypacks are climbing the paths up out of the valley.”

“Ah, so not everyone is chained down in a hopeless position.”
“No. No, they’re not. And the ones who are leaving seem to have 

left things behind because I notice unattended debris strewn all 
over the valley floor. Clothes, electronics, treadmills, status reports, 
boarding passes, shoes…there are shoes everywhere…I’ve never 
seen so many shoes. And, I’m wondering how all those people 
escaped their loads when BAM! — there’s a flash of bright light 
and someone with a huge load on their back drops to the ground 
in a debris field of their belongings. And, then BAM!, BAM!, 
BAM! — more people go down…”

“Are they dead?”
“The people on the ground? No — just stunned. They recover 

pretty quickly.”
“Ah, and how do they respond to their newfound freedom?”
“Their freedom? Oh. Well, some just sit on the ground, completely 

tapped out. But, others don’t stay down for long. One guy, in par-
ticular, always jumps up immediately and starts gathering his loot. 
He gets frustrated every time because he can’t get everything back 
the way it was. Some of his boxes seem to have disintegrated and 
others are burning. I always end up circling around this guy think-
ing, ‘Uh, excuse me, you’re not going to get your girlfriend back in 
that box…things have changed between you two forever.’ But, he…”

“Wait. There was a woman in one of the boxes?”
“Yeah, apparently so, but she popped out and ran like hell.”
“That’s interesting. What does the man do next?”
“He bitches. He bitches about his girlfriend, bitches about his 

shitty job, his boss, his mother, his childhood. He’s grasping to find 
someone to blame for his life flying apart.”

“Ah, yes, pretty common response. So, everyone’s either in shock 
or complaining…”

“Oh, no. Some are on their feet asking questions. I think of them 
as the seekers because they seem to be seeking answers.”

“Interesting. What types of questions are they asking?”
“Mostly variations on ‘what’s next?’. They want some advice and 

want to know what’s expected of them.”
“Is anyone getting answers?”
“Well, I’m not sure, but about two-thirds of them plop down on 

the valley floor and get comfortable setting up house again. They 
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start gathering up new piles of necessities.”
The woman’s eyes lifted to a point somewhere over my left shoul-

der. “And the others? What do they do?”
“Um, they’re taking off.” I twisted around in my chair and found 

a clock on the wall behind me. “I’m almost to the end. Do we have 
time to finish?”

“Sure, we have a few minutes left. Keep going.”
“Okay, thanks, I’ll make it quick. The rest of the seekers take off 

on their own. They pick up a few items, pack a small bag, and take 
off for the paths out of the valley. Some of them begin the climb 
alone but others pair up or go in groups.”

“Ah! Well, how do the people climbing the paths seem? Confident?”
I paused, realizing that I hadn’t paid much attention to the trav-

elers’ mindset. “No, more like hesitant, but they go anyway.”
“Okay. How do you think they know which paths to take?”
“Well, it seems as if they just go. Like something on the path is 

pulling them and they just…” A bank of red clouds shot through 
with golden sunbeams intruded into my consciousness. I imagined 
myself back on the couch in Steve’s office, but this time his voice 
droning on about my sudden lack of commitment was barely audi-
ble over the rush of wind in my ears and the screams of the hawks 
surrounding me.  “…allow it. They allow it.”

“They give up their free will?”
“No, it’s not like that. They let what needs to happen, just…happen.” 

I paused. “Without a fight.”
“Interesting. So, the people pick a path and start climbing up out 

of the valley. What’s next?”
“I don’t know.”
“You don’t know?”
“No, the dream cuts away at that point and I’m in my house, but 

my house is empty except for a few pieces of furniture. All the 
windows are open and there’s a strong breeze flowing through the 
house, which is filled with a strange light that’s both clear and soft 
at the same time. Like it’s morning, evening, and midday all at once. 
And something is expected.”

“What’s expected?”
“I don’t know but there’s an axe in the dining room table.”
“An axe? Really?”
“Yeah, a red axe like one I used to own is stuck in the dining room 

table. And the axe is pinning a note to the table. I move over to 
read the note…” I paused and pinched my lower lip between my 
thumb and forefinger.

“Does it tell you what’s expected?”
I let go of my lip. “Maybe, but I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”
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“No, I see words on the note but wake up before I can read them.”
“Interesting. Are you curious about what the note might say?”
“Well, no, not until right this moment. I’m usually just concerned 

about my table being ruined.”
“Of course. Is that it, then?”
“Yes.” I nodded slowly, allowing my head to just barely bob as I 

visualized blurry words scrawled on a piece of paper inexplicably 
pinned to a table with a red axe. What did the note say?

“Okay. Well, that’s quite the interesting dream. I think we’ll stop 
there for today. Next time we can start talking through what’s going 
on in your life. Remember, I’ll be out of town next week, so we’ll 
have to schedule for the week of the 15th.”

“Oh, no, that’s okay. Thank you, but, I won’t need to come back.”
“You’re not coming back? You don’t want to explore the issues 

we discussed on the phone — your feelings of disconnection and…” 
The woman looked down at her notes. “…general anxiety around 
life purpose?”

I blushed again. “No, not coming back. But thanks for listening to 
the dream all the way through. I really needed someone to listen all 
the way through. I’m good now.” I gathered my things and stood to 
leave, feeling suddenly ridiculous and in need of a daypack. “Have 
a great vacation.”

And with that, the wind had done its job.
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Chapter 2

Scenes from a Metro Train I:  
Heaven, Hell, and Karma

“Believing in reincarnation is so much kinder, you know.”
I was pressed into a window seat on a DC Metro train screaming along the 

Red Line from Montgomery County to downtown when Mick dropped his 
bombshell in my ear. I shifted uncomfortably in my seat and glanced around. 
Was anyone else hearing this conversation? Was anyone staring? Fortunately, 
everyone within shouting distance appeared to be appropriately zoned out 
within his or her bubble of personal protection. My new fascination with 
spiritual matters wasn’t going to be exposed, at least not this morning.

“It’s so cruel to paint yourself into a corner, judging yourself good or bad, 
worthy of heaven or destined for hell. Why allow yourself only one lifetime to 
get everything right? Too much pressure to perform, I say,” Mick continued.

Mick had only been part of my life for a few months, having invited himself 
to join me on my journey just a few days before I quit my job. He'd settled in 
quickly, wedging himself adeptly into my commute, and becoming immedi-
ately comfortable when it came to giving advice. “Go ahead and jump,” he’d 
said when I’d mentioned my desire to leave the company. “Things will turn 
out mostly okay, you know.” Nothing ever seemed alarming to Mick, not 
ending your career with nowhere to land and certainly not rejecting heaven 
and hell in favor of a trip through multiple lifetimes.

“Okay, so what about karma?” I said. “If you believe in reincarnation, don’t 
you also have to believe in karma? Isn’t karma the same as heaven or hell? 
You do good things, your karma is good and good things happen to you. 
You do bad things and karma kicks your ass. How is that at all different than 
heaven and hell?”

“Oh, karma,” Mick murmured, clearly pleased that I'd brought it up. “Karma 
isn’t good or bad. It’s the sum total of your actions. Karma includes who you’ve 
been and what you’ve done, but karma isn’t a tit for tat matter of cause and 
effect. Karma represents a seed you carry forward that contains within its 
shell all the ingredients you need for radical growth.”

I paused and let Mick’s explanation sink in and fill my head before respond-
ing. “So, hoping someone’s karma takes them down when they’ve been 
particularly nasty is pointless?”

“Pointless, yes. Very much so.”
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“That’s disappointing.” My fantasies of Steve writhing in an acidic puddle 
of his own karma were suddenly dashed.

“Now, it is important to consider that karma does follow you from lifetime 
to lifetime and can emerge during your current tenure on Earth as thoughts 
and emotions that you might find difficult to explain; however, that’s only 
because you’ve forgotten salient details from one lifetime to the next.”

“Salient details? I think you just lost me.”
“Hmmm. Perhaps I can illustrate my point with examples. Let’s start with 

a phobia of arachnids completely out of proportion to your experience with 
spiders. Imagine a phobia so heightened that the mere thought of a spider 
causes you to become highly anxious, even though you’ve experienced not 
a single bite.”

“Okay.”
“Now, let’s take a small peek into a previous lifetime where we find you 

imprisoned in a dark, damp dungeon in feudal England — a dungeon filled 
with spiders and the fear of execution. See how that changes things?”

“Yeah, I guess so.”
“And what if you also routinely feel overwhelming responsibility for things 

out of your sphere of influence coupled with a nagging sense of failure no 
matter your accomplishments?” My ears perked up — this sounded like my 
friend, Neil.

“On top of the spider thing?”
“Yes, on top of the spider thing. What if that sense of responsibility originated 

during a stint as a French Army surgeon during the Great War?”
“Because I was responsible for saving people?”
“Yes. All those wounded soldiers placed their lives in your hands, but, being 

human, you were not able to save them all.”
“Oh. So, our hang-ups? Karma is our hang-ups? And we carry them from 

lifetime to lifetime in a seed?”
Mick chuckled. “Yes, I guess you could put it that way. Karma is all your 

actions, though, so also included are all the gifts that you bring forward. 
What’s important here, though, in terms of the point I want to make before 
we arrive at my stop, is that without a previous life, or many previous lives, 
we’re always grasping back into our present childhoods for explanations of 
who we are and how we became injured. We ask ourselves, ‘What happened 
to me when I was three years old to give me a fear of spiders, to compel me 
take responsibility for outcomes that aren’t under my control, or…to saddle 
me with a burden of perpetual grief that I can’t see to shake?’ ”

I winced, but Mick continued on, apparently unconcerned that he'd made 
me uncomfortable.

“Mostly the answers aren’t back there in your three-year old world,” he con-
tinued. “And mostly we might not need to search out those answers. Karma 
brought each of us to this present life based on what we need and want as 
a soul, which mostly boils down to living a life in the physical realm and, 
perhaps, allowing our seed to germinate.”



Heaven, Hell, and Karma 15

“Oh.” I sat and ruminated as the train slid up to the next station. 
“Tenleytown. American University. Doors opening on the left,” intoned a 

garbled human voice.
Mick stood and moved smoothly toward the doors, slipping away from 

the conversation just as it got good. “Wait!” I called out, “How do we get our 
seed to germinate?”

Mick turned to me and winked. “Live your truth, my friend. Relax, release 
your fear, and let yourself emerge. Oh, and don’t worry if you screw it up, 
because you will screw it up.” And with that, Mick stepped off the train and 
was gone.
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Friends and Family

Before we go too much further, I really should introduce you to my friends 
and family. You might be wondering about Mick right about now, too, but he 
doesn’t really fall into either of those categories. Not really. But, he shows up 
in my life pretty regularly and, fair warning, he’ll probably butt in during the 
introductions and turn the conversation a bit. Mick’s just like that and you’ll 
learn more about him as we go along, but right now I need you to meet a 
few other folks. They’re all important to the story I’m about to tell you, and I 
don’t want to turn you one way or the other on any of them, so I’ve decided to 
make introductions by sharing, to the best of my recollection, conversations 
I had with each of them shortly before the true depth of the commingling of 
our karma was revealed.
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Chapter 3

Introductions:  Carla

It takes an extraordinary amount of energy to remain in a low orbit without 
burning up in the atmosphere. Andy’s girlfriend, Carla, was continuously 
skimming the envelope of the mesosphere and probably had been for decades, 
although I'd only known her for the ten years that my brother and she had been 
together. I was sure, though, that when my beautiful, devoted, and achingly 
delicate almost-sister-in-law gazed at her reflection, she saw staring back the 
ugly burns and scars of a life lived just barely well enough. Lately I'd begun 
to worry that her orbit was rapidly decaying.

“Do you think I should give Andrew another chance? Alexa keeps telling 
me no, that he dulls my shine, but I really do love him.” Carla took a sip of 
her coffee and looked at me with wide-eyed anticipation.

As I pondered whether I should participate in this conversation with Carla 
again or drop my coffee mug and run, a dragonfly paused on the deck rail and 
considered Carla with disturbing bulbous eyes. Staring at the metallic gold 
creature, I relaxed and allowed my mind to clear. To my surprise, a golden 
gift box tied with a red silk ribbon inexplicably swam into my awareness and 
stopped before me. I imagined reaching out and pulling the ribbon, which 
slipped from the box and released the shiny gold lid to rise up and free the 
contents of the box — a stream of golden light. Although I wasn’t completely 
sure of what had just happened, I suddenly understood in totality what Carla 
needed to hear and leaned forward to deliver the message, which did, in fact, 
involve an animal story.

“Do you know about dragonflies, Carla?” I asked.
“Oh my god, that one’s fabulous,” Carla said, noticing the visitor on the rail. 

“It’s freaking fabulous. I love dragonflies — they’re so magical.”
“Uh-huh, pretty on the outside, but do you know a dragonfly’s heart?” I 

twisted my face into a sinister caricature, hoping I could get Carla to laugh.
“Does this have to do with Andrew? You know he moved out, don’t you? 

Are you saying he still loves me?” Carla’s eyes welled up.
Yes, of course, I knew that Andy had finally moved out but was still stopping 

by on Wednesdays and Saturdays to spend the night. And that the sex was 
still great. Dropping my coffee and flying up and out of the thickly cushioned 
deck chair that felt so deceivingly safe and welcoming suddenly seemed 
incredibly appealing. I wondered how Carla’s cat would respond when I tore 
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through the house, grabbed my shoes on the fly, and slammed out the front 
door. I imagined her as a cartoon cat with arched back, white fur standing 
straight up on end, eyes as big as silver dollars, and pink mouth held agape.

“Uh, no. Okay, yes, but not really. I’m hoping I can tell you about dragon-
flies and you’ll answer your own questions. Are you willing to play along?” I 
smiled at Carla and beamed love to her through my eyes.

“Sure, but remind me to tell you what he did last Tuesday. You will not 
believe it.” I nodded vaguely as my smile became tight. Of course, I'd already 
heard about this most recent drama twice — once Tuesday night shortly after 
Andy had asked Carla for her friend, Nichole’s, phone number and again 
Thursday morning as I balanced my phone and fumbled with my wallet 
while attempting to pay for groceries. My brother’s inability to let go and 
his misguided attempt to incite one final fight to end the relationship were 
exactly why I was sitting here.

The gilded dragonfly remained on the rail, staring intently. I stared back 
into its unblinking eyes and attempted to read its mind. Deception, yes. Start 
with the deception. “So dragonflies are masters of deception,” I started. “Most 
people don’t realize what they have going on under that façade of cellophane 
wings and whimsical flitting, but they really make no secret of the fact that 
they’re blood-thirsty predators with no qualms about eating their own kind.”

Carla’s eyebrows came together and her nostrils flared involuntarily. She 
squinted at me as if there were a blob of unidentifiable nastiness on my fore-
head. Maybe this story was just the ticket. “That playful flitting and landing on 
the same perch over and over?” I cocked my head and paused, inviting Carla 
to respond. She nodded almost imperceptibly. I took that feeble affirmation 
as confirmation that I should continue. “It’s all aggression and territorial 
maneuvering.”

The dragonfly shifted on its perch, inviting me to glance back at it. I could 
feel the creature grin a crooked grin and could perceive, rather than see, an 
impish sparkle in its eye. “The dragonfly makes no excuses for its behavior,” 
I added. “It embraces its dark side just as it embraces its light and has no use 
for the fairy tale illusions that humans nurture. A dragonfly lives its truth 
whether we accept it or not.”

Carla looked perplexed. “So what does this have to do with Andrew?” she 
asked as she glanced over at the gold dragonfly still perched on the deck rail.

“Uh, think about it. Can you see where I’m going with this?”
Carla’s eyes glazed slightly as she denied understanding. “No, you’ve really 

kind of lost me.”
I breathed in and breathed out. And then breathed in and breathed out 

again. The dragonfly left its perch on the rail and came over to sit on the arm 
of my chaise. I imagined it at that moment in plaid boxers stretched out on 
Carla’s spotless white couch with a beer in one hand and the remote in the 
other. My brother, Andy, reimagined as a glittering gold dragonfly. I snorted 
as I tried to stifle a laugh.

“Are you okay?” asked Carla.
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“Yes. Andy is the dragonfly,” I blurted quickly. “Does that help?”
“What do you mean?” Carla was tearing up again.
Breathe in and breathe out. Resist the urge to comfort her…and…go! “Andy 

is the dragonfly, Carla. He accepts his dark side as part of who he is and right 
now he’s let his darkness out to play. I think he’s hoping you’ll respond with 
anger and kick him to the curb. He’s had you tucked up under his wing for 
so long that he feels responsible for your happiness and is having a hard time 
letting go of that responsibility. But at the same time, it’s obvious something’s 
clicked in Andy. He’s gotten some sort of cosmic call to action that has his 
outlook expanding so fast that the rest of us are struggling to keep up with 
what’s next. He can’t fight that off, Carla, but you seem to have created an 
incredibly needy persona recently in an attempt to rein him in as he pulls 
away. Andy can see right through what you’re doing and he’s not going to be 
manipulated, but he’s also having trouble making a graceful exit. So, to answer 
your question, I’d say that even though you two will always love each other, 
Andy can’t provide stability and security for you any longer and, for your own 
sake, it’s probably time to cut things off yourself rather than wasting any more 
energy on his, uh, drama.” I pushed all of that out into the atmosphere so 
quickly that I suddenly felt winded. I sucked in a big, greedy breath.

“What do you mean by his dark side?” Carla asked in a clipped tone that 
indicated she was hot on the trail of something she didn’t know about my 
baby brother.

I was suddenly exhausted and exhaled my resignation. “Nothing that you 
haven’t already seen, Carla. Think about all the parts of Andy’s personality 
that drive you insane. All the things that you’d like to fix in him.”

“Oh, he’s always twenty minutes late, he’s self-absorbed, he’s so short-tem-
pered when he’s tired, he’s manipulative when he doesn’t get his way…” I zoned 
out as Carla continued. Rattling off Andy’s offenses was always the easy part 
for her but the eyeholes of her new martyr mask were clearly too small — she 
was completely missing the bigger picture.

“…and I really wish he’d take life more seriously,” Carla finished as she spread 
her hands beseechingly, suggesting that asking Andy to recast himself as an 
entirely new character in her play wasn’t really all that unreasonable.

I paused for a moment before diving headlong into the deep end of Carla’s 
emotional swimming pool. “Have you considered that it’s really easy to be 
critical of Andy when you’ve given up so much of yourself to him that you 
can’t help but feel resentful when you’re not always the center of his attention?”

“Well, that’s certainly something to say to me!”
“Yes, I guess it is and the last thing I want to do is cause you more pain. But…” 

I stopped, suddenly aware that I was mad at my brother and about to take it 
out on Carla. How could I help this fragile woman who had always been a 
friend to me and had meant the world to my brother for so many years? “It 
seems like it’s time for you to grow, too, Carla,” I started again more gently, 

“but in a way that’s right for you. I think what’s happening with Andy is painful 
but also an opportunity to get out of his shadow and reclaim yourself.”
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“Are you implying that I need to grow up?” Carla asked tersely.
Yes! Yes! Yes!, I wanted to scream. Grow up and stop playing these games! But, 

that wasn’t completely fair and before I could actually speak the words, the 
dragonfly rose up a few inches and then settled again on the arm of my chair. 
Was it trying to get my attention? I gazed again into its bulging eyes, which 
seemed to stare right through the shadows that concealed Carla’s secrets. The 
illusion. Help Carla understand the illusion she’s created.

“No, that’s not what I meant. It’s just — Carla, you’re a kind, gracious person, 
with so many wonderful traits and I think your friend, Alexa, is right. Your 
shine is dulled.”

Carla took another sip of coffee and nodded appreciatively.
“But, Andy’s not the one who dulls it — you do so you can stay dependent 

on him. For some reason, you’re hiding under the mask of a clingy, emotional 
wreck. Peel off the mask and be yourself, Carla. And then stand toe to toe with 
Andy. If he sees himself reflected in you, he’ll realize he still loves you, but 
make sure you see yourself reflected in him, too, or you’ve sold yourself short.”

Carla looked at me through eyes that were about to explode. I'd clearly 
touched something that she thought was hidden from view. I exhaled and 
resolved that this would be my last conversation with Carla. “And if you don’t 
want to do that, then detach emotionally and enjoy the sex while Andy scouts 
around for someone who truly does reflect his soul.”

Before Carla could respond, her sleek white cat jumped smoothly into 
my lap and snatched the golden dragonfly from the arm of the chaise. The 
dragonfly buzzed once and then was still as the cat leapt down with the shiny 
insect clenched in her jaws. I watched in stunned silence as the cat spat bits 
of gold dragonfly out onto the deck boards, which now glittered in the late 
morning sun.

“Ohhhhhh, serves Andy right!” Carla exclaimed as she clapped her hands 
together in delight. “Did I tell you what he did last Tuesday?”
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Chapter 4

Scenes from a Metro Train II:  
Living Your Truth…or Not

The hollow whoosh of the Metro pushing air through the tunnel always 
reminded me of the soul-sucking Dementors from the Harry Potter movies. 
To kill time during this particular trip, I sat and imagined how many times 
the detached people lined up in the molded plastic seats around me rode 
this train before their souls were sucked away by the Dementors’ kiss. Once? 
Twice? Dozens of times? Did the obstinate ones, the dreamers, ride hundreds 
of times before their hearts sank to their shoes as they pursued a paycheck to 
keep them safe? What dreams had each of them given up to make their exis-
tence seem okay? How many novels, musical scores, art pieces, careers in the 
NBA, and business plans were stashed away in the past tense by the people on 
this train? And who sitting around me had the Dementors been unable to rob 
of their spark? How many were living their truths? And how many more were 
about to break free so they could?

“It’s not possible to heal your pain if you don’t live your truth, is it Mick?”
“Your pain? No, I don’t believe it is.”
Carla’s pinched features flickered in my mind’s eye. “But so many people 

are detached from their truth.”
“That’s right,” Mick confirmed, “they’ve pushed it away. It would be easy 

to say they’d numbed their true selves out of existence, but that’s not true. 
Everything is still there, just buried and no longer easily accessible.”

“Buried? Buried how? How can you bury your truth?”
“Oh, people are so creative when it comes to that. As soon as someone starts 

to live an inauthentic life, to become other than who they really are, a big hole 
opens. Their truth tumbles in and falls to the bottom. It’s a gaping, greedy 
hole to fill with all the trappings of an ordinary life — routine, responsibility, 
employment, a two-hour commute, marriages, babies, friendships, obligations. 
Addictions…addictions, too. And possessions, we can’t forget possessions. 
People pack the holes in their lives full of all kinds of baubles, both valuable 
and not. There’s a gnawing lack, you see, when you deny your truth and most 
are quite diligent about covering up that lack.”

I frowned, thinking back to my dream of the valley full of scattered pos-
sessions. “And then?”

“And then — what?”
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“Well, what happens when people have all that they need? When they get 
the hole filled up — then what happens?”

“Oh, that’s not possible. Filling the hole is not possible. No, no, not at all. 
The gnawing sense of incompletion is always there. The truth is still there. 
Do you recall the recent story about the elderly gentleman who just earned 
the college degree he began in 1938?”

“Yes. He’s ninety-seven years old. His education was interrupted by World 
War II. He was drafted.”

“That’s right. And he came back home and allowed his truth to drop to the 
bottom of a hole that he filled with life and love and family. But the gnawing 
lack was always there, wasn’t it?”

“Sure, I guess it had to have been.”
“And at ninety-seven he finally allowed it to rise to the top of the hole and 

stare him square in the eye.”
I sat mutely visualizing a college diploma rising up gloriously as the sides 

of the hole that held it prisoner for so long fell in on themselves. The rolled 
parchment shuddered and swelled up from the earth as dirt, debris, and what 
looked to be an entire lifetime of mechanics tools, major appliances, and Lazy 
Boy recliners tumbled away.

The train screeched and slowed. 
“Tenleytown. American University. Doors opening on the left.”
“This is my stop, you know. See you next time?”
“When?” I asked, not wanting the conversation to end.
“Oh, just next time.” Mick stepped onto the platform and disappeared into 

the sea of people pressing to get on the train or pressing to leave the station.



23

Chapter 5

Introductions:  Neil

“I read this parable on Facebook about a donkey stuck in a hole,” I started 
breathlessly as I slid into the chair across the table from my friend, Neil. “Do 
you want to hear it?”

“Why would I want to hear that?” Neil snapped, not even looking up from 
his phone. “Aren’t you going to order a drink? I’ve been waiting for fifteen 
minutes.”

“Oh, sure, you’re right,” I demurred as I picked the drink list from the stack 
of leather-bound menus in front of me. I flipped carefully through pages of 
wines and cocktails, studying each description. Bourbon? No. Skip the whiskeys 
entirely, thank you very much. Something fruity? A lightly sparkling wine? I 
suddenly realized a waiter in a crisp white shirt was hovering a few feet away. 
I looked up at him. The same young guy with impeccable detachment who 
served us most Friday nights.

“Hi, Matt. I’ll have something sweet. With vodka.”
“A sweet martini, then?”
“Um, sure, sounds good,” I answered, not exactly sure to what I'd just com-

mitted, but willing to risk it. “Thanks, Matt.”
Matt disappeared toward the front of the house. I glanced across the table 

at Neil who was still staring at his phone. Scrolling and staring. Scrolling and 
staring. Ignoring me. 

“Why so uptight tonight?” I poked. “I thought we were cool with 6:00, give 
a few minutes either way.”

“Yeah, that works great,” Neil replied as he scrolled through his email, “until 
I’m five minutes early and you’re ten minutes late.”

“Ah. Why so uptight tonight?”
Neil’s head snapped up from his phone. His face was flushed red. “What 

about that donkey?” he said.
“The donkey? Oh, yeah, the donkey.” I was relieved that we weren’t going 

to start the evening with a rant about Neil’s job — the incompetent project 
manager who picked his brain for two hours over lunch, the promotion Neil 
lost to the new Executive VP brought in from the outside, the maneuvering 
that resulted in Neil’s office being moved two more floors down from the 
pinnacle of the corporate headquarters.

“Okay, so there’s this donkey who falls in a hole. It’s a really deep hole and 
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when the farmer finds the donkey he realizes it’s going to be impossible to 
pull it out by himself.”

“What farmer?” asked Neil, whose head had dropped back down to his 
phone. “You didn’t set that up very well. Where was the farm and what’s the 
farmer’s name?”

I rolled my eyes at the top of Neil’s carefully groomed head and started 
again. “Imagine, if you will, the rolling Piedmont region of central Maryland…
the red clay soils…the brushy green cedars dotting the long-abandoned farm 
fields that have yet to be touched by the developer’s shovel.”

“That’s better,” Neil encouraged without looking up. “Where are we, exactly? 
Howard County?”

“Sure. We’re in Lisbon, just off I-70.”
“Okay, keep going.”
“We’re visiting this afternoon with Farmer Brown who has just discovered 

his donkey, Pamela, trapped in a deep hole.”
“What in hell is Farmer Brown thinking letting his beloved Pamela saunter 

around when there are deep holes about the place?” Neil asked. I could tell he 
was grinning even though his phone was still more engaging than my story.

“Farmer Brown curses himself as he becomes overwhelmed with guilt for 
allowing Pamela to saunter around the farm when deep holes were about. 
He'd assumed that Pamela was smarter than the average ass and wouldn't 
wander from the safety of the barn. But you know what happens when you 
assume and there's his ass at the bottom of a deep hole.”

Matt slipped up silently and set a pink martini in front of me. I look a sip. 
Tasted like grenadine and hit me like vodka. “It’s perfect. Thanks, Matt.”

“Oh, that’s clearly going to improve this story,” Neil gestured with his phone 
toward my glass without looking up. “Please, please continue.”

“So, Farmer Brown, grievously distraught, races to the Town Grill diner in 
the back of the Citgo station where he finds five of his brawny friends gathered 
for barbeque and sweet potato fries.”

“I love that place,” Neil commented. “Whenever I take Ava out to Heston 
Farms to pick up my CSA box, we stop there for ribs. Carry on.”

“CSA as in Community Supported Agriculture? You eat vegetables, Neil? 
When did that start?”

Neil glanced up, finally making eye-contact. “When Ava became a teenager, 
Einstein. We juice together.” He shrugged and dropped his head again. “Keep 
going with the donkey story — I was just getting into it.”

I stared for a moment at the strange juicing man who had slipped unde-
tected into Neil’s body. Looks the same to me. Kale probably hasn't fully kicked 
in yet. “Yes, so Farmer Brown finds his friends at Town Grill and attempts 
to rouse them to the plight of poor Pamela, stuck at the bottom of the deep 
hole. But Farmer Brown’s friends are not to be roused. They’re just about to 
start a game of euchre and his good buddy, Tom, pulls up a chair for Farmer 
Brown. ‘Surely the donkey will be fine for a spell,’ Tom assures him. ‘We’re 
just about to deal a hand.’ ”
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“Don’t tell me this guy leaves his ass in the hole while he eats brisket and 
plays cards. Please don’t tell me that.”

I laughed. “Always the soft spot for animals, Neil. Must be why I still put 
up with you. Okay, let’s say he doesn’t eat, he’s too distraught for that, but he 
does play cards and pretty soon he’s forgotten all about Pamela.”

“The rat bastard,” Neil uttered in mock disdain.
“Yeah, but we all do that sometimes, you know — get distracted from what’s 

important to us.”
Neil looked up and made eye-contact for the second time this evening. I 

held his gaze. “Yeah, we do,” he said. Neil dropped his head again and stared 
at his phone without bothering to feign interest in it. “Truth to that. Keep 
going with the story.”

“Farmer Brown gets so engrossed in the card game that he completely forgets 
about Pamela, who’s still at the bottom of the hole. The day fades away into 
evening, and when his friends ask if he wants to join them for a few drinks at 
Joe’s in Mount Airy, Farmer Brown volunteers to drive and they all take off.”

“What’s he driving? You didn’t mention make and model.”
“An oh-one Subaru wagon.”
“Geriatric, but practical. Continue.”
“Well, they get to Joe’s and there’s beer and there’s crab cakes. One thing 

leads to another and it’s pushing closing time with Farmer Brown up front 
singing karaoke. Before you ask, he’s singing “Love Me Tender” when all of a 
sudden he remembers — Pamela is stuck at the bottom of a deep hole! And 
now it’s the middle of the night. Farmer Brown gathers his friends, stuffs them 
all back in his Subaru and they fly up the highway at eighty miles an hour. 
They arrive at the Brown Farm ten minutes later to find…”

“You’re not killing off the donkey here, are you? I don’t want to hear it if 
you kill off the donkey.”

“Don’t worry, she’s still alive and Farmer Brown and his beer-sodden friends 
are now standing in a circle around the hole contemplating. They contemplate 
and discuss, discuss and contemplate, and finally decide that it’s too late to 
do anything about the situation now. They’ll come back in the morning and 
help their buddy retrieve his ass.”

“Cute.”
“Thank you. But as they begin to walk back to Farmer Brown’s Subaru for 

a ride back to their vehicles, Pamela realizes she’s going to be left behind and 
starts braying at the top of her lungs. ‘Oh, shit,’ Farmer Brown remarks, ‘she’s 
going to wake Tonya and the kids.’ ”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa…he’s married with kids?” Neil put down his phone 
for the first time all evening. “Our hero just wandered off for most of a day 
and shows back up — what? — after midnight and he’s not in fear for his life?”

“He texted. From Joe’s. Even sent a few pictures of Betty Maxwell’s husband 
singing karaoke with Tom. Tonya’s cool. He’ll be okay. Well, unless Pamela 
wakes up the baby.”

I paused as Matt slipped back to our table through the crowded dining 
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room. “Would you care to order?”
Neil looked across the table at me. “Just appetizers tonight?”

“Sure, that’s fine.”
Neil picked up the appetizer menu and studied the selection. “The oysters, 

for sure…the seared ahi…a plate of calamari…you like the pot-stickers, don’t 
you?” He glanced up at me.

“Yes, the pot-stickers and the duck.” I looked up at Matt. “And a house 
salad, please.”

“Refresh your drinks, also?”
“Yes, please. Thanks, Matt,” Neil answered for us.
“You’re welcome,” Matt said before gliding away.
“Tonya and the kids?” Neil prompted.
I was secretly thrilled that Neil was getting into my story but stayed steady. 

“Oh, yeah. So, Farmer Brown runs back to the hole in a panic. ‘Shhhhhhh, 
Pamela,’ he shushes the donkey, ‘shhhhhhhhh.’ Well, she’s having none of 
that and continues to bray adamantly. Farmer Brown is completely melting 
down when Tom ambles over with an armload of branches. ‘Let’s jest cov-ah 
her up with sticks,’ he slurs through a cloud of beer-breath. ‘Thas a gud ideah, 
Tom,’ Betty Maxwell’s husband agrees as he stumbles over to Farmer Brown’s 
apple tree and starts snapping off branches. The men set to work layering 
branches over Pamela and pretty quickly her brays become nothing more 
than a muffled protest.”

“That’s just wrong,” Neil laughed as he slipped his phone into his jacket 
pocket.

“True, but there will be a point when I’m finished, I promise.”
“I’m sure there will be. Your stories always have a point lately.”
“Yes, they do. So, Farmer Brown runs his buddies back to Town Grill to pick 

up their vehicles and they part ways with promises to gather again around 
the hole the following morning. Farmer Brown drives back home, attempts 
drunken sex with Tonya, who orders him out of the bedroom and onto the 
couch, and the night passes. The next morning, Farmer Brown is relieved to 
see his buddies show up, as promised, to help him extract Pamela from the 
hole. The men retrieve the branches from the hole only to find that Pamela 
is slumped at the bottom, apparently deceased.”

“What?!! You told me no animals would be injured in the telling of this story.”
“The donkey’s not dead — just exhausted from braying all night, but the 

men think she’s dead so they gather up shovels and commence burying her.”
“That’s it? They just start burying her? No moment of silence or emotional 

send-off from Farmer Brown?” Neil exclaimed in mock dismay. “What’s that 
all about?”

“Good point,” I agreed, as he grinned wickedly. “Rewind back to the dis-
covery of the apparently deceased donkey.”

“Okay, I’m ready,” Neil said as he settled back into the story.
“Pamela is slumped at the bottom of the hole, apparently deceased.” 
Neil nodded. “And Farmer Brown is so overcome with emotion that Tom 
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is pressed into service to provide a tribute,” he offered. 
“Of course — how did you know? Tom leads off the proceedings with a 

moment of silence following by a heart-felt eulogy of  ‘She was a fine mare…a 
damn fine mare.' At which point, Betty Maxwell’s husband loudly reminds 
Tom that it was a donkey, not a mare, who was dead in the hole, to which 
Tom replies, ‘Go screw yerself, Rick,’ thus concluding the service.”

“That’s better. I approve.”
“Excellent. So the men grab shovels and start dumping dirt down on poor 

Pamela, who is shocked to consciousness when the first shovelful hits her 
back. She’s too hoarse from braying all night, though, to get off a protest. All 
she can do is shake the dirt off her back. It falls to the bottom of the hole as 
Pamela glares up at the men. She’s getting pissed.”

“Damn straight she’s getting pissed. First a lame-ass eulogy and now the 
nimrods are throwing dirt on her!”

“Exactly. The men keep dumping and Pamela keeps shaking and eventually 
there’s a foot of dirt in the bottom of the hole. Standing in a foot of dirt really 
annoys Pamela, who pulls her hooves out of the accumulation and steps up on 
the pile. She’s delighted to find herself a foot closer to the top of the hole. The 
men don't notice this new development — they keep shoveling and Pamela 
keeps stepping up.” 

“Smart donkey that she is. She really did deserve a better eulogy.”
“Yes, she did, Neil, yes, she did,” I agreed before continuing. “So, eventually 

Rick Maxwell, who appears to be more on top of things than the others, notices 
that instead of disappearing under the dirt, the donkey is eerily closer to the 
top of the hole than when they started. Rick’s eyes widen and he suddenly 
drops his shovel in shock and exclaims, ‘Holy shit, your donkey is rising up 
out of this hole, Bill!’ The men gather shoulder-to-shoulder around the hole 
and peer in. ‘Well, damn, yer donkey ain’t dead, Bill,’ proclaims Tom, ‘and it’s 
climbing up outta the hole.’ ”

“Tom is begging for a smack-down right about now — just suggesting.”
“Not a bad idea at all,” I allowed and paused, working through this unplanned 

twist before continuing. “Rick spins to face Tom with neck arteries bulging. 
‘Really, Tom,’ he spits, ‘like the rest of us can’t see that?’ Tom swings around 
to face Rick with fists balled. The pair’s relationship has clearly dipped south 
since just the night before when they happily shared the karaoke stage. The 
rest of the men give Rick and Tom space as they square off at the edge of the 
hole. They glare through bloodshot eyes and each takes one step forward.”

Neil leaned forward with blood-lust dripping from his eyes. Suddenly, the 
grizzled muzzle, intense gold eyes, and thick pointed ears of a wolf wavered 
in the space between us. I quickly blinked and the wolf was gone, replaced by 
Neil gripping his highball glass and waiting for the first punch to be landed. 
Too bad I was about to disappoint him.

“At this point,” I continued, “Pamela really has had enough. She calmly pulls 
herself the rest of the way out of the hole, shakes the dirt out of her mane, and 
lets out a single hoarse bray. The men drop into stunned silence and stare 
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vacantly at Pamela as she strides over to Farmer Brown and locks eyes with 
the man who muffled her with branches and then tried to bury her alive.”

“Shake it off and step up. Right? The moral of the story is to shake off the shit 
that gets dumped on you and step up to the plate. Isn’t it?” Neil looked smug.

I grinned. “Nope. Consider if you will, Neil, that so many of us have a 
lonely donkey that we were supposed to ride. We dropped here onto the face 
of the Earth destined to ride our donkey, aching to ride our donkey, almost 
desperate to ride our donkey, but then what happens?”

“Uh, we push her in a hole?” Neil looked dubious.
“Yes! We push her in a hole! Actually, we probably get ample help from so 

many people who tell us things like, ‘That is so not your donkey, son — what 
are you doing trying to ride that thing? Your mother and I are counting on 
you to ride Uncle Rico's llama.’ ”

“Your mother and I are counting on you to attend Harvard Business School,” 
Neil interjected with a snort. “That was my father’s damn donkey, not mine.”

“Right, but what does your donkey look like, Neil? Do you remember?”
“No. No, I don’t. I know I’m not happy but…,” he trailed off. “I know I’m 

not happy but I’m not sure why.”
“Yes, you’re not happy because a long, long time ago you started layering 

branches into the hole that held your true life purpose — the donkey that 
you wanted to ride. Those branches are all the things that make up a life — a 
decent life, even if not a happy life. Decent enough that you can’t really iso-
late anything specific that’s wrong, but you feel the little niggle of having 
left something behind. That’s your donkey braying, Neil. Do you hear her? 

‘Neillllllllll…Neillllll…come back for me.’ ”
“Right,” said Neil, who was now frustrated, “so how am I going to find a 

purpose that I don’t remember? I mean, if we stick with your analogy, I’ve 
been riding other peoples’ donkeys my entire life. I jump on and know almost 
immediately that I chose wrong but how do I find what’s right? If I’m going 
to do another job search, I need to know what I’m searching for.”

“If you were to start a job search tonight, Neil, what would get you excited? 
You know, little-kid-counting-down-the-days-to-Christmas excited — what 
would get you there?”

The color came up in Neil’s face and he scowled at me. “I have no idea.”
“Exactly. Because your donkey is still covered in branches. Expensive 

branches, that I’ll give you, but still branches.” I looked at Neil expectantly.
“Okay…,” he prompted.
“Move the damn branches, Neil! You’ve already been given a head start.”
“What do you mean by a head start?”
“The merger? The lay-offs? The dissolution of your department? All the 

young, low-priced managers who have been brought in for you to mentor?”
“It’s the economy. That’s happening everywhere.”
“The promotion?”
“What promotion?” asked Neil sarcastically.
“Yes, that's the one,” I nodded. “What if you thought of everything that’s 
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happened in the past two years as a process of excavation? A peeling back of 
your life so you can find the donkey you came to ride?”

“That could very well be the most perverse thing I’ve ever heard you say.”
“Exactly, but you’re still listening, right?”
“Yeah.”
“So start cleaning house. What else needs to go from your life? Instead of 

straining and searching and trying to visualize an ideal life, start cleaning 
house. Evaluate everything — your job, your relationships, your house, your 
habits…”

“That’s overwhelming.”
“Yeah, it is, so just start someplace. Clean out a closet. Get at least two 

garbage bags of useless crap out of your house this weekend. And, as you do 
that, visualize Pamela looking up at you from the bottom of that hole. Invite 
her to tell you what needs to go and then listen for the answer.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?”
“No. Do it. You’ll thank me.”

Ready for the rest of the story?

"Giving Voice to Dawn" is available

in Paperback from Amazon:

(https://www.amazon.com/Giving-Voice-Dawn-L-Gribko/dp/0997838817/)

And from a plethora of digital stores:

(https://www.books2read.com/u/bMGoLX)

Please Read on. You'll thank me.

https://www.amazon.com/Giving-Voice-Dawn-L-Gribko/dp/0997838817/
https://www.books2read.com/u/bMGoLX
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