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Setting	Out

When	I	was	a	child	I	was	infatuated	with	Captain	James
T.	Kirk,	star	of	the	television	series	Star	Trek.	I	can	still
hear	his	voice:	‘Space,	the	final	frontier.These	are	the
voyages	of	the	Starship	Enterprise,	its	five-year	mission	to
explore	strange	new	worlds,	to	seek	out	new	life,	and	new
civilisations,	to	boldly	go	where	no	man	has	gone	before.’
Even	writing	these	words	now	gives	me	goose-bumps

for	the	nobility	buried	within	them.	I	would	sit	up	late	on
Star	Trek	nights	and	merge	into	the	television	as	my	hero
battled	monsters,	both	outside	in	the	new	worlds	he	would
encounter,	but	equally	inside	his	own	psyche.
I	was	Captain	Kirk,	proud	and	brave.	I	was	the	pretty

girls	he	fell	in	love	with.	I	was	anyone	in	the	script	I
wanted	to	be,	far	removed	from	my	lounge-room.
I	read	once	that	William	Shatner,	the	actor	who	played

Kirk,was	aghast	that	so	many	people	believed	he	was	his
character,	and	that	there	could	be	so	much	emotion
around	a	simple	television	series.	But	for	those	of	us	stuck
behind	the	picket	fences	of	our	suburban	dreams,	it	was
much	more	than	a	silly	show;	it	was	a	hero’s	journey	into
what	was	possible.
For	me	Star	Trek	allowed	escape	from	a	world	that	was



as	foreign	to	me	as	any	new	world	Kirk	explored.	I	felt
like	an	alien,	torn	between	two	discordant	realities,
neither	of	which	I	really	belonged	to.	There	was	the	world
of	my	people,	post-war	immigrants	who	pickled
cucumbers,	spoke	foreign	languages	in	thick,	guttural
voices,	had	lumps	of	food	under	their	fingernails	and
rarely	grew	much	beyond	five	foot	–	which	was	probably
standard	fare	for	central	European	peasant	stock	who
needed	to	be	close	to	their	crops.
Then	there	were	the	kids	on	my	block,	who	rode	their

bicycles	around	the	cul-de-sac.	Theirs	was	a	world	of	tall,
blonde,	freckled	children,	lilting	foals	and	fillies	who	ran
down	to	the	beach	clippety-clop,	clippety-clop,	with
sunlight	in	their	hair,	broad	beach-hats	and	broader
grins.Their	world	was	full	of	laughter	and	girls	with
incandescent	names	like	Jennifer	and	Catherine.
Our	people	came	from	another	planet.	Ours	was	the

laughter	of	gallows	humour.We	spoke	in	hushed	tones
about	‘The	War’.	Many	were	escapees	from	the
Holocaust.	Some	had	been	in	Auschwitz	or	other
concentration	camps.	Several	of	my	friends’	mothers	and
fathers	had	the	numbers	tattooed	on	their	arms.	And	they
wept,	often.	As	a	child,	I	already	knew	things	no	one
should	know.	I	knew	the	horror	that	could	befall	a
woman,	a	baby,	a	man,	because	of	religion.	I	knew	of
torture	and	cruel	Nazi	experiments	because	these	things



were	whispered	around	me.
I	knew	the	word	‘lost’	before	I	knew	the	word	‘found’.

Not	as	in	lost	weight	or	lost	a	bracelet.	Rather,	‘She	lost
five	sisters	when	the	Nazis	marched	in	to	Warsaw’.	‘He
lost	his	three	children	and	wife	in	Auschwitz.’	‘He	lost	his
entire	family	in	Buchenwald.’	Whole	universes	had
vanished	for	the	people	who	came	through	our	front	door
–	tragic,	impossibly	brave	human	beings	with	their
richness,	sorrow	and	heroic	attempts	at	happiness	–	as	I
debated	with	my	mum	to	be	let	out	to	play	in	the	other
world	through	the	looking	glass,	which	was	full	of	light
and	a	loftiness	to	which	I	could	never	belong.
Lofty	like	Jesus.	The	kids	in	my	block	had	a	God.	He

was	handsome	and	tall	and	floating	about	like	the	flying
buttresses	in	the	Gothic	churches	they	attended.	I	wanted
him	too.	I	was	told	I	couldn’t	have	him.	‘Jews	have	their
own	God.’	‘But	where	is	He,	mummy?	And	where	was
He	when	the	Nazis	came	for	the	children	and	families	of
Europe?	Mum,mummy,mum?’	She	could	only	look	away
with	tears	in	her	eyes	and	I	learned	to	swallow	the
question	that	was	to	haunt	me	for	the	rest	of	my	life.
Things	were	no	less	chaotic	inside	my	own	home.	My

English	mother,	a	child	of	the	war,	had	lost	a	baby	soon
after	I	was	born,	and	remained	anxious.	My	father,	as	I
write	about	in	Arriving	(page	13),	was	a	tormented	soul.
I	wanted	so	desperately	to	believe	in	a	saviour,	a	hero



whose	morality	couldn’t	be	compromised.	Someone	who
could	help	my	confused	child	mind	make	sense	of	this
dangerous,	precarious,	world	of	survivor’s	guilt,	suffering
and	tears.‘Beam	me	up,	Scotty,’	I	would	whisper	into	my
pillow	at	night.
And	it	was	Kirk,	with	his	twinkling	eyes	and	sense	of

humour	who	beamed	me	into	a	world	of	laughter	and
adventure,	where	the	good	guys	always	won.Who	gave
me	the	chance	for	the	life	that	I	went	on	to	create.	For	I
climbed	aboard	the	bridge	of	the	Starship	Enterprise	and
learned	how	to	be	free.	Free	in	a	way	that	my	brave,	brave
people	–	imprisoned	by	sad	memories	and	sadder	fears	–
could	never	again	be.
Each	drama	that	befell	me,	like	being	teased	for	being

different	at	school,	I	equated	to	a	television	show	and
handled	with	dignity.	I	was	Zorro,	I	was	a	ninja,	I	was
Mighty	Mouse.	But	mostly	I	was	Kirk,	who	taught	me
how	to	wield	my	sword	with	honour.
So	when	William	Shatner	voiced	his	disapproval,	I

wanted	to	tell	him	this:	Dear	Mr	Shatner,	you	were	part	of
something	far	greater	than	a	television	show.You	were
part	of	a	noble	ancient	artform	called	myth-weaving	that
had	honour	and	healing	power	and	gave	people	hope.A
shaman’s	craft,	using	story-telling	as	medicine,	with
courage	as	its	most	potent	ingredient.
For	a	lost,	young	girl	you	were	the	incarnation	of



Percival	in	search	of	the	Holy	Grail,	Sir	Galahad	brave
and	true,	Odysseus	on	the	high	seas	battling	to	come
home.	But	most	of	all	you	were	Father	at	a	time	when
many	of	us	only	had	absent	fathers.	A	spiritual	father	who
would	never	have	let	those	innocent	people	go	to	their
slaughter.
Looking	back	now,	I	realise	I	have	devoted	my	whole

career	to	this	art	of	myth-making.	Even	though	I	became	a
finance	journalist,	my	books	and	articles	from	this	period
are	full	of	the	survival	and	escape	sagas,	and	rags-to-
riches	tales,	of	so	many	entrepreneurs	who	came	to	be	in
this	country.
The	Italian,	Hungarian,	Polish	or	Greek	businessmen	I

interviewed	were	often	escapees	from	death	camps	or
detention	centres,	or	they	were	Chinese	immigrants	who’d
crossed	the	oceans	in	rickety	boats.	Most	of	them	were
fleeing	poverty	and	persecution	in	their	countries	of
origin.	Some	were	survivors	of	emotional	persecution
from	within	their	own	families.	So	many	remained
positive,	brave	and	retained	their	humanity	and	dignity	in
the	face	of	life’s	gruelling	trials.
My	first	book,	The	New	Boy	Network,	supposedly

about	the	secrets	of	success,	became	a	homage	to	the
psychology	of	survival,	and	a	quest	of	my	own	to	find
meaning	in	suffering.	Looking	back,	I	suppose	I	was
probably	less	journalist	than	story-teller,	seeking	to



explore	the	soul	and	to	tackle	that	most	pressing	of	all
questions	Existence	throws	at	the	human	being:‘Why?’
Even	when	I	later	turned	to	writing	about	sexuality,	I

saw	relationships	as	one	of	the	greatest	hotbeds	for	high
drama	and	great	stories,	as	people	slugged	it	out	behind
the	picket	fences	of	the	heart	for	power,	intimacy,
freedom,	and	performed	superhuman	feats	in	the	face	of
kids,	mothers-in-law,	hormones	gone	wrong	and
temptation.
Sacred	&	Naked,	too,	is	a	book	of	stories,	personal

tales	and	parables	that	I’ve	woven	together	from	my	time
in	Byron	Bay.	Since	moving	my	family	here	for	our	own
sea-change,	I	have	come	to	realise	that	stories	have	helped
me	find	the	spiritual	in	the	mundane,	the	beauty	in	the
ordinary,	the	adventure	in	the	domestic	and,	above	all,	the
lessons	to	help	us	survive	this	arbitrary,	bumpy	ride
through	life.	I’ve	sought	to	find	the	sacred	in	the	everyday
for	I	now	believe	that	everything	that	happens	to	us,	no
matter	how	painful	or	how	humdrum,	is	filled	with
meaning.
Renowned	soul-based	psychologist	Jean	Houston,	in

her	book,	The	Hero	and	the	Goddess,	says:	‘By	probing
our	own	tragic	dimensions	for	its	deeper	story,	and	by
raising	it	to	a	mythic	level,	our	wounding	can	become	an
opening	through	which	grace	can	pour	its	healing
balm.We	become	spiritually	charged	and	awakened	to	a



larger,	nobler	life.’
Through	my	writing	and	by	cracking	open	my	own

psyche	again	and	again,	I’ve	found	a	way	to	forgive	the
past.	I’ve	learned	to	embrace	the	dark	side	within	and
without,	and	to	reframe	suffering	in	a	deeper	context.	In
short,	I’ve	found	my	version	of	God.	Not	the	grand
Daddy-o	in	the	sky,	but	a	softer,	more	intimate,	more
feminine	form	of	Divinity	that	lives	in	everything.
I’ve	been	inspired	by	Houston	and	a	plethora	of	soul-

based	masters	and	psychologists	such	as	celebrated
academic	Joseph	Campbell	(Myths	to	Live	By;	The	Hero
with	a	Thousand	Faces),	those	mentioned	in	my
acknowledgements	and	the	grand	master	himself,	Carl
Jung.	They	have	taught	me	that	each	of	us	is	on	a	hero’s
journey,	each	of	us	is	an	explorer	on	the	road	to	becoming
great.	Which	is	what	I	have	tried	to	capture	in	this	book	of
tales	from	everyday	life.
In	our	ordinary	lives	we’ve	endured	as	many	trials,

suffered	as	many	losses,	fought	as	many	dragons,	had	as
many	daggers	to	the	heart	as	any	archetypal	hero.	We’ve
been	transformed	countless	times	in	our	petty	weekly
dramas,	died	unto	ourselves	and	been	reborn.	We’ve
crossed	raging	torrents	and	performed	soul-destroying
tasks.	And	all	this	in	a	day	or	an	hour,	in	an	argument
with	the	next-door	neighbour	or	on	the	rocky	sea	of
business.



In	these	situations,	ex-lovers	and	hated	enemies	have
become	our	precious	Nemesis,	opening	us	up	to	the
deepest,	most	secret	parts	of	ourselves,	as	we	are	smashed
against	unforeseen	rocks	and	motivated	to	do	things	that
love	alone	could	never	accomplish.	Our	bad	decisions
have	often	proved	to	be	our	best	ones	as	we	seek	to	grow.
Even	boring	quests,	like	doing	the	shopping,	can	teach

us	things	about	ourselves	as	we	try	to	outsmart	the
parking	cop,	beat	the	endless	queues,	quell	frustration	and
navigate	the	eternal	stream	of	bad	drivers,	the	modern-day
equivalent	of	fighting	pirates	on	the	high	seas.These	less-
than-dramatic	moments	make	up	some	of	the	most
interesting	stories	in	this	book.Watching	ourselves	trying
to	be	kind	and	evolved	as	we	stifle	road	rage,	or	clean	the
cat’s	piss	from	inside	our	new	shoe,	can	be	as	self-
revealing	as	it	is	amusing.
In	the	myths	and	parables	I	often	draw	on,	it’s	clear	that

mundane	tasks	are	highly	valued.	In	the	Baltic	Baba	Yaga
story	the	crone-witch	makes	the	young	girl	Vasalisa	sort
grain	seeds	perfectly	before	sparing	her	life.	So,	too,	does
Aphrodite	set	such	a	trial	for	Psyche	in	the	Eros	myth.	In
Grimm’s	Fairy	Tales,	the	heroine	Allerleirauh	works	in
the	kitchen	as	a	king’s	maid	until	she’s	ready	to	ascend
the	stairs	to	the	ball,	the	symbolic	higher	parts	of	her
‘godly’	self.
Jungian	analyst	Marion	Woodman	in	her	inspiring



book,	Leaving	My	Father’s	House,	says	that	mundane
work	grounds	us,	matures	us	and	initiates	us	into	a
mindset	of	patience	and	meditation.	It’s	the	Buddhist
creed	of	‘carrying	water,	chopping	wood’	as	the	path	to
enlightenment.	I	must	admit	that	being	more	of	a
Xena,Warrior	Princess,	‘forged	in	the	heat	of	battle’,	I’m
better	at	slaying	dragons	than	sorting	grain;	the	latter	is
my	idea	of	‘death	by	a	thousand	cuts’.	Yet	I’ve	learned
the	hard	way	that	if	we	surrender	to	the	ordinary	–	to
washing	dishes,	picking	the	nits	out	of	our	children’s	hair,
flossing	teeth	and	changing	lightbulbs	–	we	feel	so	alive,
every	cell	in	our	body	becomes	charged	with	spiritual
electricity.
In	the	end	myth	and	story-telling	is	about	soul-

searching.	Its	great	magic	is	that	it	helps	us	develop	a
poetic	and	heightened	sensitivity	to	the	world,	so	we	can
access	and	appreciate	the	abundant	spirituality	around	us
and	within	ourselves.
Carl	Jung,	the	great	Swiss	psychoanalyst	and	the	best

soul	doctor	who	ever	lived,	said	that	every	psychological
problem	is	ultimately	a	matter	of	religion.Thomas	Moore,
in	his	bestseller	Care	of	the	Soul	agrees:	‘The	emotional
complaints	of	our	time	.	.	.	emptiness,	meaninglessness,
depression,	disillusionment	about	marriage	.	.	.	all	these
symptoms	reflect	a	loss	of	soul.’
Spiritual	richness	is	often	what’s	missing	in	our	modern



western	culture.	On	a	recent	trip	to	India,	coming	from	the
airport	into	Mumbai,	I	was	furious	because	traffic	had
ground	to	a	halt	and	the	petrol	fumes	were	unbearable.
Unbearable.	Not	a	sliver	of	oxygen	to	be	found,	the
temperature	hovering	well	over	40	degrees.
Then	I	noticed	the	shanties	on	the	sides	of	the	road.

Miles	and	miles	of	people	living	inside	tin	sheds	erected
along	the	pavement,	exposed	to	the	road	and	pollution,
frying	in	sardine	cans.They	had	no	shelter	from	the
searing	heat,	no	clean	air,	no	kitchens,	no	running	water,
no	toilets,	no	privacy.	But	the	most	remarkable	sight	was
their	beaming	faces:	kids	laughing	and	fighting,	mothers
sitting	in	groups	making	things	with	their	hands,
gossiping	and	singing,	dads	playing	cards	and	smoking.
No	one	looked	any	different	or	any	more	pained	than

most	people	I	know	from	my	First	World	life.	In	fact	they
seemed	happier.	For	two	long	hours	I	watched	them.They
stared	out	at	the	traffic	without	malice	or	anger.	Some
occasionally	smiling	or	waving	at	me.	The	incense,
effigies	of	Hindu	gods	and	brilliant,	devotional	flowers
that	lined	the	walkway	outside	their	shanties	added	colour
and	beauty	to	the	endless	grey	of	petrol-stained	life.
How	can	people	be	so	happy	with	so	little?
Joseph	Campbell	speculates	in	Myths	to	Live	By	that	in

the	Orient	people	find	peace	because	they’re	not	trying	to
locate	Daddy-o	in	the	sky,	or	find	meaning	through	the



consumerism	and	death-denying	of	western	culture,
which	is	so	pitifully	removed	from	the	natural	world	and
from	the	feminine	Source.	For	them,	God	exists	in
everything.	Everything	is	meaningful,	rich	and	laden	with
beauty,	ritual,	significance.	Campbell	says:‘The	ultimate
Divine	mystery	.	.	.	is	not	“out	there”	somewhere.	It	is
within	you.’	Like	the	Hindu	form	of	bhakti	or	devotional
yoga,‘Whatever	you	most	love	and	are	committed	to,	that
is	God	for	you.’
These	are	the	lessons	I	have	learned	in	the	course	of

writing	this	book.	That	being	spiritual	means	feeling
blessed	and	in	a	state	of	perpetual	grace,	not	because	only
good	things	happen,	but	because	all	things	happen,	and
we	are	breathing.	Sad	things	happen,	and	there	are
accidents	and	evil	people	and	suffering.	All	are	our
teachers,	and	these	are	the	realities	of	the	world	that	have
to	be	embraced	for	good	or	bad,	for	better	or	worse,	in
sickness	and	in	health	–	the	sacred	marriage	vows
between	Man	and	his	imperfect	Universe.
Internationally	renowned	psychiatrist	and	Holocaust

survivor	Dr	Viktor	E.	Frankl,	who	suffered	unspeakable
horror	in	the	Nazi	death	camps,	revealed	in	his
masterpiece	Man’s	Search	for	Meaning,	that	finding	a
deeper	sense	of	sacredness	in	life	–	no	matter	what	the
conditions	–	was	instrumental	in	helping	people	survive
the	camps.	Psychologist	Judith	Viorst	writes	in	Necessary



Losses:	‘For	no	matter	how	triumphant	we	are,	no	matter
how	high	we	may	climb,	the	course	of	a	normal	life	will
lead	us	to	losses	.	.	.	without	some	larger	meaning	beyond
the	m-e,	the	passage	of	time	can	only	bring	horror	on
horror.’
In	contrast,	a	life	invested	with	spirituality	is	full	of

beauty.	In	Hallowed	Ground	(page	206),	I	write	about	a
fellow	who	plants	a	tree	for	every	special	person	and
occasion	in	his	life,	a	ritual	far	removed	from	the	dogma
of	orthodox	religion.	He	sees	his	garden	as	sacred,	and	the
whole	of	life	as	devotion.And	I	agree.	Everything	is
devotion.	Everything	is	sacrosanct.
This	is	how	I	attempt	to	live	–	in	a	reality	resplendent

with	imagery	and	luminosity,	patterns,	coincidences	and
love.	I	try	to	savour	the	moment,	happy	or	sad,	to	find
God	in	the	compassionate	deeds	of	others,	and	in	our
brave	efforts	to	imbue	life	–	however	difficult,	dangerous,
or	heartbreaking	it	becomes	–	with	significance	and	joy.
I	don’t	worship	at	any	church.	Mother	Nature	is	my

temple	and	prayer	book.	For	me	–	animist,	pantheist,
urban	shaman	–	I	find	Spirit	in	the	natural	world:	in	the
eagle	that	circles	my	property;	in	the	fecund,	ancient
rainforest,	smelling	of	decay	and	growing	things;	in	being
sacred	and	naked	on	full	moon	under	the	purple	sky.My
friends	and	mentors	are	a	rich	source	of	honouring.	My
daughter,	the	Knave,	often	becomes	the	Hierophant,	the



Seer	in	the	Tarot	deck,	and	my	greatest	muse.	Our	love
partners	are	often	our	best	Zen	masters,	who	are
renowned	for	hitting	their	students	with	sticks	to	wake
them	up	–	not	so	pleasant	to	the	stinging	back	but
important	to	the	ailing	spirit	that	has	fallen	asleep.
I	find	meaning	in	my	dreams,	in	the	dark	strangers	and

Jungian	archetypes	that	lurk	behind	my	closed	eyes,	in	my
sadhna	or	spiritual	practice	of	yoga	and	its	symbolic
pantheon	of	deities	–	the	gods	and	goddesses	who
represent	the	symbolic	facets	of	mortals.	In	the	sensual
world	of	water,	fire,	earth,	air,	singing,	breathing	and
making	love.
And,	most	of	all,	in	the	sacred	work	of	writing.
Story-tellers,	or	cantadoras	in	the	Mexican–Spanish

tradition,	urge	us	to	find	devotion	in	our	tales,	either
through	writing	them	or	in	the	oral	traditions	of	speaking
or	singing	them	to	friends,	therapists,	lovers.	In	Women
who	Run	with	Wolves,	Dr	Clarissa	Pinkola	Estés	gives	us
the	parable	of	La	Loba,	the	wild	woman	who	‘sings’	flesh
back	on	to	the	bones	of	the	dead.	Estés	encourages	people
to	breathe	life	into	their	own	stories:	‘work	them,	water
them	with	your	blood	and	tears	and	your	laughter	till	they
bloom	.	.	.Then	you	will	see	what	medicines	they	make.’
It’s	a	view	that	Marion	Woodman,	in	Leaving	My
Father’s	House,	shares:	‘Gradually	I	am	recognising	the
meaning	of	my	own	existence	through	my	own



myth.Without	stories	.	.	.	we	cannot	remember	what	it	was
to	love	and	be	loved,	to	be	cherished	in	the	world	around
us.’
From	these	teachers,	I	have	come	to	understand	that

life-writing	and	journal-keeping	is	about	making	the
unseen	seen.	Because	our	stories	are	not	just	the	glue	that
binds	our	psyches	together,	they	bind	us	to	each	other	in
life-altering	ways.	Our	narratives,	spoken	or	written,	don’t
have	to	be	linear	or	still.We	can	let	the	camera	roam,
focus	on	any	aspect	in	time,	blow	it	up	or	shrink	it	down,
have	either	a	running	plot,	or	a	still-life	portrait	captured
in	a	handful	of	words.	My	own	writing	style	in	Sacred	&
Naked	is	more	a	patchwork	quilt	than	linear	narrative.
Meanwhile	I	have	found	it	useful	to	draw	on	myth	or

parable	to	make	sense	of	things	that	happen	to	me	–	be	it
a	journey	into	the	darker	parts	of	my	own	psyche	or	a
battle	with	the	hideous	creatures	that	live	in	the
supermarket	aisles,	my	daughter’s	hair	or	the	neighbour’s
backyard.
For	instance,	in	homage	to	Jean	Houston’s	wonderful

exercise	in	The	Hero	and	the	Goddess,	I’ve	shown	how
we	can	each	review	our	lives	through	myth.	As	she
suggests,	I	use	Homer’s	Odyssey	in	my	piece	Arriving
(page	13)	as	a	brief	overview	to	my	voyage	of	self-
discovery,	and	the	context	for	this	work.	My	life	story
doesn’t	fit	the	myth	perfectly,	with	bits	oozing	out	here



and	there,	but	the	point	isn’t	to	fit	our	stories	exactly	into
any	known	fable	or	parable,	rather	to	use	the	archetypes
to	help	us	unlock	facets	of	ourselves	and	bring	them	to
consciousness.That	way	we	can	learn,	prosper	and	grow.
In	Homer’s	epic	poem,	a	hero,	on	his	way	back	to

Ithaca	after	his	famous	victory	at	the	Trojan	War,	is
blown	off-course.	He	spends	another	decade	struggling	to
get	home,	encountering	obstacle	after	obstacle.	Odysseus
yearns	to	return	to	the	bosom	of	his	wife	Penelope	which
is	ultimately	his	own	inner	feminine	or	anima.	Humbled
from	his	battles	he	seeks	Her	godliness,	Her	forgiveness
and	compassion,	so	he	can	rest	his	weary	soul	in	Mother
Earth’s	embrace.
On	his	voyage	home	he	blinds	the	mighty	Cyclops;

bewitches	the	great	witch	Circe	who	takes	him	to	the
Underworld;	survives	the	Sirens	and	monsters	of	the
deep,	only	to	be	marooned	on	Calypso’s	isle	for	seven
years.	Calypso’s	island,	in	the	middle	of	the	sea,	serves	as
a	womb	of	renewal	and	of	deepening	intimacy.	According
to	Houston	it	is	where	Odysseus	is	restored	under	the
Goddess’	loving	hands,	and	helped	to	assimilate	the
lessons	of	his	initiations,	before	his	final	trek	home	to	his
beloved	Ithaca.
Having	worked	as	a	money	writer,	turned	sex	&

relationships	writer,	turned	spiritual	matters	writer,	I	feel	I
am	now	on	the	way	back	to	Ithaca	–	not	yet	entirely



home,	but	in	a	place	of	deep	rest	and	reflection,	lying	in
the	bosom	of	the	Grand	Feminine.
Calypso’s	isle	is	my	real-life	home	of	Byron	Bay	where

I’m	having	my	proverbial	time	of	‘dropping	out’.	The
stories	and	parables	that	comprise	this	book	are	the
vignettes	from	this	part	of	my	journey	as	I	search	for	‘Self
’	and	explore	the	contradictions	of	love,	friendship,
parenting,	pleasure	and	death.
In	many	ways,	this	is	the	hero’s	hardest	trial.The

effortlessness	of	existence	is	a	kind	of	death	for	an
adventurer	who	has	forged	his	or	her	identity	through	the
‘masculine’	energy	of	action.This	is	a	place	of	being,	not
doing.	No	need	for	the	gut-cunning	of	a	fighter.	It’s	a	time
of	rebirth,	a	time	to	surrender	and	luxuriate	in	the
sensuous,	nurturing	sun.	A	time	of	deep	creativity.	And	a
time	to	go	on	a	voyage	that	would	make	Captain	James
Kirk	proud.
To	‘Soul,	the	final	frontier	.	.	.’



Arriving

‘As	you	set	out	for	Ithaca;	hope	your	road	is	a	long	one;
full	of	adventure,	full	of	discovery	.	.	.	don’t	hurry	the
journey	at	all;	Better	it	lasts	for	years	.	.	.	Wise	as	you
will	have	become,	so	full	of	experience;	you	will	have
understood	by	then	what	these	Ithacas	mean.’

–	Constantine	Cavafy

The	Trojan	War
What	is	it	like	to	wake	up	in	the	middle	of	the	night
listening	to	your	father	screaming	at	a	dog	who	is	barking
a	million	miles	away,‘Shut	up!	Shut	up!’,	which	wakes	a
nearby	neighbour’s	dog	who	then	starts	barking	in	chorus
or	in	rebellion,	which	wakes	another	dog,	which	panics
your	father	for	a	fear	awakened	in	him	of	things	he	can
neither	control	nor	understand.	And	the	screams	are
getting	louder,	behind	the	picket	fence	of	suburban
paradise,	until	the	walls	are	vibrating	with	animalistic
howls	and	yelling,	and	the	trembling	of	a	child’s	weeping
heart	.	.	.
I	know	now	in	my	own	deeper	understanding	of	the

world	that	my	father	was	a	werewolf	–	a	half-animal,	half-



man.	For	that	was	one	of	the	manifestations	of	his	mental
illness.They	call	it	bipolar	disorder	nowadays,	which
makes	me	laugh.	Such	a	neat	word	for	such	chaos,
unmitigated	rages,	chronic	self-medicating,	optimism	and
wild,	destructive	risk-taking,	the	tragic	falls	and	soaring
highs,	the	pain.	I	much	prefer	the	original	term:	manic
depression.
I	am	the	daughter	of	a	manic	depressive	father.	There,	I

have	finally	said	it,	after	decades	of	silence	and	denial.
The	son	of	European	immigrants,	he	played	gypsy	guitar
and	had	a	musician’s	soul.	He	was	the	male	version	of	La
Loba,	a	wild	boy,	trapped	in	a	businessman’s	body.	Dogs
barking	would	often	set	him	off	because	he	needed	to	be
let	out	to	run	wild.
I	see	now	the	noble	savage	that	he	was,	trapped	like	a

poor	creature	on	a	leash.	His	financial	over-commitments
and	an	ever-increasing	brood	of	children	tightening	his
own	noose.	Because	I	now	see	it	in	myself	and	in	all	of
us.And	I	honour	it	now,	the	need	for	freedom.At	the	time,
devoid	of	good	mythology	or	counselling	to	draw	on,	it
was	a	destructive	force	that	delivered	a	near-fatal	body
wound	from	which	I	have	never	recovered.
The	stories	of	my	childhood	–	the	craziness	that	went

on	behind	the	brick	veneer	–	still	form	part	of	our	family
secret,	the	hidden	mythology	that	has	made	me	into	the
woman	I	am,	and	bonds	me	to	my	mother	and	three	sisters



in	a	cabal	of	love.	It	has	also	bonded	me	to	humanity	in	a
way	that	is	deeper	than	most.
Shattered	and	broken	so	many	times	as	a	young	girl,

the	alchemical	glue	of	pain	and	humiliation,	of	love,
anxiety	and	fear,	that	put	Humpty	Dumpty	back	together
again,	has	allowed	me	an	empathy	with	other	suffering
souls	that	is	quite	heightened.	As	a	therapist	once	told
me,my	soul	was	grown	in	the	soil	of	chaos	and	I	became	a
creature	that	understood	suffering	at	her	roots.	I	still	wake
up	many	mornings	of	my	life	feeling	afraid.
When	we	meet	Odysseus	he	is	trying	to	make	his	way

home	to	Ithaca	after	winning	the	Trojan	War.The	war	is
the	backdrop	to	the	hero’s	journey	of	return.
My	childhood	is	my	Trojan	War.	It	forms	the	backdrop

of	my	life.	I	still	carry	the	scars.

The	Blinding	of	Cyclops
At	the	time	you	are	meeting	me	I	am	twenty-seven.	I	have
risen	to	the	top	of	my	profession,	having	entered
journalism	a	decade	earlier	inside	my	Trojan	horse.	I	have
become	a	highly	successful	finance	journalist	at	the
Australian	Financial	Review,	and	have	just	written	a
bestseller	on	the	psychology	and	secrets	of	success.	I	am
dating	some	of	the	wealthiest	men	in	the	country.	Several
want	to	marry	me.



But	I	am	suddenly	compelled	to	throw	it	all	away.
Dominated	by	male	expectations,	living	in	a	masculine
world,	I	have	been	searching	for	Father	in	every
businessman	I	interview,	every	editor	I	work	for,	in	every
lover	I	take	to	my	heart	or	bed.	I	want	to	rescue	my	father,
and	chastise	him,	and	blame	him,	and	hit	him,	and	hold
him,	and	love	him,	but	mainly	to	reach	him.	But	I	can’t
find	him	anywhere.	And	suddenly,	like	a	lost	child,	I	have
this	burning	desire	to	go	home.
Where	is	home?	I	don’t	know	it	at	the	time	but	I	am

yearning	for	Mother,my	feminine	essence,myself.	Like
many	women	of	my	era	I	had	‘castrated’	my	own	womb
in	order	to	belong	to	the	patriarchal	system.Without	a
feminine	archetype	to	model	myself	on,	I	was	about	to	go
from	father	to	husband,	from	male	boss	to	boss,	without
ever	knowing	my	own	soul.
Cyclops	is	the	one-eyed	guardian	of	the	cave.	Son	of

Poseidon,	God	of	the	raging	seas,	he	is	an	archetypal
symbol	of	the	Patriarchy.	Odysseus,	held	captive	in
Cyclops’	cave,	has	a	burning	need	to	break	free	from	this
brute	force.The	hero	and	his	crew	courageously	blind	the
proverbial	‘one-eyed’	monster	with	a	long	spike,	then,
hiding	under	sheep	skins,	they	slip	past	their	captor’s
grasp.
Before	he	leaves,	Odysseus	tells	the	beast	his	name	is

‘No	Man’	to	avoid	being	followed	and	punished.Thus	he



divests	himself	of	all	identity	in	order	to	escape.	I,	too,
become	‘No	Woman’.With	no	job,	no	protection	and	no
by-line,	I	set	sail	for	New	York.
‘What	does	it	feel	like	to	leave	your	father’s	house?	Or

your	father-husband’s	house?	.	.	.	How	does	it	feel	to
leave	the	security	of	his	love	.	.	.	to	say	‘No’	.	.	.?’	Marion
Woodman	asks	in	Leaving	My	Father’s	House.	As	I	take
to	the	high	seas,	I	feel	naked,	terrified.	I	am	Eve	leaving
the	Garden	of	Eden.	But	it	is	a	psychic	step	towards
wholeness	and	selfhood.
Leaving	is	always	the	beginning	of	coming	home.

The	Island	of	Circe
At	first	glance	Circe	is	the	proverbial	wicked	witch.	But
on	closer	examination	she	is	so	much	more.	She	is
Priestess,	the	great	initiator	and	the	great	seductress.	She
won’t	suffer	fools,	cruelly	reducing	men	to	swine	as	part
of	their	transformation	if	they	are	not	worthy	of	her.	But
to	those	who	offer	her	reverence	and	respect,	she	is	Sex
Goddess,	Mother	of	Pleasure,	temptress,	dark	feminine
gateway	to	the	Underworld.
Odysseus	is	blown	off-course	and	on	to	her	island.

After	guidance	from	his	mentor	Athena	he	bewitches	the
witch,	and	ends	up	as	her	sacred	lover.	After	my	time	in
New	York	and	coming	home	to	write	about	social	issues



and	relationships	for	The	Australian	I	end	up	on	the	island
of	Circe.
I,	too,	am	seduced	into	the	world	of	the	Black	Madonna

and	female	potency,	as	I	delve	into	my	own	sexuality,
finally	landing	a	job	writing	about	sex	&	relationships	for
six	newspapers	in	the	News	Limited	stable.	I	have	a
readership	of	millions,	and	my	own	national	late-night
radio	program	on	FM	station	Triple	M.
Having	married	during	this	time	and	become	a	mother,

I	want	to	explore	the	shame	and	guilt	we	feel	around	our
bodies.	I	want	to	go	into	the	underbellies	of	our	psyches
like	Circe	would,	and	dredge	up	the	dark	fantasies	so	we
can	see	who	we	really	are	beneath	the	veneer	of	nice	and
good	and	clean.	I	want	to	rattle	the	cage	of	monogamy
and	ask	why	so	many	marriages	end	in	divorce.	I	want	to
explore	the	wounds	each	woman	holds	in	her	womb	and
the	pain	each	man	holds	in	his	genitals	for	the	lies	and
expectations	that	are	saddled	upon	us	mere	mortals.
I	want	to	open	the	airways	to	true	admissions	of	how

we	really	feel,	what	really	goes	on	behind	the	picket
fences.	I	want	to	know	what	having	children	really	does
to	sexual	relationships	as	we	struggle	with	the	parent–
lover	nexus.	I	want	to	know	how	often	we	make	love,	and
how	we	make	love,	and	why	so	many	people	derive
pleasure	from	pain.	But	mostly	I	want	to	give	people
permission	to	be	gay,	be	straight,	be	erotic,	be	celibate,	be



polyamorous	–	just	be.	For	sexuality	is	the	spiritual	link
between	Heaven	and	Earth.
And	so	I	fill	my	pages	and	programs	with	truth.Which

is	all	too	confronting	for	the	government	of	the	day.
Senators	Richard	Alston	and	Brian	Harradine	accuse	me
in	Parliament	of	‘ushering	in	Sodom	and	Gomorrah’.They
seek	to	have	me	censored.	I	battle	for	freedom	of	speech.
My	face	is	splashed	across	newspapers	and	talkshows	all
over	the	country	as	I	argue	that	violence	on	television,	not
sexual	honesty,	is	a	more	pressing	issue.To	no	avail.
I’m	battling	Scylla	and	Charybdis,	monsters	of	the	deep

who	seek	to	sabotage	Odysseus’	noble	quest.	And
suddenly	I	realise	that	I’m	still	warring	with	the
Patriarchy.	Another	decade	has	gone	by	and	I’m	still
wielding	a	warrior’s	sword.
I	am	tired.	In	all	my	efforts	to	help	people	reconnect

with	their	beautiful	bodies	I	have	lost	touch	with	my	own.
I’ve	denied	myself	the	very	pleasure	and	bliss	I’ve	been
fighting	for.	I	yearn	for	the	sensual	world.	I	want	to	go
home	to	the	sacred	bosom	of	Mother.

The	Island	of	Calypso
In	the	movie	Moonstruck	Cher	accuses	her	maimed
beloved	of	being	a	wolf	who	bites	off	his	own	hand	to
become	free	of	the	trap	that	ensnares	him.	Like	him,	like



my	werewolf	father,	I	begin	chewing	my	own	arm.	I’m
going	to	be	free	at	any	cost.	By	this	time	my	father	has
died,	too	young.	But	I	can	hear	his	ghost	cheering	me	on
as	I	break	the	leash	and	pack	my	family	off	to	Byron	Bay.
Before	I	leave	I	begin	the	third	chapter	of	my
career:writing	about	spiritual	and	life	matters	for	The
Australian.
Calypso’s	island	is	a	place	of	feminine	rest	and

surrender.Washed	up	on	shore,	sacred	and	naked,	I	lay
fallow	and	ripening	like	a	pregnant	creature.	Here
Odysseus	gestates	for	seven	symbolic	years.
There	is	no	dream	that	can	compare	with	this	place.	It

is	paradise.	Warm	and	tropical.	Full	of	loving	friends	and
balmy	evenings,	and	people	who	sit	up	all	night	talking
about	love	and	life.	It’s	wild	and	feral	and	free.	My	heart
is	full	and	my	body	invigorated	by	the	primal	thrill	of
water	on	naked	flesh,	dancing	under	open	skies	and	more
pleasure	than	I’ve	ever	felt.	I’m	surrounded	by	the	beauty
of	Nature	as	I	write.
When	I	close	my	eyes	I	can	see	Calypso	–	naked

Goddess,	sacred	muse.With	her	long	flowing	hair	and
kind	face,	she’s	the	great	Mother,	nurturing	me,	washing
the	blood	of	war	from	my	trembling	hands.
I’m	happy	here.	I	cry	often,	tears	of	joy	and	relief.

Because	I	can	sense	it	.	.	.	I	am	close	to	Home.







ONE

sacred	death



Despite	the	silence	that	usually	surrounds	the
forbidden	subject	of	death	–	so	repressed,	so	denied
and	misunderstood	in	the	west	–	over	the	years,	I’ve
been	blessed	to	have	been	inundated	with	letters	from
people	who	wanted	to	share	their	stories	of	grief,
courage	and	heartfelt	emotional	honesty	about	this
great	‘taboo’.

One	story	stood	out	so	profoundly	as	to	have
changed	my	whole	world	view.	A	courageous	reader,
Mary	O’Brien,	shared	these	moving	and	remarkable
thoughts	with	me,	which	I	immediately	republished	in
The	Australian	newspaper	with	her	generous
permission.	Because	they	are	words	that	are	powerful
enough	to	reframe	an	entire	cultural	view.	They	wash
away	blind	conditioning.	They	are	magical	tools,
sacred	power	objects,verbal	medicine	that	can	heal	at
the	deepest	level.

‘Dear	Ruth,	This	time	two	years	ago	my	partner
discovered	that	he	had	a	melanoma	metastasis	and
died	eight	months	later.	And	this	time	last	year	I
discovered	a	lump	on	my	breast	and	have	just	finished
chemotherapy	and	radiotherapy	following	a
lumpectomy	and	partial	lymph	node	removal.
‘Contrary	to	people’s	interpretations	of	such	events	–

and	indeed	my	own	past	assumptions	–	it	has	been	the
richest	time	of	my	life.	That	is	not	to	say	that	I	would



have	chosen	the	circumstances	or	that	I	would	not	prefer
to	have	my	partner	still	alive.	But	there	is	another	reality
we	have	access	to	if	we	don’t	get	immersed	in,	and
overwhelmed	by,	grief,’	she	wrote.
Mary	explained	that	she	and	her	partner	did	everything

to	help	themselves	by	using	mainstream	and
complementary	medicine.	But	then	they	accepted	what
was.
‘We	simply	did	whatever	we	could	and	then

surrendered	to	the	outcome.	I	saw	in	both	cases	that	when
we	got	out	of	our	own	way,	when	we	didn’t	interpret	the
events	as	good	or	bad,	when	we	allowed	life	to	come
through	us,	that	we	were	showered	upon	in	the	most
extraordinary	ways.
‘In	the	last	two	months	of	my	partner’s	life,	when	the

cancer	had	spread	throughout	his	body	and	he	knew	he
was	facing	death,	an	amazing	thing	happened.	He	became
really	present	and	a	great	energetic	vitality	entered	him,
and	he	was	filled	with	gratitude	and	love	of	life.A	few
days	before	he	died,	even	when	he	couldn’t	roll	over	in
bed,	he	said:	“I	never	knew	life	could	be	so	good.”	The
closer	he	came	to	death,	the	more	beauty	emanated	from
him.
‘I	was	right	there	in	it	with	him.The	love	between	us

had	taken	on	another	dimension.	As	he	said	two	days
before	he	died:	“There	is	no	separation	between	us.We	are



like	one	body.”
‘I	didn’t	grieve	when	he	died	because	his	death	was	the

pinnacle	of	his	life.	It	seemed	that	he	had	died	into	love	or
beauty	or	God,	or	whatever	you	want	to	call	it.	His	death
released	a	joy	and	radiance	in	all	who	were	present.	If	I
had	grieved,	I	would	have	lost	touch	with	that	living	love
inside	of	me.’
She	said	that	she	still	misses	him.	‘No	matter	how

profound	the	experience	of	his	death,	I	still	have	had	to
live	my	life	without	his	physical	presence.	There	is	a	huge
adjustment	to	living,	sleeping,	even	cooking	alone,
especially	as	I’d	lived	with	a	man	whose	first	priority	was
his	love	for	me.	But	somehow	I’ve	been	carried	through
by	this	presence	within,	and	by	the	love	that	has	been
shown	to	me	from	so	many	sources.’
Mary	says	that	the	experience	changed	her	approach	to

death,	and	deeply	influenced	her	reaction	when	she	was
recently	diagnosed	with	breast	cancer.	‘I	didn’t	have	the
fear	that	I	would	have	expected	to	have	in	the
circumstances.
‘Just	as	happened	to	my	partner,	an	energy	was

released	inside	of	me.	I	felt	very	enlivened.	At	the	time	I
likened	it	to	being	in	love.	Suddenly	every	cell	was	alive,
I	was	very	alert	to	the	essence	of	life,	and	all	former
concerns	receded	into	the	periphery	of	my	attention	and
priority.



‘Strangely,	this	energy	became	even	more	intense	when
I	was	having	chemotherapy.	It	seemed	that	the	lower	my
physical	energy,	the	greater	this	spiritual	aliveness.	It	was
almost	as	though	one	was	released	to	absorb	the	effects	of
the	other.’
Her	words	have	soothed	me	over	and	over	during	these

last	few	years	on	my	metaphorical	island	of	Calypso,
where	I	have	been	forced	to	confront	mortality	in	many
such	brutal	ways.	There	has	been	so	much	illness	and
death	around	me.	And	every	death	of	another	has	meant
burial	of	a	part	of	myself.	Four	young	women	who	were
close	to	me	died,	all	leaving	children.Two	friends	lost
children,	one	then	herself	died	of	a	broken	heart.	My
husband’s	father	died	at	a	ripe	old	age	but	it	brought	back
all	the	pain	and	sorrow	of	my	own	father’s	untimely	death
at	fifty-seven	almost	ten	years	earlier.	It	also	brought	up
much	grief	about	the	Holocaust	which	had	claimed	my
husband’s	entire	family	in	Poland.
Then	there	are	the	other	losses	I’ve	had	to	face,	losses

we	all	face	–	aspects	of	our	health,	our	youth,	our	old
homes,	our	treasured	friendships	and	beloveds,	and	the
precious	objects	we	must	relinquish	in	order	to	grow,	like
the	final	throwing	out	of	my	father’s	jumper	which	I	write
about	in	Penelope’s	Loom	(page	49).
I	have	had	to	go	into	the	deepest	parts	of	myself,	the

underworld	of	my	soul,	into	the	deepest,	loneliest,



hollows	of	despair,	in	order	to	bring	things	back	up	to	the
light	and	deal	with	them	in	a	transformative	manner,	the
way	Mary	has.	But	having	stood	in	the	face	of	emotional,
metaphorical	and	spiritual	death,	I	have	emerged	greatly
changed.
All	this	is	part	of	the	hero’s	journey.	Psyche,	Odysseus,

Persephone	of	Greek	mythology	and	Inanna	(Ishtar)	of
Sumerian	mythology	all	went	down	into	the	Underworld,
faced	death	and	their	demons,	and	came	back	to	the	world
made	whole	and	able	to	carry	the	torch	for	others.
Buddhists	see	us	dying	all	the	time,	and	that	life	is	about
continually	letting	go	of	possessions,	identity,	attachment
to	emotion,	ego	and,	finally,	self.	Going	willingly	to	the
place	of	great	divestment	is	considered	enlightenment.
In	the	Inanna	(Ishtar)	myth,	the	Goddess	of	Heaven

goes	down	below	the	Earth	to	witness	the	funeral	rite	of
the	sky	god,	into	the	Underworld	region	ruled	by
Ereshkigal,	the	terrifying	queen	of	the	great	Below.	She	is
the	dark,	destructive,	savage	Kali	Goddess	who	lives
buried	in	our	psyches.	Ereshkigal	murders	Inanna	and
hangs	her	up	on	meat	hooks	until	her	body	rots.	But	in	a
moment	of	deep	compassion	Ereshkigal	unhooks	her,
restores	her	to	life	and	sends	her	back	to	Earth,	where
Inanna	reaches	spiritual	awakening,	having	known	death
and	the	darkest	depths	of	her	own	soul.
British	author	Teresa	Moorey	writes	in	her	book



Shamanism	that	indigenous	cultures	believe	shamans
become	healers	through	near-death	experiences.	Only
once	someone	has	had	a	close	and	intimate	brush	with
terrible	illness,	profound	loss	or	grief	and	faced	death
(metaphorical	and	real)	in	many	forms	can	they	emerge	a
healer	of	the	tribe.	For	it’s	believed	that	in	these	states	of
pure	vulnerability,	one	enters	the	sacred,	deeper	parts	of
the	spirit	and	emerges	wiser,	more	self-aware	and	in	tune
with	the	world	around.This	is	the	‘gift’	of	illness,	pain,
suffering	and	death	–	it	is	the	sacred	wound	that	opens	our
hearts.
For	those	of	us	who	are	still	alive,	death	is	a

transformative	power.	Death	is	the	fire	of	rebirth	and
resurrection.When	mystics	draw	the	Death	card	in	Tarot
they	are	happy	because	it	means	a	new	start,	or	death	to
parts	of	ourselves	that	need	to	be	cut	away.	It	is	also	the
essence	of	love,	as	pain	is	the	essence	of	pleasure.	There
is	no	life	without	death,	no	light	without	dark,	no	joy
without	pain	–	great	seers	know	this.
In	her	book	Descent	to	the	Goddess,	Jungian	scholar

Sylvia	Brinton	Perera	likens	the	Goddess	Inanna’s
initiation	into	the	dark	Underworld	as	a	journey	into
muladhara,	the	chakra	at	the	base	of	our	bodies	that
symbolises	our	survival	instincts.	In	the	Hindu	yogic
tradition	we	must	visit	this	place	and	clear	the	energy	in
order	for	our	life-force	or	kundalini	to	be	set	free.	In	many



primitive	cultures	it	is	believed	that	the	ritualistic	dark
places	in	ourselves	are	our	greatest	teachers.And	we
should	kneel	to	Death	in	homage	for	the	remarkable
lessons	She	teaches	us.	Her	darkness	is	not	a	black	hole;
rather,	it	is	a	vibrant,	teeming	universe	with	pain	as	the
gateway.
For	me,	facing	up	to	death	and	loss	has	been	powerful;

a	time	of	passion	and	pain,	of	deep	creativity	and	of
meeting	my	own	Ereshkigal,	who	has	consumed	parts	of
me	so	that	other	parts	may	go	free.	Death	has	brought	me
closer	to	the	natural	world	which	is	full	of	warmth	and
light	but	is	also	blessed	with	winter	and	dark	moons	and
storms.	It	has	opened	me	up	to	love	and	allowed	me	to
grow.	For	there	is	great	beauty	in	sadness,	and	great
mystical,	magical	healing	properties.
Ultimately,	dealing	with	death	has	been	part	of	my	own

shamanic	journey	from	which	I	have	emerged	a	more
compassionate	being	with	greater	awareness	of	other
suffering	souls.	I	have	written	many	words	over	the	years
about	the	necessity	for	us	as	a	society	to	be	allowed	to
grieve	openly,	to	grieve	hard	and	passionately.To	not	‘get
over	it	now’,	but	rather	honour	loss	by	continuing	the
sacred	ritual	of	crying	and	lamenting	or	railing	angrily	at
the	universe	as	a	tribute	to	people	and	things	we	have	held
precious	to	our	hearts.
There	need	be	no	‘time	limit’	on	grief,	just	as	there	is



no	‘right	way’	to	grieve.	The	manic	sexual	activity	that
stalks	many	people	after	the	death	of	a	beloved	is	as
worthy	and	important	as	the	tears	that	flow	from	another
person’s	eyes.	All	reactions	are	the	outpourings	of	intense
feeling,	fear,	pain,	terror,	awareness	of	our	own
impending	mortality.	All	show	a	need	to	reach	out	and	be
closer	to	some	force	greater	than	ourselves	either	in	a
church	or	in	the	arms	of	another.
It	is	human	to	mourn.	It	is	inhuman	and	inhumane	to

immunise	ourselves	from	death	and	ageing,	to	pretend	it
doesn’t	exist,	to	disallow	our	emotions	to	flourish	in	the
face	of	sadness	and	loss.	These	intense	emotions	are	our
links	to	the	Divine,	they	are	the	source	and	wellspring	of
insight	that	catapult	us	out	of	mundane	reality	and	into	an
extraordinary,	heightened	state	of	awareness	where	we
touch	God.
We	need	not	be	silenced	by	the	‘passion	police’	nor	by

antidepressants.	Our	words	spoken	during	our	times	of
grief	need	to	be	spoken	aloud,	not	just	whispered
privately	behind	closed	doors.We	need	to	speak	the	truth,
as	Mary	O’Brien	has.	Her	own	truth	of	being	in	bliss	in
the	face	of	death	is	as	powerful	and	inspirational	as	those
whose	truth	is	the	cracking	open	of	their	souls.
I	defend	the	right	of	people	to	speak	openly	about	this

last	taboo	in	the	hope	of	setting	us	free	from	delusion,
illusion	and	continued	suffering.	By	sharing	our	stories,



we	can	move	each	other	in	the	way	that	Mary	O’Brien
and	this	poem	she	sent	me	has.

Do	Not	Stand	at	My	Grave	and	Weep

Do	Not	Stand	at	My	Grave	and	Weep
I	am	not	there.	I	do	not	sleep.
I	am	a	thousand	winds	that	blow
I	am	the	diamond	glints	on	snow.
I	am	the	sunlight	on	ripened	grain
I	am	the	gentle	autumn	rain.
When	you	awaken	in	the	morning’s	hush,
I	am	the	swift	uplifting	rush
Of	quiet	birds	in	circled	flight.
I	am	the	soft	stars	that	shine	at	night.
Do	not	stand	at	my	grave	and	cry.
I	am	not	there:	I	did	not	die.

																																						–	Mary	Elizabeth	Frye



The	Circling	Eagle

‘You	got	a	live	animal,	then	you	got	a	dead	animal,’	says
my	friend,	who	has	come	over	to	help	me	bury	another
bird	that’s	flown	into	a	window	and	broken	its	neck.
‘It’s	the	way	of	the	bush.	If	you	have	a	live	horse	then

you’re	gonna	have	a	dead	horse;	if	you	have	live	cattle
then	you’re	gonna	have	dead	cattle,’	she	says.
Her	job	was	to	behead	the	chooks	for	dinner.As	a	child

–	one	of	several	farm	kids	–	she	was	the	one	holding	open
their	wings	with	her	feet	and	standing	over	the	bodies
with	an	axe.	Me,	I’m	still	trembling	at	the	sight	of	a
shattered,	little	bird	body,	unable	to	sweep	up	the	carcass.
Certainly	not	able	to	deal	with	the	blood.
It’s	a	throwback	from	childhood.	My	first	encounter

with	death	was	when	my	cat	Julie	brought	a	suffering,
shuddering	bird	between	her	teeth	and	lay	it	at	my	feet.	I
fed	the	bird	water	and	bread,	stroked	it,	sang	to	it	and
watched	it	die	in	front	of	my	eyes.
Mum	carried	it	out	to	our	garden	and	we	dug	a	hole.

But	I	cried	for	hours,	horrified	at	what	had	happened.	And
still	to	this	day	feel	unable	to	digest	the	unpalatable
reality.



‘I’m	a	coward,’	I	sigh,	as	my	friend	picks	up	the	bird.
‘No.You’re	just	a	city	girl,’	she	smiles.‘When	you

grow	up	on	a	farm	you	understand	the	cycles	of	Nature
much	better.	Death	doesn’t	seem	so	tragic.You	eat	the
animals	you	rear,	you	watch	your	livestock	going	through
drought	and	having	to	be	put	down.
‘You	know,	some	make	it	and	some	just	don’t,’	she

says	as	we	look	over	at	the	flowers	on	a	tree,	some	in
bloom,	some	in	decay,	some	blown	off	prematurely	by	the
wind.	‘It’s	just	the	natural	cycles	of	things,	nothing
personal,’	she	shrugs,	picking	a	flower	and	putting	it	on
the	tiny	mound,	for	my	sake.
With	her	words	ringing	in	my	head,	I	fly	home	to

Melbourne	for	a	few	days.	I	haven’t	been	home	since	my
beloved	cousin	died	of	cancer	almost	a	year	ago.
Touching	down,	I	know	it’s	going	to	be	hard	to	deal

with	memories	evoked,	the	look	on	my	aunt’s	face.	The
death	of	the	young	is	so	hard	to	understand.
At	night	I	watch	old	home-movies	with	my	family.	The

reels,	filmed	in	the	1960s,	blinker	and	spit	as	our
childhood	unravels.
There	she	is	on	the	screen,	my	cousin,	a	little	girl	with

chubby	cheeks,	holding	my	hand.	She	was	a	couple	of
years	older	than	me,	and	cradles	me	in	her	arms	like	an
older	sister	would.	I	stifle	my	tears.



But	there	they	all	are,	a	parade	of	ghosts:my	cousin,my
nana,my	other	grandma,my	papa,my	dad,	a	childhood
girlfriend.	All	dead.	I	sob	and	shake	quietly	in	the	dark,
overwhelmed	by	grief.
Flickering	images.	Flickering	heart.
‘Gone	.	.	.	he’s	gone	.	.	.	she’s	gone,’	I	hear	my	sisters

murmuring	in	strange	disbelief.
It’s	always	hard	coming	home.	Every	street	holds	a

story.	One	has	my	nana’s	house,	another	my	childhood
home,	another	the	home	of	a	boy	I	loved,	dead	in	a	car
crash	at	twenty.Why?
But	I	know	the	answer.	‘You	got	a	live	animal,	then

you	got	a	dead	animal.’We	are	all	just	growing	things.
Some	of	us	have	genes	that	will	enable	us	to	make	it	to
ninety.	Others,	like	farm	animals,	will	be	eaten	–	by
cancer,	by	infection.	Some,	like	the	bird	on	my	veranda,
will	fly	into	things	they	can’t	see	and	break	their	necks.
It’s	our	separation	from	the	natural	world	that	distorts

reality.We	live	in	a	society	that	immunises	us	against	the
truth.	Glossy	magazines	promise	‘happy	ever	after’,	deny
aging,	deny	fallibility.We	get	an	exaggerated	view	of	our
own	precious	importance	from	the	top	of	tall	buildings.
Safely	bricked	in,	we	believe	death	will	never	happen	to
us.
Without	trees,	insects	and	Nature	to	teach	us	about	the



sacred	cycle	of	life	and	death,	we	are	lost	in	the	fantasy	of
immortality.
‘It	was	just	her	time,’	I	tell	my	aunt,	having	spent	a

quiet	hour	in	my	mum’s	garden.‘Nothing	personal.’
But	she	can’t	hear	it.What	mother	could?
Back	on	my	country	property,	something	ironic

happens.While	I’m	lying	on	the	grass,	depleted	from
tears,	a	dead-weight	with	outstretched	arms,	looking	up	at
the	sky,	an	eagle	that	lives	in	the	Byron	hills	comes	into
view.We	watch	it	often,	but	it’s	usually	much	higher	up.
Today	it	is	flying	low,	straining	to	make	out	what	I’m
doing,	as	I	watch	in	awe.
And	suddenly	I	know	what	it’s	thinking.	‘You	got	a

live	animal,	then	you	got	a	dead	animal.This	one	just
moved,	so	I’m	flying	off.’
And	there	it	is	again.The	lesson.	Brutal.	Liberating.	I

am	flesh.	I	am	dust.	One	day	I’ll	be	dinner.	Perhaps	when
we	can	understand	and	accept	the	perspective	of	our	lives
from	an	eagle’s	eye,	we	can	finally	free	ourselves	from
suffering.



The	Violin

It	was	many	years	ago.	My	father	had	just	passed	away.
In	the	divvying	up	of	his	possessions,	there	were	only	a
few	bits	and	pieces	I	really	wanted.	Dad’s	violin	was	one
of	them.
Though	he	played	it	rarely	in	his	later	years,	he

cherished	the	thought	of	it.	Often	pulling	it	out,	stroking
it,	fondling	it.	Tears	would	well	in	his	eyes	as	the
memories	flooded	back.	Memories	of	his	own	father
playing	the	beautifully	crafted	instrument.	Of	his
childhood,	sitting	in	front	of	a	harsh	European	teacher	as
he	struggled	to	produce	the	magical	voice	his	father	could
tease	out.
Our	home	was	always	full	of	the	sound	of	violin

concertos	in	those	early	years	of	my	life,	pouring	out	of
the	record	player	with	such	passion.And	not	just	classical
violin,	but	violin	in	all	its	eclectic	forms:	fast,	slow,	the
Irish	fiddle,	the	exotic	sound	of	Middle	Eastern	fiddle,
central	European,	folksy	or	bluegrass	violin.
Eventually	my	father	abandoned	his	violin,	preferring

the	trendier	guitar	instead.	Or	maybe	the	pain	of	his	grief
was	just	too	great.	He	had	never	recovered	from	the	tragic
loss	of	his	father,	who	died	too	young.



And	when	my	own	dad	died,	too	young,	I	flew	down	to
bury	him,	and	to	take	back	with	me	the	thing	that	most
reminded	me	of	him.
Everyone	else	wanted	to	keep	his	guitar.	But	I	wanted

that	sacred	wooden	thing,	so	vulnerable,	so	fragile	and
filled	with	emotion.	I	wanted	to	protect	it,	clinging	to	it	on
the	plane	and	wrapping	my	body	around	the	case.
But	what	do	you	do	with	a	man’s	soul?
Once	home,	I	put	it	lovingly	in	our	storage	room,

opened	the	windows	for	ventilation	and	placed	a	large,
smiling	photo	of	my	dad	on	top.	I	tended	the	case,	dusting
it	regularly.The	one	thing	I	never	did,	never	could	do,	was
open	that	case	and	take	the	violin	out.
Though	I	promised	my	daughter	I’d	give	her	lessons,

each	time	she	approached	the	instrument,	I	would	make
some	excuse	and	walk	away.
It	was	as	if	by	opening	the	case,	I	would	open

Pandora’s	box.	I	was	afraid	that	all	the	pain	and	loss	of
missing	him	would	swamp	me	like	a	tidal	wave,	and	his
grief	would	hit	me	too.	Because	I	believe	energy
continues	to	exist	in	objects	long	after	the	owners	have
gone,	reaching	out,	touching,	engulfing.
I	often	thought	about	learning	to	play	myself.	But

would	retreat.	For	if	opening	the	case	would	cause	such
sadness,	then	what	of	the	crying	from	the	instrument	itself



–	hand-made	in	Russia	for	my	great	grandfather,	carried
through	generations	of	Jewish	persecution	and	pogroms,
thrown	out	of	one	country	to	the	next,	displaced	and
homeless	until	finally	reaching	the	safety	of	Australia?
Like	my	father	I,	too,	fell	in	love	with	the	violin.	So	it

was	an	amazing	gift	to	find	myself	recently	at	the	annual
Woodford	Folk	Festival	in	Queensland,	which	attracts
many	of	the	world’s	finest,	coming	to	bathe	us	in	fast	and
furious	Celtic,	Gaelic,	klezmer,	gypsy	or	electric/rock
violin.
But	on	the	last	day,	during	one	concert,	when	a	group

of	the	best	violinists	and	fiddlers	in	the	world	had
gathered	on	stage	to	perform	wild	fusion,	the	emotion	in
my	heart	became	too	great	and	I	suddenly	felt	the	tears
rolling	from	my	eyes.
‘Dad	.	.	.	dad	.	.	.’	I	whispered	to	myself,	heartbroken

that	he	couldn’t	be	there	to	witness	the	pleasure	of	it	all.
For	do	we	ever	recover	from	our	losses?
I	imagined	the	notes	reaching	him	wherever	he	was,

and	I	let	them	take	me	to	his	soul,	and	I	told	him	how
much	I	missed	him.
‘Come	visit	me	some	time,	dad,’	I	said	to	the	ghost	I

hoped	was	there.
That	night	a	very	mysterious	thing	happened.We	had

arrived	home	after	days	of	camping	and	I	was	utterly



exhausted.	While	I	was	unpacking,	a	stranger	came	to	our
door.
She	said	she’d	been	at	Woodford	and	had	decided	to

drop	in	to	Byron	Bay	on	her	way	back	to	Sydney,	to	visit
the	musician	we	had	house-sitting	while	we	were	away.
Standing	in	the	kitchen,	while	I	chopped	vegetables	for

dinner,	she	told	me	that	she	was	a	fiddler	and	had	been
blown	away	by	the	incredible	violinists	at	Woodford.
‘I	wish	I	had	my	violin	here	now.	I	would	love	to	play!’

she	said.
‘Hey,	Ruth	has	a	violin.	I’ve	seen	it	in	the	store	room,’

said	my	house-sitter	enthusiastically.
‘I’d	love	to	see	it,’	she	said.
‘I’ll	go	get	it,’	said	my	house-sitter.	And	before	I	had	a

chance	to	stop	him,	the	instrument	was	put	on	the	table
and	opened	by	the	stranger.
‘Oh	.	.	.	it’s	very	old.	I	love	old	instruments,’	she	said,

lifting	the	violin	and	fondling	it	gently.‘I’ll	get	my
mandolin	and	we	can	tune	it,’	said	my	house-sitter,	who
plays	in	a	local	band.
I	wanted	to	protest.Wanted	to	stop	them.	But	she	was

already	twanging	in	tune	with	his	mandolin,	and	before	I
had	even	caught	my	breath	the	bow	began	grazing	the
strings	and	my	dad’s	violin	began	singing	to	me.
‘It’s	beautiful,’	she	sighed.	My	husband	stood	beside



me,	squeezing	my	hand	as	I	fought	back	tears.
And	suddenly	they	were	off	together.	Our	house-guest

playing	frenetic	mandolin	and	she	in	some	altered	state	of
fiddling.	Notes	soared	wildly	into	the	spaces	between	us
as	dinner	simmered	on	the	stove	and	magic	simmered
beneath	the	veil	of	day-to-day	life.
The	violin	was	singing	in	pure	joy.There	was	none	of

the	sadness	of	loss	that	I	had	feared.	Rather,	its	voice	rang
with	the	delight	of	being	found.
And	I	knew	dad	was	there.	In	the	room.	In	the	sounds,

mystical	and	profound.	In	the	beauty.	In	the	love	pouring
out	of	that	woman’s	heart.	He	had	heard	my	prayer.	It	was
too	coincidental	that	the	stranger	had	come.
She	stopped	playing	and	put	the	instrument	lovingly	in

my	arms.	I	let	the	bow	run	over	the	strings.	I	let	go	a	few
tears,	because	I	too	had	been	found.



Scarves	that	Bind

‘It	must	be	here	somewhere,’	I	yell,	turning	pillows	up
and	down,	throwing	doonas	on	the	floor,	pulling
bedclothes	back,	pushing	the	couch	to	and	fro,	running
from	room	to	room.
‘I	can’t	have	lost	it.	I	can’t,’	I	yell	again,	darting	about

some	more	and	tossing	clothes	out	of	drawers.
It	is	an	hour	before	I	have	to	catch	a	flight.	I’m	visiting

a	couple	of	close	friends	who	are	very	sick.	I’ve
misplaced	my	favourite	scarf.	The	one	that	matches	all	the
clothes	I’ve	packed.	And	I	suddenly	feel	overwhelmed
with	anxiety.
‘When	did	you	last	see	it?’	I	demand	of	my	husband.
‘You	were	wearing	it	last	week,’	he	offers.	‘Can’t	you

just	get	another	one?’
‘Another	one?’	I	say,	glaring	at	him	in	shock.	Since	I

got	this	scarf	fifteen	years	ago,	I	can’t	imagine	life
without	it.	It	goes	with	everything.	It	has	my	favourite
colours	in	it.	The	fragile	silk	has	memories	woven	into
each	fibre.	It	holds	secrets	of	my	wilder	days.
That	scarf	was	ripped	off	in	passion	more	times	than	I

can	remember.That	scarf	was	around	my	waist	when	I



met	my	husband,	when	I	was	trying	to	get	pregnant.	I
wore	it	around	my	neck	often	when	I	was	carrying	our
child.	It’s	been	with	me	on	many	of	life’s	adventures.
‘It’s	special,’	I	finally	blurt	out	as	my	husband	just

shakes	his	head	in	surprise.
‘Buy	a	new	one	when	you	get	there,’	he	offers.	But

some	things	are	simply	not	replaceable.
On	the	plane	I	trace	my	steps	meticulously.	Could	it

have	been	stolen	from	the	back	seat	of	my	car?	Could	one
of	my	daughter’s	friends	have	taken	it	off	for	dress-ups?
An	hour	goes	by,	food	is	brought	on	trays,	fortunes	are
made	and	lost	on	the	stockmarket,	and	I	am	still	walking
around	rooms	in	my	mind.
The	taxi	takes	me	from	the	airport	to	see	my	dying

friend.	I	stand	in	front	of	her	with	a	big,	brave	smile.	But
love	is	not	enough	to	quell	fear.	Both	emotions	are	doing
battle	for	dominion	of	my	face,	each	trying	to	take	hold.
Each	feeling	believing	it	has	the	right	to	be	there.	Love
has	clearly	won	my	eyes,	but	my	poor,	quivering	mouth
surrenders	pitifully	to	the	enemy.	Later	when	I	look	in	the
mirror	I	am	pale	from	trying.	My	face	is	too	taut,	too
stretched.A	nerve	rash	covers	my	cheeks.	My	eyes	are
bloodshot	from	holding	in	what	I	need	to	say.
Back	where	I’m	staying,	I	collapse	in	exhaustion.
My	mind	goes	again	to	the	scarf.A	casualty	of	war.	I’m



so	drained	by	the	illness	around	me,	I	can’t	seem	to	think
straight	about	anything.	I’ve	been	misplacing	things	for
weeks.	The	scarf	isn’t	the	only	thing	I’ve	lost	–	earrings,	a
set	of	keys,my	child’s	top	–	but	it’s	the	most	precious.
‘Have	you	found	it	yet?’	I	say	to	my	husband	as	the

phone	line	crackles.
‘No,	I	looked	in	the	car.	I	looked	where	you	said.	I	rang

the	cleaning	lady.	I	think	it	has	gone.You	just	have	to	be
okay	about	that,’	he	says.
But	I’ve	never	been	okay	around	loss.	I	remember

when	I	was	a	child	and	my	baby	tortoise	ran	away.	Each
day	I	ceaselessly	scoured	the	stones	and	rocks	in	the
garden,	turning	each	one	up	in	the	hope	it	was	him,	as	my
mother	shook	her	head	and	told	me	to	accept	the	facts.
‘He’s	gone.	Let	him	go	now,’	she	implored,	holding	my

trembling	body	in	her	arms	as	I	obsessed	and	prayed,	and
continued	to	believe.
‘Nothing	lasts	forever.	Everything	passes.	Everything

changes	and	moves	on.	It’s	the	nature	of	things,’	she	told
me	to	ease	my	pain.
And	then	one	day	it	happened.	After	weeks	of

desperate	searching,	hoping,	grieving	and	turning	up
countless	stones,	one	tiny,	black	pebble	was	him	–
miraculously	alive	and	well	–	a	survivor,	despite	hunger
and	neighbourhood	cats,	and	the	remarkable	one-in-a-



billion	chance	of	finding	a	creature	as	big	as	a	20-cent
coin	in	a	huge	backyard.
‘Please	don’t	give	up,’	I	whisper	to	my	husband,	to	my

sick	friends,	to	myself,	and	then	I	start	to	sob.	Small	sobs.
From	a	small,	precious	place	inside,	where	scarves	and
tortoises	and	treasured	friendships	collide.	Where	love
and	hope	do	battle	with	fear	and	brutal	facts,	and	win.
For	this	I	have	learned.	All	things	do	pass.To	pretend

otherwise	is	folly.	But	we,	as	humans,	are	not	privy	to
how	and	when.	And	there	is	always	room	for	hope.

Both	girlfriends	passed	away	within	a	year	of	my	writing
this.



The	Heart	Doctor

Jacob	Kaplan,	eighty-four,	sits	on	his	little	balcony	in
Sydney,	waiting.
Always	waiting.
For	almost	seventy	years	he	has	expected	word	to	come

from	South	America	that	his	older	brothers	did	love	him
after	all.	That	they	were	sorry	for	the	hurt	they	caused	him
so	many	lifetimes	ago	by	abandoning	him	after	the
Holocaust.
Even	after	he	found	out	that	they	died,	he’s	continued

waiting.	Waiting	for	a	sign	from	God,	from	someone	who
may	have	met	them	or	known	them	to	provide	an
explanation.Waiting	for	an	opportunity	to	forgive,	so	he
could	find	some	peace.
In	a	world	torn	apart	by	the	Holocaust	there	was	so

much	to	try	and	forgive,	but	to	Jacob	his	brothers’	actions
were	the	most	unforgivable.
Jacob	was	only	fifteen	years	old	when	he	bade	goodbye

to	the	two	brothers	he	adored.	It	was	1931,	just	before	the
outbreak	of	war,	and	they	were	fleeing	Poland	for
Uruguay	in	fear	of	their	lives.	As	Communists	and	Jews
they	were	being	hunted	down	by	the	government.



A	few	years	later	Jacob	fled	the	border	to	Russia	when
the	Nazis	began	rounding	up	Jews	and	putting	them	in
ghettos.
Try	as	he	might,	he	could	not	convince	his	parents	to

join	him.	Nor	his	five	sisters,	who	were	married	with
three	and	four	little	children	each.	In	1942	the	Nazis
swept	into	their	ghetto	and	burned	Jacob’s	entire	family	to
death.
When	the	war	was	over,	Jacob	returned	to	his	village

near	Warsaw	to	discover	his	whole	family	had	been
wiped	out.	Numb	with	grief	and	desperation	he	wrote	to
his	older	brothers	in	Uruguay	with	news.
‘Let	me	come	to	you,’	he	begged.‘I	need	you.’
The	letter	that	came	back	was	to	shatter	his	world	even

more	than	the	Nazis	had	done.‘Our	dear	brother.	Do	not
come.Try	and	find	yourself	a	better	life	elsewhere.’
‘They	did	not	want	me.They	did	not	want	me,’	the

broken	man	sobbed	to	himself,	every	night	for	a	lifetime.
A	wife,	a	son,	grandchildren	and	a	new	life	in	Australia
were	not	enough	to	ease	the	pain	of	loss	and	terrible
rejection.	Over	sixty-eight	years	have	passed	since	that
last	goodbye,	and	still	his	heart	is	wet	with	tears.
Jacob	Kaplan	sits	on	his	little	balcony,	waiting.
Only	today,	someone	is	coming	to	answer	his	prayer.A

messenger	from	God.Two	months	ago	a	letter	arrived.	His



oldest	brother	had	had	a	son,	Victor	Kaplan.	Victor,	forty-
eight,	was	writing	to	his	uncle	asking	to	come	to
Australia.
‘Please	let	me	see	you,’	he	wrote	in	broken	English.	‘I

have	very	important	news	for	you.’
Victor	explained	he	was	a	cardiovascular	surgeon

living	in	Uruguay.	That	there	was	a	convention	on	heart
surgery	in	Melbourne	that	he	was	thinking	of	attending,	if
Jacob	would	see	him.‘I	need	to	tell	you	about	your
brothers,’	he	wrote.
Today,	I	am	here	with	Jacob	as	he	waits.	Jacob	is	my

father-in-law.
He	has	put	on	his	best	shirt.	His	hair	is	washed	and

specially	combed	back.	He	is	pacing	around	trembling.
His	wife	Eva	is	trembling	too.	She	met	Jacob	in	a	refugee
camp	while	waiting	to	come	to	Australia.	Her	family	of
five	sisters,	parents	and	grandparents	perished	in
Auschwitz.
She	suffers	an	anguish	equal	to	his.	‘They	didn’t	want

us,’	she	laments	over	and	over,	even	as	we	wait	for	the
knock	on	the	door.
Then	it	comes.Victor	stands	at	the	door.	He	is	identical

to	photos	of	his	father.	He	enters	the	room	with	tears
streaming	down	his	face.
He	grabs	Jacob	in	his	arms	and	the	two	of	them	cry	like



babies.
‘They	loved	you	.	.	.	they	loved	you,’	he	explains	in	a

mixture	of	Spanish,	English	and	Yiddish.‘They	wanted
you	to	know	that.’
And	then,	like	a	Euripidean	tragedy,	the	story	unfolds.

Of	words	mis-communicated.	Of	words	sent	that	never
arrived.	Of	a	terrible	misunderstanding	that	has	shattered
one	poor	man’s	life.
Jacob’s	two	older	brothers	were	desperately	poor	and

lived	wretched	lives	as	illegal	immigrants.They	were
ashamed	he	should	come	to	Uruguay	and	they	could	not
provide	for	him.They	wanted	him	to	have	a	better	life.
The	brothers	could	not	read	or	write	well	and	had	their

sentiments	conveyed	by	a	third	person	who’d	written	the
letter	without	sensitivity.
Jacob’s	subsequent	letters	were	not	responded	to.

Victor	explained	that	many	Nazis	had	fled	to	Uruguay
after	the	war	and	had	continued	their	persecution	of	the
Jews,	infiltrating	high	positions	in	the	Fascist	regime.
Jacob’s	brothers	were	targeted	not	only	as	Jews	but	as
Communists.
Mail	was	destroyed.	Their	homes	were	watched.	Victor

himself	had	been	imprisoned	for	four	years	and	tortured
when	he	was	a	younger	man.
‘My	father	couldn’t	get	word	out	to	you,’	explains



Victor.	‘And	years	later	he	felt	too	ashamed.’
Jacob	sits	wiping	his	eyes.	The	tears	are	flowing	freely.

It	is	as	if	his	heart	is	opening	and	all	the	stored-up	pain
and	grief	is	pouring	out.	It’s	the	forgiveness	he’s	yearned
to	express	all	his	life.
‘I	had	to	come,’	Victor	says,	turning	to	me.	‘I	knew	I

had	to	come.’
Sometimes	God	does	send	an	angel	of	mercy.	Such	a

godly	creature	is	sitting	in	our	flat.	A	doctor	of	the	heart,	a
surgeon,	who	has	healed	the	sick	and	broken	heart	of	one
suffering	old	man	–	not	with	instruments	but	with	his
incredible	and	tender	pilgrimage	of	love.



The	Olympic	Race

It’s	the	day	of	the	men’s	Olympic	cycling	finals	in
Sydney.	All	the	streets	around	the	eastern	suburbs	are
blocked	off.	Every	way	we	turn,	we	come	to	detour
signs.We	drive	around	like	rats	in	a	maze.
This	is	Murphy’s	Law	in	full	swing.	During	the

Olympics	would	have	to	be	the	worst	time	to	be	ill.The
worst	time	to	be	pregnant,	to	have	an	accident,	or	need	to
be	rushed	to	hospital.	But	even	worse	than	being	sick
during	the	Olympics	would	have	to	be	being	sick	in	the
eastern	suburbs	on	the	day	of	the	cycling.
Worse	still	would	be	if	the	hospital	was	within	a	few

kilometres	of	Centennial	Park,	where	the	event	was	being
staged,	at	exactly	the	same	time	as	the	event	was	being
staged.What	would	the	chances	be	of	such	luck?
I	studied	probability	at	school.	It	would	have	to	be	a

zillion	to	one,	particularly	since	my	husband	and	I	were
relaxing	in	the	hills	of	Byron	Bay	not	a	few	hours	before,
among	people	who	spend	their	lives	gloating	that	they’ve
escaped	the	trauma	of	Sydney	traffic.
But	things	change	in	an	instant.	My	husband’s	father

Jacob	is	old.	He	has	taken	a	fall	and	must	be	admitted	into
a	special-care	facility.	As	we	fly	down	he	is	being	taken



off	into	the	bowels	of	Olympic	chaos.
While	ambulances	can	screech	through	traffic	to	get

patients	in	and	out,	not	so	lucky	for	the	relatives,	who
must	put	their	hands	on	their	hearts	and	pray	that	there’ll
be	a	street	that	will	take	them	close	to	their	destination.
True,	one	can	park	miles	away	and	walk.Which	is	fine

for	the	fit.	In	our	car	we	have	a	child,	and	my	husband’s
elderly	mother	Eva,	who	has	difficulty	walking	five
houses	down	the	street,	let	alone	five	kilometres.
So	here	we	sit	in	the	chaos	behind	a	stream	of	cars,

waiting	to	turn	into	a	street.Twenty	minutes	go	by,	the
traffic	is	moving	an	inch	at	a	time.We	creep	into	the
street,	only	to	come	to	another	road	block,	another	false
start.
The	tension	in	the	car	is	mounting.	The	old	woman	is

beside	herself,	not	knowing	where	she	is	going	or	where
she	has	been.To	calm	her	down,	we	had	explained	that	the
hospital	was	only	ten	minutes	from	her	home.
An	hour	later,	she	is	sweating,	anxious,‘I’ll	never	find

it.	It’s	so	far	away,	so	far	away,’	Eva	laments.	It’s	the	first
time	in	fifty-four	years	she’s	been	apart	from	her	partner.
‘No,	mum.	It’s	the	cycling	race.We’re	very	close,	it’s

just	they’ve	closed	the	roads	for	the	Olympics.’
‘No.	I	don’t	want	to	go	to	the	Olympics.	I	want	to	go	to

visit	him,’	she	says	as	we	continue	driving	in	circles	in	a



state	of	frozen	hell.‘He’s	so	far	away	.	.	.’
We	see	a	policeman	and	stop.‘Where	do	you	need	to

get	to?’	he	asks	as	we	try	to	explain.	‘Don’t	know	how
you’d	get	there	from	here,’	he	says.	Nor	do	we.	Having
just	arrived,	we	haven’t	had	time	to	pick	up	an	Olympics
road	map.
In	the	end,	despite	our	desperation	and	exhaustion,	we

have	no	choice	but	to	head	miles	in	the	opposite	direction
in	order	to	get	around	the	Olympic	‘hurdles’	and	find	our
way	close	to	where	we	now	are.	Down,	down,	down,	busy
congested	roads	in	order	to	come	back,	back,	back	to	the
place	from	whence	we	came	–	a	truly	heroic	feat.
The	doctor	has	told	my	husband	that	the	fall	was	not

serious,	but	it’s	the	beginning	of	the	end.	The	final
destination.There	are	signs	of	a	deteriorating	mind.The
finishing	line	is	in	sight.
Not	much	can	be	done	to	stop	what	being	in	one’s	mid-

80s	does	to	a	heart,	a	mind,	a	sense	of	balance.	From	here
on	in	it’s	all	waiting	for	God.
The	doctor	says	Jacob	is	never	going	home.The	old

lady	doesn’t	know	it	yet.	She	is	on	a	journey	to	reclaim
her	life	partner.We	had	wanted	this	part	over	as	quickly	as
possible.	For	the	torture	to	be	less.To	keep	up	a	cheery,
smiley	front	through	the	Greek	tragedy	of	human
existence.



Instead,	caught	in	the	maze,	the	journey	is	as	hard	as	is
possible,	as	confusing.Without	any	sense	of	control,	even
over	the	car,	these	roads	we	have	travelled	so	many	times
over	the	years	feel	threatening.We	feel	vulnerable,	at	the
mercy	of	the	elements,	sad.
I	watch	my	husband’s	face	as	he	tries	to	comprehend

the	drama	unfolding.	Life’s	journey.	Control	slipping
from	a	father’s	hands	to	a	son’s	in	the	blink	of	an	eye.	The
old	man’s	power	has	gone.	Time	for	the	son	to	take	the
wheel.To	assert	his	authority.	To	make	those	ugly
decisions	about	nursing	homes	and	medical	intervention
and	a	family’s	future.
The	old	lady	is	regressing,	clutching	her	handbag	and

muttering	to	herself.We	are	all	terrified	of	what	we’re
about	to	see.
I	buried	my	father	young.Which	was	tragic	enough.To

see	his	still-handsome	body	lying	there	on	the	hospital
bed	was	one	of	the	most	shocking,	confronting	sights	of
my	life.	But	his	hair	was	still	black	and	shiny.And,	in	my
mind’s	eye,	will	be	forever.How	terrible	to	see	loved	ones
emaciated,	pathetic.Having	lost	control	of	bodily
functions,	wasting	away.What	does	it	do	to	your
memories?
And	what	does	it	do	to	your	own	sense	of	mortality?

Life	brings	so	many	of	us	to	this	cruel	destination.



Into	the	parking	dock	of	the	hospice	at	last.We	get	out
of	the	car	and	walk	inside.The	elderly	watch	us	with
blank	and	hollow	eyes.	They	have	finally	arrived	at	a
place	without	road	blocks	and	relay	hurdles,	but	lack	the
life-force	to	savour	it.	A	sense	of	panic	grips	my	soul.
Later,	on	the	way	home,	I	make	my	husband	stop	the

car.	Leaping	from	it,	leaving	him	and	Eva	bewildered,	I
bolt	towards	the	nearest	clearway	and	catch	a	taxi	to
Darling	Harbour	to	join	in	the	Olympics	revelry.	Dancing,
uninhibited,	to	a	Latin-American	band	in	full	daylight,	I
find	myself	shaking	off	a	sorrow	too	heavy	to	bear.
I	know	the	direction	we’re	all	heading	in.	I	saw	it

today.	Better	to	jump	off	the	track	for	a	little	while.	Relish
life	while	there’s	still	a	chance.	Grab	the	next	free	road	to
anywhere	at	all.And	simply	live.



Precious	Things

‘What	is	a	life?’	the	old	woman	asks,	pointing	around	the
small	apartment.	Surrounding	us	are	the	trinkets	of	a
whole	existence	collected	over	a	lifetime	–	the	remnants
of	the	life	she	must	now	let	go	of.
We	have	come	to	take	her	away	from	her	beloved

home.	It	is	that	much	feared	time	of	transition	we	all	have
to	face	–	time	to	put	a	parent	in	a	nursing	home.	Having
resisted	coming	to	live	with	us	and	the	alternative	of
home	care,my	mother-in-law	has	left	us	with	no	option.
Eva	mutters,	stares	down	at	her	tapping	foot	and	twists

a	hanky	this	way	and	that.
‘My	whole	life	.	.	.	how	can	it	be	packed	up	in	one

day!’	she	berates.‘It	should	take	.	.	.	it	should	take	.	.	.’
But	she	runs	out	of	puff	and	sits	silently.	I	know	what	she
is	trying	to	express.	The	time	it	takes	to	let	go	of	a
lifetime	of	possessions	–	the	dreams,	stories,	memories	–
should	be	proportional	to	the	time	it	took	to	accrue	these
precious	things.
‘It	should	take	at	least	a	week,’	she	says,	thumping	the

coffee	table	with	her	fist.	Dust	rises	from	the	doilies.
‘You	must	keep	this!’	she	says,	putting	another	tray	on



the	table.	This	one	is	shaped	like	a	fish.	Its	eye	ogles	us
pitifully.	So	far	we	have	done	our	best	to	make	her	feel
that	her	possessions	won’t	just	be	pawned.That	anything
of	sentimental	significance	will	go	with	her,	or	come	with
us.We	are	keeping	the	crystal,	the	special	antiques	from
Germany.	But	there	are	only	so	many	wine	decanters,
trays	and	watches	won	at	bingo	that	we	can
accommodate.
Ultimately	it’s	about	value:	she	believing	that	if	her

treasures	are	valued,	then	her	life	is	valued.	But	facts	are
facts.	She	is	going	from	five	rooms	to	one.	The	little	shelf
space	there	is	will	house	her	precious	photos,	not	the
tapestries,	figurines	and	vases	that	occupy	every	inch	of
her	flat.
‘Mum,	there	is	only	so	much	we	can	take,’	says	my

husband.	‘Only	what	is	important.’
‘It’s	all	important,’	she	says,	starting	to	cry.	‘It’s	all	my

life.
‘This	is	from	Munich.	A	German	lady	who	liked	me

gave	it	to	me	after	the	var,’	she	says,	handing	me	a	large
diamante	brooch.‘It’s	very	expensive,	from	a	famous
actress.	Real	diamonds.’Were	it	real	it	would	be	worth
millions.
‘Mum	it’s	worthless,’	my	husband	says,	and	I	grab	his

arm	to	silence	him.



‘Of	course	the	diamonds	are	real!’	I	say,	understanding
what	she	wants.	She	lived	through	the	Holocaust	and	a
time	in	history	that	so	demeaned	human	life.	As	a	teenage
girl	in	Poland,	she	was	sent	away	by	train	to	Russia	by	her
mother.The	next	day	the	Nazis	came	in	and	slaughtered
her	parents,	sisters	and	their	children.
How	devaluing	now,	to	be	sent	away	to	a	nursing

home.	How	soothing	to	remember	a	time	when	you	were
so	valued	that	a	stranger	gave	you	an	expensive	brooch.
‘They	all	appreciated	me,	people.	I	was	a	very	loved

woman,’	she	says	glaring	at	us,	the	enemy.	‘Everyone
said	I	made	the	best	sandwiches	of	all	when	I	first	came	to
Australia.That	vase	was	given	to	me	by	a	Greek	woman
who	loved	my	sandwiches.’
And	through	the	fog	of	emotion	I	see	clearly.	She	can

let	go	of	these	things,	but	first	she	needs	a	custodian.
Someone	to	whom	she	can	entrust	the	sacred	stories	each
object	contains.	For	each	has	a	tale,	a	memory	that	makes
it	meaningful,	in	which	her	identity	is	entwined.
Before	the	objects	are	released	to	dust	the	stories	must

be	heard,	acknowledged	and	passed	on.	Each	photo	album
must	be	looked	through,	the	boxes	lovingly	explored,
each	record	played	–	in	homage	to	a	life	well	lived,	a	life
of	worth.	And	so	we	sit	with	the	old	woman,my	daughter
and	I,	and	open	the	secret	treasure	boxes,	looking	at	each
of	the	‘ancients’,	as	she	calls	antiques.



‘This	is	from	Russia,	this	my	husband	gave	me	on	our
first	date,	and	this	is	an	old	Yiddish	record	from	after	the
var,’	she	says,	putting	on	her	record	player.	As	the
crackling	vinyl	begins	to	play,	the	tears	start	falling	from
her	eyes.	But	they	are	tears	of	joy.	She	is	dancing,
clapping,	she	is	eighteen	years	old.	And	between	songs,
the	pile	of	things	she’s	prepared	to	bid	farewell	to	grows
bigger.
‘What	is	a	life?’	she	repeats,	but	this	time	she	is	more

philosophical.	Because	over	the	hours	she	has	passed	on
the	baton	of	authority	from	woman	to	woman.
My	daughter	stands	in	old	high-heels,	laden	with

diamantes.	Laden	with	her	grandmother’s	precious	past.	I
carry	the	stories	in	my	heart	to	retell	when	my	child	is
older.The	old	lady’s	journey	has	a	sense	of	completion.
For	by	bearing	witness,	we	have	symbolically	told	her:

‘Your	life	is	of	great	value	to	us.’	And	more	importantly
we	are	letting	her	know,	while	she	is	still	alive:	‘Mumma,
nana,	we	have	all	loved	you	well.’



Burning	Ghats

‘I	don’t	believe	in	exposing	myself	to	bad	things.	I	never
go	to	funerals,’	says	Marty,	a	Bollywood	film	producer,
as	we	sit	by	the	pool	of	an	exotic	hotel	in	Jaisalmer	on	the
border	of	Pakistan,	overlooking	the	Thar	Desert,	reputed
site	of	the	recent	Indian	nuclear	testing.
Marty	is	here	filming	a	B-grade	Indian	movie	about

love.	‘I	just	want	to	fill	my	life	with	joy,	happiness	and
beautiful	things,’	he	says,	standing	to	straighten	the	sari
on	one	of	his	new	starlets	whose	false	eyelashes	keep
catching	on	her	cheek.
He	is	reacting	to	our	comment	that	we’re	next	going	to

Varanasi,	the	heart	of	India,	to	witness	life	at	its	most	raw.
Varanasi	is	one	of	the	holiest	and	oldest	cities	in	the

world	–	the	Jerusalem	of	the	East.	But	it	is	also	home	to
the	infamous	burning	ghats.	Each	day	hundreds	of	bodies
are	set	alight	on	funeral	pyres	along	the	banks	of	the
sacred	Ganges	River,	under	the	watchful	eyes	of	holy
men,	locals	and	tourists.
People	who	visit	the	city	come	back	changed.	It	is	said

you	can	never	be	the	same	again	once	you’ve	witnessed
the	spectre	of	death	at	such	intimate	and	close	quarters.



But	Marty	is	not	amused.‘Why	would	you	want	to	go
to	such	a	hellhole,	such	a	horrible,	morbid	place?’
He	explains	that	because	it	is	very	auspicious	to	die	in

Varanasi,	millions	of	diseased	or	dying	pilgrims	descend
on	the	city	each	year.
‘Why	do	you	want	to	see	such	suffering?	You	should

change	your	ticket	and	come	to	Bombay	instead.	I’ll	meet
you	there.	I’ll	introduce	you	to	all	my	film	friends	and
actors.	You’ll	have	a	fantastic	time.	Life	should	be	fun,’
he	says,	holding	my	gaze.
A	self-confessed	hedonist,	I’d	normally	jump	at	the

chance	of	fun.	But	already	India	has	made	me	realise	the
degree	to	which	most	of	us	spend	our	lives	running	ahead
of	an	ominous	wave	that	we	know	is	about	to	crash	down
on	our	heads.
Great	sage	of	the	1970s	and	author	of	international

bestseller	Be	Here	Now,	Ram	Dass,	in	his	book	Still	Here,
describes	it	as	fear	of	mortality.
‘In	a	materialistic	culture,	the	body	and	its	longevity

take	on	paramount	importance.’	The	urgency	to	‘keep	our
bodies	alive	for	as	long	as	possible’	becomes	the	prime
motivation	as	we	pursue	‘thin	thighs,	fabulous	pensions,
and	geriatric	erections’.
He	argues	that,	unlike	Indians,	westerners	lack	the

spiritual	fortitude	to	look	the	phenomena	of	aging	and



death	in	the	face.
And	he	is	right.	In	western	culture	the	truth	is	hidden

from	our	eyes.Ageing	people	are	either	coerced	into
plastic	surgery	or	forced	behind	closed	doors.
Dead	bodies	are	either	put	in	the	ground	too	quickly	or

adulterated	with	makeup	and	formaldehyde	so	mourners
can	make	believe	Uncle	Ben	is	just	having	a	little	nap.
Mortality	remains	our	greatest	taboo.	Meanwhile	the
wave	rumbles	overhead.
‘I’m	ready	to	face	reality,’	I	tell	Marty,	who	twists	his

face	in	genuine	disapproval.
But	it’s	with	trepidation	that	my	husband	and	I	make

our	way	across	Rajasthan	towards	the	belly	of	this
mystical	continent.
Varanasi	bares	her	teeth	immediately.	On	getting	out	of

an	air-conditioned	car	we	are	swamped	by	locusts	that
invade	our	hair,	our	eyes,	our	mouths.The	devouring	of
human	flesh	has	began.
While	we	are	driving	through	the	streets	that	afternoon,

the	traffic	stops	as	coloured	floats	go	by.
‘Dead	bodies,’	the	driver	informs	us	matter-of-factly	as

we	stare	out	in	shock.
‘To	appreciate	beauty	you	need	to	know	ugliness.	Light

isn’t	radiant	without	shadow,’	I	had	told	Marty	during	our
discussion.	But	perhaps	he	has	a	point.	How	much	does



one	need	to	see?
Finally	at	night,	under	the	cover	of	darkness,we	find

the	courage	to	go	down	to	the	burning	ghats.
We	find	a	place	to	sit,	and	there	under	the	night	sky	–

which	is	red	from	fire	–	we	watch	the	spectacle.	I	make
sure	we	are	high	enough	up	on	the	endless	steps,	and	far
enough	away,	not	to	have	to	endure	the	smell	of	roasting
flesh.
In	the	amphitheatre	below,	the	sacred	and	profane

collide.	People	eat	at	the	funky	restaurants	lining	the	river
banks,	musicians	play	Ragas	and	kids	play	ball,	while	the
pyres	burn.	At	this	safe	distance,	the	pantomime	of	life
and	death	takes	on	an	eerie,	yet	romantic,	ambience.
Indian	men	stand	about	casually	chatting	and	stoking

the	flames.	It	looks	like	an	Aussie	barbie.Too	hard	to
believe	that	it’s	human	remains	that	are	being	pushed	into
the	flames.	But	death	is	an	informal	affair	in	Mother	India
–	just	a	gateway	to	rebirth	or	another	world.
With	great	relief	I	let	go	of	fear,	feeling	deeply	moved

by	the	power	and	beauty	of	Indian	rituals,	and	determined
to	pursue	a	more	spiritual	life	–	to	find	meaning	beyond
the	body.
I	am	also	secretly	relieved	that	the	dark	and	smoke

have	sheathed	the	scene	in	a	surreal	haze,	like	Vaseline	on
a	camera	lens.	Not	so	lucky	the	next	morning	when	we



catch	a	5	a.m.	sunrise	cruise	down	the	Ganges	to	watch
the	Hindus	do	their	pujas,	or	religious	ceremonies,	on	the
river	banks.
It	begins	as	pure	magic,	a	scene	from	A	Passage	to

India,	as	thousands	of	candles	in	lotus	petals	are	floated
downstream.	Happily	snapping	life	from	behind	my
camera,	I	hear	a	thud.	I	look	down.	A	decomposed	corpse
has	bashed	into	our	rowing	boat.	It	is	bloated,	bleached	an
unnatural	colour	from	the	water,	hideous.	A	crow	is
perched	on	its	head.
My	eyes	jam	shut.	I	turn	away,	almost	sick.	No	one	told

me	that	not	all	bodies	are	burned.	People	too	poor,	too
diseased	or	too	holy	get	tossed	overboard	to	drift	among
the	locals	washing	their	clothes,	cleaning	their	teeth	or
having	a	bath	in	the	river.
The	tourists	keep	clicking,	the	boat	rower	rowing,	as

the	Indian	bathers	push	the	rotting	body	away	with	a	stick
and	go	about	their	daily	business	with	indifference.	In	the
clarity	of	first	light,	I	force	my	face	back	to	where	Marty
has	refused	to	look,	and	witness	mortality.
Suddenly	so	alone,	I	feel	panic,	fear,	real	shock.And

then	a	strange	sense	of	calmness.The	wave	of	truth	has
finally	crashed	down.
No	Bollywood/Hollywood	‘happy	ever	after’	out	here

on	the	sacred	Ganges.	Just	a	spectacular,	radiant	dawn,



pushing	night’s	veil	gently	from	the	sky.



Penelope’s	Loom

‘What	on	earth	do	you	need	it	for?’	asks	my	mother,
staring	at	a	jumper	I	have	kept	in	my	cupboard	for	several
years.	It’s	a	heavy,	woollen	thing	that	belonged	to	my
father.	It	was	the	only	item	of	clothing	I	took	from	his
wardrobe	in	the	weeks	following	his	death.
Words	catch	in	my	throat	as	I	try	to	explain	the

significance	of	the	jumper.	For	many	years	Odysseus’s
wife	Penelope	wove	together	a	sacred	fabric	by	day,
unravelling	it	by	night,	waiting	for	her	beloved’s
return.Waiting,	secretly	waiting.
‘It’s	only	going	to	rot.	Over	time	it	will	grow

mouldy.You	can’t	keep	things	forever.	No	use	being
sentimental,’	says	my	mother,	yanking	the	jumper	out	of
my	arms	and	tossing	it	in	the	poor-box	pile.
I	am	in	the	middle	of	my	millennium	clean-out,	a

massive	spring	clean	that	will	enable	me	to	start	the	new
century	free	of	clutter,	free	of	the	burden	of	heavy,
emotional	things	that	spiritual	guru	Louise	Hay	says	we
must	throw	out	in	order	to	let	new	energy	into	our	lives.	I
wanted	to	wake	up	in	the	new	era	feeling	lighter.
So	a	few	days	ago	I	asked	my	mum,	here	with	me	on

holidays,	to	help	me	‘chuck	it	out’.	She	is	a	human



clutter-buster,	a	walking	testimony	to	the	term	‘neat	and
tidy’.	Her	floor	is	so	clean	you	could	lick	your	way
around	the	kitchen	and	come	up	healthier	than	when	you
started.
Her	wardrobes	are	colour	coded.	She	sorts	her	things

twice	a	year	and	gives	away	anything	redundant.	Her
papers	are	in	neat	folders	stored	in	drawers	with
labels.And	they	get	sorted,	not	hoarded	and	thrown	into
boxes,	then	thrown	into	the	cupboard	to	gather	dust	and
weight	as	the	years	go	by.
My	life	is	the	opposite.	Probably	as	a	result	of	growing

up	with	her.	I	can’t	divest	myself	of	any	possession.	Bills,
diaries,	old	address	books,	clothes,	clippings,	medical
reports,	school	reports	going	back	thirty	years,	are	all
hoarded	with	the	same	intensity.
My	exes	are	hoarded	too,	still	coming	around	decades

past	their	use-by	date.
‘But	why	do	you	need	it?’	my	mother	has	always

pleaded	when	visiting	my	various	homes	over	the	years.
‘Let	it	go	now.	Nothing	lasts	forever.	It’s	time	to	chuck	it
out,’	she’d	plead	of	old	relationships,	friendships	gone
off,	furniture,my	favourite	old	dress,	or	the	masses	of
mementoes	and	letters	kept	over	the	years.
And	what	could	I	say?	How	can	you	sum	up	the

significance	of	photos	from	a	holiday	long	gone	which



have	no	relevance	to	your	current	life,	except	that	as	you
look	at	them	you	remember	the	joy	of	being	that	young
and	that	free.And	you	feel	good	about	your	life.	For	a
moment.	For	a	fleeting	moment	in	time,	which	passes
also.
The	worst	fight	we	had	over	clutter	was	many	years

ago,	as	I	was	packing	my	boxes	to	go	live	in	New	York.
My	mother	stood	clutching	my	doll	collection	which	I’d
kept	for	twenty	years.These	were	precious	dolls,
porcelain,	hand-made	and	beautiful,	passed	down	by	my
nana.
‘It’s	not	appropriate	a	woman	of	your	age	keeps	her

dolls.’
‘But	if	I	have	a	daughter	one	day,	I’ll	give	them	to	her.’
‘They’ll	be	old	and	rotten	by	then.	Material	rots.	Chuck

them	out.You	can’t	hold	on	like	this.You	are	ladening
yourself	down	with	all	these	boxes	and	memories.	Stop
lugging	the	past	around,’	she	said,	yanking	the	dolls	out
of	my	arms.	Tearfully,	I	capitulated,	though	not	a	day
goes	by	when	I	don’t	watch	my	daughter	playing	and
regret	giving	in.
Now,	years	later,	I	pick	up	my	father’s	jumper	that

mum	has	tossed	in	the	reject	pile	and	hold	it	lovingly	to
my	face.	He	died.	I	know	that	his	jumper	will	eventually
‘die’	too.



It	is	the	way	of	the	world.	My	mother’s	attitude	is	hard
but	right.	We	can’t	hold	on	to	the	past.We	can’t	hold	on	to
people	who	are	dear	to	us.We	can’t	keep	clinging	to
things	we	no	longer	have	use	for.There	is	simply	no
room.And	time	does	age	and	rot	the	people	and	things	we
have	treasured.	Most	possessions	die	of	dampness	and
decay.
I	see	mum	eyeing	me	as	I	forage.	How	do	we	gauge

what	to	keep.	More	importantly	who	to	keep?
Why	did	some	of	the	friends	whose	names	I	find	in	my

boxes	fall	by	the	wayside?	There	are	beautiful	letters,
photos,	gifts	from	people	who	took	the	time	to	love
me.Why	didn’t	they	make	the	distance?
I	struggle	with	this	question.	I	struggle	with	many

questions	as	I	look	around	at	what	must	be.
I	have	always	watched,	in	horror,	those	news	stories	of

homes	destroyed	by	fire	and	flood.	I’ve	tried	to	imagine
what	would	be	lost.	Connections	to	the	past,	to	memory,
to	identity.	But	at	one	level	I	have	also	wondered:	is	there
a	relief	in	it?
How	much	easier	to	have	God	divest	us	of	our	past,

without	us	having	to	make	the	painful	step	of	throwing
away	little	pieces	of	ourselves	bit	by	bit.
I	spend	another	moment	burying	my	face	in	my	father’s

jumper.	I	imagine	I	can	even	smell	a	faint	whiff	of	the



man	still	clinging	to	the	wool.This	too	in	time	will	fade.	I
bravely	pull	the	jumper	away	from	my	face	and	let	the
tears	fall	as	I	place	it	back	in	the	reject	pile.



Touch	Down

Sitting	on	the	plane	awaiting	take-off.	Biding	my
time.Wiggling,	jiggling	in	the	seat.The	air	is	too	cold,	the
smell	of	petrol	too	acute.	The	muzak	is	enough	to	make	a
person	murder	the	next	flight	attendant	who	bares	her
pretty	white	teeth.
Ba,	Ba,	Ba,	mmmm	.	.	.	ba	.	.	.	ba	.	.	.	ba.	There’s

nothing	to	do	but	try	to	do	nothing.	I	read	a	little	of	the	in-
flight	magazine,	unable	to	concentrate	on	the	lavish
spread	of	Europe.	Italy	in	spring	looks	good.Why	aren’t
we	taking	off?
I’m	flying	to	see	someone	terminally	ill	who	is	very

dear	to	me.	I’ve	been	told	to	come	urgently.	I’m	being
collected	at	the	airport	and	taken	straight	to	the	hospital.
Ba,	Ba,	Ba	.	.	.	mmmm.
The	sound	of	real	life	percolates	around	me.	‘Why

don’t	they	turn	off	the	bloody	muzak?’	my	mind	screams
to	no	one	there.	Don’t	they	know	people	can’t	cope	with
more	visual,	aural,	sensual	pollution?	‘We	need	peace,’	I
tell	the	space	above	my	head,	where	the	air	vent	is
assaulting	my	hair,	searching	inside	my	own	body	for	the
peace-of-mind	to	make	this	journey.
‘Hey!’	yells	the	man	and	his	wife	in	the	seats	next	to



me.‘There’s	our	suitcases.	Look!	They	are	going	in	the
direction	of	the	other	plane.’
The	couple	jump	up	and	run	towards	the	cockpit.	I	take

a	deep	breathe	and	try	to	relax.	Ba	Ba	Ba	.	.	.	Ohhhh,
honey	.	.	.	I	look	for	my	sense	of	humour.	I	know	it’s	here
somewhere.	Something	is	definitely	wrong.	Hosties	are
rushing	about	looking	fazed.We’ve	been	sitting	here	an
eternity.
A	piercing	sound	comes	over	the	speaker	and	everyone

covers	their	ears.	Compared	with	the	muzak	it’s	a	relief.
‘This	is	your	captain	speaking.	Some	of	you	have	seen
your	luggage	going	off	towards	another	plane.We’ve	got
a	problem	with	weight,’	he	says	before	explaining	that	our
luggage	will	be	delivered	to	our	homes.
‘I’ve	got	a	plane	to	catch	to	America,’	moans	one	irate

passenger.	‘I	need	clothes	for	my	child,’	says	another.	I’m
off	to	the	hospital	to	see	my	young,	female	cousin	who
has	been	diagnosed	with	lung	cancer	and	I	haven’t	the
time	to	stand	in	a	queue	behind	eighty	other	alarmed
people	at	the	Customer	Service	desk	filling	out	details	of
my	bag	and	where	it	should	be	sent.
Ba,	ba,	Ooooh,	honey.	I	clutch	the	armrest.	My	white

knuckles	say	it	all.	Planes	are	bad	places	for	people	who
hate	losing	control.	But	in	truth,	I’ve	been	out	of	control
for	days.



The	phone	kept	ringing	with	more	bad	news.	Then	it
went	silent.	I	thought	all	was	well.Turned	out	the	line	was
dead.Yanked	out	by	some	tradesman	working	on	a
subdivision	miles	away.Telstra	said	that,	given	the
weekend,	it	would	be	four	days	at	least	before	it’d	be
fixed.	My	cousin	was	rushed	into	the	emergency	ward.
‘Compared	with	what	she	is	suffering,	this	is

insignificant,’	I	told	myself	in	the	maelstrom	of	trying	to
arrange	flights	and	child	and	life	from	other	people’s
phones.
I	tell	myself	that	now,	trying	to	sit	back	and	just	enjoy

the	ride.
Finally	we	take	off.The	muzak	stops.	My	heart	rate

slows.	I	start	to	read,	but	there	is	too	much	turbulence.	I
close	my	eyes.
‘Excuse	me,’	says	a	hostie	suddenly,	putting	her	face

too	close	to	mine.	‘In	an	emergency	are	you	prepared	to
operate	this	door	and	help	save	the	passengers?’
‘What?’	I	gasp.‘Are	we	about	to	crash?’
‘It’s	new	regulations.Those	seated	in	exit	rows	must	be

told	how	to	operate	the	door,’	she	says,	clutching	the	seat
to	stop	herself	from	being	vigorously	tossed	about.
Death.	It’s	been	stalking	me	for	months.	So	many	sick

women	around	me.	‘We	all	die,’	said	my	yoga	teacher.
‘Our	turn	can	come	at	any	second.	Even	before	your



friends.We	have	no	control	over	that.	Acceptance	is	the
only	answer.	It’s	the	truth	of	existence.’
I	stare	at	the	exit	door	long	after	the	hostie	has	gone.	I

think	of	my	beloved	cousin	and	friends	and	child.	I	think
of	many	things	up	here	in	the	air	on	the	way	to	visit
someone	I’ve	called	a	soul	sister	for	a	lifetime.
And	I	know,	at	a	deep	level	of	my	heart,	something

I’ve	been	trying	to	grasp	forever.The	luggage	doesn’t
matter.The	torn	phone	lines,	the	argument	with	a
tradesman,	what	Joe	Bloggs	said	on	Friday,	doesn’t
matter.	People	are	dying	every	second	we	are	alive,	as	we
will	be	dying	too	one	day	soon,	probably	in	the	blink	of
an	eye.
Ba,	ba,	ba	.	.	.	mmmm.	Ooooh.	The	terrible	sound	of

muzak	comes	on.	And	that	doesn’t	matter	either.We’ve
touched	down	safely.	I	have	lived	to	tell	another	tale,	love
my	daughter	and	husband	one	more	precious
moment.What	else	really	counts?



Our	Old	House

‘You	should	never	fall	in	love	with	a	property,’	one	of	the
richest	men	in	Australia	once	told	me	when	I	was	working
as	a	finance	journalist.	‘Bricks	and	mortar	should	always
be	regarded	as	just	an	investment,	to	be	sold	at	any	time
for	the	right	price.’
As	he	spoke,	my	mind	wandered	down	the	corridors	of

my	family	home,	the	home	I	grew	up	in.	Bricks	and
mortar	on	the	outside,	but	inside	a	sacred	space	that
housed	my	memories,	my	youth,	the	most	significant
times	of	my	life.
Years	later	I	would	try	to	cling	to	his	words	when	my

mother	announced	that	she	was	selling	the	house	of	my
childhood.‘Home	is	not	where	we	live,	but	what	we	carry
in	our	hearts,’	my	mother	tried	to	rationalise	as	her	four
adult	children	sobbed	into	tissues	and	carried	on	like	five-
year-olds.
‘It’s	too	big	for	me	to	live	in	alone.	I’ve	got	to	move	to

something	smaller	and	start	a	new	life,’	she	said	as	we
pleaded	and	begged	and	fell	about.We	were	all	old
enough	to	have	homes	of	our	own.	But	that	never	dulls
the	ache	of	having	to	let	go	of	the	only	enduring	remnant
of	one’s	childhood.	The	monument	whose	every	room



tells	a	story.
‘You	still	have	your	memories.	They	can’t	be	sold,’	my

mother	said	at	the	time.And	it	was	true.	Even	now	I
remember	chasing	my	sisters	down	the	hallway,	or	around
the	garden	with	the	gushing	hose.	Always	chasing.
Always	laughing	with	them.	I	remember	all	our	dogs,
cats,	birds	and	tortoises	that	lived	and	died	with	us	over
the	decades.
But	something	has	gone.	Over	and	over	again	in	my

mind,	I	go	back	and	try	to	remember	the	exact	shade	of
the	terrible,	yellow	carpet	in	my	old	bedroom.	I	try	to
recapture	the	details	and	smell	of	the	family	room.
Our	home	was	pure	1970s	chic.	Elaborate	wood

panelling,	shag-pile	carpet	and	groovy	wallpaper	that
swirled	in	so	many	different	directions	you	didn’t	need
drugs.
My	father	built	that	home.And	we	all	loved	it	so.	He

died.We	all	moved	on.	But	I	am	haunted	in	my	dreams	by
him	and	us,	and	the	way	it	was	then,	good	and	bad,	in	that
special	home	that	is	now	inhabited	by	strangers	who	have
ripped	out	the	silver	gum	tree	my	dad	planted	in	the	front
yard.
And	so	it	is	with	great	compassion	that	I	try	to	break

the	news	to	my	little	girl	that	we	are	selling	her	home.	The
apartment	she	spent	her	tender	years	in.	The	piece	of	real



estate	we	purchased	several	years	ago	when	having	a
baby	meant	we	needed	more	space.
Her	face	is	filled	with	the	mystery	and	pain	I	always

experienced	when	it	was	time	for	my	family	to	move	on.
‘But	what	about	my	room?	Are	you	selling	that	too?

Can	we	just	keep	my	room,’	she	implores	with	fear	in	her
eyes,	and	I	fight	back	tears.
I’ve	never	been	much	chop	at	letting	go.	My	heart	is

heavy,	for	both	of	us.There	is	much	of	our	energy	in	that
home.
Her	room,	in	particular,	is	filled	with	rich	sweetness.	I

remember	the	first	night	she	slept	in	a	bed	after	we	took
the	cot	away.	How	we	ran	down	the	hall	on	hearing	a
thump	and	were	greeted	by	her	confused	face	beaming	up
at	us	from	the	floor.	I	became	a	real	mother	in	that	home.
I	remember	the	newness.	The	intensity.The	changes
motherhood	brought	about	in	me.
‘You	should	never	fall	in	love	with	a	property,’	say	the

rich,	say	the	Buddhists,	say	the	wise.	With	any	property.
With	buildings,	possessions,	or	things.	But	material	things
hold	our	energy.	They	hold	our	memories.And	we	are	all
so	desperately	in	love	with	our	memories	that	their	fragile
symbols	are	almost	impossible	to	let	go	of.
It	is	time	to	sell.	Time	to	let	go	of	the	old	to	make	way

for	the	new.We	have	moved	on,my	husband	and	I.



Adopted	a	new	life	in	a	new	place.	But	the	tears	are
falling	against	my	leg	as	our	little	girl	buries	her	face	in
my	skirt	and	sobs.
And	how	can	we	explain	it	to	her?	Each	home	we

inhabit	reflects	who	we	were	as	we	walk	away,	and	who
we	have	now	become.	Just	as	each	new	home	reflects
who	we	are	going	to	be.	Money	has	little	to	do	with	it.	I
just	read	a	quote	from	the	beautiful	writer	Robert	Dessaix.
That	people	are	looking	for	somewhere	to	belong	to,	not
to	own.	And	I	understand	my	daughter	has	belonged	to
the	place	we	are	selling.
‘Aren’t	we	ever	going	home?’	she	asked	not	long	after

the	sale,	looking	out	at	the	foreign	peaks	and	valleys	of
rural	New	South	Wales,	so	far	from	her	Sydney	nest.
I	put	her	familiar	teddies	and	dolls	around	her	on	the

floor.	‘We	are	your	home,	we	are	always	with	you,’	says
Mr	Blobby,	and	Oscar	and	Suzie,	dancing	about.	And	I
know	that	the	businessmen	and	Buddhists	have	got	it
wrong.
You	can	fall	in	love	with	property.	Because	inanimate

objects	–	be	they	teddies,	trinkets	from	the	past	or	the
bricks	and	mortar	of	our	homes	–	are	sacred,	living	things.
They	are	familiar,	and	safe.	They	are	testimonies	to	who
we	are.
They	are	all	alive	with	as	much	energy	and	spirit	as	our



hearts	allow	them.	And	it	is	okay	to	grieve	their	passing,
as	one	would	a	beloved	old	friend.



The	Funeral

‘I	think	you	need	a	darker	colour,	to	cover	the	grey,’	says
my	mum,	sitting	on	my	bed.	She’s	been	talking	at	me	in
my	semi-sleep,	telling	me	she’s	just	finished	doing	a	hair
colour	on	herself.
I	can	barely	lift	my	lids,	but	have	a	strong	view	on	it.	‘I

have	a	black	cover-stick	for	the	in-between	times,’	I
mumble,	opening	my	eyes.‘But	the	greys	do	show
through,’	I	say,	sitting	up	to	have	a	full-on	conversation
about	hair	dye.
It’s	odd	to	be	talking	about	hair	dye	at	7	a.m.	with

one’s	mum.	Odder	because	I’m	here	in	her	home	for	a
very	sad	reason.	My	young	cousin	died	over	the	weekend.
In	her	early	forties,	with	a	beautiful	daughter	of	seven,	she
was	diagnosed	with	cancer	a	few	short	months	ago.
We	watched	helplessly	as	the	disease	and	the

chemotherapy	ravaged	her	from	within.We	watched
helplessly	as	she	fought	on,	brave	as	a	trouper,	never
letting	the	pain	defeat	her.	And	finally	her	suffering
stopped.	But	not	the	suffering	of	those	of	us	left	behind
who	called	her	soulmate,	sister,	friend,	daughter,	mother.
Today,	as	I	came	into	consciousness	from	sleep,	I	felt

ill.	I	had	the	sort	of	nauseous	realisation	you	have	when



you	remember	who	you	are,	and	that	things	are	not	well	in
your	world,	and	you	suddenly	grasp	that	someone	you
have	loved	forever	has	died.	I	wanted	to	curl	up	in	a	ball
and	vanish.
Instead,	here	is	my	mother,	drawn,	exhausted	from

crying,	sitting	on	my	bed	talking	incessantly	about	hair
colour	and	aging	and	how	we	can	make	ourselves	look
younger	without	having	to	go	to	the	hairdressers	every
three	weeks.
It’s	not	something	new,	this	focus	on	matters

mundane.Yesterday,	at	the	funeral,	standing	by	the	grave
in	the	rain,	I	was	grieving	so	deeply	I	had	to	lift	my	shawl
over	my	face	to	muffle	the	terrible	cries	that	were	welling
up.	Standing	with	my	face	covered,	eyes	to	the	ground,	I
suddenly	found	myself	staring	at	people’s	shoes.
‘Hey,	everyone	is	in	gumboots,’	I	heard	my	mind

saying.	‘They	have	heels.	I	never	knew	you	could	get
gumboots	with	heels.	Maybe	they’re	some	sort	of	fashion
shoe,’	I	pondered	before	my	surrounds	came	back	into
focus	with	a	horrible	jolt.	Beside	me	I	could	hear
someone	whispering	about	food.
It	was	like	that	in	the	hospital,	too.While	my	cousin	lay

with	eyes	closed,	I	imagined	her	trying	to	get	in	contact
with	her	ancestors,	talk	to	God,	work	out	where	she	was
going,	and	prepare	to	leave	the	precious	child	she	loved
so	deeply.



‘Where	d’ya	get	cars	for	under	$10,000?’	came	a
shrieking	voice	from	a	radio	across	the	room	in	the	public
ward.	News,	weather	updates,	and	bad	songs	came	blaring
out,	cutting	the	air	between	sorrow	and	reverence.
In	the	neighbouring	bed	an	old	woman	was	nattering	to

her	daughter	about	the	food	being	a	bit	soggy	and	her
bowel	movements	being	clogged,	as	nurses	came	and
went,	prodding	my	cousin,	taking	her	temperature,	and
busily	filling	in	charts.
I	wanted	to	tell	my	cousin	beautiful	things,	to	speak	to

her	about	love	and	her	courage,	and	about	how	much	she
meant	to	me.Yet	in	this	most	unsacred	of	spaces	I	found
myself	trembling	in	shock,	not	knowing	how	to	reconcile
the	depth	of	what	I	needed	to	say	with	the	fact	that	the
real	world	was	continuing	on	so	brutally	around	us.
As	it	does	everywhere.
Even	in	Varanasi	in	India,	as	the	bodies	are	prepared	on

the	banks	of	the	Ganges	for	their	final	journey,	placed	on
funeral	pyres	to	be	set	let	alight,	grieving	family	members
can	be	heard	crying,wailing,	singing,	but	also	nattering,
chattering	and	probably	gossiping	about	Aunty	Shakti’s
sari.
‘Mum,’	I	say	gently,	taking	her	hand,	‘how	are	you

feeling?’	Our	eyes	fill	with	tears.
‘My	heart	is	broken,’	she	says,	scouring	my	face	for	the



meaning	of	it	all.
‘Your	hair	looks	great,’	I	say,	breaking	the	painful

silence.‘Darker	is	better.’
‘Yes,’	she	smiles,	getting	up	and	looking	chuffed.

Because	we	are	human.	Our	minds	can’t	digest	too	much
reality.	Mortality,	fear	of	losing	those	we	love,	pain,	are
not	things	we	can	focus	on	for	too	long.
And	life	goes	on	anyway:	the	cooking,	the	feeding,	the

phone	ringing	with	people	needing,	wanting,	bombarding
us.
And	maybe	that’s	the	point.	Death	is	not	the	dramatic

four-part	symphony	I	had	always	believed.	It	is	simply
another	part	of	day-to-day	life.	Another	event,	slotted
between	bath-time	and	mealtime	and	paying	bills	and
choosing	the	right	funeral	shoes,	that	we	all	have	to
face.And	somehow,	there	is	something	oddly	comforting
in	that	cold,	hard	fact.



The	Bus

‘When	is	the	bus	coming?	When	is	the	bus	coming?’my
father-in-law	would	implore,	every	time	we	went	to	see
him	in	his	home	for	the	aged.
My	husband	reluctantly	sent	his	dad,	Jacob,	into	the

home	two	years	ago	because	he	was	developing	a	form	of
dementia	that	was	making	it	impossible	for	him	to	live
independently.
Jacob	had	been	doing	strange	things	like	wandering

around	his	Bondi	apartment	all	night.	Then	it	got	worse.
Once,	his	wife	Eva	woke	up	to	discover	him	doing	a
laundry	wash	at	3	a.m.	And	then	the	situation	became
critical.	One	night	he	stacked	the	kitchen	chairs	on	top	of
each	other	to	replace	an	imaginary	light	bulb.The	whole
lot	toppled	and	he	ended	up	in	hospital	with	broken
bones.
Lying	in	hospital	he	began	his	enquiry	about	‘de	bus’,

as	he	called	it	in	his	thick	Polish	accent.	At	first	it	was	a
faint	murmur,	but	it	became	more	vocal	and	more
insistent	once	he’d	been	put	into	the	nursing	home.	‘But
it’s	coming	soon,	we	must	go	to	the	bus	stop,’	he’d
demand	loudly,	growing	fractious,	angry,	clearly
frustrated.



‘Where	is	the	bus	going	to?’	my	husband	would	ask.
The	answer	was	always	the	same.	‘To	Bondi	Road.	I

have	to	get	home	to	Eva,’	he’d	say,	going	through
fictitious	timetables	in	his	head.	Slowly	Jacob’s	mind
deteriorated.	He	would	often	confuse	others	for	his	son.
But	he	continued	to	obsess	about	the	bus.
As	time	went	on,	the	destination	of	the	bus	changed.

Now	it	was	going	home	to	Poland	where	he	lived
peacefully	before	the	war,	before	the	Nazis	came	and
exterminated	his	family	and	forced	him	to	escape	to
Siberia.	In	his	mind	he	wanted	to	make	his	way	back	to	a
time	of	safety	before	the	terror	and	the	displacement.
The	bus	became	a	metaphor,	a	journey	into	memories

of	things	past,	things	yearned	for	–	childhood,	mother,
home.	‘The	bus	goes	to	Madjarverski	Street,	then	down	to
the	village	square,’	he	would	tell	us,	describing	a	bus	with
bells	on	it,	the	children,	the	cobbled	streets,	a	world	long
gone.
Eventually	Jacob	no	longer	remembered	his	flat	in

Bondi,	his	house	in	Poland,	or	even	his	own	wife.	Over
the	last	few	months,	he	declined	quite	profoundly.	But	he
would	continue	his	questioning.‘Why?	Why	isn’t	the	bus
here	yet?’
For	us,	his	family,	the	bus	became	a	symbol	of	the

proverbial	existential	dilemma.



‘Where	is	the	bus?	When	is	it	coming?	Where	is	it
going?	And	where	has	it	been?’	we’d	all	laugh	together,
trying	to	find	some	joy	in	the	terrible	confronting	reality
of	watching	people	lose	their	dignity,	their	freedom	and
their	minds.	‘Perhaps	it’s	the	bus	to	freedom	from	the
ravages	of	his	poor	body,’	I	would	speculate.
Last	week	my	father-in-law	died.	It	was	not	unexpected

but	sad	nonetheless.	He	had	lived	a	good	life	compared
with	most	men	and	women	of	his	generation	–	Polish
Jews	–	most	of	whom	didn’t	make	it	past	their	tender
years,	meeting	their	deaths	in	concentration	camps.To
have	reached	his	eighties,	and	carried	his	lineage	on	to
three	wonderful	grandchildren,	was	a	tribute	to	a	life	well
lived.
But	the	pathos	comes	in	leaving	behind	a	wife	who

loved	him	for	fifty-six	years.	Herself	trapped	in	a
wheelchair,	dreaming	of	things	long	gone,	she	doesn’t
have	the	relief	of	madness	to	make	her	suffering	and
losses	more	tolerable.
On	the	morning	of	the	funeral,we	gathered	at	the

nursing	home	where	Eva	now	resides,	and	helped	staff	to
arrange	transportation	of	friends	and	residents	to	the
funeral.	One	by	one	the	oldies,	using	frames	and
wheelchairs,	were	hoisted	on	board	a	special	vehicle	by
means	of	an	electronic	lifter.
Sitting	there,	strapped	into	my	seat,	with	twenty	old



folk	around	me,	I	suddenly	got	an	insight.‘My	God.This	is
it.This	is	the	bus!’	I	exclaimed	to	my	husband,	who
jumped	in	surprise.	‘There	was	no	profound	existential
meaning	after	all.Your	dad	was	talking	about	the	daily
bus	to	the	Rookwood	Cemetery!’	I	said,	making	him
laugh	through	the	tears.
After	the	funeral	service	we	returned	to	the	nursing

home.	Sitting	with	my	mother-in-law	over	lunch,	I
noticed	a	woman	a	few	feet	away.	She	was	barely	able	to
move	and	was	having	enormous	trouble	lifting	her	fork
with	her	trembling	hand.‘Do	you	want	chicken	Mrs	A?’	I
heard	an	attendant	screaming	kindly	into	her	deaf	ear.	She
nodded.	Then	in	a	raspy	voice,	hardly	audible,	I	heard	her
ask:	‘Jenny,	darling,	when	is	the	bus	coming?’
‘The	bus!’we	all	screamed	in	unison	–	and	again	started

laughing.	And	suddenly	I	was	crying	–	crying	for	brave
Eva	who	is	left	alone	now	that	her	beloved	husband	has
gone,	crying	for	this	brave	woman	trying	to	be	dignified
as	food	falls	from	her	mouth.	But	not	crying	for	Jacob.
We	don’t	know	when	that	‘bus	with	bells’	is	coming,we
don’t	know	where	it	is	really	going.	But	from	what	I’ve
seen	over	the	past	few	days,	its	coming	is	a	blessed	relief.



A	Rich	Tapestry	of	Grief

We	were	driving	back	from	Sydney	after	burying	my
father-in-law,	sitting	in	the	car,	sombrely	contemplating
many	things.	My	daughter	was	in	the	back.
Although	only	eight	years	of	age,	we	have	not

immunised	her	against	the	facts	of	death.We	took	her	with
us	to	India,	to	the	burning	ghats	where	bodies	are
cremated	on	the	banks	of	the	sacred	Ganges	River.	But
this	was	her	first	funeral,	and	the	questions	were	coming
thick	and	fast.
‘Mummy,	daddy,why	do	they	bury	people	here	and	in

India	they	burn	them?’
‘Well	dear,	that	is	part	of	the	western	tradition	.	.	.’
‘Mummy,	daddy,	where	do	we	go	when	we	die?’
‘Well,	darling,	we	go	back	to	God	.	.	.’
‘What	if	you	don’t	believe	in	God?’
‘Well,	your	energy	goes	back	to	Nature,	to	the	earth

and	sky	and	wind.’
‘Mummy,	daddy,	why	do	people	die?’
‘Well,	to	give	other	people	a	chance	to	be	born	and

have	their	turn	.	.	.’



‘And,	mummy,	daddy,’	she	said	in	the	same	voice,	with
the	same	intensity,	not	missing	a	beat,	‘Why	does
chewing	gum	stick	to	everything	but	not	your	teeth?’
Suddenly	we	were	laughing	so	hard	we	had	to	pull	the

car	over,	in	deference	to	a	child’s-eye	view	of	life	and
death.	In	fact,	we	laughed	a	lot	this	trip.	Laughed	amid	all
the	sadness	in	the	nursing	home,	laughed	at	the	poignancy
of	discovering	that	some	of	the	oldies	from	the	home
came	on	the	bus	to	the	funeral	just	to	have	an	outing.
And	yet	we	felt	riddled	with	guilt	for	laughing	so

much,	despite	the	relief	it	gave	us.
On	our	return	I	gained	insight	from	talking	with	a

friend	who	had	lost	a	baby.	She	said	that	she	too	laughed
a	lot	during	her	worst	time	of	grief.‘There	were	all	sorts
of	emotions	coming	up,	and	not	all	of	them	bad,’	she
said.The	woman	–	filmmaker	Vanessa	Gorman,	whose
famous	documentary	Losing	Layla	was	shown	all	over	the
world	–	talked	to	me	about	the	exaltation	of	grief.	The
rich	tapestry	of	grief:	the	joy,	beauty	and	humour	amid
the	sadness.
‘When	we	are	in	times	of	deep	love	or	pain	something

opens	up	in	us,’	Vanessa	said.
‘In	the	months	after	Layla’s	death,	I	felt	a	strange

exaltation.	It	was	alarming	at	first,	hard	to	let	in	during	the
worst	pain	of	my	life.	I	can’t	describe	it.	I	could	barely



comprehend	it.	But	one	hour	I	would	be	sobbing	so	much
that	my	heart	would	break,	and	the	next	choking	on	this
exaltation	that	was	rising	through	my	body.
‘Deep	grief	rips	open	the	heart,	rips	us	open	to	new

levels	of	ourselves.	There	is	an	agony	in	grief	but	what
people	don’t	talk	about	is	that	there	is	also	an
ecstasy.Terrible	loss	is	often	met	with	great	outpourings
of	love	from	people	around,	and	we	feel	deeply	connected
with	others,	like	after	the	Bali	bombings.	In	grief	we	are
suddenly	brought	closer	to	the	pulsing	of	humanity	–	the
pain,	but	also	the	humour,	of	being	alive.We	are
connected	to	the	terrible,	eternal	impermanence	of	all
things,	but	also	to	that	same	eternal	force	that	is	God.’
She	said	that	sitting	with	her	mum	and	sisters	on	the

bed	those	days	after	Layla	died	showed	her	an	intimacy
that	was	very	precious.	‘We	were	all	feeling	great	loss	but
our	feelings	were	so	heightened	and	intense	that	I
remember	hysterically	laughing	together	at	the	hospital
food,	at	something	someone	said.Anything	would	set	us
off.’
Experts	say	that	people	should	not	feel	guilty	about

allowing	in	laughter	and	joy	during	grief.	According	to
renowned	grief	counsellor	Mal	McKissock,	tears	give	us	a
hit	of	a	morphine-like	substance	called	meta-encephalin,
transmitted	through	the	eyelids	into	the	bloodstream.	So,
too,	do	we	release	opiates	during	laughter,	and	endorphins



during	the	primal	howling	of	childbirth	or	grief,	as
biochemistry	kicks	in	to	offer	its	support	for	those	in	pain.
‘Emotions	are	Nature’s	way	of	helping	us	cope,’	he	says.
In	my	experience,	the	sense	of	exaltation	comes	from	a

deeper	awareness	of	our	bodies	and	our	surrounds	during
times	of	grief,	which	may	be	partly	chemical	and	may	be
deeply	linked	to	love.At	my	father-in-law’s	funeral,	I	was
acutely	aware	of	my	breathing,	which	felt	exhilarating.	I
felt	intensely	alive	and	‘in	love’	with	life.
‘Quite	soon	after	Layla	died,’	says	Vanessa	Gorman,	‘I

went	for	a	walk	down	a	country	lane	near	my	house,	and	I
asked	the	forces	of	Nature,	God,	to	give	me	some	sign
that	this	had	happened	for	a	reason.
‘In	that	state	of	heightened	sensitivity,	I	began	to	see

the	beauty	of	what	was	around	me:	the	afternoon	light
dancing	on	the	edges	of	silver	gum	leaves;	the	million
shades	of	green	in	the	foliage;	the	exquisite	delicacy	of
the	currawong’s	call.	And	from	a	place	so	broken	open,
the	magnificence	of	that	afternoon	entered	me	and	filled
me	with	itself	until	I	was	only	crying	at	the	extraordinary
beauty	of	it	all.’
We	shouldn’t	fear	grief,	nor	our	varied	emotional

reactions	to	it.	For	we	will	be	soothed	and	comforted	by
Mother	Nature	in	many	strange	and	wonderful	ways
during	our	times	of	loss.



Passing	Through

A	few	months	ago	I	got	an	unexpected	call.	It	was	from	a
cousin	who	happened	to	be	passing	through	Byron	Bay
for	the	day	on	her	way	to	a	wedding.
I	was	surprised	to	hear	from	her.	I	had	loved	this	cousin

very	dearly	when	growing	up.	She	was	a	few	years	older
than	me	and	I	wanted	to	be	just	like	her.	I	remember
sharing	with	her	many	secret,	special	things.	But	the	years
had	come	between	us.	She	went	on	to	get	married	and
have	children.	I	became	consumed	with	career,	then
family.
It	was	part	of	that	sad,	bitter-sweet	phenomenon	where

we	just	don’t	have	room	in	our	closets	for	all	our	beloved
things.We	don’t	have	time	and	room	in	our	lives	for	all
the	beloved	people	we	have	collected	along	the	way.	And
so	my	darling	cousin,	like	so	many	friends,	fell	by	the
wayside	of	my	life.	And	I	by	hers.
Then,	suddenly,	there	she	was.	It	was	late	afternoon.	‘I

just	felt	I	wanted	to	connect	with	you,’	she	said
breathlessly	into	the	phone.	‘But	I	haven’t	got	much	time.
I	have	to	be	at	a	friend’s	place	at	5	p.m.,	and	another
friend’s	at	6	p.m.,	but	I’m	free	this	evening.’
It	conflicted	with	my	plans.	‘I’m	going	out	tonight.	I



am	free	right	now.	It’s	so	ridiculous.We	have	to	catch
up!’
‘Okay,’	she	said.	‘Let’s	meet	for	half	an	hour.	It’s

worth	it.’	And	over	she	came.
It	was	a	passionate	reunion.Although	we	had	seen	each

other	in	passing	over	the	years	at	weddings,	bar	mitzvahs,
funerals,	this	was	our	first	real	time	alone	together.	We
held	each	other	and	complimented	each	other	and	did	a
very	quick	run-through	of	our	lives.And	gave	each	other
advice	on	kids,	and	men,	as	if	it	were	only	yesterday	that
we	were	close.
Then	she	had	to	leave.We	stood	at	the	door,

hugging.And	made	promises.There	was	still	so	much	to
tell	each	other,	still	so	much	to	say.
‘Next	time	I’m	in	Sydney	I’ll	come	over	.	.	.’
‘Please,	yes	.	.	.’	And	she	was	gone,	as	if	in	a	puff	of

smoke.
My	family	called	this	morning	to	tell	me	she	had	died

of	a	heart	attack.	She	was	young	and	beautiful	and	full	of
plans.	And	she	died	anyway.	So	many	thoughts	plague	me
as	I	try	to	make	sense	of	it	all.	But	the	one	that	haunts	me
most	is	this:What	did	I	have	to	do	that	night	that	was	so
very	important	that	I	didn’t	have	time	to	love?
I	can’t	remember	what	it	was.	Perhaps	a	concert,

perhaps	other	friends,	perhaps	I	had	to	go	late-night



shopping.	My	mind	is	blank.	I	just	know	that	it’s	a
condition	that	afflicts	us	all	–	this	inability	to	accept	the
grand	impermanence	of	life.	How	different	would	my
response	have	been	to	her	invitation	if	I	knew	it	was
going	to	be	the	last	time	we	saw	each	other?
I	would	have	cleared	the	evening,	brought	out	the	old

photos	and	red	wine,	we	would	have	reminisced	about	our
childhoods	and	crazy	families.	How	much	love	would
have	passed	there	in	that	room?	And	yet	we	live	–	all	of
us	–	with	this	illusion	of	time,	so	much	time,	to	do	and
say	all	the	things	we	want	to.
Humans	are	the	only	species	that	live	with	full

awareness	of	their	own	mortality.	And	yet	we	have	a
mechanism	that	seems	to	short-circuit	this
awareness.Which	is	partly	good.	It	helps	us	live	on	a	dot,
spinning	in	the	middle	of	a	vast	universe,	without	being
crippled	by	terror.	And	it’s	bad	because	the	delusion
makes	us	treat	life	as	if	it	were	a	dress	rehearsal.As	if	we
will	come	back	and	do	thirty	better,	do	forty	better,	next
time	around.
And	we	treat	those	we	love	with	the	same	smug	hubris.

Of	course	we	will	see	our	husband	again	tonight	so	the
fight	can	be	resolved	then;	the	girlfriend	can	be	called
next	time	we’re	in	town.	Too	busy	to	call	mum,	too	self-
absorbed	to	tell	dad	we	love	him,	too	angry	at	John	for
not	doing	his	homework	to	give	him	that	hug.



The	day	Princess	Diana	died,	the	days	after	September
11	and	Bali,	we	were	all	hit	by	the	precarious,	fragile
quality	of	existence.	Yet	while	I	grieve	tonight,	I	know	I
will	again	begin	to	fret	about	deadlines,	and	that	my
daughter	ate	that	chocolate	I	was	saving,	and	I’ll	distract
myself	with	minutia	that	raises	my	blood	pressure	and
consumes	my	soul.
If	I	knew	it	were	my	last	day,	would	I	live	it	this	way?

If	I	knew	it	were	your	last	day,	would	I	treat	you	this
way?
My	cousin	was	very	interested	in	Buddhism.	I	am

writing	this	in	honour	of	her	beliefs.	She	would	be	proud
to	see	these	questions	asked,	even	if	there	are	no	answers.
‘Can	we	learn	to	live	life	as	if	death	were	close	by?’

For	Buddhists	have	a	saying:	‘Keep	Death	as	a	friend,
always	sitting	on	your	shoulder.’



Water	Mother

The	water	around	me	is	swirling	rapidly	like	in	a	dream.	I
open	my	eyes	long	enough	to	see	the	beautiful	face	of
Kaya	Femerling,	my	‘water	mother’,	holding	me	tightly	to
her	bosom,	her	long,	blonde	hair	cascading	down,	before	I
doze	back	into	a	trance-like	state	of	perfect	bliss.
As	she	twirls	around	and	strokes	my	hair,	I	feel	like	I

am	being	reborn	to	God.
This	is	a	therapy	called	Oceanic	Bodywork,	started	in

Switzerland	a	decade	ago	by	Kaya.	She	took	the	work	to
Scandinavia	and	then	around	Europe	before	bringing	it	to
Byron	Bay,	where	she	now	trains	trainers	and	therapists
from	all	over	Australia.	It’s	a	form	of	massage	but	it	does
not	require	the	touch	of	the	masseuse;	rather,	she	relies	on
the	pool	water	which	churns	around	the	body,	caressing
the	skin.
Given	that	I	am	now	stretched	out,	with	floaties	under

my	feet	and	neck,	she	can	gently	hold	my	legs	and	move
my	spine	this	way	and	that,	opening,	stretching,
expanding	me	before	she	nestles	me	close	to	her	body
again.	The	water	is	very	warm,	like	embryonic	fluid.The
imagery	is	powerful.
I	feel	like	an	infant.	I	feel	like	I’m	being	carried	in	the



womb.	Which	is	the	whole	reason	I’m	here.	To	celebrate
my	recent	birthday,	but	also	an	occasion	more	profound
and	significant.
My	father	died	a	couple	of	weeks	after	one	of	my

birthdays.	Today	is	the	tenth	anniversary	of	his	death.
Even	writing	these	words	makes	me	cry.A	decade,	and	it
still	feels	like	yesterday.	I	have	wanted	to	do	something
sacred.	Something	really	special.	I	have	grieved	so	deeply
for	so	many	years,	each	anniversary	a	huge	drama.	This
year	I	felt	like	bringing	about	some	sort	of	‘letting	go’.
No	more	weeping	at	cemeteries	–	time	to	do	a	sensuous

thing	to	celebrate	his	death	and	my	birth.	I	believe	it’s	so
important	to	acknowledge	special	days	with	ceremony.
Planting	a	tree,	singing	songs,	sitting	in	circles	and
speaking	our	truth.	All	passings	need	to	be	honoured	this
way:	break-ups,	divorces,	deaths	and	all	new	beginnings.
Having	heard	about	this	beautiful	work	for	so	long,	I

was	delighted	when	a	friend	gave	me	the	session	as	a
birthday	gift.	But	initially	I	was	alarmed	that	she	had
unwittingly	booked	me	in	on	dad’s	death	day.	And	then	I
thought:‘Yes.This	is	how	I	will	honour	him.’
So	I’m	being	moved	around	the	water,	blissfully,

sensuously.	As	with	the	popular	‘Watsu’	water	shiatsu
that	has	taken	America	and	Europe	by	storm,	Kaya	says
that	her	work	helps	autistic	children,	helps	sick	people,
stimulates	blocked	energy	channels,	eases	depression.	But



best	of	all,	it	floods	the	body	with	exquisite	sensation
because	feel-good	hormones	and	endorphins	start
flowing.
She	says:	‘I	will	create	movements	that	your	body

craves,	which	it	hasn’t	felt	since	the	womb.’	And	my
body	starts	mewing	in	pleasure.
Then	suddenly	we	are	in	different	terrain.	She	gives	me

a	nose	clip.	‘I	will	be	taking	you	under.	It’s	a	powerful
journey.You’ll	see.’	I	put	the	clip	on.	Before	she	takes	me
down	she	taps	three	times	so	I	can	take	in	enough	breath.
The	first	time	we	go	under	it	feels	uncomfortable.
Strange.	My	ears	fill	with	water.	But	then	we	are	down
for	a	longer	time,	and	then	longer.	My	lungs	seem	quite
able	to	retain	huge	amounts	of	air.
On	the	third	time	down,	I	notice	something	changing

chemically	in	my	brain.	I	feel	a	sudden	sense	of
heaviness,	and	colours	start	moving	slowly	before	my
eyes.	As	happens	in	float	tanks,	the	mind	has	dropped
from	alpha	waves	into	theta,	which	is	the	slow	rhythmic
beat	of	a	tribal	drum.	It	is	the	sound	of	the	heart.	It	is	the
altered	consciousness	of	deep	trance.
Even	though	my	eyes	are	shut	I	can	see	intense	blue,	it

is	surrounding	me.	Kaya	holds	me	tenderly	while	I
somersault,	backwards,	forwards.	I’m	like	a	sea	creature,
a	dolphin,	a	whale.And	then	I’m	part	of	the	primordial
water	we	all	came	from,	both	embryo	in	womb	and



amoebae	in	primal	slime.And	then,	blissfully,	I	am
nothing.
I	run	out	of	air.	I	need	to	come	up.	But	I	don’t	want

to.A	vision	of	my	father	envelopes	me,	then	vanishes.	In
the	stillness	that	follows	I	suddenly	get	a	deep	sense	of
what	death	is.	Of	dying	to	oneself,	of	surrendering	to
nothing	and	expanding	out	into	the	awesome	sea.	I	lose
my	desire	to	breathe.	I	am	in	ecstasy.	Death,	in	an	instant,
is	no	longer	a	frightening	place.
Kaya	pulls	me	up.	I	emerge	gasping	for	air,	born	again,

as	my	water	mother	cleaves	me	to	her	breast.
I	am	somehow	changed	sitting	here,	writing	this.Words

do	fail	me.	But	I	understand	the	great	cycle	of	what	Joni
Mitchell	sings	as:	‘Death	and	birth	and	death	and	birth
and	death	and	birth	.	.	.’And	I’m	now	certain	that
wherever	my	beloved	dad	has	gone	to,	it	is	a	place	filled
with	profound	love.







TWO

sacred	love



Just	before	I	turned	forty	I	felt	a	strong	urge	to	go	to
India	for	my	birthday.	It	was	persistent,	omnipresent,
and	so	strong	that	I	began	dreaming	about	India,
fantasising	about	the	place.	Everyone	I	attracted	into
my	life	at	that	point	seemed	to	have	just	returned	from
India	or	had	lived	there	and	wanted	to	talk	to	me
about	it.

Mostly	I	wanted	to	go	to	the	Khajuraho	erotic
temples	where,	as	it	turns	out,	I	had	an	experience	that
transformed	my	life.The	temples	are	legendary.	Built
in	950	AD,	they	are	home	to	some	of	the	most	exotic
and	erotic	artwork	ever	created.These	Hindu
monuments	are	covered	in	relief	sculptures	depicting
daily	life	and	spirituality	in	India	a	millennium	ago,
but	two	motives	predominate:women	and	sexuality.
Apsaras	or	dancing,	celestial	maidens	appear	on	every
temple	alongside	the	mithuna	or	erotic	figures
depicted	in	a	host	of	Kama	Sutra	positions.

The	Tantricis	who	helped	build	the	temples
believed	that	the	path	to	spiritual	enlightenment	was
through	sexual	love.	The	teachings	of	the	sculptures
and,	indeed,	the	sacred	Kama	Sutra,	concern	the
elevating	of	our	primal	needs	to	something	holy	and
luminous.	Rather	than	repress	the	lower	human
functions	as	most	religions	do,	pleasure	is	depicted	as
a	vehicle	to	self-realisation	and	finally	godliness	–	a



transcendental	state	where	after	having	savoured
earthly	delights	we	finally	let	go	of	cravings,
attachments	and	worldly	things.
As	portrayed	in	the	film	of	E.	M.	Forster’s	A	Passage

to	India,	these	sculptures	disturbed	the	British	sense	of
propriety	when	they	first	arrived	in	the	country,	for	they
completely	contradicted	the	Victorian	notion	of	women	as
submissive,	non-sensual	beings;	instead	all	humans	were
portrayed	as	free-spirited,	erotic	creatures.	When
knowledge	of	the	temples	came	to	light,	and	after	the
famous	explorer	Sir	Richard	Burton	translated	the	Kama
Sutra	(on	which	many	of	the	sculptures	were	based),	and
brought	the	book	back	to	England,	it	changed	the	way	a
generation	thought	about	themselves,	their	bodies,	their
souls.
As	I	walked	around	the	temples	with	my	husband	and

my	daughter	on	my	actual	birthday,	I	kept	thinking	about
what	turning	forty	meant	to	me.	Forty	for	women	is	not	a
time	to	be	underestimated.	It	goes	right	to	the	heart	of	our
femininity	and	sexuality.	It	is	the	beginning	of	the	body’s
last	hormonal	surge	before	menopause,	our	last	chance	to
have	that	baby	and	fulfil	our	biological,	maternal	purpose.
It	also	represents	a	real	threat	to	our	womanhood	and
sexual	power	as	we	watch	our	fertility	fading,	along	with
the	hormones	that	keep	our	bodies	juicy	and	sexy.
And	yet	there	in	the	reliefs	above	and	around	us	was	a



different	depiction	of	femininity.	It	was	Mother,	Goddess,
ripe,	beckoning.	The	top	strata	of	the	temples	were
resplendent	with	full-bodied	women,	who	seemed	to	have
transcended	base	sexuality	and	merged	with	the	great
Shakti	goddess	to	become	‘Love’	itself.	No	longer	caught
in	samsara,	the	great	suffering	cycle	of	existence,	they
had	eaten	of	the	abundant	fruits	of	the	flesh	–	as	depicted
on	the	pornographic	and	mundane	lower	levels	of	the
reliefs	–	and	moved	beyond	the	confines	of	physical
pleasure	into	a	deeper	innate	sexuality	to	become	the	great
lover	of	all	Mankind	–	Devadasi,	the	sacred	prostitute,
beloved	of	God.
I	understood	this	at	an	intellectual	level	as	I	studied	the

sculptures,	all	the	while	thinking	about	my	life	and	how	to
catapult	myself	from	the	mundane	to	the	sublime.	For
there	was	not	just	pornography	but	daily	life	on	the	lower
friezes	–	the	washing	of	dishes,	fighting	between	partners,
child-bearing,	child-rearing,	all	the	earthly	stuff	of
existence	including	battles	and	processions	comically
depicted	alongside	threesomes,	orgies	and	homoerotic
love.These	symbolised	the	trials	that	have	to	be	lived
through	in	a	state	of	devotion,	before	mortal	man	and
woman	can	begin	rising	to	more	lofty	pursuits.
But	I	was	about	to	get	more	than	an	intellectual

understanding.	The	Khajuraho	temples	comprise	a	cluster
of	various	buildings	like	diamonds	on	a	ring,	each



devoted	to	various	facets	of	life.	I	could	feel	a	temple	in
the	distance	beckoning.	From	my	guidebook,	I	read	that
the	temple	was	a	special	place	of	worship	devoted	to
Shiva	and	his	consort	Shakti,	and	particularly	famous	for
its	portrayal	of	sacred	female	rituals.
At	first	we	all	went	into	the	temple	as	we	had	with	the

others.	But	suddenly	my	husband	doubled	over	with
pain.We	thought	it	must	be	something	he’d	eaten	and	yet
we’d	all	had	the	same	thing	for	lunch.	He	went	running
outside	to	be	sick,	but	the	minute	he	stepped	outside	the
temple	the	pain	and	nausea	miraculously	stopped.	So	he
came	back	in	again	and	the	same	thing	happened.	After
two	more	attempts,	he	took	my	daughter’s	hand	and
said:‘I’m	getting	out	of	here.	This	is	not	a	place	for
men.You	stay	here	by	yourself!’
I	was	alone	in	the	temple	and	walked	around,	feeling	a

rush	of	strange	energies.	In	the	centre	of	the	sacred,
female	space	was	a	giant	lingam	or	penis,	symbolising	the
male	God	Shiva	–	Shakti’s	consort	and	partner.	I	sat	in
front	of	it	for	a	while	and	then	felt	the	urge	to	go	deeper
into	the	temple,	guided	by	some	unknown	force.	I	knew
something	special	was	happening	because	there	were
thousands	of	tourists	visiting	the	site	that	day	and	each
temple	was	crammed.Yet	this	temple	was	silent.	Not	a
person	was	in	sight.	As	I	ventured	behind	an	ornate
sculpted	wall,	I	discovered	a	huge	hidden	yoni	or	vagina



sculpture	in	the	folds	of	the	walls.
Immediately,	I	got	a	vision	of	water	pouring	down,

though	there	was	none.	There	was	a	giant	basin	beneath
the	relief	to	hold	the	symbolised	female	juices.	I	began
trembling	though	I	didn’t	know	why,	and	could	suddenly
see	visions	in	my	mind	of	women	anointing	themselves
with	this	water	in	a	purification	ritual.Which	is	when	I
had	a	strong	desire	to	sit	down	and	take	hold	of	the	basin.
As	I	did	I	felt	a	powerful	sexual	energy	surge	up	my
spine.	And	I	knew	from	my	yogic	training	that	I	was
experiencing	some	measure	of	unlocking	of	my	dormant
kundalini	energy,	the	sacred	life-source	emanating	from
the	lower	chakras,	legendary	in	esoteric	Hindu	and	Taoist
philosophies.	It	is	depicted	as	a	great	serpent	uncoiling
and	rising.
The	great	Tantricis	and	yoginis	who	practise	around

India	and	the	east	believe	that	this	energy	–	unlocked
through	certain	devotional	practices	–	creates	a	mystical,
powerful	force	that	can	heal,	purify,	transform.	In	Tantra
it	is	the	meticulous	journey	of	kunda	through	disciplined
breathing	and	exercise	regimes	up	the	chakras	that	is	the
means	to	enlightenment	and	God.	Any	sexual	practice
combining	kundalini	movement	and	spiritual	devotion	–
marrying	Heaven	above	and	Earth	below	–	can	take	and
shake	the	practitioner	to	the	core	of	unspeakable	bliss.
I	had	experienced	some	unleashing	of	primal	energy



with	my	world-renowned	Taiwanese	chi	gung	master,
who	taught	students	to	release	chi	(the	Chinese	word	for
life-force)	from	the	lower	spine	and	navel	regions.	I	had
gone	further	through	my	reiki	practice	(the	word	ki	being
the	Japanese	version	of	chi	or	kundalini)	and	witnessed
my	energy	channels	open	to	a	powerful	tingling	through
my	entire	body	and	to	the	energy	surrounding	my	body.
In	yoga	I	found	inverted	postures	and	back	bends	had
further	stimulated	certain	energies,	as	had	the	rigorous
breathing	and	meditation	regime	my	teachers	had	put	me
on.
But	never	before	had	I	experienced	the	degree	and

potency	of	such	liberation	of	kundalini	as	occurred	on	my
fortieth	birthday.	I	was	clinging	to	the	basin,	electric
charges	rushing	up	my	spine,	the	top	of	my	head	feeling
like	energy	was	spurting	out	like	firecrackers	and	the
bottom	half	of	my	body	vibrating.	In	Tantra	this	is	called
a	full-body	orgasm,	as	sexual	energy	takes	on	a	life	of	its
own	and	begins	circulating	through	every	nerve	and	every
blood	vessel	for	limitless	amounts	of	time,	no	longer
anchored	in	earthly	pursuits	or	limited	biology.
‘Breathe,’	I	heard	my	mind	tell	me,	as	the	journalist

inside	my	head	was	trying	to	offer	rational	explanations.	I
knew	I	had	to	ignore	my	western	mind	and	work	with	the
energy,	not	deny	or	block	it.
‘Let	it	go,’	I	told	myself,	surrendering	to	the	ecstatic



rush	and	praying	that	no	one	would	walk	in.	Having
attempted	this	for	many	years	with	partners,	I	was	blown
out	that	my	initiation	was	happening	in	this	setting,	in	this
way,	linked	only	to	the	Divine.
When	it	was	over,	I	sat	in	front	of	the	great	Shiva

lingam	statue	in	the	centre	of	the	room	and	offered
thanks.	I	knew	that	something	had	been	set	free	in	me	for
a	reason.	That	there	was	a	journey	of	self-growth	that	I
was	about	to	embark	on	and	a	message	to	convey.	For
such	bliss	is	not	about	bodily	pleasures	alone,	rather	it	is
the	beginning	of	an	emotional	and	a	spiritual
consciousness.
As	I	sat	in	reverence,	I	heard	my	husband	and	daughter

standing	behind	me.	I	got	up,	dusted	myself	down	and	the
moment	I	stepped	outside	of	the	temple,	a	hundred	people
come	flooding	in,	jabbering	noisily.	It	was	unbelievable	to
think	that	I	had	had	over	an	hour	alone	in	this	sacred
space.	I	knew	I’d	been	given	a	profound	gift.
But	despite	this	awakening,	when	I	returned	to

Australia,	I	once	again	became	consumed	with	normal,
mundane	relationship	dramas	in	my	partnering,
mothering,	domestic	life	and	friendships,	as	I	describe	in
this	chapter.	Some	days	were	transcendent.	On	others	it
felt	as	if	nothing	had	changed.And	yet,	isn’t	this	the
duality	of	being	a	mortal	after	all?
We	humans	glimpse	greatness	while	continuing	to



project	our	romantic	illusions,	expectations	and	needs	on
to	another.	But	what	else	can	we	do?	The	great	Persian
poet	and	mystic	Rumi	believed	that	all	our	efforts	at
finding	a	beloved	were	really	just	our	poignant	human
attempts	to	connect	with	the	Divine.
Brilliant	Jungian	psychoanalyst	Marion	Woodman

agrees	that	instead	of	going	within	or	to	Source,	we	go
looking	for	an	archetypal	container	to	contain	our	God–
Goddess	projections.‘Too	often	that	target	is	another
bumbling	being	who	seems	to	embody	all	that	was,	and
all	that	is,	too	perfect	to	be	.	.	.	until	the	human	warts
become	visible.’
She	says	women	may	project	their	King-God	desire	on

to	a	simple	man	–	‘crown	him	with	light,	invest	him	with
their	own	intellectual	and	spiritual	potential,	and	then
wonder	why	he	isn’t	big	enough	to	fill	his	royal
vestments’.	The	king,	too,	may	project	his	fantasy	of
perfect	femalehood	on	to	his	queen,	finding	an	infantile
replica	to	make	himself	feel	powerful	or	choosing	a
mother	figure	who	sees	him	as	her	‘golden	boy’	while	he
struggles	with	his	terror	of	being	consumed,	and	yet	has	a
deep	desire	for	it.
The	emotionally	charged,	co-dependent	male–female

dance	is	a	ritual	doomed	to	failure	unless	we	liberate
ourselves	from	psychic	struggles	and	go	deep	within.
Unless	we	go	to	a	place	where	our	inner	king	and	queen,



the	animus	and	anima	of	Jungian	philosophy,	our	internal
Shakti–Shiva,	marry	and	live	happily	within	our	bodies,
the	temples	of	our	soul.	Kundalini	can	guide	us	to	the
Divine	and	to	a	greater	love	of	Nature,	friends,	a	leaf	on
the	ground	–	to	a	love	that	can	permeate	our	entire	beings
and	thus	lift	us	towards	enlightenment.
By	clawing	back	our	romantic	projections	we	become

free	of	the	gilded	cage	of	expectation	to	become	our	own
Christ,	Krishna,	Buddha,	Shakti.
For	me,	on	my	journey,	I	am	at	conflicted	points.	I	am

still	at	the	lower	levels	of	the	Khajuraho	relief,	debating
with	husband	and	friends	about	responsibility,	monogamy
and	sacrifice,	and	exploring	the	mundane	realities	of
personal	love.	And	yet	I	am	on	a	higher	trajectory
upwards,	trying	to	find	my	way	out	of	the	mire	of
unresolved	Oedipal	projections	and	emotional
dependencies,	towards	bliss.Towards	playing	with	‘Love
Itself	’,	‘Love	Impersonal’	in	the	energy	field	of	friends
and	in	the	teeming	world	around	me.
By	finding	love	in	all	things,	I	am	becoming	the	great,

full-breasted	Shakti	goddess	who	needs	no	one	human
being	to	give	her	total	sensual,	fulsome	pleasure.Whose
mantra	is	‘I	am	the	Goddess,	I	am	the	Mother,	all	acts	of
love	and	pleasure	are	my	ritual’,	as	she	spills	over	with
grace.



Language	of	Love

The	table	is	filled	with	food.	There	are	baskets	of	bagels,
slices	of	meat,	plates	of	fetta	cheese,	artichoke	hearts,
pickled	cucumbers,	rye	bread,	pasta	salads,	dolmades,
cold	cuts,	warm	spinach	tarts	straight	from	the	oven,	there
is	roast	chicken	being	cut	by	someone	on	the	kitchen
bench.
But	wait,	there’s	more.	Someone	is	carrying	out

smoked	salmon,	someone	is	walking	around	with	a
moussaka.	Someone	is	desperately	searching	for	space	on
the	huge,	wooden	table	for	the	rice	salad.
‘Welcome	home,’	says	my	mother,	as	I	drag	my

suitcase	into	the	centre	of	the	room	and	glare	at	the
spread.
‘Mum	.	.	.	who’s	coming	for	lunch?’	I	marvel,	gaping

at	the	table	laden	for	a	party	of	hundreds.
‘Oh	just	us,’	she	smiles,	referring	to	my	husband,my

child	and	my	immediate	relatives.	At	best	there’d	be	eight
to	ten	of	us.
But	to	my	mother,	who	has	spent	days	shopping	and

chopping,	dicing	and	slicing,	strategising	her	early
morning	dash	to	the	bagel	shop	to	get	the	freshest	and	the



best,	this	is	not	about	numbers.	It	is	about	pure,
unadulterated	love.	It’s	her	way	of	showing	me	how
important	I	am	to	her.How	happy	she	is	that	I’m	in
Melbourne	for	a	visit.
‘Come,’	she	beckons,	leading	me	into	the	kitchen

where	she	brings	a	spoon	of	white-wine	coloured	soup	to
my	lips.	‘I’ve	been	cooking	all	day,’	she	says,	which	is	‘I
love	you’	in	mother-talk.
I	never	saw	it	until	recently.The	strange	languages	of

love.	I	have	complained	bitterly	over	the	years	about	not
being	validated	by	this	person	or	that,	only	to	discover
that	the	love	was	there,	but	expressed	in	a	foreign
language.	For	instance,	I	experience	love	in	French	but
my	mother	speaks	Japanese.
My	late	father	spoke	a	Zulu	dialect.	Growing	up	I

rarely	experienced	any	compliments,	or	direct	words	of
love,	for	he	was	simply	unable	to	verbalise	such	feelings.
Instead,	when	he	saw	me,	he	would	wrap	an	arm

around	my	neck	in	a	strangle-hold	from	behind,	and
attempt	to	drag	me	backward	a	few	feet	while	rocking	me
from	side	to	side,	thus	almost	dislocating	my	neck	from
the	top	of	my	spine.	A	move	taught	in	self-defence	classes
to	crush	your	opponent.	It	took	me	years	to	work	out	that
this	meant	‘I	am	overjoyed	to	see	you’	in	his	native
tongue.



My	husband	and	I	spoke	our	words	of	love	in	different
tongues	for	years	too,	until	I	read	international	linguist
Deborah	Tannen’s	1990’s	classic	You	Just	Don’t
Understand,	which	was	instrumental	in	helping	me
translate	his	intent.
For	example,	one	night	we	had	a	fight.	I	was	in	tears.

My	husband	barricaded	himself	in	my	office	for
hours.When	he	finally	emerged,	I	expected	him	to	gush
forth	words	of	remorse.	Instead	he	proudly	led	me	to	my
bookshelf	where	he’d	organised	all	my	books	by	author,
from	A	to	Z.
I	grew	even	angrier.‘You’re	shutting	down.You	don’t

care	about	my	feelings,’	I	insisted.Then	I	remembered
Tannen’s	book.	He	was	expressing	true	love	in	his
language,	the	language	of	a	book-loving	intellectual,	just
as	my	mother	expressed	love	through	food,	and	my
bearish	father	through	rough	play.
We’ve	all	had	fallings-out	because	of	the	language	of

love.	If	someone	experiences	love	as	sex	–	which	is	very
common	–	and	the	partner	won’t	make	love	daily,	then
that	person	can	unconsciously	feel	unloved	and
invalidated,	even	though	their	partner	may	be	speaking
fluent	Cantonese,	providing	care	for	the	family	or	time
and	emotional	support.
Not	that	these	other	gifts	are	not	appreciated,	but	they

are	seen	as	second-rate	displays	of	love.



If	a	person	equates	love	with	being	listened	to	and
verbally	validated	with	such	words	as	‘Oh	really	.	.	.	that
is	so	interesting’	but	instead	they’re	given	a	plate	of
moussaka,	well	you	can	see	where	the	discrepancy	lies.
Which	makes	the	giver	feel	hurt,	confused,	taken	for
granted.
Predictably,	I	experience	love	through	deep

communication.	I	once	had	a	girlfriend	who	would	rarely
talk	to	me	about	anything	significant	but	often	sent	me
miniature	tubes	of	beauty	products	through	the	mail:
samples	of	night-creams,	cleansers,	eye-creams.
I	broke	off	the	friendship	before	I	realised	that	she	was

telling	me	she	loved	me	in	Latin.	I	guess	she	never
understood	why	I’d	insensitively	ask	her	about	her	soul,
rather	than	whipping	out	a	toner.
So	I	sit	down	with	my	family	and	break	bread.There

isn’t	a	huge	amount	of	verbal	communication	going	on,
but	lots	of	slurping,	munching	and	gobbling.	These	are
the	sounds	of	love,	of	a	family	telling	me	they	care.	And	I
lap	them	up	though	my	internal	translator	which	has
learned,	through	patience	and	pain,	to	become
multilingual.



Nothing	More	than	Feelings

The	freeway	to	the	airport	is	full	of	bulldozers.	It’s	taking
much	longer	than	we	expected	to	get	to	our	destination	as
cars	bank	up,	stop	at	traffic	lights	that	were	never	there
before,	and	crawl	along	at	40	k	in	zones	that	were	100	k
last	week.
The	roadworks	have	thrown	our	whole	schedule	into

doubt.My	husband	–	being	the	practical	kind	–	had
calculated	to	the	second	when	we	had	to	leave,	including
daylight	saving	conversions,	because	we	are	driving	from
northern	New	South	Wales	to	Coolangatta	airport	in
Queensland.
But	we	are	now	crawling	along,	agonising	metre	by

agonising	metre.
Never	mind.	For	me	the	situation	is	perfect	–	driving	to

the	airport,	going	away	for	a	few	days,	husband	trapped	in
the	car	and	unable	to	escape	for	an	hour	–	what	a	great
chance	to	discuss	The	Relationship.
‘Darling,	how	are	you	feeling	about	The	Relationship?’

I	ask,	trying	to	open	the	discussion.
Darling	looks	immediately	like	a	cat	about	to	be	taken

off	to	the	vet.The	cars	in	front	have	put	their	brakes	on,	he



makes	a	moaning	noise,	sweat	is	forming	on	his	brow.	He
is	contemplating	his	odds.	If	he	jumps	now,	would	he	be
squashed	by	oncoming	traffic?	Or	would	it	be	less	painful
to	discuss	The	Relationship?
‘I	think	everything	is	fine,’	he	says,	more	hopeful	than

sincere.
‘Well,	there	are	a	few	things	I’d	like	to	clear	up,	since

we	have	some	time	to	have	a	bit	of	a	heart-to-heart.’
His	body	slumps.The	traffic	speeds	up.	He	has	missed

his	chance	to	throw	himself	like	a	kamikaze	from	the	car.
For	many	men,	this	is	the	dark	journey	into	the
Underworld.	The	‘heart-to-heart’	is	their	monster	of	the
deep.	I	see	him	psychically	drawing	his	sword.
‘I	think	we	need	to	discuss	feelings	more,’	I	say.‘I

would	like	you	to	open	up	to	me	more	about	your
feelings.’
He	stares	ahead	at	the	road	as	I	explain	my	new	theory

on	relationships:	It’s	not	the	person	we’re	in	love	with
who	makes	us	either	happy	or	unhappy,	it’s	how	we	feel
when	we	are	with	them,	what	we	become	in	their
presence.	And	it	is	the	parts	of	ourselves	we	are	able	to
express	when	we	are	with	that	person	that	we	really	‘fall
in	love’	with.
Which	explains	why	so	many	people	choose	really

strange	partners.	For	instance,	a	guy	might	be



incompetent	or	a	real	underachiever.	Others	may	wonder
why	that	gifted,	intelligent	woman	would	stay	with	him.
But	his	vulnerability	may	be	the	very	thing	that	allows	his
girlfriend	to	experience	her	own	deeply	maternal	or
nurturing	side.
My	husband	is	a	high	achiever,	very	capable	and	down

to	earth.	This	has	helped	me	become	more	savvy,worldly
and	real.	I	love	this	part	of	myself	and	I	love	him	for
bringing	it	out	in	me.	But	I’m	thinking	aloud	that	it	would
be	nice	to	experiment	with	a	bit	more	mushie,	touchy-
feely	stuff.
‘Darling,	don’t	you	sometimes	wish	you	were	more

v.u.l.n.e.r.a.b.l.e?’
‘Mmmm,’	he	says.
‘I’d	like	to	express	that	loving	part	of	my	own	heart

more	with	your	loving	open	heart.’
‘Mmmm,’	he	says,	staring	straight	ahead.
‘So	now	tell	me	how	are	you	really	feeeeling?’
The	cars	have	stopped	again.	He	turns	and	looks	at

me.‘Ummm,	what	do	you	want	me	to	say?’
‘Tell	me	how	you	are	really	feeeeling.’
‘I	am	angry.’
‘At	me?’
‘No,	because	the	road	is	so	busy.’



Well,	at	least	it’s	a	start.	‘Do	you	feel	you	express	your
vulnerability	enough?’	I	ask.
‘Mmmm,’	he	continues	as	the	car	picks	up	speed	along

the	freeway.
‘Because	that	would	help	me	be	more	nurturing,’	I	say

as	finally	we	pull	into	the	airport.
He	tries	to	jump	out	of	the	car.	‘But	we	haven’t

finished	expressing	ourselves,’	I	say,	grabbing	his	arm.
‘But	we’re	late,’	he	says,	looking	panicked,	reaching

for	his	psychic	sword	to	slay	my	monster	questions	with.	I
look	at	the	clock	and	know	we	have	arrived	an	hour
before	the	flight	leaves	and	have	plenty	of	time.
‘You	can	stop	being	so	practical.	I	need	to	express	my

feelings	about	The	Relationship,’	I	say,	continuing	to	talk
as	he	wriggles	about.
‘We	really	have	to	go,’	he	says	finally.
‘But	I	want	to	hear	from	you.	Look	at	the	clock.We

have	one	more	hour	.	.	.’
‘No	we	don’t.	I	adjusted	it	to	Queensland	time	before

we	left.	So	it	really	is	2.15	–	not	2.15	New	South	Wales
time	–	which	you	think	is	still	only	1.15	in	Queensland,’
says	my	pragmatic	husband.
‘But	my	flight	is	at	2.20!’
‘You	said	2.40,’	he	protests.



‘No	I	didn’t,’	I	say,	scrambling	for	the	itinerary,	and
pulling	things	out	of	bags.‘Help	me,	help	me	find	the
details.’
My	handbag	is	a	chaotic	mess.As	papers	go	flying,

there	is	a	loud	roar.	My	flight	takes	off	overhead.We	stare
up	in	shock	as	the	plane	–	the	only	one	I	could	get	on	for
two	months	–	dips	down	as	if	to	say	goodbye.
I	turn	slowly	and	look	at	my	husband’s	intelligent,

practical	face,	the	one	that	doesn’t	like	discussing	The
Relationship	but	has	got	me	on	planes,	on	time,	for	ten
years.	He	is	frowning	angrily.	And	I	know	that	he	has
some	feeeelings	that	he	is	about	to	share	with	me.



In	Essence

John’s	place	is	rather	empty.	An	old	lounge	suite	in	the
corner	without	its	mate.A	dining	table	without	chairs	in
the	centre	of	the	room.	These	are	among	the	few	things
salvaged	from	his	recent	separation.The	casualties	of
emotional	war.
On	a	recent	trip	to	Sydney,	I	visit	him	to	offer

support.We	sit	on	two	remaining	kitchen	chairs.The
cupboards	are	bare.	I	settle	for	a	glass	of	wine	instead.
‘I	can’t	work	out	what	went	wrong,’	he	says,	as	the

alcohol	takes	effect.Around	the	room	are	photos	of	his
kids.	I	try	not	to	look	too	long,	try	not	to	remind	him	of
the	sounds	that	would	normally	be	filling	the	room	at	this
time	of	night.
John	is	in	his	forties,	professional.	He	began	his	adult

life	with	a	dream	and	spent	two	decades	working	towards
it.	Recently	his	wife	walked	out,	taking	the	furniture	and
their	three	children	and	moving	temporarily	to	their
holiday	house	on	the	coast.
He	is	a	man	in	shock.	He	never	saw	it	coming.
It’s	cold	in	the	harbour-side	house	tonight.	His	wife

took	the	heaters	too.The	huge	lounge-room	he	built	for	his



family	feels	like	a	mausoleum	as	our	voices	bounce	off
the	lifeless	walls.	I	take	his	hand	in	mine.
‘I	stopped	turning	her	on,’	he	says.	‘She	said	she	didn’t

find	me	interesting	any	more.’	His	shoulders	are	slumped
over,	his	lips	quivering.	It’s	a	hard	thing	for	a	man	to
hear.	Harder	to	admit.
There’s	nothing	for	me	to	say.	I	allow	silence	to	sit

between	us.	He	runs	his	hands	through	his	hair.‘I	don’t
know	what	to	do.	I	don’t	know	what	happened.	I	don’t
understand,’	he	says,	finally	getting	up	and	wandering
about.
I’m	so	filled	with	pity	my	heart	hurts,	searching	for

something	to	say	to	make	it	better.	My	words	are	clumsy,
patronising.	‘You	are	a	great	guy.There	will	be	other
women.	She	doesn’t	know	what	she’s	missing.’	All
clichés	uttered	repeatedly	to	friends	going	through	the
ugly	ritual	of	divorce.
And	what	can	one	really	say	anyway?	In	many	long-

term	relationships,	boredom	is	par	for	the	course.
And	suddenly	in	the	painful	silence	I	get	a	flash	of

intuition.	A	flash	so	bright,	I	feel	my	body	perk	up.‘John,
what	did	you	keep	for	yourself	from	the	separation?	What
is	the	most	precious,	personal	thing	you	own?’
John	disappears	into	the	bedroom	and	emerges	with	a

big	box	and	a	bigger	grin.‘My	rock	collection,’	he	beams,



looking	like	a	boy	of	ten.	He	opens	the	flaps	and	starts	to
lay	out	the	most	amazing	array	of	stones	I’ve	ever	seen.
There	are	crystals,	opals,	rocks	from	volcanoes,	rocks
with	veins	of	precious	stone	running	through	them.	And
each	has	a	story.	Each	was	collected	from	some	wild
adventure	years	before.
‘This	is	from	the	time	I	travelled	in	the	Outback,’	he

says,	sitting	down	and	telling	tales	around	the	camp	fire
of	his	mind:	the	time	he	spent	in	an	old	mining	town,	the
months	spent	sleeping	under	the	stars,	floods,	rescue
attempts,	that	girl.
The	rocks	and	their	stories	fill	the	room	like	big,	bright

canvases,	resplendent	with	colour.
‘John,	this	is	your	essence,’	I	say	to	him,	squeezing	his

hand.‘And	no	woman	or	man	can	take	it	away.’
Through	all	the	years	of	being	a	good	husband,	good

father,	good	provider,	John	had	buried	his	rocks,	his	soul,
under	the	bed.	The	same	place	that	I	kept	my	paintings,
half-finished	poems,	and	guitar	–	symbols	of	my	own
essence,	hidden	from	view	–	until	my	recent	commitment
to	open	the	boxes	of	my	creative	soul.	At	any	cost.
For	it’s	the	trap	of	every	relationship.We	end	up

domesticating	and	killing	off	the	very	essence	of
ourselves,	the	essence	that	made	us	attractive	in	the	first
place.	Our	sexy,	untamed,	creative	aspects	get	stifled	and



lost	beneath	layers	of	mundane	dross.And	once	they	are
buried,	we	fall	out	of	love	with	ourselves	–	usually	well
before	our	partners	fall	out	of	love	with	us.
‘Let’s	put	them	out	on	display,’	I	say,	and	we	begin

arranging	the	rocks	into	a	giant	circle.A	sacred	altar.
‘I	think	I	might	travel	for	a	while,’	says	John

thoughtfully,	staring	at	what	American	Indians	would	call
a	healing	medicine	wheel	in	the	middle	of	his	lounge.	His
shoulders	are	no	longer	slumped.	He	is	handsome	and
bold,	probably	the	man	his	wife	fell	in	love	with.
There	is	magic	embedded	in	us	all.	But	it’s	not	for

others	to	mine.	It’s	for	us	to	keep	unearthing	in	the
humdrum	of	daily	life.	For	how	can	our	partners	see	the
precious	stones	we	keep	locked	away	from	ourselves?



Trash	and	Treasure

My	girlfriend	rang	the	other	day.	She	was	exhausted	from
a	garage	sale	she’d	just	had.	I	asked	her	what	she	was
selling.
‘Terrible	things.	There	was	an	old	suitcase,	an	electric

organ,	moth-eaten	lampshades,	a	carved,	wooden	thing
from	Indonesia,	Mickey	Mouse	figures	bought	in
Disneyland,	plaster	angels	we	found	at	a	garage	sale,	lace
curtains	I	hated	that	someone	thought	were	wonderful,
vinyl	furniture,	an	old	Playstation	.	.	.
‘I	don’t	understand	how	we	made	$400	from	bits	of

rubbish,’	she	said.
‘I	guess	buyers	must	see	something	in	an	old	thingo

that	the	former	owner	can’t	see,’	I	said.	‘That	moth-eaten
lampshade	may	seem	like	a	priceless	antique	to	new	eyes,
or	the	perfect	thing	for	that	corner.Maybe	the	new	owner
has	the	exact	piece	of	material	to	patch	up	that	side,	or
cover	that	stain.
‘You	know	the	cliché.	One	man’s	trash	is	another

man’s	treasure.’
And	suddenly	she	started	laughing.	‘I	guess	it’s	a	bit

like	relationships	isn’t	it?	Look	at	Bob.	When	I	met	him



he	was	pre-loved,	second-hand	goods.	A	bit	shop	soiled,	a
wheel	or	two	missing.	His	ex-wife	had	given	him	up	for
broken.	I	thought:	“I’ll	just	dust	off	the	cobwebs.	Cover
the	broken	bits.	Put	the	stuffing	back	in.”	And	I’ve	had	a
good	decade	out	of	him.’
We	laughed	and	laughed	when	we	thought	of	the	world

as	a	‘garage	sale	of	the	human	heart’.	After	being	in	long-
term	relationships,	some	people	end	up	very	threadbare,
falling	apart,	knobs	off	everywhere.	And	yet	often	a
shopper	with	a	keen	eye,	or	one	who’s	been	single	for	too
long,	will	see	value:	‘I	need	one	just	like	that	for	my
house.’
And	they’ll	be	happy	to	put	in	the	effort:‘I’ll	just	cover

that	hole	there	with	a	bit	of	Freudian	therapy,	whack	a
pair	of	designer	jeans	down	there,	fix	his	hair,	and	he’ll	be
as	good	as	new,’	they	say,	snapping	up	‘a	real	bargain’
while	the	ex-wife	looks	on	in	shock	and	asks	‘What	does
she	see	in	him?’
Similarly,	a	man	I	know	was	mortified	to	discover	that

the	wife	he	left	after	twenty-three	years	of	marriage,	had
become	an	object	of	lust	for	a	gorgeous	man	ten	years	her
junior.	Firstly,	the	woman	got	such	a	shock	on	being
abandoned	that	she	finally	went	on	that	fitness	regime.
Secondly,	and	most	importantly,	contrary	to	the
stereotypical	view	of	life,	it	isn’t	beauty	or	age	that	really
counts	in	the	‘garage	sale	of	the	human	heart’.



It’s	timing	and	fit.	Rest	assured	that	your	old,	discarded
thingo	will	fit	perfectly	into	someone	else’s	home,
without	rhyme	or	reason	to	you	who	no	longer	has	need
for	it.	It	isn’t	personal.	It’s	just	in	keeping	with	another
adage	I	love:	‘There’s	a	lid	for	every	pot.’
There	are	nostalgics	who	love	things	from	the	1970s,

sentimentalists	who	loved	my	friend’s	Mickey	Mouses,
someone	who	even	wanted	her	lacy-metal	garden
furniture	with	chipped,	white	paint.
Meanwhile	a	woman	I	know	took	up	with	a	man	who

had	the	deepest	lines	etched	into	his	face.	‘You	should
have	seen	how	handsome	he	was	when	he	was	young,’
the	ex	taunted	her.	But	the	woman	only	ever	adored	the
maturity	and	protection	that	came	with	men	who
reminded	her	of	daddy.
Another	interesting	observation	is	that	the	new	owner

brings	out	facets	in	the	thingo	that	the	old	owner
couldn’t.A	good	polish	with	the	right,	tender-loving	hands
can	make	a	thingo	shine.	In	the	film	The	Accidental
Tourist	the	ex-wife	keeps	saying:‘You	always’	and	‘You
never’.The	new	owner	sees	the	leading	man	a	different
way,	and	so	he	opens	up	and	becomes	different	just
because	someone	believes	he	is.
That’s	the	profound	power	of	new	love.	New	owners

are	circuit	breakers,	they	change	the	thingo’s	focus,	heal
the	wounded	bits,	mend	the	broken	bits,	cut	off	the	dead



bits,	recondition,	renovate,	do	a	makeover.	And	suddenly
the	broken	thingo	is	rollerblading	with	his	new	girlfriend
while	the	ex	shakes	her	head	in	disbelief.
Partly	it’s	the	alchemy	of	having	an	exciting,	new

owner	that	does	the	trick.
But	it’s	also	to	do	with	the	effort	that	an	optimistic,

new	partner	will	make	which	we	don’t	make	as	we	tire	of
our	dear,	old	thingos	and	leave	them	atrophying	in	a	dusty
corner	of	the	relationship	while	dreaming	of	a	hot,	new
thingo	that	will	make	our	hearts	beat	faster	–	which	is
probably	just	someone	else’s	old,	worn	thingo.
My	friend	with	the	garage	sale	said	she	had	one	huge

lament.	‘I	was	actually	very	sorry	to	see	the	two	Mickeys
go.	I	should	have	realised	their	sentimental	value.’
The	lesson	she	offers	to	all	my	readers:	Look	again	at

your	junk,	and	try	to	look	through	new	shopper’s	eyes.
Then	put	effort	into	your	old	thingo	before	it’s	too	late.
Pre-loved	thingos	go	fast	in	the	garage	sale	of	the	human
heart.



The	Rope	of	Love

Recently	a	woman	I	know	came	to	me	for	advice.	She	had
been	frustrated	by	attempts	to	help	a	friend	who	was	not
responding.	Coming	as	I	do	from	a	rich	cultural	lineage
steeped	in	rabbinical	debate,	instead	of	telling	her	what	to
do,	I	told	her	this	parable,	as	told	by	the	old	rabbis,	which
profoundly	captures	the	dilemma	many	of	us	face	in	our
intimate	relationships	with	lovers,	siblings,	parents,
children	and	friends.
There	was	a	man	walking	along	a	mountain	ravine.	He

was	well	prepared	for	a	long	journey,	carrying	a	great	coil
of	rope	around	his	body,	a	water	bottle,	compass	and
appropriate	survival	items.
Along	the	path	he	came	across	another	man,	who	was

merely	out	for	an	afternoon	amble.
‘Join	me,’	said	the	first	man,	leading	the	other	deeper

and	deeper	into	the	mountain	range.	‘Could	you	help	me
carry	some	rope?’	The	second	man,	delighted	to	be	taken
on	an	adventure,	happily	agreed	and	tied	half	the	rope
around	his	body.
They	walked	on	for	hours,	chatting	and	developing	a

solid	friendship.	Then	they	came	to	a	precarious,
swinging	footbridge.	Half-way	across,	the	first	man



tumbled	off.	The	second	man	felt	a	huge	tug	on	his	body
and	grabbed	the	rope.	Slowly	he	peeked	over	the	edge	of
the	wooden	bridge	and	saw	the	first	man	dangling	high
above	a	rocky	river.
‘Help	me,	please!	Pull	me	up	or	I’ll	plunge	to	my

death,’	the	first	man	cried.The	second	man	tried	to	pull	up
the	rope	but	couldn’t.	There	was	no	solid	railing	or	tree	to
tie	the	rope	on	to.	He	didn’t	have	enough	strength	in	his
arms	to	pull.And	it	was	obvious	that	if	he	tried	too	hard,
he’d	end	up	toppling	over	the	edge.
‘I	can’t	pull	you	up.You	will	have	to	climb	up	the	rope

yourself,’	he	shouted	down.
But	the	first	man	grew	hysterical.	‘No.	I	can’t	climb.

I’m	afraid.	You’ll	have	to	pull	me	up!’
The	second	man	tried	again.	He	stood	there	for	hours,

pulling,	dragging,	pleading	with	the	other	fellow	to	help
him.	‘Please	try.	I	can’t	do	this	alone,’	he	begged,	but	the
first	man	remained	stuck.
‘No.	I	can’t,’	he	yelled	back.‘Pull	me	up.’
More	hours	went	by.	Night	came.	The	second	man	was

thirsty,	exhausted	from	the	weight.	He	knew	that	if	the
first	man	didn’t	climb	soon,	then	both	their	lives	would	be
in	danger.
‘Please	at	least	try,’	he	yelled,	still	trying	to	pull	the

rope.



‘No,’	said	the	first	man.	‘I	can’t.’The	next	day
came.The	sun	was	burning	down.Without	water,	food	or
rest,	the	second	man	was	beginning	to	slip	closer	to	the
edge.	But	he	couldn’t	in	all	conscience	let	another	man
plunge	to	his	death.
He	rationalised	that	if	he	let	go,	the	first	man	may	be

buffered	by	the	water	and	survive.	But	the	situation
wasn’t	so	clear-cut.	He	too	was	scared.	He	knew	that	only
the	first	man	knew	the	way	home,	and	had	water	and	the
compass	to	see	them	out	of	this	uncharted	terrain.
Day	became	night.	Night	became	day.The	second	man

was	dizzy,	severely	dehydrated	and	sunburnt.	He	knew
that	if	he	closed	his	eyes,	he’d	go	over.
‘You	MUST	try,’	he	yelled	down.	‘I	haven’t	got	the

strength	to	save	you.We	will	both	die.’
‘I	can’t,’	cried	the	first	man,	dangling	desperately	at	the

end	of	the	rope.	And	on	the	morning	of	the	next	day,	the
second	man	took	a	deep	breath,	said	a	little	prayer,	and	let
go	the	rope.	He	didn’t	stay	to	hear	whether	the	first	man
survived	the	fall.	He	was	too	busy	‘running’	to	save	his
own	life.
The	parable	has	much	significance	in	the	relationships

arena.	It	captures	splendidly	the	nature	of	co-
dependence.This	is	where	two	people	are	unable	to	move,
so	stuck	are	they	in	some	balancing	act	of	inter-



dependence,	guilt,	obligation	and	fear	–	each	needing,
hoping,	to	be	rescued	by	the	other.
In	marriage,	in	friendship	and	in	love,	the	question

always	remains:	how	responsible	are	we	for	another?
Where	does	compassion	end	and	indulgence	begin?	And
is	it	them	or	us	we	are	really	trying	to	help	or	save?
The	parable	doesn’t	tell	what	happened	to	the	two

men.The	first	may	well	have	swum	happily	home,	having
been	mercifully	released	from	the	rope	that	entangled	and
terrified	him.
What’s	clear	from	the	parable	is	that	our	survival	is	our

own	responsibility.We	are	not	responsible	for	anyone
else’s	fears	or	self-destructive	tendencies.We	can	always
try	to	give	good	advice	and	be	of	service.	But	past	a
certain	point,	our	desperate	attempts	to	rescue	someone
may	endanger	our	own	psyche.	Nor	should	we	expect
others	to	save	us.
These	are	the	words	I	offered	to	my	friend.	I	didn’t

want	to	save	her	from	trying	to	save	her	girlfriend	–
merely	told	the	parable	and	walked	away.	My	parting
words	were	from	the	Christian	adage	which	echoes	a
similar	sentiment	to	the	rabbis’	parable:	‘God	helps	those
who	help	themselves.’



Secret	Box

I	remember	an	incident	well	over	a	decade	ago	that
changed	my	destiny.	Leading	up	to	this	event,	I	had	been
going	through	emotional	upheaval	due	to	the	break-up	of
a	relationship.	For	a	while	I	had	become	quite	reclusive,
rarely	answering	the	phone,	hiding	in	a	dark	house	and
shakily	swinging	between	panic	and	a	feeling	that	I	would
survive.
I	did	survive,	and	eventually	I	started	seeing	a	man	I

really	liked.	Slowly,	steadily	we	grew	to	care	for	each
other.	But	there	was	something	coming	between	us.	I
knew	that	he	hadn’t	seen	all	facets	of	me.There	was	a
‘dirty	little	secret’	that	he	didn’t	know.
Because	of	his	sophistication,	life	experience	and	self-

confidence,	I	felt	that	when	he	found	out	my	‘dirty	little
secret’	he	wouldn’t	want	to	see	me	any	more.We’d	go	out
for	dinner,	and	when	we’d	get	home	I	was	always	aware
that	the	secret	was	in	the	house.
One	day,	I	summoned	all	my	courage.‘There’s

something	I	have	to	show	you,’	I	said,	taking	him	by	the
hand	into	my	bedroom.‘It’s	something	I’m	really	ashamed
of.’
There	at	the	top	of	my	cupboard	was	a	large	box.We



pulled	it	down.‘It’s	my	coffin	box,’	I	said,	referring	to	the
sheer	size	of	it	and	to	its	rectangular	shape.	Intrigued	by
the	box	and	my	sombre	mood,	he	knelt	down,	probably
expecting	to	see	a	dead	body.	It	was	worse	than	that.
Inside	were	piles	of	unopened	letters.
Tears	welled	up	in	my	eyes.
‘Over	the	past	months	I	have	been	very	depressed	and

disorganised.	I	haven’t	been	able	to	cope	with	people.
‘I	stopped	opening	my	mail	for	a	few	weeks	because

life	became	overwhelming.Then	I	just	couldn’t	open	it
because	I	felt	so	afraid	that	there	were	people	I	should
have	answered	and	had	let	down,	and	bills	that	should
have	been	paid.	And	then	I	knew	the	new	letters	coming
would	be	questioning	whether	I	got	the	old	letters,	so	I
didn’t	open	them	either	and	.	.	.’
‘And	from	the	state	of	the	box,	it	just	kept	getting

worse.’
‘Yes.	It’s	been	so	long,	I’m	too	frightened	to	start.	And

it	haunts	me	every	day.	I’m	really	embarrassed	that	things
got	to	this,’	I	said,	revealing	my	vulnerability	to	this	man,
allowing	myself	to	fall	off	my	pedestal.	Even	before	I	saw
his	reaction,	I	began	feeling	lighter,	better,	for	having
exposed	my	humanness.	In	Jungian	terms	it	is	called	our
shadow	side,	the	side	of	us	that	lives	in	the	dark
underbelly	of	our	being.	Or	in	my	case	in	a	literal	closet.



We	all	have	shadow	sides,	and	it’s	exhausting	for	us	all
to	carry	around	our	frailties,	shames,	flaws	and	angry
demons,	and	to	pretend	that	we	are	other	than	what	we
are.
I’ve	seen	it	all	my	life	–	people	performing,	adopting	a

fabulous	persona,	but	inside	feeling	fragile	or	wild	or
enraged,	and	living	in	fear	of	being	exposed	as	a	fraud.
When	I	finally	could	look	up,	he	was	smiling.‘That’s

okay.	I	have	a	“dirty	little	secret”	too.’This	man	whom	I
so	admired	told	me	how	he	was	recently	asked	to	address
a	prominent	group	of	business	leaders	at	a	conference.	He
stood	up	on	the	podium,	suit	by	Armani,	slightly	greying
temples,	intelligent,	respected,	articulate,	and	as	he
opened	his	mouth	to	speak	nothing	came	out.
Overwhelmed	with	terror,	he	staggered	to	the	side	of	the
podium	and	fainted.
‘We’re	not	all	that	we	seem,’	he	said,	smiling.	Which	is

true	enough.	I	was	thinking	of	this	story	because	recently
I’ve	had	the	chance	to	meet	several	people	who,	on	closer
inspection,	are	far	more	vulnerable	than	they	appear.
One,	a	magnificent-looking	woman	confessed	to	me

that	she	really	hated	her	body,	then	was	riddled	with	guilt
for	not	appreciating	herself.	Like	so	many	women,	she’d
been	conditioned	to	denounce	her	own	Black	Madonna
symbol	of	female	sexual	potency,	and	had	split	off	from
her	own	erotic	soul,	hiding	it	in	her	version	of	my	coffin



box.	A	prominent	doctor	revealed	to	me	behaviour	that
was	so	eccentric,	I	could	see	he	was	the	mythological
‘wounded	healer’	who,	because	of	his	own	pain	and
flawed	personality,	was	able	to	help	other	suffering	souls.
Our	vulnerabilities	and	shadow	sides	are	like	sand	to

oysters:	they	help	us	create	the	pearls	of	our	being.We
should	honour	them,	accept	them,	and	reveal	them	so
others	can	feel	relieved	about	their	own	imperfections.
When	we	share	our	‘dirty	little	secrets’	–	that	we	can’t

always	cope	or	we	hate	ourselves,	that	we	are	addictive,
or	secretly	play	doctors	’n’	nurses,	binge	on	chocolate	or
still	take	teddy	to	bed	–	we	move	beyond	our	individual
plight	to	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	human	condition,
which	fosters	empathy	and	compassion	towards	others
and	ourselves.
Our	pains	and	foibles	define	us.We	are	most	beautiful

when	we	allow	ourselves	to	be	fully	seen	in	both	our
wonderful	power	and	our	dark	imperfection.	And	we	are
more	interesting	for	the	things	we	keep	hidden	in	the
coffin	boxes	of	our	psyche.
Over	the	next	days,	my	new	boyfriend	and	I	sat

together	and	opened	each	letter.	The	ones	that	made	me
feel	worst	were	the	readers’	letters	praising	me.
‘If	only	they	knew	the	truth,’	I	kept	mumbling.
‘If	you	weren’t	the	sort	of	woman	who	felt	deeply	and



who	occasionally	messed	up,	you	wouldn’t	write	as	you
do,’	he	reassured	me.
That	weekend,	seen	and	accepted	in	my	truth,	I	made	a

decision	of	a	lifetime:	not	only	to	accept	myself	but	to
fully	accept	the	love	of	someone	who	fully	accepted
me.We	were	married	a	short	while	later.



The	Love	God

‘Get	into	your	feminine	e-s-s-e-n-c-e,	baby.	Feel	it
flowing	through	your	body	.	.	.’
How	is	it	that	a	gorgeous	black	male,	with	a	lilting

southern	Tennessee	drawl,	is	standing	above	me	while	I
lie	on	his	massage	table	about	to	go	very	deeply	into	my
‘sacred	female	essence’	on	a	mid-week	working	day?
It’s	a	long	story.	The	guru,	whom	I	shall	dub	‘Eros’,

after	the	Greek	mythology	God	of	Love	for	the	purposes
of	this	story,	is	a	legend	in	these	parts.
It	all	started	a	year	ago	when	Eros	was	visiting	Byron

Bay	from	his	home	in	California	to	do	a	Tantric	workshop
for	couples.
Within	a	few	days	of	that	workshop	he	had	become	a

Tantric	superstar.Women	who	had	done	the	workshop
were	said	to	be	spontaneously	orgasming	all	over	the
place.	A	friend	who	is	a	masseur	said	clients	who	had
come	to	him	for	therapeutic	work	were	literally
‘shuddering’	and	‘levitating’	off	the	table.
A	woman	I	knew	who	had	done	the	course	said	she

couldn’t	stop	vibrating	with	energy	pulsing	through	her.	‘I
was	never	orgasmic	before,	now	I	can’t	stop,’	she	said,



while	her	husband,	who	had	accompanied	her	to	the
workshop,was	nodding	furiously	in	delight.
Apparently	Eros	–	who	is	a	reiki	master	and	chi	gung

energy	worker	–	achieved	this	by	putting	his	hands	on
specific	pressure	points	around	the	body,	and	along
certain	energy	meridians,	in	front	of	partners	who	then
learned	these	techniques	to	use	during	lovemaking.	As	he
points	out,	it	is	as	much	what	you	don’t	touch	as	what	you
do	when	dealing	with	the	subtleties	of	female	arousal.
To	put	things	in	perspective,	around	here	Tantra,	a

form	of	yoga,	is	the	new	‘relationships	counselling’.
Drained	by	day-to-day	mundane	existence	and	looking	for
something	to	spice	up	their	marriages,	couples	are	turning
in	droves	to	such	respected	masters	who	are	living	here	or
passing	through.
Courses	in	Tantra	generally	teach	Taoist	or	yogic

breathing	techniques,	how	to	channel	energy,	non-
ejaculatory	orgasms	for	men	and	hour-long	full-body
orgasms	for	women.
Tantra	is	based	on	the	eastern	philosophy	of	alchemy

and	transformation.The	point	of	pleasure	is	not	just	to
enjoy	one’s	body	at	a	base	level	but	to	transform	that
pleasure	into	a	deep	reverence	for	the	Divine.	It	is	using
pleasure	as	a	pathway	to	worship,	and	the	sacred	body	as
a	conduit	between	Heaven	and	Earth.	As	Eros	says:	‘It
amazes	me	that	orthodox	religions	deny	the	body	as	part



of	spirituality.You	can’t	become	a	butterfly	before	you
have	lived	as	a	caterpillar.’
The	other	deep	benefit	of	Tantra,	which	I	witnessed

during	my	years	as	a	sex	&	relationships	writer,	is	that
many	partnerships	have	been	saved	or	helped	by	such
classes,	as	couples	learn	a	gentler,	more	nourishing	form
of	love-making	that	embraces	subtle	energies,	and
honours	the	coming	together	of	Shakti	and	Shiva
(Goddess	and	God).	In	my	experience,	the	Shakti–Shiva
union	is	a	spiritual	more	than	literal	force	and	can	be
summoned	by	straight	or	gay	couples,	or	even	as	a
devotional	act	during	self-love.
Whatever	its	application,Tantra	is	much	needed	in	the

west.And	with	half	of	all	marriages	ending	in	divorce	and
the	other	half	riddled	with	stories	of	betrayal	and
unhappiness,	it’s	necessary	to	explore	new	ways	to	cope
with	the	atrophy	of	long-term	relationships.
Eros	works	on	the	principle	that	in	order	to	experience

bliss	the	energy	meridians	throughout	the	body	have	to	be
cleared	first.	So	here	I	am	having	a	private	session,
waiting	to	have	my	blockages	unblocked.
Before	I	go	in,	I	chat	to	a	man	in	his	car	waiting	for	his

wife.Was	he	threatened	knowing	that	the	Love	God	was
working	on	his	wife?
‘Oh	no,’	he	says.	‘She	can	learn	about	her	own	body,



then	come	home	and	teach	me.’
A	man	in	the	waiting-room	had	recently	done	the

workshop	with	his	girlfriend.	He	said	things	have	never
been	better	between	them.	‘Of	course	it’s	threatening
watching	someone	else	pleasure	your	partner.	But	what
we	learned	is	awesome,’	he	said.
I	am	waiting	to	have	something	very	sacred	pressed.

But	Eros	is	pressing	my	left	eye	instead.Then	he	is
pressing	my	right	shoulder	bone.A	little	odd,	but	Lordy
Lord	it	sure	feels	go-o-od.	It’s	a	subtle	rush,	as	if	each	cell
in	my	body	is	making	love	with	another.While	he	works,
he	talks	to	me.
Like	many	Taoist	and	Tantric	masters,	he	explains	that

the	human	body	is	more	than	just	gross	matter;	rather,	it
emanates	an	electromagnetic	field.	He	says	that	our
genitals	and	breasts	are	our	polarities	and	once	activated
they	explode	in	electrical	currents	that	generate	total	body
bliss.
For	instance,	during	love-making,	a	woman	will	start

pouring	energy	out	of	her	heart	into	the	man’s	heart	which
activates	his	sexual	energy	up	his	spine,	which	then
begins	a	circuit	back	down	into	her	body	and	up	in	a
figure-of-eight	or	sign	of	infinity	–	what	Taoists	call	the
microcosmic	orbit.	This	can	be	aided	by	visualisations
and	rituals	that	enhance	the	flow	of	chi,	including
breathing	and	eye	contact.



Tantric	gurus	believe	the	friction	of	regular	sex	dulls
the	body’s	capacity	to	experience	and	receive	the	subtle
energies	that	can	be	generated	by	Tantric	and	Taoist
practices.	Like	the	guitarist	who	develops	calluses	on	his
fingers,	our	genitals	become	worn,	tired,	needing	more
and	more	stimulation	on	a	gross	level	to	feel	alive.	Thus
we	thrust	faster,	rub	harder,	think	up	fantasies	or	yearn	for
stimulants	such	as	new	partners,	to	keep	ourselves
excited.
Eros	and	others	I	have	interviewed	believe	we	have	to

slow	down,	surrender	to	the	currents	running	through	(and
around)	the	entire	body.	Stop	tensing	and	contracting	in
order	to	force	pleasure	to	happen;	rather,	become	sensitive
to	what	is	going	on	at	an	energy	level	and	enjoy	the
tingling	and	pleasure	that	can	continue	for	hours	–	one
long	orgasmic	state.
And	so	I	surrender,	as	I	am	pressed	and	released,

pressed	and	released.	Eros	believes	that	female	energy
channels	often	have	tension	knots	in	them,	just	as	we	have
knots	in	our	necks,	and	one	pathway	to	female	ecstatic
pleasure	is	to	hold	certain	pressure	points	firmly	then	to
let	go	and	allow	energy	and	new	blood	to	flow	through.
He	shows	me	gateways	in	my	body	that	I	haven’t

passed	through	before.	He	says	that	men	and	women	need
to	use	their	throats,	as	practised	in	ancient	cultures	–	to
‘sing	that	sacred	song’	and	cry	out,	opening	up	breathing



passages	and	the	throat	chakra,	which	enables	energy	to
move	through	the	opened	meridians	and	transmit	a
powerful	rush.	‘To	chant,	to	sing	out,	to	sigh,	is	to	touch
God,’	he	says.
As	he	plays	my	meridians	like	an	exquisite	musician,	I

am	singing.	I	am	dancing.	I	am	swimming	in	the	energy
surrounding	my	entire	body.	And	as	I	get	in	touch	with
my	deepest	feminine	‘e-s-s-e-n-c-e’	I	am	thinking:	There
are	some	days	when	I	just	‘luuurve’	my	job.



Gift	of	the	Nemesis

I	recently	helped	a	friend	through	a	nasty	break-up.
Without	going	into	too	much	detail,	the	story	is	scary

because	it’s	a	common	tale	of	an	objet	d’amour	being
awarded	attributes	he	didn’t	have	and	the	black	and
imperfect	bits	being	painted	over	with	emotional	white-
out.
My	friend	simply	fell	in	love,	which	meant	hormonal,

rose-coloured	glasses	obscured	her	vision	so	she	couldn’t
see	certain	things	that	were	presenting	themselves.	She
heaped	blind	adoration	on	this	man,	even	though	a	few	of
us	kept	presenting	her	with	undeniable	‘facts’.
Anyway,	to	cut	a	long	story	short,	one	of	these	‘facts’

came	to	light	a	few	months	ago,	and	no	amount	of	cover-
up	was	going	to	hide	the	glaring	reality	of	what	had
essentially	been	a	game	of	deception	and	–	more
importantly	–	self-deception.
In	the	days	that	followed	the	break-up	my	friend	was

particularly	fragile,	so	I	invited	her	to	jump	on	a	plane	and
stay	with	me	for	a	few	days.Then	I	took	her	to	see	a
therapist	friend	of	mine	who	is	a	wise	Elder	and	mentor	to
me	–	a	woman	who	has	spent	many	years	in	India	and	is	a
deeply	spiritual	person	whom	I	shall	call	‘Athena’



(Goddess	of	Wisdom).
Athena	listened	to	the	story	with	a	tender	and	patient

expression	for	over	an	hour,	hearing	all	the	breathless
cries	of	‘And	then	he	.	.	.’,	‘And	then	he	.	.	.’,	while	tears
of	pain	rolled	down	my	girlfriend’s	face.	Finally,	after
listening	to	grievous	tales	of	woe,	Athena	gently	took	my
friend’s	hand	and,	with	a	big,	glowing	smile,	said:	‘How
wonderful	for	you	to	have	met	this	man.	Our	angels	come
in	so	many	different	shapes	and	sizes,	don’t	they?’
‘What	do	you	mean?’	spat	my	friend,	outraged	at	the

suggestion	that	her	lying	devil	of	a	boyfriend	was	an
angel	of	any	sort.
‘I	mean	that	this	man	has	been	sent	to	you	as	a	gift.You

should	offer	thanks	to	him.	He	has	helped	you	to	see
amazing	things	about	yourself.	He’s	helped	you	to	grasp
one	of	life’s	biggest	lessons:That	you	can’t	project	your
fantasies,	hopes,	dreams	and	expectations	on	to	other
people.You	can’t	give	away	your	power	to	another,	and
allow	them	to	obscure	your	life	purpose.
‘Look	at	you.You	haven’t	been	fulfilling	your	creative

soul	and	doing	what	you	love	to	do;	rather,	you’ve
sacrificed	your	time	totally	to	this	man.You’ve	been
Sleeping	Beauty	awaiting	the	kiss	of	your	prince	to	wake
you	up.	And	what	an	unexpected	wake-up	this	perfect
angel	has	brought	to	you,’	she	said,	continuing	to	smile
sweetly	through	her	razor-sharp	words.



What	she	was	saying	was	true.	Not	only	for	my	friend,
but	for	all	of	us.
It	is	a	very	Buddhist	concept	–	to	pray	for	difficulties	–

because	Buddhists	acknowledge	that	it’s	through	the
obstacles	and	hardships	of	life	that	we	are	forced	to	wake
up	and	confront	our	inner	demons.	And	that	difficult
people	are	our	true	angels,	because	they	come	into	our
lives	and	act	as	mirrors	for	us.	The	more	we	get	distressed
and	freaked	out	by	these	angels,	the	deeper	we	go	into	our
own	damaged	and	wounded	selves,	and	the	more	we	can
see	what	we’ve	created	in	our	lives,	what	we	keep
attracting	due	to	our	unresolved	patterns,	and	what	we
need	to	work	on	within	ourselves.
The	ancient	Greeks	call	the	person	who	breaks	our

hearts,	the	person	we	call	‘enemy’,	our	‘Nemesis’.	And
they	acknowledge	the	Nemesis	as	the	sacred	protagonist
who	often	pushes	us	towards	heroic	deeds	or	profound
insights	that	no	soft-pedalling	friend	could	ever	do.As
motivators,‘hate’	and	negative	passion	are	as	sacred	and
powerful	as	‘love’.	In	fact	they	are	often	a	far	more	potent
weapon	that	can	help	us	open	up,	purify	and	cut	away	the
sick	parts	of	our	psyche.
My	friend	was	struck	dumb	by	Athena	and	urged	me	to

take	her	home.The	next	day	she	stayed	in	the	spare	room,
sulking.	But	when	she	finally	emerged,	she	seemed	more
relaxed	and	confident.



‘I	was	thinking	about	those	haunting	words.They	are
true.	I	was	so	obsessed	with	that	man	I	stopped	living	my
life.	I	wanted	to	believe	things	would	work	out.	But	at	a
level	I	knew	they	wouldn’t,	and	it’s	been	very	exhausting
for	me.	I	feel	relieved	it’s	over.	I	was	just	so	lonely	and
unfulfilled	before	I	met	him,	and	I	hated	the	idea	of	being
single	again.’
‘But	you	were	lonely	and	unfulfilled	while	you	were

with	him	too,’	I	said,	and	we	began	discussing	what	she
needed	to	do	to	make	her	own	life	meaningful	and	rich.
This	story	has	a	happy	ending.	Because	my	friend	went

home	and	opened	a	practice	that	she’d	been	talking	about
for	years,	and	she	is	now	in	regular	therapy	learning	to
take	responsibility	for	her	own	happiness.
And	when	she	recently	bumped	into	her	ex	in	the	street,

she	went	up	and	hugged	her	angel	warmly.	Expecting	a
lecture	or	a	scene,	he	stood	rigid	with	fear.	‘Thank	you’
was	all	she	said.Then	she	walked	away,	leaving	him	to
deal	with	his	own	poor,	damaged	soul.



Belonging

I	was	at	a	workshop	a	number	of	years	ago	and	was	quite
mesmerised	by	the	facilitator.	She	was	a	regular	woman,
doing	her	best	to	convey	her	teachings	to	the	class,	but	I
kept	getting	goose-pimples	as	she	was	speaking.	I	just
knew	that	there	was	something	special	about	her,
something	that	would	join	us	together	in	friendship.
I	tried	to	rationalise	my	feelings,	pondering	why	I	was

so	drawn	to	her,	why	I	felt	so	affectionate	and	familiar
with	her.	Did	she	remind	me	of	someone?	Was	it	what	she
was	saying	that	was	so	powerful	for	me?
There	were	no	direct	answers,	and	at	the	end	of	the

class	I	did	something	out	of	character.	I	went	up	to	her
and	said:‘My	name	is	Ruth,	and	I	feel	we	are	going	to	be
great	friends.’
At	the	time	she	thought	I	was	a	bit	of	a	nut.
‘My	workshops	are	full	of	strange	people	and	I	thought

you	were	another	one	of	them,’	she	laughs	today.	But	she
says	that,	despite	her	reservations,	within	ten	minutes	of
talking	to	me,	she	too	felt	a	strong	bond.‘It	was	tender,
deep	and	full	of	affection.	Like	you	were	a	blood	relative
or	a	sister,’	she	says.And	we’ve	been	close	ever	since.



Indeed,	from	the	word	go,	I	had	a	sense	that	this
woman	and	I	belonged	to	each	other.
It	strikes	me	that	there	are	people	in	the	world	whom

we	love	deeply,	intimately,	often	very	passionately,	but	to
whom	we	don’t	belong.We	know	that	no	matter	how
much	time	we	spend	with	them,	no	matter	how	many
intimacies	pass	between	us,	no	matter	whether	they
remain	friends	or	become	lovers,	we	will	not	belong	to
each	other.
Then	there	are	people	whom	we	may	not	even	know

very	well,	and	yet	with	whom	for	no	logical	reason	there
is	a	familiarity	and	a	sense	of	merging	with	each	other
that	is	so	profound	as	to	be	shocking.
Which	happened	the	first	time	I	met	my	husband.	I

remember	standing	in	the	street	chatting	to	him	and	being
overcome	by	a	feeling	that	I	was	putting	my	hand	into	an
old	glove.That	we	had	been	around	the	planet	many	times
together.
‘I’m	going	to	marry	this	man’	I	was	saying	to	myself	–

in	utter	surprise	because	he	didn’t	fit	the	job	description
I’d	hatched	in	my	mind,	and	we	hadn’t	spoken	many
words	to	each	other.
I	just	felt	I	was	staring	at	a	long-lost	friend.	My

intuition	was	telling	me	that	he	was	a	true	soulmate.	And
as	with	my	new	girlfriend,	my	feelings	proved	absolutely



spot	on.
There	are	friends	for	reasons,	friends	for	seasons,	and

those	we	want	at	our	death	bed	–	those	whom	we	meld
with	at	the	deepest	level,	for	a	lifetime.
So	what	is	it	that	makes	someone	belong	to	us?	Is	it	a

familiarity	borne	of	similar	cultural	backgrounds?	No,
because	there	are	many	people	with	similar	roots	who
don’t	belong	to	me.	Is	it	similar	interests?	Again	not	so,
because	there	are	many	people	I	share	my	life	with	whom
I	love	deeply	but	don’t	belong	to.	Do	certain	people
remind	us	unconsciously	of	a	beloved	parent	or	sibling?
This	is	a	plausible	answer.
But	an	interesting	possibility	comes	from	a	book	I	read

recently,	Journey	of	Souls	by	Michael	Newton	PhD,	a
doctor	of	counselling	and	master	hypnotherapist	in
California,	who	regressed	hundreds	of	patients	and	got
them	to	remember	past	life	and	death	experiences	before
putting	several	case	studies	into	a	book.
Although	sceptics	would	laugh	me	out	of	town	for	even

referring	to	this	New	Age	bestseller,	it’s	an	interesting
document	in	that	it	puts	forward	the	possibility	that	we
reincarnate	over	and	over	again	with	soul	clusters	–	or
groups	of	people	–	who	remain	with	us	each	lifetime.
When	someone	from	a	past	life	steps	back	into	the

picture,	we	have	a	strong	physiological	reaction,	we



inexplicably	feel	we	know	them,	there	is	a	profound	sense
of	karma,	connection	and	unconditional	love,	as	we
rediscover	members	of	our	‘tribe’.
Buddhists	and	Hindus	certainly	believe	we	reincarnate.

And	that	people	cross	our	paths	for	various	karmic
reasons,	to	help	us	fulfil	our	destiny	in	this	lifetime.Away
from	such	esoteric	theories,	there	are	scientific
explanations,	such	as	chemical	changes	in	the	body	that
occur	when	we	fall	in	love	which	create	a	sense	of	a
‘mystical’	or	‘supernatural’	connection	with	the	beloved.
However,	love	hormones	don’t	explain	the	way	I	felt
about	my	girlfriend	who’s	now	one	of	my	nearest	and
dearest.
There	are	no	real	answers	to	this	mystery.	I	only	know

that	I	have	a	group	of	people	who	truly	belong	to	me	–
soulmates	and	people	I	have	loved	forever.	Even	after
friendships	and	love	affairs	have	died,	they	live	on	in	the
deepest	parts	of	my	being	and	will	continue	to	do	so	in
this	lifetime.	Or	perhaps	until	the	next	life	brings	them
back	to	me.



Attraction

I	was	sitting	next	to	a	nice-looking	man	at	a	party	recently
and	I	suddenly	felt	totally	repulsed	by	his	energy.
Usually,	in	social	settings,	I’m	happy	to	share	a	drink	or	a
laugh	with	a	stranger.	But	the	more	this	guy	looked	at	me,
and	tried	to	talk	to	me,	the	more	the	hairs	on	my	arms
bristled.
As	I	talked	to	someone	else,	I	could	feel	the	stranger’s

eyes	upon	me.	Could	feel	him	looking	at	my	legs	and
assessing	my	body,	and	I	felt	really	uncomfortable,
threatened	at	some	primal	level.	It’s	not	that	I	am	against
a	flirt.	My	partner	and	I	both	consider	flirting	normal,
healthy	and	flattering.
In	Italy,	where	men	celebrate	femininity	in	all	its

shapes	and	sizes,	such	male	attention	makes	me	feel	alive.
Even	the	simple	act	of	walking	down	the	street	can	feel
hugely	sensuous.Why	then	did	this	stranger’s	admiring
glances	cause	such	ripples	of	disdain	in	my	body?
Later	I	was	talking	to	a	group	of	girlfriends.	One	said:‘I

saw	you	sitting	next	to	“Sam”.	I	always	find	him
sleazy.What	did	you	think?’
‘I	was	so	disturbed	by	his	energy	I	had	to	move	away,’

I	replied.



And	thus	began	a	really	interesting	discussion:	Why	do
some	people	create	offence	and	others	not?
Why,	for	instance,	can	one	girlfriend	deeply	offend	by

saying	‘Your	chicken	dish	is	as	dry	as	old	boots’	while
another	can	say	the	same	thing	and	have	us	in	fits	of
laughter?	Why	do	some	people	make	us	feel	bad?
The	answer,we	all	decided,was	to	do	with	intention.We

decided	that,	in	the	case	of	male	behaviour,	some	men
made	us	feel	uncomfortable	or	edgy	even	before	they
opened	their	mouths.	There’s	an	unseen	force	or	‘energy’
–	aura,	call	it	what	you	will	–	that	comes	largely	from
whatever	agenda	that	man	is	carrying.
For	instance,	some	men	have	light,	happy	energy	and

just	want	a	bit	of	a	erotic	play,	to	express	a	part	of
themselves,	to	enjoy	and	delight	in	the	feminine,	which
may	or	may	not	result	in	a	sexual	affair.	Others	are
angling	for	something	inappropriate,	they	need	to	validate
their	masculinity	or	to	confirm	their	identity,	or	they	are
more	aggressively	hunting	for	sex,	and	these	intentions
come	out	in	every	pore	of	their	being.
The	guy	I	was	sitting	next	to	kept	tapping	his	foot

impatiently,	which	–	according	to	books	on	non-verbal
behaviour	–	is	a	sign	of	sexual	frustration.	He	kept	baring
his	teeth	at	me	which	looked	very	Neanderthal.	And	when
he	finally	stood	up,	his	legs	were	spread	open	and	one
foot	was	pointing	towards	me	in	a	way	that	experts	say



indicates	the	desire	to	penetrate,	which	I	found
threatening	at	an	unconscious	level.
We	all	agreed	that	the	same	contradiction	exists	in	our

relationships	with	women	friends,	relatives	and
acquaintances.Some	intimates	make	us	feel	insulted,
criticised,	judged,	while	others	get	away	with	murder.
I’m	a	big	believer	that	we	all	intuit	people’s	energy,

and	we	pick	up	on	true	feelings	even	before	a	gesture	is
made.	But	certainly	by	the	non-verbal	stage	of
communication,	we	are	getting	strong	signals.	If	a	man
has	a	particular	attitude	to	women	it’s	there	in	the	tone	of
his	voice,	his	body	language,	whether	the	pupils	of	his
eyes	are	dilated,	even	if	he	is	unaware	of	his	own	true
feelings.
A	friend	who	is	jealous	or	resentful	will	tell	you	your

chicken	is	dry	in	a	manner	that’s	different	from	that	used
by	a	friend	who	adores	you	–	probably	with	a	heavier
energy	in	and	around	her	body,	like	a	guy	at	a	party	on	a
mission.
Agendas	–	conscious	or	unconscious	–	are	revealed	in

every	physiological	nuance:	be	it	in	flushed	cheeks,	tense
shoulders,	shortness	of	breath,	degree	of	sarcasm	and
most	certainly	in	the	metaphysical	energy	that	surrounds
us	all.	It	is	wise	not	to	believe	someone	who	says	‘I	love
you’	with	arms	folded	tightly	across	their	chest.



Similarly,	we	should	appreciate	that	our	own	true
intentions	will	always	come	out	to	others	via	non-verbal
cues,	maybe	even	before	they	are	clear	to	us.	And	it’s
probably	worthwhile	to	examine	our	own	deeper	beliefs
and	feelings	when	we	cause	anger,	in	case	we’re	also
guilty	of	running	an	internal	program	we’re	not	aware	of.
But	it’s	good	also	to	remember	that	others	are	not

always	responsible	for	causing	us	offence.	Sometimes
someone	can	offend	us	just	because	they	remind	us	of	our
mother	or	they	say	things	our	father	used	to	say,	or	we	let
some	projection	from	the	past	pervert	an	innocent
comment.
The	message	is:	stay	objective.Watch	and	listen

carefully	for	the	true	feelings	behind	the	feelings,
including	our	own.	Because	more	often	than	not,	being
‘too	sensitive’	means	we	are	tapping	into	our	intuition,
and	are	spot	on.



Sacred	Feminine

The	stage	is	set.A	group	of	women	are	lying	around	on
white,	fluffy	rugs	on	the	floor.
‘Look	around	the	room	and	think	about	what	is

beautiful	about	each	woman,’	our	facilitator	Roxanne
Foye	tells	us.	‘Savour	the	woman	next	to	you,	note	the
shape	of	her	body,	the	colour	of	her	skin,	what	it	is	that’s
sexy	about	her,	how	she’s	wearing	her	hair.	Let	yourself
fall	into	the	role	of	voyeur.’
I	am	at	an	erotic	dance	workshop	called	Dancing	the

DeVine	and	these	are	the	so-called	‘warm-up’	exercises.	I
came	because	it	sounded	like	huge	fun.
‘Unlock	your	inner	temple	goddess,	learn	erotic

dancing,	get	in	touch	with	the	feminine,’	said	the	flier.	I
grabbed	a	couple	of	girlfriends	and	a	tight	red	dress,	and
here	we	are.
But	we	are	already	finding	it	a	challenge.	Being	asked

to	relate	to	women	this	way	is	not	in	our	cultural
conditioning.Women	in	the	west	are	taught	to	have	a	deep
fear	of	other	women.	Magazines,	movies,	a	patriarchal
system,	have	trained	us	to	be	jealous	or	competitive.	In
ancient	times	women	lived	together	in	tribes,	protective
and	nurturing.We	initiated	each	other.	Nowadays	we	so



often	act	as	rivals.
Beauty	in	other	women	is	often	demeaned	in	our	minds

so	that	we	can	feel	better	about	ourselves.	Here	we	sit
among	women	who	have	given	birth,	lost	and	grieved,
nursed	and	mothered,	lived	through	abuse,	been	great
healers	and	lovers,	and	yet	we	observe	each	other	through
the	jaundiced	eyes	of:	‘She	isn’t	“that”	good-looking	.	.	.’
It’s	sadly	normal,	when	women	come	into	a	room

together,	to	sum	each	other	up.To	compare:	‘She	looks
older	than	me’,	‘She’s	better	dressed	than	me’,	‘My
partner	would	want	to	make	love	to	her,	I	feel	jealous’.
But	the	instruction	we’re	being	given	tonight	is	the
opposite.
‘Become	aware	of	the	lushness	around	you.	It	is	only	in

celebrating	beauty	in	other	women	that	we	can	really
appreciate	it	in	ourselves,’	Roxanne	explains.
I	lift	my	eyes	and	look	at	the	different	shapes,	textures,

colours	and	emotions	of	the	females	around	me,	without
judgement,	without	comparison,	through	the	eyes	of	the
artist,	through	the	eyes	of	love.
‘Now	pretend	you’re	a	cat.	Shut	your	eyes	and	move

around	the	room	on	all	fours	enjoying	other	women.	Feel
the	texture	of	their	skin	with	your	face,	smell	their	scent
and	perfume,	run	your	paws	over	each	other	playfully,
cuddle,	huddle,	roll	on	top	of	each	other	and	just



experience	the	warm	embrace	of	the	feminine,’	she
instructs	us	as	we	gingerly	prowl	around	the	room,
graceful,	sensuous,	our	eyes	closed,	our	senses	open.
The	confronting	nature	of	the	workshop	begins	to

subside	as	the	mood	gets	more	open,	more	loving,	more
sexy.	By	the	time	we’re	ready	to	dance,	the	heat	in	the
room	is	palpable.We	admire	each	other	limbering	up.
‘Take	note	what	you	like	in	another	woman’s

movements.We’re	here	to	mirror	each	woman’s	best	tools
of	seduction.	To	give	confidence	to	our	sisters	and	share
pleasure,	to	unblock	stagnant	energy	so	that	sensuality
can	just	flow	through	us,’	says	Roxanne.
Although	only	a	young	woman,	she	speaks	from

experience.	Trained	as	a	yoga	teacher,	she	found	herself
working	in	strip	clubs	to	earn	a	living.
‘Despite	the	lack	of	sacredness	in	these	clubs,	I	was

one	of	the	few	girls	who	really	enjoyed	it.	I	felt	like	an
ancient	temple	dancer	who	had	been	expressing	sensuality
from	the	beginning	of	time.
‘I	was	able	to	fully	explore	my	sexuality,	play	out	my

own	dark	side.	And	even	though	I’m	not	the	traditional
bottle-blonde	with	big	breasts,	men	would	continually	be
telling	me	“You	are	so	sensual,	you	are	a	goddess”.	In	this
validation	I	found	that	my	figure	became	more	womanly,
my	acne	went	away,	I	reclaimed	my	own	sexual	power.



And	I	want	to	pass	this	gift	on	to	other	women.
‘Watching	women	over	time	I	can	see	the	stunning

beauty	most	women	possess	in	their	vulnerability	and
pain,	in	their	potency	as	mothers	and	lovers,	in	the	way
they	move.	It’s	there	in	all	of	us,	at	all	the	ages	and	stages
of	our	lives,	in	all	our	shapes	and	sizes,	especially	if	we
learn	to	love	and	accept	our	bodies	through	dance	and
pleasure.’
Through	her	work	Roxanne	is	recreating	a	deeply

spiritual	ancient	tradition.	In	the	book	Aphrodite’s
Daughters,	US-based	writer	and	counsellor	Jalaja
Bonheim	speaks	of	the	sacred	temple	dancers	in	India
who	centuries	ago	were	the	initiators	of	men.
In	the	old	tradition,	devadasis	–	‘servants	of	God’	or

‘servants	of	light’	–	were	the	temple	dancers	who	would
channel	the	Divine	through	their	sacred	moves.	Married
to	God,	they	were	the	go-betweens,	messengers	between
Heaven	and	Earth.	Although	the	term	has	come	to	mean
‘sacred	prostitute’,	Bonheim	describes	them	more	as
shamans	and	priestesses.
‘When	the	devadasis	danced	in	the	temple,	their	dance

itself	was	considered	a	form	of	love-making,	a	sensuous
celebration	of	their	union	with	the	Beloved,’	she	writes.
Raised	within	the	temple	compound	where	they	were

educated	in	dance,	music,	ritual	and	mythology	and	story-



telling,	they	were	ritually	worshipped	as	embodiments	of
the	Goddess	who,	according	to	Hindu	mythology,	birthed
the	world.	Some	of	them	became	renowned	mystics.
So	here	we	are	with	Roxanne,	opening	up	erotic	parts

of	ourselves	–	temptress,	seductress,	temple	dancer	–	in
safety.	It’s	a	stage	of	liberation	where	the	inner	lover	gets
revealed	and	accepted	before	the	true	dance	to	God
begins.
For	when	we,	as	women,	can	reclaim	our	beauty	and

our	power	over	pleasure,	we	can	unlock	ourselves	and
others	in	ways	that	I	have	only	just	begun	to	understand.
And	we	can	experience	truly	new	and	exciting	ways	to
love.



Heart	Failure

I	turned	on	the	television	recently	to	an	extraordinary
show.	The	ABC’s	Catalyst	was	documenting	the	life	of
Australia’s	Dr	Malcolm	Simons,	an	internationally
recognised	immunologist.
Simons,	a	true	eccentric,mad-professor	type,	spent	30

years	of	his	life	hunting	for	new	and	better	ways	to
diagnose	disease.	His	ceaseless	and	obsessive	efforts	led
him	to	uncover	the	secrets	of	junk	DNA	and	in	the
process	he	enflamed	one	of	the	greatest	controversies	of
the	modern	time	–	the	control	and	ownership	of	our
genetic	material.
I	was	loving	the	documentary,	which	showed	this

larger-than-life	character	telling	tales	of	his	explorations,
and	the	problems	that	followed	in	the	wake	of	his	ground-
breaking	discovery,	when	the	narrator	said	something	that
disturbed	me.
A	woman	named	Ann	Abrahmsen	flashed	on	the

screen,	talking	warmly	but	truthfully	about	life	with	Dr
Simons	which	she	had	earlier	described	as	like	‘living	on
the	edge	of	a	whirlwind’.
‘Mal’s	got	an	amazing	free-ranging	brain	that	just	loves

everything,	but	the	rest	of	us	are	not	living	there.	It’s	a



wonderful	place	to	visit	.	.	.	It	was	great	fun.’
Then	the	narrator	explained:	‘Ann	is	the	most	recent	of

Malcolm’s	five	ex-wives,	and	the	mother	of	the	youngest
of	his	six	children.	He’s	never	been	short	of	love,	but
success	in	his	personal	life	has	been	as	hard	to	achieve	as
success	in	his	intellectual	one.’
Meanwhile	film	footage	showed	Mal	with	his	kids,	all

laughing,	eating,	holding	hands	and	dancing	about.	I
asked	aloud:‘Why?	Why	do	they	imply	that	he	is	not
successful	in	his	personal	life?	Having	had	five	women
adore	him	over	a	long	life,	and	six	children	obviously
enamored	with	him,	seems	hugely	successful	to	me.’
I	felt	troubled	that	such	powerful	subliminal	messages

still	permeate	our	society	in	the	new	millennium.	That
emotional	success	is	still	associated	with	one,	maybe	two,
long-term	relationships	or	marriages.	As	I	watched	him,	I
could	only	think	what	a	charismatic	character	he	must
have	been	to	have	won	so	many	hearts,	and	how
predictable	that	someone	with	all	that	passionate	energy,
who	thinks	outside	the	box,would	have	multiple	partners.
It’s	surprising	to	me,	truly,	that	our	model	for	success

in	matters	of	the	heart	still	remains	narrow	and	biblical.
Perhaps	Simons	had	himself	expressed	sentiments	that	he
was	a	failure	at	love	to	the	reporter	who	was	merely
repeating	this	view.	Ironically,	I	came	across	this	very
vantage	point	while	reading	the	sequel	to	Susan



Mitchell’s	famous	book	Tall	Poppies,	called	Splitting	the
World	Open:	Taller	Poppies	and	Me.
In	the	book,	personality	Maggie	Tabberer	reflects	on

her	life	and	her	relationships.	‘I	love	men	.	.	.	I	like	being
around	them.	I	think	they	are	good	animals.’Then	she
goes	on	to	say:‘Anyway,	I	am	the	last	person	in	the	world
you	should	ask	to	analyse	men	because	obviously	I	don’t
know	much	about	them.	I’m	not	bloody	good	at	choosing
them.’
Having	read	her	story	of	gorgeous	relationships,	lovers,

affairs,	a	couple	of	marriages	–	one	producing	two
daughters,	another	lasting	29	years	and	clearly	full	of
tenderness,	and	a	ten-year	relationship	with	her	last
partner,	in	which	she	claims	to	have	been	‘excruciatingly
happy’	for	five	years	–	it	sounded	like	a	very	successful
innings	to	me.	She	seemed	very	competent	at	choosing
men.
Relationships	end,	people	get	bored,	play	up,	grow	up,

needs	change,	life	doesn’t	stay	the	same.	There	is	no
guarantee	of	‘happy	ever	after’	with	one	person,	forever.
And	that	is	okay.	There’s	nothing	shameful,	wrong	or
having	‘failed’	about	it.	It	was	simply	a	relationship	that
lasted	a	particular	length	of	time,	for	this	or	that	purpose.
Around	the	world	people	are	exploring	new	ways	of

being	in	partnership,	as	we	live	longer	and	our	needs
change:	experimenting	with	open	marriages,	mixed	and



blended	families,	polyamory,	serial	monogamy	or	–	as	the
famous	and	controversial	English	study	into	social
behaviour,‘The	DEMOS	Report’,	suggested	a	few	years
ago	–	experimenting	with	marriage	contracts	made	for
five-	to	ten-year	periods	with	renegotiable	options.
Like	Dr	Simons	did	with	DNA,we	have	to	start

thinking	outside	the	box	in	matters	of	love.	And	the	first
step	is	to	learn	to	eradicate	the	guilt	associated	with
outmoded	myths	and	to	stop	beating	ourselves	up.
Therapy	rooms	are	full	of	people	feeling	dreadful

shame	at	their	‘failed	relationships’	rather	than	paying
homage	to	the	half-full	glass	–	that	it	lasted	an	amazing
decade,	a	successful	two	or	four	years,	was	full	of
intensity,	passion,	pain,	children,	sex,	love	and	important
lessons.	It	is	a	triumph	in	today’s	troubled	and	stress-
filled	world	to	master	the	compromise	necessary	to	be
with	another	human	being	for	any	length	of	time.
We	don’t	say	we	had	a	‘failed’	car	when	it	finally	gives

up	the	ghost	or	a	‘failed’	carton	of	milk	when	it	is	past	its
use-by	date,	we	don’t	say	someone	had	a	‘failed’	life
because	they	died.	And	equally	there	are	no	failures	in
love,	only	endings.	Some	bitter	endings,	some	sweet,	and
all	–	one	way	or	another	–	ultimately	inevitable.



The	Golden	Key

It	was	a	wet	evening	and	a	speaker	I	desperately	wanted
to	hear	was	in	town.	I	got	on	the	phone	and	rang	several
of	my	friends.
‘Come	with	me,’	I	implored,	only	to	hear	each	of	them

reel	out	a	host	of	reasons	why	they	couldn’t.
In	a	state	of	mild	discomfort	I	rang	my

husband.Although	he	had	already	said	he	didn’t	want	to
come,	and	having	him	along	would	have	meant	forking
out	for	a	babysitter,	I	tried	to	cajole	him	into	joining	me.
‘But	why	can’t	you	go	on	your	own?’	he	queried,	as	I

moaned	and	sighed	and	finally	gave	in.	It	was	a	very
pertinent	question.	Good	company?	Isn’t	it	always
sweeter	to	share	with	another,	to	laugh	if	the	lecture	is
bad,	to	look	knowingly	at	each	other	during	the	bits	that
strike	a	chord.	Isn’t	relating	the	real	point	of	life?
And	yet,	underneath,	I	knew	that	it	was	time	to	admit

what	a	decade	of	being	in	a	close,	loving	partnership	had
done	to	me.	Like	many	people	in	long-term	relationships,
I	had	grown	emotionally	flabby.	A	girlfriend	recently
made	the	same	observation:
‘Before	I	got	married	I	did	everything	alone.	I	travelled



through	Asia.	I	used	to	eat	alone	in	cafes	from	one	end	of
the	planet	to	the	next,	happily	reading	magazines	or
flirting	with	waiters.	Now	I	rarely	venture	down	the	street
without	a	girlfriend	or	my	partner	by	my	side.	I	feel
awkward	being	alone,	vulnerable,	self-conscious.	And	I
feel	like	I’m	missing	out	if	I	don’t	have	someone	to	share
my	every	thought	with.’
I	began	wondering	whether	it’s	a	function	of	youth	–

the	ability	to	live	joyfully	and	confidently	in	the	world	by
oneself,	full	of	anticipation,	eager	to	chat	with	strangers,
happy	to	stand	alone	at	parties	without	a	cigarette	or	drink
in	hand	to	mask	a	sense	of	alienation.	Or	is	it	simply	that
we	lose	emotional	muscle	tone,	as	the	years	go	by,	if	we
couple	up	and	don’t	exercise	some	independence	–	often
at	significant	cost	to	our	own	personal	growth	and	that	of
our	partner?
World-renowned	author	and	psychiatrist	Anthony

Storr,	in	his	classic	work	Solitude:	A	Return	to	the	Self,
talks	about	how	people	really	need	their	own	space.	While
‘Love	and	friendship	are	of	course	an	important	part	of
what	makes	life	worthwhile,’	Storr	says,	‘they	are	not	the
only	source	of	happiness.’Which,	he	argues,	is	why	so
many	marriages	fall	under	the	brutal	wheels	of
expectation,	then	die	a	horrid	death.
‘Two	opposing	drives	operate	throughout	life,’	he	says:

‘the	drive	for	companionship,	love	and	everything	else



that	brings	us	close	to	our	fellow	men,	and	the	drive
towards	being	independent,	separate	and	autonomous.’
He	says	that	there	is	profound	value	in	the	insights,

creativity	and	self-discovery	that	can	occur	in	moments	of
solitude.	People	can	often	be	most	themselves	when	they
are	alone.	And	he	argues	that	we	should	cultivate	our
innate	need	for	alone	time	as	we	get	older,	because	the
move	towards	solitude	is	Nature’s	way	of	preparing	us	for
the	losses	of	old	age.
Meanwhile,	the	great	psychological	theorist	Abraham

Maslow	argues	that	self-actualisation	depends	on	being
free	of	other	people,	free	from	neurotic	involvements,
needy	relationships,	hangovers	and	projections	from
childhood,	obligations,	duties	and	hopes.
Maslow	writes	that	when	we	become	less	clingy	with

other	people,	less	fearful	of	spending	time	alone,	we
become	more	ourselves,	our	real,	authentic	selves,	and
hence	can	find	our	greatest	joy	and	meaning	in	life.
This	world	view,	of	seeking	emotional	non-attachment,

is	the	essence	of	eastern	thinking.	Which	is	why	so	many
troubled	westerners	flock	to	meditation	retreats	and	go	off
on	shamanic	vision	quests	into	the	desert	in	search	of
inner	peace.
But	the	truth	is	we	find	it	difficult	to	be	alone	for	long

because	western	society	has	so	intensely	reinforced	the



importance	of	romantic	love,	coupledom,	mateship.	Or
the	Platonic	view	of	ancient	Greece	that	we	are	but	half
people	rolling	through	life	looking	for	our	other	half	to
complete	us.
There	is	little	support	for	the	notion	of	ourselves	being

a	complete	self-sufficient	entity	–	albeit	with	sexual	and
emotional	wants	that	need	tending	–	even	though	one	in
four	households	is	now	occupied	by	single	people.
Recently	a	friend	was	lamenting	the	loss	of	a

relationship	that	had	been	toxic	for	her.	‘I	don’t	mind
being	alone.	But	I	still	love	John.	I	can’t	stop	missing
him,	the	wonderful	sex,	the	times	of	caring	for	him,’	she
moaned	as	a	group	of	friends	reminded	her	of	the	pain	she
had	gone	through.
But	what	I	could	see,	as	the	conversation	progressed,

was	that	John	was	not	so	much	the	object	of	her	love	but	a
key	opening	up	secret,	beautiful,	godly	parts	of	her	that
she	hadn’t	learned	to	access	by	herself.
And	what	she	was	missing	was	being	the	free-spirited

child	she	became	when	she	was	with	him,	the	tender	girl
who	stroked	his	face,	the	wicked,	gleeful	femme	fatale,
full	of	healthy	hormones	that	he	bore	witness	to.
Being	with	John	allowed	her	to	be	deeply	in	love	with

herself,	or	rather	those	yummy,	sumptuous,	erotic	parts	of
herself	that	we	all	often	deny	in	our	day-to-day	roles	as



workers,	supporters,	parents,	and	pillars	of	society.
In	other	words,	he	was	a	means	to	an	end	–	the	golden

key	to	her	own	passions	–	rather	than	the	end	in	itself.
And	this	is	what	society	doesn’t	help	us	with.We	need	to
find	ways	of	unlocking	those	facets	of	self	that	‘the	other’
brings	out	in	us.
Gloria	Steinem	once	said	that	women	needed	to

become	the	men	they	wanted	to	marry.	I	think	we	should
all	become	the	people	we	want	to	fall	in	love	with.	Then
we	can	truly	enjoy	spending	intimate	time	alone	with
ourselves.



Love	Energy

A	while	ago	I	was	at	a	personal	development	workshop
where	the	facilitator	did	something	extremely	challenging.
He	divided	us	into	two	groups	of	mixed	genders,	one

larger	than	the	other.	He	made	members	of	the	larger
group	sit	in	a	circle	cross-legged.Then	he	made	the
smaller	group	form	a	circle	in	the	middle	of	our	circle,
also	cross-legged,	but	facing	us.
In	summary,	we	were	all	sitting	across	from	a	perfect

stranger	on	pillows	staring	into	each	other’s	eyes	–	which
was	confronting	enough.	But	then	he	asked	us	to	do
something	that	had	us	trembling	in	trepidation.
‘Shut	your	eyes	and	imagine	a	person	you	love.

Remember	the	feeling,	where	it	is	situated	in	your	body,
how	it	affects	you,	then	open	your	eyes	and	try	to	conjure
this	feeling	up	in	order	to	help	you	“fall	in	love”	with	the
person	in	front	of	you.
‘It	doesn’t	matter	what	gender	your	partner	for	this

exercise	is.	This	is	not	limited	to	romantic	love,	but	can
be	about	the	love	a	mother	feels	for	her	child;	or	the
bonds	of	deepest	friendship.	Just	let	loving	feelings	rise
up	in	your	body	and	gaze	at	the	person	opposite	you	from
this	place	of	heartfelt	tenderness.’



We	followed	the	instructions,	although	the	exercise
made	us	feel	quite	awkward.
‘Now	take	this	feeling,	which	doesn’t	belong	to	the

person	in	front	of	you,	and	project	it	on	to	them	by
finding	something	to	justify	your	love.	Look	at	the	colour
of	their	skin,	the	shape	of	their	eyes,	feel	into	their	energy,
their	essence.	Look	at	the	little	boy	or	girl	behind	the
facade,	wounded,	fragile.	Notice	the	smile,	the
vulnerability,	or	something	of	beauty	that	attracts	you,	or
make	up	some	story	that	helps	you.	This	rationalising	is
what	we	do	when	we’re	“falling	in	love”	which	triggers
the	chemical	reaction	we	experience	as	love.’
Then	he	asked	us	to	do	something	even	more

confronting.‘Now	make	your	partner	feel	love	for
you.You	can	whisper	things,	or	stay	silent,	do	it	with
gentle,	respectful	touch,	or	a	gaze.’
The	results	were	startling,	revolutionary	for	me.	I	was

able	to	have	a	profoundly	loving	experience	with	a	total
stranger,	and	she	seemed	to	have	the	same	intense
emotional	bond	with	me.
There	we	all	sat,	a	little	teary,	very	spaced-out,	but	in	a

calm	state	of	bliss,	before	the	direction	came	for	the	inner
circle	to	move	along	one	–	like	an	emotional	barn	dance.
Each	experience	was	slightly	different,	some	more
emotional,	some	more	sensuous,	but	all	safe	and	heart-
warming.	By	the	end	of	the	exercise	we	were	all



supersensitive	beings,	full	of	compassion,	kindness	and
awe.	It	was	almost	a	religious	experience.
And	of	course,	that	was	the	point	our	facilitator	was

trying	to	make.	That	we,	as	humans,	are	able	to	love	other
humans	very	deeply,	if	we	are	only	prepared	to	give	up
our	prejudices,	sexual	projections,	neediness,	mind-
chatter	and	conditioning,	and	be	open	to	the	‘energy’	of
people	around	us	–	as	they	channel	Universal	Love	or
God.
Which	is	at	the	basis	of	all	religious	teachings.	In

Buddhism,	for	instance,we	are	one.There	is	no	separation
between	any	of	us.	Our	souls	are	like	slivers	of	light	that
emanate	from	the	Source.	Our	bodies	are	conduits	for
God	energy.	Loving	each	other	is	a	way	of	opening	up	to
that.
The	spiritual	argument	goes	that	by	reconnecting	with

that	sameness	we	can	tolerate	the	‘uniqueness’	of	each
other	–	our	quirkiness,	annoying	habits,	differences	–	far
better	than	if	we	see	ourselves	as	separate,	although
(sadly)	separateness	and	competition	are	the	foundation
stones	of	this	consumer	society.
Recently	I	had	a	very	powerful	experience	which

emulated	the	workshop.	I	was	part	of	an	attempt	to	enter
the	Guinness	Book	of	Records	for	the	world’s	largest	hug.
We	participants	all	formed	a	circle	around	the	town	and



everyone	reached	out	and	hugged	each	other	for	ten
seconds.	But	after	the	recorded	hug	stopped,	people	just
kept	hugging,	loving	each	other,walking	around,	hugging
strangers	–	like	some	hilarious	1970s	love-in,	but
beautiful	nonetheless.The	energy	was	powerful,
embracing,	intoxicating	and	utterly	contagious	–	as	it	was
in	the	workshop.
We	didn’t	quite	break	the	record.	But	we	proved	my

facilitator	right.	Love	starts	with	impersonal	love,	not	by
personalising	it	to	people	who	suit	our	likes,	dislikes,
conditionings,	experiences	and	needs.
It	is	love	impersonal	or	love	itself	that	can	soften	the

human	heart.	And	if	we	can	learn	how	to	tap	into	it,	every
day	and	every	moment	can	be	a	dance	with	bliss.







THREE

sacred	child



It	has	always	been	a	shock	to	the	system,	flying	home
to	Melbourne	in	autumn.	One	minute	you’re	up	north,
all	toasty	sunshine	and	radiant	skies,	the	next	you	feel
a	chilly	air	hit	your	face,	the	sky	is	grey	with
dampness,	a	howling	wind	swirls	around	Tullamarine.
I	always	forget	to	bring	a	coat	–	it	seems	so
pessimistic	to	pack	one	when	you	are	wearing	a	T-
shirt.	And	I	always	end	up	with	a	running	nose.

This	last	visit	to	see	my	family	was	surely	the
worst.	The	sky	was	greyer	and	more	threatening	than
I’d	remembered,my	sniffling	had	turned	chesty	within
an	hour	of	landing.	And	within	three	hours	of	arriving,
I	am	stuck	in	bed	under	two	doonas.

At	first	I	feel	upset,	cheated.All	the	friends	I	want
to	see,	all	the	places	I	want	to	visit,	a	mere	dream.	I
might	as	well	have	not	come.	Then,	as	I	grow	weaker,
I	surrender.	I	give	up	to	that	antsy	feeling	in	my	body:
that	I’m	not	where	I	should	be.	By	day	two	this	has
turned	into	a	quiet	acceptance.	By	that	evening	I	am
actually	as	happy	as	a	human	being	could	be.

Because	there	is	nothing	on	earth	as	wonderful	as
having	the	flu	in	your	mother’s	house,	particularly	if
you	have	a	Jewish	mother.
‘Would	you	like	chicken	soup	for	lunch	or	should	I

make	you	vegetable	soup	today?’



‘Oh,	the	vegetable,	thanks.’
‘Another	tea?’
‘Yes	please.’
‘I	have	brought	you	vitamin	C	with	echinacea,’	says

my	mum,	a	closet	doctor.	‘Tea	tree	is	good	for	gargling.
Here’s	a	hot-water	bottle,’	she	says,	spraying	eucalyptus
all	over	the	room.
‘Another	doona?’
‘Oh,	yes	please.’
She	wheels	in	the	television.	At	one	stage	I	have	five

pillows	under	me.
‘Another	pillow?’
‘Oh,	yes	please,’	I	say,	holding	the	control	to	the

screen.	Downstairs	in	another	part	of	the	world	my	child
is	being	fed,	entertained,	cared	for	with	kid-gloves	by	my
beautiful	sisters.	I	blow	my	runny	nose	into	a	specially
scented	tissue	and	eat	another	Easter	egg	that	mum	has
brought	me	–	even	though	she	advises	that	lactose	isn’t
good	for	colds.
‘Spoil	yourself,’	she	winks,	as	I	turn	on	the	cable	music

channel	and	prepare	to	read	my	fourth	book	in	three	days.
It	is	during	this	particular	visit	that	I	indulge	my

magical	forays	into	Jungian	symbolism,	ancient
mythology	and	its	application	to	personal	growth.



Ironically,	the	book	I	finish	while	sick	in	bed	at	my
mother’s	is	Leaving	My	Father’s	House,	mentioned
earlier,	edited	by	analyst	Marion	Woodman.	I’ve	been
powerfully	influenced	by	the	Grimm’s	fairytale	of
Allerleirauh.The	story	tells	of	a	king	who	falls	in	love
with	his	‘golden-haired’	daughter	after	his	beloved	wife
and	queen	dies.	So	bereft	is	he	that	he	can	only	find
solace	in	his	daughter’s	familiar	features.When	he	decides
to	marry	her,	she	flees	into	the	forest.
The	story	is	more	about	a	symbolic	marriage,	a	psychic

incest,	for	it	is	a	powerful	reminder	of	how	important	it	is
for	a	child	to	leave	his	or	her	parents’	home	and	go	on	a
journey	towards	selfhood.
Woven	around	an	ancient	myth,women	writers

examine	the	life	of	Allerleirauh	who	–	having	left	the
opulence	and	comfort	of	the	castle	–	has	to	live	in	the
wilderness	like	an	animal	under	furs,	and	endure	great
hardship	as	a	servant,	before	meeting	her	true	king.	The
lesson	is	much	like	that	in	The	Wizard	of	Oz.	As	the
heroine	struggles	to	survive,	she	discovers	her	inner
feminine	queen,	and	her	masculine	animus;	she	learns	to
parent	herself,	and	is	only	then	strong	and	independent
enough	to	join	with	her	king	and	equal	without	either	of
them	indulging	in	the	projection	of	‘make	me	whole’.
The	symbolism	is	repeated	in	several	of	the	other	books

I	read.	Professor	Joseph	Campbell	in	his	books	on



mythology	repeatedly	refers	to	heroes	and	heroines	who
have	to	go	alone	into	the	world	to	slay	dragons,	battle
demons	of	the	psyche,	solitude,	and	the	raging	seas	of	the
soul,	in	order	to	actualise,	individuate,	develop	healthy
egos	and	unleash	the	creative	talent	that	is	often	stymied
by	parents	who	may	seek	to	keep	us	in	their	image.
One	of	the	best	books	on	this	topic	is	the	international

bestseller	Necessary	Losses	by	American	psychologist
and	author	Judith	Viorst.	Reading	her	words,	it	is	clear	to
me	that	the	real	hero’s	journey	is	about	growing	up.	She
says	that	as	toddlers,	in	our	first	attempt	to	reconcile
separateness	with	closeness	and	safety,	we	ask:	‘If	I	leave,
will	I	perish?	And	will	she	let	me	come	home	again?’
She	so	eloquently	describes	the	early	mother–child

relationship	that	marks	our	lives:‘We	clamour	for
[mother’s]	attention.We	woo,	pester,	charm.We	are
striving	to	repossess	her	in	order	to	banish	the	anxiety	of
separateness.We	are	feeling:“Don’t	stop	loving	me.	I	may
not	be	able	to	make	it	out	here	on	my	own”.We	are
feeling	“Help!”
‘On	the	other	hand,we	don’t	want	help.	Or	rather	we

both	want	it	and	don’t	want	it.And,	besieged	by
contradictions,	we	hold	tight	and	push	away,we	follow
and	flee.We	insist	on	our	all-powerfulness	and	rage	–
rage!	–	at	our	helplessness,	and	our	separation	anxiety
intensifies.	Craving	that	old,	sweet	oneness	yet	dreading



engulfment,	wishing	to	be	our	mother’s	and	yet	be	our
own,	we	stormily	swing	from	mood	to	mood	advancing
and	retreating	.	.	.’
Viorst	confirms	that	at	several	points	in	our	lives	we

will	be	troubled	by	this	same	dilemma.‘We	will
ask:“Should	I	go?	Should	I	stay?”At	several	turning
points	–	with	our	parents,	our	friends,	our	partners	in
passion,	our	partners	in	marriage	–	we	will	struggle	with
questions	of	intimacy	and	autonomy.“How	far	can	I	go
and	still	be	connected?”’
This	battle	continues	in	the	adult	‘child’	until	we	are

really	ready	to	leave	our	father	and	mother’s	house	–
much	more	in	a	psychological,	emotional	sense	than	in	a
physical	one.
And	so,	lying	sick	in	bed,	I	am	thinking	deeply	about

true	independence	while	my	mum	brings	me	more	soup.
As	I	toddle	downstairs	in	fluffy	slippers,	I	hardly
remember	how	to	walk.Yet	I	have	wandered	far	in	my
life.	I	physically	left	my	father’s	house	at	eighteen	and
roamed	the	world	brandishing	a	sword.
I	grew	whole	setting	up	home	on	the	other	side	of	the

planet,	in	Tel	Aviv	and	New	York,	then	in	Sydney	and
Byron.	I	developed	the	heroine’s	fierce	sense	of	freedom.
But	oh,	how	I	had	missed	this	–	the	warmth	and	love,	the
nurturing	and	extended	family.	It	was	a	choice	that	was
inevitable	for	me	twenty	years	ago	as	a	young	writer	–



and	is	now	irreversible.
In	a	perfect	world	Odysseus	comes	home	to	Ithaca	–	for

there	is	journey	and	return,	independence	and	intimacy,
selfhood	and	love	as	his	wife	Penelope	–	the	embodiment
of	Sacred	Mother	–	embraces	him	in	her	bosom	despite
his	long,	long	absence.	For	me	there	is	no	return,	only	the
continued	journey	alone	in	a	world	where	the	heroine	is
forced	to	take	out	her	own	garbage.
‘I’ll	stay	just	one	more	day,’	I	tell	myself,	changing	my

flight	until	finally	I	push	it	forward	a	week.	Responsibility
be	damned!
‘I	am	sick,’	I	declare,	pulling	the	doona	over	my	head

and	calling	for	a	mumma	who’s	still	young	and	healthy
enough	to	mother.
Mumma	comes	in	with	warm	soup.	Mumma	stands	at

the	door,	telling	me	to	have	a	shower.
‘Don’t	forget	the	light,’	she	reminds	me,	kissing	my

forehead.
I	shut	my	weary	eyes.	‘Just	for	today	I	will	let	the

heroes	and	heroines	do	battle	without	me.	Just	for	today,	l
have	come	home	to	rest,’	I	whispered	into	the	nourishing
darkness.
A	few	days	later	I	am	back	on	my	home	turf	and	thrust

into	the	opposite	role.	Now	I	am	a	mother	trying	to
protect	my	child.	Sacred	Mother,	Sacred	Child.	It	is	so



hard	to	know	who	we	are	as	adults,	given	that	as	Viorst
suggests	many	of	us	are	still	battling	our	own	mummies
and	daddies,	or	grieving	their	loss,	or	forever	recreating
them	in	the	people	around	us	–	finding	the	daddy	we	did
have,	or	the	daddy	we	didn’t,	finding	lovers	and	partners
who	are	father	surrogates,	or	substitute	mothers	–	even	as
we	struggle	to	self-actualise.
Which	reminds	me	of	my	favourite	kiddies’	fable	by	P.

D.	Eastman,	Are	You	My	Mother?	about	a	little	bird	who
emerges	from	his	shell	but	falls	from	the	nest	before
mumma	comes	home.With	no	self-image,	he	approaches
a	kitten:“Are	you	my	mother?”“No.	I	am	not	your
mother,”	Then	a	hen,	then	a	dog	and	so	on.	Finally	mum
comes	back,	and	the	baby	says:“I	know	who	you	are	.	.	.
you	are	my	mother!”The	story	could	just	as	easily	be
AreYou	My	Father?	as	we	go	through	life	approaching
lovers,	employers,	therapists,	priests,	friends,	or	foes	who
may	eat	us	alive,	searching	for	pieces	of	ourselves.
Many	of	us	are	still	limping	about	trying	to	resolve	our

own	separation	anxiety	when	suddenly	we	have	a	child	of
our	own,	and	the	shock	is	awesome.	Even	as	we	struggle
for	true	independence	from	our	parents,	we	try	to	keep
our	chickies	close.
Marion	Woodman	cleverly	writes:	‘In	Nature	a	mother

bird’s	responsibility	is	to	get	her	offspring	out	of	the	nest
and	free	to	survive	on	their	own	as	soon	as	possible.



There	is,	however,	something	in	the	unconscious	human
mother	(or	father)	that	would	.	.	.	hold	on	and	never	let
go.’
As	mother	bird,	I	try	to	be	more	evolved,	to	not	cling,

to	not	project	my	unfulfilled	expectations	on	to	my
daughter	the	way	my	parents	unwittingly	did	on	me.	I
understand	the	consequences	of	my	actions.	But	when	I
read	back	over	the	words	of	this	chapter	I	see	myself
battling	my	mother,	my	child,	myself.	It	is	a	messy	mass
of	contradictions,	this	thing	called	parenthood.	I	try	to
shrug	off	childhood	conditioning,	mantras	and	beliefs
while	clinging	impossibly	tightly	to	my	own	child	–
struggling	all	the	while	to	let	her	fly.To	give	her	the	room
and	space	to	self-actualise	in	a	healthy	way,	free	from	the
fears	that	addled	me	as	a	child	of	post-war	immigrants.
In	rereading	the	stories,	I	can	see	that	I	am	both	free

child	as	much	as	the	parent,	craving	the	challenge	of
defying	my	own	father	on	the	ferris	wheel	as	much	as
wanting	to	keep	my	family	safe.	I	am	as	much	kitten	as
master,	wanting	to	run	out	and	explore	the	garden,	and
also	to	put	up	boundaries	of	protection.
And	perhaps	that	is	the	magic	of	it.	Simply

understanding	that	we	are	many	things,	not	just	one
persona,	is	in	itself	healing.	The	ancient	Greeks	believed
we	were	polyphrenic	–	multi-personalitied	as	opposed	to
having	one	‘self	’.	Meaning	that	there	is	no	one	specific



identity	that	dominates	the	human	psyche,	rather	we	are	a
complex	mix	of	personae	that	come	and	go	all	the	time	in
response	to	certain	stimuli	–	leader,	lover,warrior	–	as
reflected	in	their	many	gods	and	goddesses.
This	ancient	Greek	philosophy	formed	the	basis	of

many	modern	psychological	systems,	including
Transactional	Analysis,	developed	by	Dr	Eric	Berne	in	the
1960s,	which	professes	that	there	are	three	main	sub-
personalities	living	within	us:	parent,	adult,	child.	These
have	been	subsequently	split	into	further	sub-
personalities:	nurturing	parent	or	critical	parent,	free	child
or	adapted,	unhealthy	child.
All	these	personae	within	us	clamour	for	attention	and

wish	to	be	heard.	My	writing	has	helped	me	hear	them,
and	acknowledge	their	existence	and	contradictions	as	I
try	to	make	a	deep	and	lasting	peace	with	the	child	within
and	the	child	without.	All	the	while	my	daughter	remains
my	greatest	teacher;	her	very	existence	teaches	me	again
and	again	how	to	mother	–	her,myself,	and	those	who
need	nurturing	around	me.
In	time,	she	too	will	leave	her	‘father’s	house’	and	her

‘mother’s	nest’.	And	in	time,	I	will	be	overjoyed	that	she
has	found	the	inner	strength	and	courage	to	do	so.



Life’s	Ferris	Wheel

It	was	some	time	in	the	1940s.	A	ferris	wheel	collapsed.
Little	Johnny	Somebody	died	in	that	collapse.	He	was	a
friend	of	my	father’s.
Which	had	terrible	consequences	on	my	life.
My	father	had	developed	a	fascination	with	ferris

wheels,	fast	rides	and	such.	He	would	take	us	to	Luna
Park	on	St	Kilda	beach	in	Melbourne.	But	we	were	never
allowed	to	go	on	any	good	rides.	Instead	we	four	children
would	just	stand	next	to	him	as	he	stared	up	at	the
mechanical	monsters	and	told	us	the	morbid	tale	of
Johnny	Somebody	who	went	down	with	a	thud.To	him
these	rides	were	like	the	Tower	card	in	the	sacred	Tarot
deck.	A	metaphor	for	unexpected	change	and	possible
disaster.
‘Never,	never	go	on	those	things.	They	aren’t	bloody

safe,’	he’d	say	and	we’d	spend	the	rest	of	the	afternoon
being	dragged	around	behind	him	feeling	very	depressed,
eating	sticky	fairy	floss	in	sad	compensation	and	going	on
awful	rides	like	the	Dodgem	cars	which	he	liked	because
he	could	legally	ram	other	moving	vehicles.
I	am	sorry	for	Johnny	Somebody	and	his	family.	But

given	that	I	can’t	even	remember	his	name,	it	is	of	huge



and	profound	anger	to	me	that,	because	of	his	death	a
lifetime	ago,	I	am	hurting	my	little	girl	now.
‘Please	let	me	go	on	it,	mummy,	please!’	she	begs,

pointing	up	at	the	huge	ferris	wheel	as	I	squirm	with
nausea.
‘They	are	not	safe,	darling.Your	grandfather	knew

someone	who	died	on	one	of	these,’	I	say,	as	she	looks	up
to	the	clouds	and	tries	to	instigate	another	awkward
discussion	on	death.
I	am	truly	at	a	loss	for	what	to	do.	It	is	only	fair	she	has

some	fun,	having	spent	days	traipsing	after	her	parents	at
a	Blues	&	Roots	music	festival,	her	little	legs	dragging
through	the	crowds,	reggaeing	on	into	the	night.	I	have
looked	at	her	often	over	the	last	few	days	and	wondered
what	life	must	look	like	from	down	there,	so	close	to	the
ground.
Will	she	thank	me	in	years	to	come	for	giving	her	an

interesting	and	diverse	childhood,	keeping	her	up	all	night
to	listen	to	the	most	excellent	musicians	in	the	world?	Or
will	she	end	up	on	a	therapy	couch	emanating	moans	and
groans	of	ill-treatment?	‘I	was	so	tired	and	they	made	me
stay	up	funking	to	Zydeco	music	and	bopping	to
bluegrass.’
I	have	done	everything	to	placate	her.	She	has	downed

more	ice-cream	than	I’d	care	to	admit:	a	child’s	version	of



fabulous	jazz,	her	eyes	lighting	up	and	going	dreamy	in
ecstasy.
But	now	is	the	moment	of	reckoning.	For	days	it’s	been

‘Please,	please,	please.’The	ferris	wheel,	in	the	middle	of
the	festival	site,	has	been	her	symbol	of	my
compromise.The	vehicle	to	take	her	higher	than	her	status
of	pipsqueak.	Her	chance	to	soar.
For	my	part	I	have	remained	confused,	fixating	on	the

monster	out	the	corner	of	my	eye	–	heart	pounding,	palms
sweating	with	imagined	vertigo	–	avoiding	her
questioning.	Finally	I	confront	her.	‘It’s	dangerous.’
‘But	why?’
‘They	can	fall	down,’	I	am	about	to	say,	before

stopping	in	shock.
Because	in	a	moment	I	can	see	that	I’ve	turned	into

dad.	And	I	know	that	if	she	does	end	up	on	the	therapy
couch,	it	won’t	be	because	we	taught	her	joy	and	music
and	kept	her	up	late	dancing	with	pleasure.	It	will	be
because	I	instilled	fear	where	there	was	none	and	where
there	was	no	need	for	any.
It’s	the	eternal	dilemma	of	the	‘good	parent’:	how

fearful	do	we	make	our	kids?	There	is	a	need	to	be	fearful
of	roads,	to	look	both	ways	before	crossing;	or	of	patting
stray	pit-bull	terriers.	A	certain	amount	of	fear	is	healthy.
But	how	many	ferris	wheels	per	year	really	do	fall	from



the	sky?
I’ve	already	had	to	play	the	exhausting	fear	game	about

water	–	to	make	her	so	frightened	of	it	that	she	won’t
accidentally	go	wandering	off	to	play	by	a	pool.	But	now
I	have	to	deal	with	a	child	who’s	been	afraid	of	the	beach
and	swimming.
We	are	all	a	seething	mass	of	fears	our	parents	have

drummed	into	us.We	spend	the	next	decades	of	our	lives
trying	to	outgrow	paranoias	and	phobias	that	were	drilled
into	our	heads:‘Be	careful’;	‘Don’t	trust	people’;‘Don’t
touch	yourself	’;‘Careful	of	the	edge!’
Our	parents’	fears	limit	us,	take	away	our	sensuousness

and	exuberance.	They	were	put	there	to	protect	us	from
things	our	parents	feared,	which	were	put	there	by	their
parents	.	.	.	But	how	many	are	relevant	to	our	lives	today?
Though	I’ve	literally	walked	over	hot	coals,	spoken	in

front	of	750	people	at	a	time,	endured	childbirth,	trekked
through	Asia	alone,	put	me	two	steps	up	a	ladder	and	I
whimper	in	terror.	All	because	Little	Johnny	Somebody
plummeted	to	his	death	some	sixty	years	ago.
‘Please,	mumma,’	comes	the	final	challenge,	as	my

daughter	throws	down	the	gauntlet.
‘I’m	frightened,’	I	admit,	looking	deep	into	her	eyes.
‘I’ll	look	after	you,’	she	says	so	bravely	that	my	heart

melts.



I	grab	her	little	hand	and	we	stomp	towards	the	ferris
wheel.	‘C’mon	then.	Up	we	go.We’ll	be	fine,’	I	say,
fighting	back	the	tears.
I	clutch	at	the	metal	bar	as	the	carriage	goes	higher	and

higher.	Ferris	wheels	are	a	nightmare	in	slow,	steady
torture.	The	wind	is	howling	around	our	ears.	As	we	stop
up	high	to	let	on	more	children	below,	I	hear	the	sickly
groan	of	nuts	and	bolts	trying	to	cope	with	the	load.	I	look
towards	heaven	and	pray	to	my	late	dad.	The	colourful
festival	sprawls	out	below.	I	can	hear	the	exquisite	music,
the	multicultural	mix	of	exotic	sounds.	And	I	can	see	all
the	dancing,	whirling	adults	looking	to	rediscover	their
own	sense	of	childish	abandon	and	joy.
Then	I	notice	my	little	girl’s	face.	It,	too,	is	filled	with

joy	and	exhilaration.	She	has	no	natural	fear	of
heights.And	she	won’t	learn	it	from	me,	I	whisper	to
myself,	smiling	in	her	direction.	Smiling,	for	her	sake,
even	as	I	turn	a	nasty	green.	Even	as	the	bile	fills	my
mouth,	even	as	my	heart	pounds	so	hard	I	can	hardly	gasp
in	air	as	we	descend.
A	warm,	little	hand	clasps	mine.	‘It’s	wonderful,

mummy!’
‘Yes,’	I	say	through	gritted	teeth.	‘Beautiful,’	I	say,

turning	my	tortured	face	away	so	she	can’t	see	the	tears
that	have	started	flowing	down	my	cheeks	–	to	allow	her
the	wonderment	that	childhood	can	really	be.



Sorting	the	Grain

It’s	late.Ten	o’clock,	to	be	exact,	on	a	Sunday	night.	I	had
planned	a	beautiful	evening,	ringing	a	few	friends,	curling
up	with	a	good	book.	The	sorts	of	replenishing	things	we
do	on	Sunday	night	before	starting	again	with	the	frenetic
screechings	of	the	week	ahead.
The	best	laid	plans	o’	mice	and	men	.	.	.	I	am	sitting

here	instead,	crouched	in	a	corner,	my	child	in	front	of
me,	picking	nits	out	of	her	hair.
The	school	wrote	to	parents	about	an	outbreak.‘My

child	hasn’t	got	lice,’	I	protested	all	weekend.	Then	I
decided	to	have	a	peek	before	putting	her	to	bed,	only	to
discover	an	alarming	world	of	horror	crawling	about.
After	washing	her	scalp	for	an	hour	with	a	lethal

substance,	I	now	must	sit	and	pick	–	one	by	one	–	the
hideous	carcasses	and	their	eggs,	out	of	her	long,	long,
ever-so-long	hair.
It	is	an	excruciating	task.	Nauseating.	Each	time	I	find

a	creature	I	moan,	shudder.
‘It’s	okay,mummy,	I’m	not	scared,’	a	little	voice	pops

out	from	in	front	of	the	mop	I’m	scouring	so	intently.	I
get	a	shock,	suddenly	awakened	from	my	obsessive	task.



‘Oh,	darling.	I’m	so	sorry.	Are	you	alright,	little	one?’
‘Yes,	I	am.	But	it	frightens	me	when	you	make	those

noises,’	she	says.
I	breathe	out	with	a	long	sigh.	I’ve	been	so	concerned

with	the	eradication	of	the	nits	that	I’ve	neglected	the
little	human	being	who’s	been	dragged	from	room	to
room,	stripped,	scrubbed,	squealed	at	and	roughed	about.
Over	the	next	long	hour	we	have	a	lovely	conversation,

she	sitting	with	her	back	to	me,	head	bent	forward	in	great
discomfort,	me	craning	over	her	with	squinting	eyes	and	a
comb.	She	tells	me	about	things	she’s	never	expressed
before.	Her	fears,	her	friendships,	her	view	of	the	world.
Trapped	here,	having	to	spend	literal	hours	at	the	job,

I’m	not	able	to	dismiss	her	childish	dramas.	Instead	I
listen	intently	to	who	did	what	to	whom	and	somehow,	in
the	process,	get	to	know	her	soul	and	the	workings	of	her
mind,	as	the	tissue	fills	with	nits	and	my	head	fills	with
her.
And	it	occurs	to	me	that	we	spend	so	much	of	our	time

avoiding	the	mundane	tasks	of	life,	or	resenting	them,
when	by	simply	surrendering	to	the	experience	we	can
create	something	very	sacred.	Something	precious,
enriching,	particularly	when	we	are	doing	it	with	people
close.
There	is	a	real	honouring	in	these	mundane	acts,



because	chores	slow	us	down,	stop	us,	ground	us	in
reality.	In	mythology,	the	most	powerful	learning	times
come	in	what	has	become	known	as	the	sorting	of	the
grain.	The	Goddess	Aphrodite	forces	Psyche	to	sort	grain
as	one	of	the	tasks	that	will	prove	the	young	mortal
worthy	of	son	Eros’s	love.	In	the	Baltic	myth	of	the	Baba
Yaga,	the	little	girl	Vasalisa	must	sort	the	seeds	to	avoid
being	eaten	by	the	old	hag.	In	Cinderella,	the	heroine
finds	her	true	power	and	worth	only	once	she	has	spent
time	doing	menial	tasks,	as	does	the	warrior	Odysseus	in
his	simple	life	on	Calypso’s	isle.
Sorting	the	seeds	forces	us	to	be	truly	present	for	those

we	are	sorting	them	for	and	with.	Not	just	a	little	bit
present,	while	rushing	between	appointments	or	rushing
to	something	else	–	that	clever	form	of	escapism	called
‘too	busy’	whereby	we	insulate	ourselves	from	personal
relationships	by	doing	too	many	things;	or	that	other
clever	escape	called	‘intensity’,	whereby	we	become
emotion	junkies	or	sensation	junkies	in	order	to	avoid	real
life.
When	we	slow	down,	we	can	offer	our	loved	ones	and

friends	the	gift	of	time,	and	the	gift	of	true	listening.With
our	minds	relaxed,	and	our	bodies	surrendered,	as	they	are
during	repetitive	activities	like	pruning	the	garden,
washing	dishes,	hanging	out	washing,	crafting	wood,	we
can	hear	what	is	really	being	said,	not	what	we	think	is



being	said.And	in	our	calm,	receptive	state	we	can	digest
content	without	the	animated	verbal	sparring	of	coffee-
shop	talk	in	which	we	wait	for	cues	to	get	our	own	stories
out.
In	fact,	confined	to	the	kitchen,	hands	in	sink	or	tea-

towel	in	hand,	I’ve	heard	friends	and	family	tell	some	of
the	most	amazing	confessions	and	stories.	Cooking	with
intimates,	too,	and	peeling	vegetables	or	chopping	things,
can	be	fertile	ground	for	bonding.	And	even	the	nastiest
chore	–	being	the	family	taxi	driver	–	can	be	transformed
into	useful	time	to	help	children	dredge	up	stuff	they	need
to	express.
Certainly	offering	to	be	a	captive	audience	is	the

deepest	form	of	honouring	we	can	give	children.	So	many
adults	I	know	felt	loved	as	kids	only	because	they	were
their	parents’	children,	not	because	of	the	individuals	they
were.	And	having	a	parent	listen	fully,	even	if	it’s	just
while	we	are	nit-picking	or	peeling	veggies,	is	great
validation	for	a	child.
Ultimately,	mundane	tasks,	particularly	if	we	are	forced

to	do	them	alone,	allow	us	to	be	fully	present	for
ourselves	and	to	listen	to	our	own	inner	voice.	And	if	we
come	to	our	chores	with	a	mindful	determination	to	enjoy
the	opportunity	and	to	deepen	our	relationships	with
ourselves	and	others,	rather	than	wishing	we	were
anywhere	else,	then	we	will	surely	get	far	more	than	a



handful	of	dead	nits	from	the	experience.



Going	Home

‘Be	here	now.	The	past	does	not	exist.The	future	will	take
care	of	itself,’	says	the	guru	on	my	video	screen.	I	am
thinking	of	his	big	face,	squished	tightly	into	frame,	as	I
head	for	home.
It’s	Christmas	time	already.	Another	year	has	passed

since	I	made	the	last	pilgrimage	and	I	have	promised	my
mother	and	family	that	I’d	be	home	for	a	visit.	But	as	I
collect	the	airline	tickets	from	my	desk,	and	zip	up	the
bags,	I	feel	uneasy.
It’s	not	that	I	don’t	miss	my	family	dreadfully.	I	do.	I

want	to	see	them,	be	with	them,	and	share	life’s	many
pains	and	glories	with	them.That	we	are	separated	is	one
of	the	greatest	sadnesses	of	my	life.	But	I	find	it	so	much
easier	when	they	come	to	me.	One	at	a	time.
It	is	the	same	for	so	many	of	us	at	this	time	of

year.Going	home	is	difficult	because	it’s	so	laden	with
who	we	used	to	be,	how	we	used	to	be.	Before	we
changed	into	who	we	now	are.When	we	are	together	with
our	family	en	masse	it	is	so	hard	to	shake	off	collective
judgements	and	expectations	from	the	past	that	are	now
redundant.
Traversing	the	old	streets	where	we	went	to	school,



visiting	certain	suburbs,	only	makes	matters	worse.	It’s
impossible	to	be	yourself	while	you’re	having	imaginary
conversations	with	ghosts.
‘The	past	is	no	longer	relevant.	If	we	carry	it	into	the

present,we	lose	the	moment,’	the	guru	tells	the	gaping
disciples	at	his	feet.	Which	is	fine	on	an	ashram,	but	how
many	of	them	can	put	his	words	into	practice	when	they
come	face	to	face	with	life’s	greatest	challenge,The
Family?
Even	Buddhist	master	Jack	Kornfield,	who	lived	with

monks	in	Asia	for	five	years,	tells	us	in	his	masterpiece	A
Path	with	Heart	how	quickly	it	‘all	fell	apart’	and	he
reverted	to	type	once	he	came	down	from	the	mountain
and	back	home	to	Washington	DC.
A	friend	of	mine,	a	practising	healer	and	teacher,	went

home	to	her	parents	last	Christmas.	She	had	been	living	in
another	city	for	the	past	fifteen	years	and	in	that	time	had
married,	raised	a	boy	who	was	now	five,	and	been
divorced.	She	had	avoided	returning	to	her	home	town,
always	preferring	to	see	her	parents	on	her	own	turf,	until
last	year	when	circumstances	forced	her	to	make	the
pilgrimage.
My	girlfriend’s	mother	put	her	up	in	her	old	bedroom

with	the	pink	lambies	on	the	walls.	She	slept	in	her	old
single	bed	with	the	fluffy,	pink	doona	while	her	son	slept
on	a	mattress	on	the	floor.



During	the	night	the	mother	was	woken	by	the	sound	of
running	water	and	lots	of	whispering.	She	came	into	the
laundry	to	find	her	daughter	–	my	friend	–	standing	there
gripping	sheets	while	her	little	son	was	gripping	her	leg.
‘Wet	the	bed,’	my	friend	said,	looking	guiltily	at	her

mother.
‘He’ll	grow	out	of	it,’	said	the	mother.
‘No,	mum,’	said	my	friend,	blushing.	‘It	was	me!’
‘I	hadn’t	wet	the	bed	in	thirty-five	years.	Suddenly

back	in	that	old	room,	I	had	regressed	to	age	four	and	was
back	in	old	patterns,’	she	said	to	me	over	coffee,	as	I
relayed	my	own	stories	of	going	home.
The	funniest	was	many	years	ago.	Although	I	was

successfully	running	a	home	and	a	busy	career,	to	my
family	I	was	still	Ruthie	with	all	the	connotations	that
implied.
‘Don’t	put	the	kettle	on	without	water	in	or	you’ll	burn

the	house	down,’	my	grandmother	told	me.	‘Mind	your
fingers.You’re	a	clumsy	girl,’	she	had	said	while	I	closed
the	door	to	her	bedroom.	‘Don’t	drop	the	dishes,’	an	aunt
had	warned	as	I	cleaned	the	table.	‘Don’t	spill	juice	on
yourself,’	said	my	mother,	putting	a	napkin	under	my
orange	juice.
It	was	during	that	visit	that	I	ended	up	shutting	my

fingers	in	a	door.A	few	visits	later,	I	ended	up	on



crutches.While	emptying	the	dishwasher,	I	dropped	a
glass	on	my	foot	which	promptly	broke	and	sliced	into	the
tendon	of	my	big	toe.	It	is	true	that	we	become	what
people	expect	us	to	be.
‘Be	here	now!’	I	repeat	the	mantra	in	the	cab	ride	from

the	airport,	clutching	my	husband	and	child	to	remind
myself	of	who	I	now	am	as	we	pass	streets	of	old
boyfriends,	former	girlfriends,	work	colleagues,	and
family	members	now	gone.
As	tears,	fears	and	love	flood	my	heart,	I	suddenly

notice	myself	tearing	at	the	side	of	my	fingernails,
something	I	did	as	a	child.
‘Stop	it,’	I	hear	mum	saying	as	the	skin	starts	to	hurt.
‘My	God,	I’m	regressing	already,’	I	tell	my	husband.
‘Which	is	the	whole	problem,’	he	says,	launching	his

bombshell.	‘When	you	are	around	your	family,	you
regress	before	they	start	treating	you	as	anything.You
make	a	funny	little	voice.You	bow	your	head.	You	look
sulky	and	vulnerable,’	he	smiles.	‘Not	the	woman	I	know.
And	then	you	wonder	why	they	treat	you	like	the	girl	you
were	back	then.	It’s	you.You	give	your	power	away
before	they	even	open	their	mouths.’
And	the	penny	starts	to	drop.We	are	the	ones	who	drag

ourselves	back	to	the	past.
Being	here	now	is	not	about	expecting	our	families	to



see	the	new	us;	rather,	just	being	the	new	us,	over	and
over	and	over	until	there	is	no	room	for	any	other
interpretation.	Believing	it	of	ourselves.	Not	falling	back
into	old	patterns	and	blaming	those	we	love.Which
reminds	me	of	my	favourite	hero	Odysseus	who,	after
winning	the	Trojan	War,	was	forced	by	the	gods	to	spend
years	at	sea	assimilating	all	the	lessons	he	had	learned	and
coming	home	to	self	before	coming	home	to	family.
And	equally	importantly	being	here	now	is	about	us

seeing	them	as	new	too.	Not	living	in	our	own
preconceived	ideas	of	who	our	mothers,	fathers,	friends	or
siblings	are,	or	were	in	the	past.	Letting	go	of	our	own
typecasting	and	judgements	so	that	they	too	can	come	out
of	the	cage.
As	I	walk	up	the	driveway	to	my	home,	I’m	filled	with

an	open	heart.	And	I	know	that	if	I	can	manage	to	stay	in
the	present,	this	will	be	a	true	homecoming	–	in	every
sense	of	the	word.



Offspring

Love	can	make	you	do	strange	things.Which	is	why	I	am
standing	here	in	a	pet	shop,	staring	into	a	cage	at	six	little
balls	of	fluff	rolling	about	and	biting	at	dangly
things.They	mew	loudly.
But	not	as	loudly	as	the	constant	mewing	from	my	own

offspring.‘Can	we	get	a	pet,mum?	Please	can	we,mum?
Jenny	has	a	cat,	Cathy	has	a	dog,	Freda	has	a	budgie	.	.	.’
The	guilt	has	been	mounting	for	a	long	time	now	as

part	of	the	age-old	dilemma:	what	do	you	do	about	an
only	child?	Coming	from	a	large	and	loving	family,	I
always	intended	for	her	to	have	a	brother	or	sister.	It	was
part	of	the	golden	plan	hatched	so	long	ago	when	I	used	to
push	my	dollies	around	in	their	pram.	I	would	meet	the
perfect	prince,	we	would	have	two	or	three	children,	and
all	would	be	well	in	the	land.
Best	laid	plans.	I	met	a	prince	but	he	already	had	two

grown	children	from	his	first	marriage,	and	it	took	all	of
my	seductive	wiles	to	convince	him	to	have	one	more.We
had	a	beautiful	baby	girl,	and	entered	the	ranks	of	the
mounting	new	social	group,	‘single-child	families’.
Single-child	families	are	all	the	vogue	in	Europe.With

couples	having	children	later,	and	women	seeking	career



satisfaction,	and	consumer	society	urging	people	to	value
‘lifestyle’	above	all	else,	and	the	trend	towards	blended
families,	more	and	more	people	are	stopping	at	one.
Fate	has	decreed	that	we’re	among	them.	Suddenly,

while	we	were	debating	whether	or	not	to	have	another
one,	and	he	was	thinking	it	through,	and	I	was	processing
how	I	would	balance	a	busy	career	with	a	newborn,	time
ran	out.	Just	like	that.
And	so	I’m	standing	here	in	the	pet	shop,	looking	at	a

cage	of	squealing	things	that	I	hope	will	give	her	a	sense
of	the	love	and	nurturing	that	I	grew	up	with.
I’ve	done	my	research	over	the	Internet.	Cats	seem	the

most	appropriate	for	our	living	arrangement,	our	garden
limitations,	our	temperament.	So	here	we	are	‘just
looking’	for	the	right	one	–	a	process	which	I	estimate
will	take	a	few	weeks.
The	woman	reaches	in	and	pulls	out	a	ball	of	fur.	The

kitten	doesn’t	like	me.	Scratches	and	jumps	back	in	its
cage.	A	series	of	kittens	are	picked	up,	examined,	and	put
back.‘Time	to	go,’	I	say	to	my	daughter,	who	agrees.
Just	then,	a	little	creature	wakes	in	the	cage.	Like	in	the

movies,	it	walks	over	to	us	with	pleading	eyes.	It’s	the
most	adorable	thing	I’ve	ever	seen.A	mass	of	fluff.	Half-
Persian,	half-Himalayan.	Bred	to	make	you	weep	with
longing.	But	highly	impractical.	It	is	male;we	want



female.	It	is	black;we	want	white.	It	is	fluffy	beyond
belief;we	want	sleek,	shiny.	But	its	tiny	face	is	holding	us
captive.
‘Can	we	hold	him?’	I	ask,	as	the	warm	thing	climbs

into	my	arms	and	onto	my	chest.The	kitten	is	purring.	I
keep	talking	to	the	shop	assistant,	asking	about
appropriate	cats	for	this	climate,	asking	a	million
questions,	and	then	I	look	down	into	those	eyes.	I	slip
deep	into	that	hypnotic	gaze.	Hormones	start	flooding	into
my	body.
‘Mum,	please.	I	love	him.	Can	we	have	him?’	my

daughter	begs.	And	I	realise	it’s	the	same	pleading	I’ve
been	hearing	inside	my	own	head.	My	hormones	and
ovaries	have	been	at	me	for	ages,	as	I	enter	my	final	years
of	fertility:‘Please	Ruth,	can’t	we	have	another	baby?	A
cute	little	baby?	Please,	please,	please?’
‘Please,mumma?’my	child	says,	as	I	clutch	the	warm,

living	thing	in	my	arms.	It	curls	against	me	the	way	she
used	to	do	when	I	was	breastfeeding.	I	feel	the	heart
beating.	My	body	fills	with	familiar	love.	And	suddenly
I’m	thinking	a	truth	I’ve	forbidden	my	mind	from	really
admitting:	‘I	am	never	going	to	have	another	baby.’
I	walk	into	a	corner,	holding	the	little	moggie,	and	the

strangest	thing	happens.Tears	start	filling	my	eyes.	I’m
standing	in	a	pet	shop,	in	the	middle	of	nowhere,	weeping
quietly	behind	a	pair	of	dark	glasses	for	something	I	never



knew	had	made	me	sad,	and	probably	makes	most	women
sad:	the	imminent	loss	of	our	fertile	years.
The	baby	kitten	in	my	arms	is	pawing	at	me.	It	needs	a

mother.	There	are	many	children	and	animals	in	the	world
who	need	love.	I	look	down	at	the	face	again	and	let	the
purring	be	soft	against	my	breast.	I	pull	out	my	credit
card.This	moggie	will	cost	a	fortune,	and	not	just	in
money.
But	it	will	bring	us	a	fortune	too.They	say	animals	have

a	deep	healing	property.And	as	my	daughter	and	I	drive
home,	laughing	at	the	furry	ball,	I	know	that	he’s	already
started	healing	a	part	of	me	–	and	our	little	family	–	that	I
didn’t	realise	was	hurting.



Holding	On

It’s	been	days.	He’s	been	standing	at	the	door	looking	out.
I	know	the	signs.	My	new	kitten,	my	new	baby,	is	ready
to	go	into	the	world	alone	–	to	separate	from	mother.	It’s
dangerous	out	there.	I	live	on	the	beach	in	a	home	without
fences.	Dogs	are	always	coming	into	the	yard.There	is	a
busy	road	out	front.
In	here	it’s	warm	and	safe.	I	give	him	more	love	than

any	creature	could	expect.	But	he’s	bored	and	restless.	I
sigh	and	wonder	how	I	can	let	him	go	but	stop	him	getting
knocked	over	by	life.
I	decide	to	give	him	his	first	lesson	at

independence,walking	him	into	the	front	yard	and	being
there	while	he	explores	his	surrounds.	He	wanders	a	little,
and	immediately	comes	back.	Purring,	rubbing	himself
against	my	leg	to	reassure	himself.
‘I’m	still	here,	darling,’	I	say,	stroking	his	chin	and

watching	him	turn	and	bounce	off	again,	this	time	a	little
further.
I	feel	it	in	my	body.There	is	a	stiffness,	a	pain	in	my

chest	where	I’m	trying	to	breathe	deeply,	but	it	is
constricted.	I	can	see	the	cars	whizzing	down	our	street
too	fast,	always	too	fast.	He	is	startled	by	every	one	of



them	but	continues	to	venture	forward	anyway,	bounding
after	a	moth	that	is	playing	in	the	grass.	Bound,	bound,
bound.	How	does	he	know	where	the	garden	ends	and	the
road	begins?
It’s	amazing	how	attached	we	become.	A	few	weeks	of

having	this	cat	and	I’m	already	deeply	fretting	his
absence.	Because	I	have	started	to	feel	love.	And	love	is	a
hard	one	to	reconcile.
‘You	have	to	let	him	go,’	says	my	own	mum,	staying

with	me	on	holidays.	‘He	needs	to	be	free	to	enjoy	the
world.’
She	understands.	She’s	had	to	let	go	of	four	of	us	–	her

children	who	at	various	stages	were	in	various	countries
around	the	world,	bounding	after	moths.
But	it	isn’t	that	simple.	There	isn’t	a	day	when	she	isn’t

on	the	phone	to	one	of	us,	keeping	an	eye,	checking	in.At
night	her	hands	are	wracked	by	unexplained	pains.	The
doctors	say	it’s	arthritis.	Alternative	healers	say	that	at	a
deeper	level	her	pain	is	her	inability	to	let	go	or	to	keep
her	hands	free	of	the	need	to	hold	on,	grasp,	keep	her
loved	ones	safe.
Over	the	past	few	years	she	has	faced	tragedy.	Her	best

friend’s	daughter	was	killed.The	girl	–	young,	beautiful,
just	out	of	school	–	was	on	her	first	overseas	trip.	The
grieving	was	overwhelming.	They	say	that	women	who



lose	children	have	a	very	high	risk	of	heart	failure.	My
mum’s	girlfriend	–	with	her	broken	heart	–	died	of	a
coronary	not	long	after.
And	then	there	was	the	recent	death	of	my	cousin,	her

much-loved	niece,	to	cancer.The	loss	to	our	family	was
great.The	pain	in	my	mum’s	hands	became	worse,
exacerbated	by	stress	and	sadness.	It	plagues	me	too,	this
ailment.	At	night	I	sometimes	feel	an	aching	in	my	hands.
Is	it	the	result	of	too	much	typing	or	the	same	condition
that	haunts	my	mother,	perhaps	all	the	mothers	and
fathers	of	the	world?	A	horrible,	nebulous	fear	at	the
deepest	level	that	all	will	be	taken	away	at	any	time?	The
unconscious	and	futile	attempt	by	our	little	hands	to	keep
the	things	and	people	we	love	so	close	that	it	makes	our
fingers	stiffen?
In	the	west	we	are	taught	to	grasp	at	life	and	never	let

anything	go.	It’s	our	way,	this	greediness.	But	as	we	get
older	and	watch	things	we	love	vanish	–	our	youth,	health,
loved	ones	–	we	can	only	grieve	and	fear,	grieve	and	fear.
In	the	east	Buddhists	and	spiritualists	believe	the	path

to	enlightenment	is	through	accepting	the	gradual
divestment	of	all	things.	Everything	will	end.	Nothing
stays	the	same.To	lie	in	bed	at	night	and	fear	loss	is
futile.To	allow	things	to	slip	from	our	grasp	graciously	is
the	only	realistic	way.
These	are	the	wise	words	taught	to	me	repeatedly	in



yoga	and	through	my	masters.	My	mother	and	I,	both
yoga	students,	have	offered	them	back	and	forth	to	each
other	over	the	years.	But	without	a	world	around	that
echoes	and	reinforces	this	philosophy,	I	find	myself	as	at
sea	as	any	mum,	worrying	endlessly	about	my	child,my
loved	ones,my	own	mortal	demise,	and	now	–	God	only
knows	–	my	kitten,	who	has	bounded	off	again	and	has
his	paw	in	a	hole.
It	could	be	a	crab	hole.	But	it	could	also	be	the	lair	of	a

deadly	brown	snake.They	live	in	the	rainforest	behind	my
garden.	I	put	my	hand	to	my	chest.The	movement
reminds	me	to	breathe.	Breathe	deeply	and	fully,	in	and
out.	The	moment	is	perfect.	I	have	no	control	over	what
will	happen	next.The	sun	is	shining.	All	is	well.	And	the
ending	of	this	perfect	moment	is	as	natural,	and
inevitable,	as	the	coming	of	nightfall,	looming	just	over
the	horizon.



Mantra

Mantra:	A	powerful	word	or	phrase	with	deep	spiritual
significance	chanted	over	and	over	until	it	permeates
every	cell	of	one’s	being.

I	ring	my	mother.	I’m	excited.	A	new	project	has	landed
on	my	desk.A	wonderful	opportunity	to	do	something
I’ve	always	wanted	to	do.
As	I	sit	on	the	line	I	can	hear	it	coming.	I	am	hoping

against	hope	it	will	not,	but	I	know	she	is	going	to	say	it.
It’s	her	Mother	Mantra.	The	things	mothers	say	again	and
again	to	instil	in	us	their	version	of	the	world.
‘Hello,	mum	.	.	.	I	got	the	assignment.	I’m	so	thrilled.’
My	mouth	starts	pushing	words	out	in	anticipation:

‘Ruth	.	.	.	don’t	.	.	.	get	.	.	.	your	.	.	.	hopes	.	.	.	up	.	.	.’
‘That’s	wonderful,’	she	says.‘But	Ruth,	don’t	get	your

hopes	up.’
‘Mum,’	I	say	for	the	hundredth	time,	‘why	are	you	so

scared	of	your	loved	ones	getting	their	hopes	up?	What	is
the	worst	thing	that	can	happen?	We	fall	down?	We	skin
our	knees?’
‘I’m	just	trying	to	protect	you	against	disappointment,’



she	says	defensively.
It’s	no	use	arguing	with	mothers	about	their	Mother

Mantras.	Because	these	mantras	were	passed	down	from
generation	to	generation.	It’s	in	the	mother’s	milk.	It	has
taken	over	the	mother’s	entire	body	and	soul.	She	is
helpless	to	stop	chanting	the	mantra,	even	in	the	face	of
logic.
A	friend,	Kimberly,	heard	the	usual	Mother	Mantra

from	her	mum	after	she	announced	her	marriage.
‘Mum,	I	have	met	a	wonderful	man.	I	am	getting

married.’	Without	missing	a	beat	her	mother	chanted:
‘But	dear	.	.	.	you	.	.	.	know	.	.	.	with	.	.	.	you	.	.	.	things	.	.
.	never	.	.	.	last.’
Another	friend’s	mother	has	an	even	more

disheartening	mantra,	spoken	with	a	tired	tone:	‘Jennifer,
dear	.	.	.	No	one	is	interested.’
Even	during	childbirth,	with	Jenny	screaming	in	agony,

her	mother	sighed	in	irritation:	‘Jennifer,	dear	.	.	.	Please!
No	one	is	interested.’	Which	is	a	version	of	my	late
grandmother’s	favourite:	‘Pull	yourself	together!’
I	suppose	what	Jennifer’s	mother	means	is:	‘No	one	is

interested	in	me.’	I	know	that	Kimberly’s	mum	lived	a	life
racked	by	loss,	hence	the	belief	that	‘Things	never	last’.
And	my	own	mum’s	early	life	was	about	thwarted

dreams	and	disappointments.As	a	child	growing	up	in



war-torn	London,	hiding	in	bomb	shelters	in	terror,	and
finally	being	wrenched	from	her	family	to	be	billeted	out
far	from	home,	the	mantra:‘Don’t	get	your	hopes	up’
would	have	summed	it	all	up.
Mum’s	other	favourite	is:	‘Be	careful.’	This	is	the

classic	Jewish	Mother	Mantra,	said	so	slowly	and
painfully	as	to	signify	cosmic	disaster.	As	in:‘Mum,	I’m
going	to	see	that	musical	tonight	.	.	.’
Face	wrenched	in	anxiety,	shoulders	crunched	over,

deep	breath	in,	the	mother	moans:‘Be	c-a-re-f-u-l!’	No
use	asking	of	what.	Of	everything,	of	course:	bombs,
kidnappers,	car	accidents,	food	poisoning.
Mothers	spend	their	lives	in	fear.	And	fathers	do,	too.	If

Mother	Mantras	are	about	helping	their	kids	survive	in	the
world,	Father	Mantras	traditionally	reflect	concerns	about
money,	achievement	and	self-worth.
Growing	up	in	an	immigrant	household	I	heard	from

my	dad:	‘Life’s	difficult.’Thankfully,	the	underlying
message	was	‘Give	it	a	go	anyway.’
But	a	close	friend’s	father	intoned	with	a	shrug,	‘What

can	you	do?’,	reflecting	feelings	of	powerlessness	and
defeat.	It’s	not	surprising	my	friend	has	become	a	bit	of	a
victim.
Because	we	do	absorb	the	mantras.	Like	religious

chants	they	get	into	our	blood.They	hold	the	power	of



prayer,	and	the	same	ancient	energy	of	a	spell	repeated
and	repeated	over	generations	till	it	holds	real	power.
These	mantras	enter	into	our	life	philosophy.	Think	of
anyone	you	know	and	behind	their	actions	you	will	find	a
family	creed	that	will	sum	them	up.	‘You	can	never	trust
anyone’;	‘Keep	yourself	nice’;	‘Just	get	on	with	it’;
‘Life’s	unfair’.
A	friend	told	me	his	Greek	grandmother	used	to	say,

without	humour:	‘Don’t	worry.	Everything	will	turn	out
bad.’	She	would	say:	‘Hope	for	the	best	but	prepare	for
the	worst.’	By	fifty	she	had	already	bought	funeral	shoes
to	wear	inside	her	coffin.
We	generally	choose	one	parent	to	emulate	and	it’s

their	mantra	we	adopt.	For	instance,	I	totally	rebelled
against	‘Don’t	get	your	hopes	up’	in	favour	of	‘Life’s
difficult.’	And	my	life	has	been	full	of	difficult	risks,
difficult	decisions	and	difficult	people.	But	it	has	been
stimulating.
A	therapist	friend	says	that	if	a	client	arrives	with	a

string	of	broken	relationships,	he	asks:	‘Which	of	your
parents	believes	“We	are	always	alone”	or	“Love	never
lasts”?’
‘I	don’t	do	deep	analysis,’	he	says.‘I	simply	spend	a

session	or	two	showing	people	their	programming	and
giving	them	their	choices.	You	can’t	change	conditioning
that	has	been	put	in	your	head	and	your	mother’s	mother’s



head	over	eons.	It’s	there	forever,	like	railway	lines
etched	into	the	subconscious.
‘But	I	can	show	people	where	life	will	lead	if	they

follow	these	tracks.	And	how	they	can	jump	trains	and
end	up	at	a	different	destination.’
Hindus,	Jews,	Moslems	and	Christians	alike	believe

that	in	the	beginning	there	was	the	word,	the	word	was
God,	and	the	word	became	a	prayer	which	had	the	potent
power	to	create.	Unlike	my	dad’s	mantra	‘Life	is
difficult’,	I	get	up	every	morning	with	new	words:‘Life	is
simple’.	I	still	enjoy	the	same	risks	and	challenges,	but	I
suffer	a	lot	less	now	that	I’ve	changed	trains.



Everyday	Hero

A	while	ago,	I	was	having	a	conversation	with	a	woman
who	claimed	to	have	a	poor	relationship	with	her	children.
‘The	point	is,’	she	said,‘I	really	have	trouble

mothering.	I	am	able	to	do	things	in	the	workforce	that
defy	description,	I’m	so	organised,	efficient	and
confident.	But	when	it	comes	to	making	decisions	around
the	kids,	I	can’t	find	a	way	to	make	them	do	what	I	want,
I	can’t	seem	to	get	organised.’
It’s	a	dilemma	I’ve	heard	many	times	over	the	years

from	women	of	her	generation	who	came	of	age	during	a
time	when	authority	figures	were	mainly	men	–	male
lawyers,	doctors,	clergymen,	TV	announcers.	As	a	result
many	girls	unconsciously	modelled	themselves	on	their
successful	fathers	rather	than	emulating	their	house-
bound,	often	unfulfilled,	mothers,	thus	leaving	themselves
without	a	strong,	nurturing,	feminine	inner-wisdom	to
draw	on	when	they	finally	had	kids	of	their	own.
I	found	the	conversation	interesting	not	just	in	what	it

confirmed	about	gender	confusion	in	modern	women	but
also	because	it	begs	a	deeper	question	that’s	been	on	my
mind	for	a	while,	one	that	is	relevant	to	both	men	and
women.What	do	you	do	when	the	role	models	you



modelled	yourself	on	as	a	young	person	no	longer	work
for	you?
We	naturally	choose	parental	role	models	when	we	are

young	and	instinctively	assimilate	their	qualities	into	our
identities.	But	what	happens	when	our	role	models	are
inadequate	in	helping	us	function	in	the	real	world?	What
happens	when	we	grow	out	of	negative	patterns	and
associations	we	picked	up	from	our	flawed,	very	human
parents	–	fathers	who	were	capable	but	emotionally
absent,	mothers	who	were	nurturing	but	perhaps	deeply
unhappy?	How	do	we	break	away	from	these	influences
that	stalk	our	unconscious	minds	and	silently	pull	the
marionette	strings	of	our	souls?
‘Choose	another	role	model,’	is	the	answer	I	gave	the

woman.	‘One	who	is	more	suited	to	who	you	really	are
now.’	But	it’s	not	so	easy.	In	olden	days,	people	would
hero-worship	a	plethora	of	film	stars	and	authority
figures.	But	we	are	no	longer	fooled	by	Hollywood	and
our	authority	figures	are	too	often	proven	fallible	or
corrupt.
The	recent	‘Goddess’	movement	has	been	a	creative

attempt	by	feminist	thinkers	to	redress	the	issue	of
inadequate	female	role	models	by	referring	modern
women	to	the	archetypal	icons	of	antiquity	who	possess
both	nurturing	femininity	and	also	courage,	strength	and
power	–	such	as	Aphrodite,	Diana,	Athena,	the	Indian



Goddess	Kali,	the	Hebrew	Shekinah,	the	Buddhist	Kwan
Yin.
I	have	chosen	from	the	glorious	pantheon	of	Greek,

Roman	and	Hindu	mythology.	But	I	have	also	found	my
own	solution	to	this	problem	somewhere	closer	to	home:
in	my	friendships.	It	may	sound	strange	to	many	but	when
I	am	looking	to	reinvent	parts	of	myself,	I	find	‘role
models’	among	my	intimates.
When	I	was	recently	trying	to	deepen	my	relationship

with	my	daughter,	I	chose	a	friend	I	admire	who	does	a
great	job	with	her	kids	without	being	a	martyr	or
sacrificing	other	important	areas	of	her	life.	She
exemplified	all	the	traits	I	wanted	to	incorporate	into
myself	–	particularly	a	grounded	‘earthy’	energy.	I
observed	her,	emulated	some	of	her	habits	and
‘channelled’	her	gentle	but	balanced	ways	whenever	I	felt
myself	slipping.
In	another	instance,	I	was	finding	myself	becoming

reclusive	during	a	recent	rough	patch,	a	habit	I	picked	up
as	a	child.	Instead	of	withdrawing,	I	chose	to	hang	around
with	a	very	outgoing	friend,my	‘Mentor	of	Fun’,	who
reintroduced	me	to	the	world	and	taught	me	how	to
reconnect	with	pleasure	and	find	sustenance	around	me.
Similarly,	I’ve	been	observing	happily	married	friends	in
a	bid	to	learn	new	partnering	skills.
People	are	embarrassed	to	hero-worship	their	peers.



But	it	is	a	wonderful	thing	to	do.	For	men	as	well	as
women.	In	fact,	the	Men’s	Movement	is	built	on	the
concept	of	men	mentoring	men	–	trying	to	help	each	other
discover	a	masculine	identity	outside	the	absent,
workaholic	fathers	or	high-testosterone	dads	of	the	past.
I’ve	been	told	that	men	have	deeply	profound	experiences
when	they	bond	with	buddies	on	weekend	retreats	or	in
sharing	circles.
Of	course	our	close	friends	are	as	flawed	as	our	parents

were,	and	as	we	are.	But	they	don’t	have	to	be	perfect.
Because	our	personalities	are	fully	formed,we	only	need
to	mirror	certain	facets	of	their	behaviour,	in	the	areas
where	we	are	weakest,	in	order	to	find	these	things	within
ourselves	and	bring	a	healthy	balance	back	into	our	world.
We	need	role	models	and	mentors	many	times

throughout	our	lives	–	ironically	to	relearn	how	to	be	our
real	selves.Therapists	are	excellent	healers	if	you	can
afford	one.As	are	the	shadow	characters	and	godly
archetypes	we	find	in	mythology	and	in	our	own	inner
dreams.	But	I	have	found	my	greatest	teachers	and	seers
in	the	men	and	women	I	love.	And	I	honour	the	sacred
role	they	play	in	my	life,	constantly	offering	me	the
opportunity	to	reshape	my	world.



Line	Dancing

The	room	is	filled	with	bales	of	hay	and	smoke	from
burning	sausages.	People	in	jeans	and	checked	shirts	are
sitting	on	the	hay,	while	kids	in	cowboy	hats	are	running
about	squealing	with	joy.
Suddenly	the	music	begins	and	everyone	is	off	their

hay	and	into	the	centre	of	the	room.	They	form	nice,	neat
lines	and	begin	performing	funny	steps	and	hand
movements,	clapping	and	stomping	their	feet	before
facing	each	other,	in	what	the	host	calls	line	dancing.
Someone	lets	out	a	‘Eeeehaaa’	and	I	fall	back	in	shock.
This	is	my	first	barn	dance.	Probably	my	last.	Not	that

it	isn’t	fun,	but	I’m	from	different	genetic	stock.	Unlike	a
lot	of	people	from	Irish	or	Celtic	heritage	who	understand
about	dancing	in	pairs	or	lines,	I	come	from	central
European	stock	where	we	prefer	circles.
After	making	a	mess	of	it	all,	I	retreat	to	the	hay	where

country	folk	are	huddled.	Sticking	a	bit	of	straw	in	my
mouth,	I	sit	back	to	enjoy	my	daughter	doing	her	thing.
Which	is	the	reason	I’m	here:	to	make	her	happy.To

watch	her	do	her	line	dancing	which	she	has	been
practising	all	month	at	school.We	have	given	up	our



regular	Saturday	night	partying	to	sit	in	a	cold	hall,
listening	to	such	great	classics	as	‘The	Old	Grey	Mare,
She	Ain’t	What	She	Used	to	Be’	and	‘She’ll	Be	Comin’
Round	the	Mountain	When	She	Comes’	while	slapping
our	thighs.
And	it	got	me	thinking	about	the	concept	of	sacrifice

and	the	sorts	of	things	we	are	prepared	to	do	for	people
we	love	–	particularly	our	children,	but	also	our	aging
parents,	our	partners	and	our	friends.
I’ve	watched	girlfriends	do	things	for	their	mates	that

make	my	hair	stand	on	end.	For	years	one	friend	has	been
letting	her	partner	wake	her	twice	during	the	night	for
love	that	she	doesn’t	want.A	male	friend	has	fathered	two
more	children	than	he	really	wanted	in	order	to	respond	to
the	biological	clocks	of	his	women.
And	of	course,	we	all	have	friends	we’ve	dropped

everything	for	in	order	to	navigate	them	through	their
latest	crisis.	Or	worse,	to	listen	to	their	wild,	sexual
exploits	as	we	mash	cauliflower	for	our	screaming	kids.
Meanwhile,	many	parents	I	know	are	stuck	on	the

exhausting	kiddies’	party	circuit	owing	to	the	hideous
new	trend	of	everyone	in	the	class	inviting	everyone	else
in	the	class	to	everything.These	martyrs	stand	about	each
weekend	with	people	they	don’t	know	or	like	so	that	little
Johnny	can	consume	copious	amounts	of	cake	and	green
lemonade.



I	think	a	question	that	most	interests	me	at	this	stage	of
my	life	is	how	much	of	what	we	do	is	genuine	giving,
from	the	heart,	without	hooks,	and	how	much	is	done
from	a	sense	of	duty,	obligation,	compromise,	necessity,
expedience	or	simple	tit-for-tat.	And	does	it	make	a
difference	as	long	as	we	give?
I	think	it	is	possible	to	give	out	of	pure	care,	to	give

because	the	other	person’s	needs	genuinely	matter	as
much	as,	or	more	than,	our	own.	Giving	at	this	level	is	an
act	of	devotion	and	is	as	sacred	as	kneeling	to	the	Divine.
In	the	Old	Testament,	acts	of	love	and	devotion	between
Man	and	Man	are	considered	more	important	than	acts	of
sacrifice	between	Man	and	God.
And	yes,	it	definitely	matters	where	you	come	from

when	you	sacrifice.	Because	giving	that	comes	from	a
sense	of	duty,	or	obligation,	has	expectation	built	in	and
always	includes	an	unseen	price.
Growing	up	in	a	community	of	post-war	European

immigrants,	I	found	that	so	many	of	my	friends	had	the
archetypal,	martyrish	Jewish,	Greek	or	Italian	mothers
and	fathers	with	their	universal	cry.‘We	did	this	for
YOU.’They	sent	my	friends	to	the	best	schools	and
worked	their	fingers	to	the	bone	in	order	to	provide	the
best	education,	food,	family	life.With	one	small	catch.
The	nurturing	came	with	an	‘I	owe	you’	at	the	end.
This	insignificant	little	IOU,	in	order	to	balance	the



ledger,	was	that	the	kids	had	to	ring	their	parents	every
day	forever,	marry	someone	the	parents	wanted,	produce
unnatural	numbers	of	grandchildren	and,	most	onerous	of
all,	eat	their	mother’s	huge	serves	of	cooking,	always
asking	for	second	helpings	at	least.	And	then	look	after
the	parents	when	they	became	old	and	infirm.
Many	of	these	kids	went	on	to	structure	their	own

marriages	and	friendships	on	guilt.	And	they	continued
this	‘obligatory	giving’,	as	I	call	it,	with	their	own
children.	One	friend,	on	recently	taking	her	eight-year-old
son	to	see	a	production	that	she	hated,	said	to	me:
‘I	hope	he	remembers	I	did	this	for	him	when	he	gets

older.’
‘And	that	he	therefore	won’t	put	you	in	a	nursing

home,’	I	retorted	with	a	grin.
Which	I	admit	does	goes	through	my	mind,	sitting	here

now	amid	all	that	thigh	slappin’.	But	the	truth	for	me	is
that	I	do	feel	great	pleasure	in	giving	my	daughter
pleasure.	I	feel	a	sense	of	spiritual	aliveness.The	look	on
her	face	is	reward	and	nourishment	in	itself,	as	she	spins
around	in	the	middle	of	a	barn,	singin’‘Ya,Ya,
Yippee,Yippee	Ya’.	And	that’s	the	beauty	of
children.They	teach	us	about	the	sanctity	of	sacrifice,	they
teach	us	what	true	giving	is.	Mostly	they	teach	us	how	to
dance	in	pairs.



Sunshine

Sunshine	on	my	shoulders	makes	me	happy;	Sunshine	in
my	eyes	can	make	me	cry;	Sunshine	on	the	water	looks	so
lovely;	Sunshine	almost	always	makes	me	high.

–	John	Denver	

‘Mum,	is	it	bad	luck	to	have	such	weather	on	your
birthday?’	my	little	girl	asks	as	we	drive	through	squalls
of	black	clouds	and	as	huge	hailstones	pelt	the
windscreen.
It	is	perhaps	one	of	the	darkest	days	I’ve	ever	seen,

black	except	for	the	brutal	streaks	of	lightning	flashing
over	the	horizon.	The	Gold	Coast,	just	north	of	us,	is
experiencing	what	will	be	reported	later	in	the	news	as
‘the	most	violent	storm	in	two	decades’.
‘No.	It’s	actually	good	luck,’	I	say,	as	the	hailstones	get

bigger,	one	almost	shattering	the	glass	in	front	of	me.The
stones	lie	on	the	road,	forming	a	mat	of	white.The	car	is
skidding	from	its	efforts	to	grip	the	ungrippable,	the
windscreen	is	beginning	to	fog	up	from	the	heat	of	our
fear	and	the	cold	of	the	wind.
‘Mum,why	is	it	good	luck?’	she	asks,	desperate	to	be	at



the	beach	with	friends.	It’s	a	black	afternoon	all	around.
Dark	moon	in	Scorpio	–	a	time	of	deep	witchery	and
ominous	portents.
The	time	just	before	new	moon	–	dark	moon	–	is	a	time

in	folklore	of	vampires,	werewolves	and	mysterious
creatures	who	inhabit	the	in-between	world.	It’s	a	time
when	anything	can	happen.	My	cat	knows	it,	pressed
against	the	wall	in	fear,	his	fur	standing	on	end,	well
before	the	storm.
‘Mum	.	.	.’	my	daughter	begins	as	I	think	of	the	irony

of	this	situation.	It’s	customary	on	her	birthday	that	I	sing
her	the	song	I	sang	to	her	when	she	was	first	born.
Possibly	because	I	was	deranged	from	hormones,	sleep-

deprived	from	breastfeeding,	brain-damaged	from
watching	infomercials,	but	during	those	first	nights	after	I
brought	her	home	from	hospital,	I	couldn’t	get	John
Denver’s	song	‘Sunshine’	out	of	my	head	for	a	second.	I
would	sing	it	over	and	over	while	rocking	her	to	sleep,
often	weeping	with	joy	as	I	gazed	at	her	sunny	little	face.

If	I	had	a	tale	that	I	could	tell	you
I’d	tell	a	tale	sure	to	make	you	smile
If	I	had	a	wish	that	I	could	wish	for	you
I’d	make	a	wish	for	sunshine	all	the	while.

‘Mum,	why	is	it	good	luck	to	be	storming	on	your
birthday?’



‘Because	it	is	a	powerful	time,	a	black	time,	a	time	of
passion	and	pain	and	sacred	things,	of	deep	creativity,’	I
say,	trying	to	navigate	the	emotionally	slippery	terrain.
‘Because	it’s	part	of	the	natural	world	which	is	full	of
sunshine	but	also	blessed	with	winter	and	dark	moons	and
storms.These	are	all	beautiful,	exciting	things.’
I	have	spent	an	eternity	locking	horns	with	my	own

mother	over	this	very	point.
‘I	just	want	you	to	be	safe	and	happy,’	she’d	say	as	I

struggled	to	run	with	the	wolves.	‘I	wish	for	you	only
good	things.’
‘But	mum,	I	don’t	want	only	good	things.	I	don’t	want

to	be	wrapped	in	cotton	wool.	I	don’t	want	candy-coated
“happy	ever	after”.	No	growth	comes	from	being
immunised	against	life.’
‘When	you’re	a	mother	you	will	understand,’	she

predicted.	I	do	and	I	don’t.
When	Jews	break	a	glass	they	say	‘Mazeltov!’	or

‘Good	luck!’	as	things	shatter.When	mystics	draw	the
death	card	in	Tarot	they	are	relieved	because	it	means
rebirth,	a	new	start,	death	of	parts	of	ourselves	that	need
to	be	cut	away.	The	dark	night	of	the	soul	precedes
enlightenment	and	growth.	In	mythology	storms	are	the
stuff	of	climax	and	clarity.
‘There	can’t	be	days	filled	with	endless	happiness	and



sunshine.	And	it	would	be	a	boring	old	existence	if	there
were.	Storms	are	lucky,’	I	say	to	my	daughter	who	is	deep
in	philosophical	thought	in	the	back	seat.
‘So	does	that	mean	you’ll	let	me	buy	that	Eminem	CD

today?	That	would	be	coool	luck.’
Back	at	home,we	go	outside	and	do	a	puja,	a	ritual,	in

honour	of	the	dark	moon.We	thank	the	moon	for	the	year
of	clarity	and	insight	that	has	been.And	we	pray	for	the
year	to	come.	She	makes	her	wishes	secretly.	I	make
mine.
In	bed	that	night,	stroking	her	hair,	I	sing	‘Sunshine’

and	I	cry	as	I	always	have,	and	always	will,	in	gratitude
for	her	life.	And	then	I	tell	her	the	truth.	I	do	not	wish	her
‘sunshine	all	the	while’	any	more.
Singer–songwriter	Joni	Mitchell	said	in	a	recent

documentary	that	her	greatest	work,	her	deepest	insights,
her	most	profound,	richest	life	experiences	and	wisdoms,
have	been	born	of	pain.And	so	when	I	get	to	that	line	in
the	song,	I	offer	my	child	the	wish	of	all	the	richest
weather	possible:	sunshine,	rain,	hail,	cold,	searing	heat,
freezing	winds,	passionate	sandstorms,	exhilarating
tempests,	balmy	nights	on	tropical	islands,	Indian
summers,	Siberian	winters,	golden	autumn	days	that	go
on	forever.	‘May	they	all	be	your	teachers	.	.	.	all	the
while.’



The	thunder	still	cracks	overhead.	My	daughter	smiles
at	me	with	her	ancient	eyes,	knowing	at	her	deepest	core
that	she	got	‘lucky’	with	Eminem	after	all.	And	that	in	our
house	all	experiences,	all	things	under	the	sun	–	good	and
bad	–	are	sacred.



Kids	and	Other	Existential	Dilemmas

‘Is	there	a	God?’	rings	in	the	air	as	a	room	full	of	people
sit	in	hushed,	stunned	silence	awaiting	the	answer.	On
stage	are	some	of	the	most	brilliant	thinkers	of	our	era
who	are	going	to	address	a	topic	no	less	awesome	than
‘The	Origins	of	Life:	Where	did	the	Universe	come
from?’
Among	them	is	Paul	Davies,	physicist,	cosmologist,

peer	of	Stephen	Hawkins,	author	of	brilliant	papers	and
twenty-five	books	on	modern	science,	feted	and	hailed	all
over	the	world,	who	goes	regularly	to	the	Vatican	to
inform	the	Pope	about	current	thinking	in	science.
Paul	Davies	looks	pensive.	‘The	Universe	started	with

the	big	bang,’	he	says,	explaining	why	this	is	fact.	‘The
really	big	question,	as	I	see	it,	is	what	are	the	origins	of
life?	In	my	opinion	.	.	.’
‘Mummy,	mummy,’	comes	a	voice	from	behind	the

hessian	tent	wall.We	are	sitting	at	the	Byron	Bay	Writers
Festival.	A	plethora	of	distinguished	minds	have	come	to
address	us.	As	a	journalist,	I	am	so	excited	as	to	be
wetting	myself.	But	there	is	another	Ruth	Ostrow.The
Mother.
‘Mummy!’



‘Shhhh.	I	am	about	to	hear	the	origins	of	the	universe.
Go	play	over	there.’
‘But	mummy,	I	need	money	to	buy	a	Tutti	Frutti.	Cathy

and	Jan’s	mums	gave	them	some	money.’
‘How	much	do	you	need?’	I	whisper	angrily,	shuffling

in	my	bag	as	things	drop	and	coins	fall	out.
‘Shhhh	.	.	.!’echoes	around	me.
‘Sorry.	Here,	take	this	$10	note.	Buy	whatever	you

want	but	don’t	bother	me	again,’	I	say	breathing	out.
She	slips	away.Ten	dollars	for	the	price	of	the	ultimate

wisdom.	I	settle	in.
‘And	so	outer	space	is	as	good	a	theory	as	any.’	I	catch

the	tail	end	of	Davies’	comment.
‘Outer	space?	What?’	I	lean	desperately	towards	the

person	next	to	me.	‘Does	he	believe	humans	come	from
outer	space?’
‘No,’	whispers	the	person	next	to	me.‘It’s	far	more

complex	than	that.	I’ll	explain	at	the	end.’
‘Shhhh	.	.	.!’	echoes	the	crowd	around	me.
The	others	on	stage	–	an	Oxford	scholar,	and	a

prominent	geneticist	–	debate	the	origins	of	life	for	a	few
moments.The	topic	changes	to	God.	The	existence	of	a
benevolent	being,	a	personal	being,	who	watches	over	us.
Paul	Davies	starts	to	address	the	probability	of	such	an



entity,	to	explain	existence.
‘God	is	as	good	an	explanation	as	any.	However,	I

think	.	.	.’
‘Mummy,	mummy.’
‘What?’
‘They	don’t	have	any	more	Tutti	Fruttis	left	and	I	need

more	money.’
‘I	gave	you	$10.’
‘I	know	but	I	bought	Jan	and	Cathy	cakes	and	now	I

need	some	more	for	a	drink.’
Shuffle,	shuffle.
‘Shhhh!’
‘Here,	take	this	and	GO	AWAY!’
‘But	I’m	cold.’
‘Here’s	your	jacket,’	I	say,	pushing	it	past	the	woman

next	to	me	who	is	rolling	her	eyes	and	the	man	next	to	her
who	is	shooshing.	‘Now	GO	AWAY!’
‘So	that	is	my	view	on	God.’	Oh	God,	oh	God,	who

doesn’t	exist.	(If	You	did	I	wouldn’t	have	missed	Paul
Davies’	once-in-a-lifetime	speculation	on	Your	existence
to	hear	instead	about	Tutti	Fruttis.)	I	am	plunged	into	an
existential	crisis.
Next	we	walk	over	to	hear	Peter	Singer’s	keynote

address.	I	have	waited	for	years	for	this:	‘Ethics	Without



the	Species	Boundary’.	Singer	is	going	to	talk	about	his
views	on	animal	rights	and	euthanasia.	Views	so
controversial	that	he	has	been	hailed	and	harangued	all
over	the	world	and	almost	driven	out	of	Princeton
University	where	he	is	professor	of	Bioethics.
‘You	will	be	quiet	darling?’
‘Yes.’	‘I’ve	brought	drawing	pencils,	paper.	It’s	only

half	an	hour.	If	you	are	quiet	I’ll	give	you	anything	you
want.	Anything.	Okay?’
‘Yes,	mumma.’	She	sits	quietly	beside	me	and	starts	to

draw.
‘What	defines	a	living	being?’	the	man	described	as

‘the	most	influential	living	philosopher’	is	asking.
‘Mummy,	I	need	to	do	a	wee.’
‘What?’
‘I	need	to	do	a	wee,’	she	says	screwing	her	face	up	and

rocking	on	her	hand.	The	toilets	are	a	good	distance	away.
It	is	dark	and	she’d	get	lost	without	me.	If	I	go	I’ll	miss
half	of	this	thirty-minute	lecture.
‘Hold	it	in,	baby.	Please	try.’
I	tune	in	again.
‘All	beings	have	rights.The	infirm,	elderly,	children	.	.	.

animals.’
Her	face	is	scrunched	up.	She	is	rocking.	Now	I’m



having	both	an	existential	crisis	and	an	ethical	dilemma.
Being	a	parent	will	do	that	to	you	–	every	day.What	to	do
–	listen	to	the	most	important	ethicist	of	our	time,	or	stand
at	a	toilet	door	listening	to	wee-wees?
I	make	a	moral	decision.To	honour	her	rights.	I	will	be

mother	first.	But	as	I	stand	up	to	leave,	a	miracle	happens.
‘Actually,	I	don’t	need	to	go	any	more,’	she	says.	I

collapse	with	joy	back	onto	the	seat.	Singer	gets	deeply
into	the	topic.	His	talk	is	challenging,	riveting.	I	am
breathless	with	every	precious	word.And	I	think	to
myself:‘Never	mind	what	Paul	Davies	thinks.There	is	a
God,	after	all.’



Blessing	Way

Dusk	is	setting.A	group	of	women	are	sitting	in	a	circle,
around	an	altar,	singing	an	ancient	mantra:	‘I	am	the
Goddess,	I	am	the	Mother,	I	am	the	Goddess,	I	am	the
Mother	.	.	.’	over	and	over,	holding	hands,	rocking.	This
is	true	secret	women’s	business.The	preparation	of	a
‘sister’	for	childbirth.
It’s	a	ceremony	called	a	‘blessing	way’	or	‘birthing

way’,	where	women	gather	around	the	mother-to-be	and
offer	her	our	wisdom	as	wise	witches,	mothers,	soul
sisters,	crones	or	mentors.	It’s	based	on	shamanic	or
pagan	ritual,	and	has	a	wonderful	Celtic	flavour	to	it,
resonating	with	something	mysterious	and	profound.
Candles	and	incense	burn	next	to	tokens	we’ve	brought

to	represent	our	womanhood.	Some	women	have	brought
photos	of	their	own	children,	one	woman	has	brought	a
symbol	of	her	little	girl	who	died	at	birth.	There	are	sad
things,	happy	things,	leaves,	crystals	and	words	written
for	the	coming	child.	A	friend	weaves	gardenias	into	a	lei
to	put	around	our	sister’s	neck.
We	sing	to	her,we	stroke	her	belly,we	rock	her	in	our

arms,	and	then	the	sharing	begins.	Each	woman	in	the
circle	shares	her	experience	of	childbirth,	of	being	a



mother,	or	just	of	being	a	woman.Any	truth	she	wishes.
Earthy	advice	abounds:	what	to	massage,	where,	before

and	after	labour,	and	with	what	oils	and	potions	.	.	.
feminine	wisdom	of	the	ages.	I	find	myself	becoming
more	and	more	agitated.	And	I	realise	I’m	having	blessing
way-envy.Where	was	my	birthing	way	before	I	went	into
labour?
My	experience	was	360	degrees	opposite	to	this.	No	‘I

am	the	Goddess’.	No	stroking	by	gentle	hands	in	the
period	leading	up	to	my	daughter’s	birth.	I	was	pinched
instead.	Pinched	until	my	skin	was	red	raw.	Quite
literally.The	only	gathering	of	women	I	was	part	of,was	a
very	un-sacred	weekly	ceremony	called	birthing
classes.Women	and	their	partners	would	lie	on	the	floor
like	humungous	whales,	being	taught	things	we’d	never
remember	in	the	panic	of	childbirth.
But	one	thing	I’ll	never	forget	was	that	the	well-

meaning	teacher	wanted	to	prepare	us	for	the	experience
of	contractions	so	we	wouldn’t	be	‘shocked’	by	their
severity.	She	informed	the	men	in	the	group	to	pinch	us
hard,	and	as	regularly	as	possible,	to	prepare	the	body	for
pain.Thereafter,	like	something	out	of	the	Pink	Panther
films,	my	husband	used	to	sneak	up	on	me	and	pinch	the
softest	parts	of	my	body,	or	torture	me	with	those
childhood	horrors	called	Chinese	burns.
When	my	first	contraction	hit,	all	this	was	laughable.



Standing	in	a	phone	booth	because	my	phone	was	out	of
order,	my	husband	watched	in	horror	as	I	suddenly
disappeared	like	Maxwell	Smart	going	down	to	Control
headquarters.	Except	I	was	completely	out	of	control,
lying	on	the	ground	rolling	in	agony.	The	‘pinch’	was
more	like	being	in	the	pincers	of	a	giant	lobster	who	was
crushing	my	bones,	or	having	a	shark	tear	out	my	organs.
‘I	found	childbirth	to	be	orgasmic,’	says	one	woman	in

the	circle.	‘My	contractions	were	more	like	expansions,
each	expansion	opening	me	to	Source.’
Another	brutal	flashback:	the	sterile	hospital,	being

rushed	in,	the	contractions	so	severe	as	to	make	me	vomit
with	each.
‘Unripe!	Like	a	green	banana!’	the	bossy	nurse	was

saying,	her	fingers	poking	up	inside	me.	‘That’s	why	the
contractions	are	this	severe,’	she	said,	as	I	seemed	to	lose
consciousness.	I	could	see	my	husband’s	pincers	coming
towards	me,	or	was	I	delirious?
‘The	baby	hasn’t	engaged	yet,	you’re	not	dilating,	and

yet	you	seem	to	be	in	labour!’	the	nurse	was	saying	as	I
thrashed	about,	screaming	to	the	uncaring	heavens.
‘These	strong	contractions	are	ripening	you	very	quickly.’
Not	quickly	enough.The	agony	went	on	for	two	days.
Sacred	.	.	.	sacred	.	.	.	and	then	it’s	my	turn	–	the	green

banana.	I	decide	to	speak	my	truth.	‘I’m	feeling	a	bit



awkward.	My	experiences	were	so	different	to	this.	So
disempowering,	so	frightening.	There	was	no	sisterhood
to	prepare	me	and	offer	wisdom.	I	was	away	from	my
family	at	the	time.	and	apart	from	my	husband	and	a
darling	sister	who	did	their	best,	I	felt	very	alone.’
And	to	my	surprise,	women	around	the	circle	begin

nodding.
‘Yes,	yes!’	‘Exactly!’	Most	of	them	–	exports	from

various	cities	around	the	world	–	had	children	in	the	same
chaotic	way	as	I	had,	removed	from	Nature,	the	grand
feminine	and	each	other.	Only	a	couple	had	been
‘blessed’.
‘Let’s	have	a	retrospective	blessing	way,’	suggests	one

woman.‘We	can	sit	in	a	circle	pampering	and	preparing
each	other.’We	all	start	laughing.	Hard	and	deep	as	wild
women	do,	vowing	we’ll	meet	in	the	coming	weeks	for
our	rite.
It’s	not	too	late	to	capture	the	sacred	in	the	mundane.

No	more	contractions	around	our	memories,	just	blissful
‘expansions’,	expanding	out	to	Mother	Nature,	as	we	ask
Her	to	heal	our	wounded	wombs.







FOUR

sacred	nature



Many	years	ago,	as	a	result	of	overwork,	I	had	to	have
some	bodywork	done.	The	masseuse,	a	lovely	gentle
woman,	asked	if	I	wanted	a	‘sacred	massage’	to	help
ease	my	tension.	I	was	a	bit	aghast,	having	only	just
come	in	for	a	back	adjustment.	These	were	the	days
before	my	dreaming,	my	epiphanies	and	awareness	of
things	other-worldly.	Anyway,	I	agreed	to	what	she
called	a	kahuna	massage,	an	ancient	Hawaiian	form	of
therapy	that	helps	the	body	heal	on	many	esoteric
levels.

During	the	massage	I	went	into	a	strange	state	–
half-awake,	half-asleep.	In	this	space,	a	shadowy
figure	kept	hovering	in	front	of	my	eyes.	When	he
came	closer	I	noticed	the	strong,	handsome	face	of	an
American	Indian.	He	introduced	himself	to	me	and
said	that	he	was	taking	me	on	a	journey	into	the
Underworld.	I	felt	myself	lift	out	of	my	body,	then	we
seemed	to	be	going	through	several	passages	into	the
earth,	past	various	animal	forms,	down	through	rivers
and	into	the	hollows	of	rainforest	trees	to	‘the	place	of
the	souls’.	My	guide	explained	that	souls	did	not	go
up	to	heaven	when	they	died.	Rather,‘They	go	down
into	the	earth	and	await	their	reincarnation,’	he	said,
showing	me	a	cave	resplendent	with	beings	of	light.
He	called	me	‘an	ancient	one’	and	told	me	that	over	the

next	few	years	I	would	‘remember	the	Earth’.	I	awakened



in	surprise.	Dazed,	a	little	unsure	of	myself	in	this
asleep/awake	space,	but	prepared	to	forget,	because	I
couldn’t	reconcile	these	images	with	my	day-today	life	as
an	ambitious,	rational	journalist.
But	I	found	that	I	couldn’t	forget.	That	sacred	journey

kept	coming	back	to	me	in	visions	and	dreams.	It	changed
my	relationship	to	the	Earth.	I	began	looking	at	rocks
differently,	I	saw	spirit	in	the	trees,	I	became	fascinated	in
Aboriginal	culture	and	in	energy	healing	work	such	as
reiki.	I	started	studying	primitive	folklore	while
professing	it	was	all	‘only	a	hobby’.
One	day	in	my	readings	I	came	across	a	book	by

anthropologist	and	professor	Michael	Harner,	The	Way	of
the	Shaman.	He	explained	that	for	eons	mystics	and
shamans	have	been	going	on	sacred	journeys	to	gather
wisdom	and	power.	Some	take	drugs,	others	can	alter
their	consciousness	by	simply	listening	to	the	rhythmic
beat	of	tribal	drumming,	others	by	fasting	or	complete
sensory	deprivation	in	caves	or	the	desert.	But	in	an
altered	space	it	is	said	that	these	shamans	can	go	to
another	world	–	either	the	shadow	realms	of	the	great
unconscious,	or	to	another	form	of	reality	that	we	can’t
normally	access.
Harner	explained	that	a	typical	journey	has	certain

features.	A	spirit	guide	will	come	for	the	chosen	initiate,
who	is	then	taken	down	through	tunnels	in	the	earth	to	the



Lowerworld,	where	he	or	she	encounters	animal	totems,
and	receives	sacred	knowledge.	I	began	shaking.	I
realised	that	without	any	hallucinogens	or	prior
information	I	had	been	taken	on	a	traditional	shaman
journey,	and	had	been	told	many	secret	things	that	remain
precious	to	my	heart.
To	this	day	I	am	startled	by	my	journey.	The	image	of

the	Lowerworld,	the	place	of	spirits	and	dead	souls,	and
the	wisdom	of	a	rich	culture,	continue	to	haunt	my
conscious	mind.
When	I	have	fallen	ill,	I	have	thought	about	the

Lowerworld,	feeling	that	I’m	going	down	again	into	that
place.	Feeling	that	my	body	is	the	earth	(Adam	is	from
Adama	meaning	earth	in	Hebrew)	and	my	lungs	and	heart
are	energy	centres	in	the	mandala	of	Earth,	and	that	I
have	to	go	to	my	sick	parts	and	to	talk	to	them,	breathe
into	them,	come	to	terms	with	the	real	reason	for	my
sickness.
But	most	importantly	the	journey	changed	forever	my

relationship	with	Gaia,	Mother	Nature.	As	I	devoured
more	books	on	pantheism	and	the	primitive	world,	I
started	to	feel	strongly	that	my	God	lives	in	Nature,	not	in
temples	or	organised	religion.	I	started	talking	to	the	sea,
and	strangely	the	sea	answered	back	in	soft	lilting	tones.	I
began	listening	intently	to	Nature	inside	my	body	as	well
as	out,	for	this	is	one	of	the	huge	mistakes	of	our	modern



culture.We	never	listen	to	our	instincts,	and	we	never
listen	to	our	bodies	even	though	our	bodies	are	in	natural
harmony	with	the	planet.
For	instance,	I	was	once	lucky	enough	to	attend	a

lecture	by	gifted	psychotherapist	and	health	educator
Alexandra	Pope,	who	talks	about	the	dignity	of	our
natural	cycles.	She	believes	there	are	cycles	in	both	men
and	women	that	are	sacred	and	need	to	be	honoured.	Men,
like	women,	have	swings	in	temperament	and	testosterone
levels.They	go	through	andropause	and	monthly	mood
changes,	but	because	there	is	no	word	or	concept	for	these
‘fragile’	times,	they	are	largely	ignored.	But	women,
according	to	Pope,	are	lucky	enough	to	have	a	menstrual
cycle	that	helps	them	chart	their	deepest	feelings	and
needs.
Pope	draws	on	the	wisdom	of	ancient	cultures	where

women	–	during	the	vulnerable	parts	of	their	cycle	–	were
banished	to	bleeding	tents	or	were	set	aside	from	the
community.	Not	because	the	woman	was	thought	to	be
‘unclean’	or	a	burden	but	rather,	she	became	a	seer,	a	wise
woman,	and	her	wisdom	was	deeply	honoured	and
respected	by	the	tribal	elders.	The	very	thing	that	makes
women	feel	inadequate,	angry	or	wounded	at	this	time	is
the	trait	of	hypersensitivity.The	body	and	the	hormones
become	highly	attuned	to	what	is	going	on	inside	and	out,
and	hence	the	flipside	of	‘the	curse’	is	that	women



become	hugely	aware,	deeply	intuitive	and	profoundly
connected	to	Nature	and	their	own	inner	wisdom	during
these	times.
Menstruation	is,	according	to	Pope,	a	time	of

regeneration	and	power.	Women	can	get	into	altered
states	of	consciousness	while	the	body	becomes	a
‘sensing’	organ	–	knowing,	feeling	the	truth	behind,	say,	a
relationship	problem,	which	is	why	women	often	agitate
to	bring	these	hidden,	unconscious	issues	to	the	surface.
She	is	firmly	against	drugs	to	‘normalise’	our	natural
cycles	–	be	they	menstrual	or	menopausal	–	which	can
deaden	the	psyche	and	kill	the	gifts	along	with	the
inconveniences.	‘The	world	needs	more	vulnerability	and
surrendering	not	more	armouring,’	she	says.
Meanwhile	there	are	other	cycles	we	seem	hugely

ignorant	of,	particularly	around	sexuality.	We	are
ultimately	only	animals.	According	to	Helen	Fisher,
prominent	anthropologist	at	Rutgers	University	in	New
York	who	wrote	Anatomy	of	Love,	there	are	two	different
types	of	chemicals	that	the	body	releases	when	we	are
attracted	to	someone:	amphetamines	and	opiates.	During
the	first	flush	of	love	–	what	we	describe	as	‘falling	in
love’	–	we	experience,	quite	literally,	a	feeling	of	falling,
as	the	body	succumbs	to	a	rush	of	chemicals	with	a
similar	structure	to	amphetamines	or	speed.
Such	a	hit	has	been	described	as	the	rose-coloured



glasses	that	biology	provides	to	get	us	procreating.	We
can	actually	see	the	chemicals	of	love	at	work.	When	we
fall	in	love	the	hands	get	sweaty,	the	face	flushed,	the
breathing	heavy	and	a	primitive	reaction	like	fight-or-
flight	kicks	in	as	the	neurotransmitters	send	chemicals
into	our	nervous	system.
But	like	all	drugs,	the	amphetamine	highs	don’t	last

forever	and	the	body	builds	up	a	tolerance,	which	explains
why	the	initial	passion	is	shortlived.	Next,	opiates	like
oxytocin	–	the	cuddle	chemical	–	kick	in.These	have	a
soothing,Valium-like	effect	on	the	body.	This	creates	a
sense	of	wellbeing	and	even	lethargy	to	help	people	pair-
bond	while	the	children	grow.The	love	cycle	tends	to	last
until	a	child	is	off	the	breast	and	walking.	In	two-child
families,	this	is	about	seven	years	–	hence	the	proverbial
‘seven-year	itch’	–	by	which	time	the	body	is	off	again,
producing	amphetamine	hits	in	the	hope	of	mating	in	a
fresh	genetic	pool.
If	men	and	women	had	more	awareness	about	these

natural	processes,	perhaps	more	relationships	subject	to
‘animal’	behaviour	could	be	saved	rather	than	ruined	by
the	maelstrom	of	biology.At	least	such	internal	dramas
could	be	more	truthfully	navigated	and	negotiated.	I	have
written	extensively	about	marriage	and	monogamy,
always	asking	what	is	natural	and	what	is	true	in	the
animal	kingdom.	Because	we	impose	biblical	notions	and



antiquated	laws,	rules	and	expectations	on	our	earthy
bodies	rather	than	going	back	to	the	source,	and	then	are
surprised	when	half	of	all	marriages	end	in	divorce.
For	instance,	there	is	a	common	phenomenon	that

shows	up	in	divorce	statistics	–	the	high	proportion	of
women	in	their	early	forties	running	off.	On	the	surface
the	high	incidence	of	infidelity	among	women	in	this	age
group	looks	like	betrayal,	bad	behaviour	or	mid-life
madness,	but	according	to	doctors	it	is	just	Nature	doing
Her	thing.	It’s	normal	for	women	to	reach	a	hormonal
peak	in	their	late	thirties	and	early	forties,	as	the	body
goes	through	its	‘last	hurrah’	before	menopause.	Thus	the
unconscious	mind	is	pushing	women	to	seek	potent	jungle
apes	in	order	to	get	those	last	eggs	fertilised.	This	often
ends	marriages,	when	if	we	fully	understood	the	process,
perhaps	the	ensuing	sexual	madness	would	be	better
tolerated.
Similarly	our	bodies	play	a	profound	role	during

religious	practice	and	when	we	are	‘talking	to	God’.
Scientists	have	now	found	that	certain	chemicals	are
released	that	take	us	on	a	journey	of	ecstasy.	The	potent
psychedelic	drug	DMT	–	used	by	shaman	cultures	to
commune	with	the	Divine	–	found	in	certain	plants,	has
recently	been	found	in	the	pineal	gland	during	intense
states	such	as	birth,	near	death,	deep	meditation,	prayer,
extreme	sports,	passionate	sex	and,	as	I	discuss	in	this



chapter,	during	ecstatic	singing	and	dancing.When	these
chemicals	are	present	in	the	brain	we	are	transported	into
the	spirit	realms	either	through	hallucination	or,	as	at	least
one	scientist	has	recently	professed,	the	DMT	acts	a	sort
of	TV	antenna	that	allows	some	sacred	transmission	to
take	place	from	the	crown	chakra	with	other	dimensions
or	energies	that	are	unseen	in	normal	states	of
consciousness.
And	of	course,	hormones	govern	our	emotions.	Tears

contain	opiates	–	and	we	often	cry	to	give	ourselves	a
narcotic	hit	when	grieving	or	in	pain.	Deep	breathing	can
promote	nitric	oxide,	which	triggers	endorphins	and	feel-
good	hormones,	as	does	laughter.	Our	legs	alone	can
trigger	cortisol	and	norepinephrine	rushes	if	we	tense
them	during	stress	due	to	the	fight-or-flight	responses	of
our	primate	ancestors.	Meanwhile,	we	are	often
unconsciously	reacting	to	various	bodily	scents	from
arousal	and	fear	that	are	emanating	from	ourselves	or
those	around	us.
There	are	so	many	things	we	could	do	and	change	if	we

accepted	our	animal	natures,	and	understood	biology	and
truth.We	remain	ignorant	of	the	workings	of	this	natural,
sleek,	brilliant	animal	that	we,	as	Homosapien,	really	are.
Like	animals,	we	need	our	times	of	hibernation	in	the
cave	without	antidepressants	and	antibiotics.We	need	our
wild	times	of	being	werewolves	and	predators.We	need



the	right	food.
Made	of	stardust,	containing	universal	atoms,we	are	the

conduits	between	Heaven	and	Earth.	We	don’t	fully
appreciate	the	true,	euphoric,	transcendental	power	of	sex.
Nor	of	breathing	–	pranayama,	as	yogis	describe	it	–
which	can	change	our	whole	biochemistry	and	bring	the
entire	universe	into	our	bodies	in	an	act	of	supreme,
cosmic	penetration.	Meanwhile,	in	the	west	we	are	only
now	beginning	to	grasp	complex	wisdoms	about	our
energy	meridians	and	our	ethereal	bodies	–	the	energy
fields	that	surround	us	and	are	linked	to	our	flesh-and-
blood	bodies	–	that	have	been	understood	by	eastern
scholars	and	Taoist	seers	for	eons.
For	me,	God	is	there	in	the	brilliance	of	our	intricate

systems.	I	see	and	feel	a	Divine	architect	in	the	beauty	of
biology,	in	the	effects	the	moon	has	on	the	tides	of	our
bodies	which	are	mainly	composed	of	water.	In	Mother
Nature’s	blessed	secrets.
My	journey	to	Calypso,	to	Byron	Bay,	has	been	a

rewarding	return	to	the	natural	world.	Back	to	trees	and
cycles	and	the	full-moon	devotion	I	do	with	my	daughter
each	month.	Back	to	bare	feet	and	letting	my	hair	go	wild,
and	to	understanding	the	animal	kingdom.	Back	to	my
body	as	a	temple	of	the	soul.
As	a	city	girl,	it	has	been	amazing	to	deal	with	bulls	in

front	gardens,	droughts,	floods	and	plagues	of	creatures



that	have	suddenly	become	part	of	my	landscape	–	mice,
snakes,	bats.
It	has	been	a	powerful	journey	to	become	naked	under

God’s	eye.	I	have	lost	control,	I	have	found	meaning.	I
have	come	home	to	Self.	And	as	my	shaman	guide
promised	me	so	many	years	ago	–	I	have	remembered
Earth.



The	Desert

‘Mummy,	I	don’t	want	my	hair	washed,’	whines	my
daughter,	clinging	to	my	arm	and	tugging	at	me	in
desperation.	It	is	hair	night,	and	this	is	the	ritual	that
always	precedes	the	splashing	and	crying	and	howling
that	renders	me	exhausted.
It	is	also	the	night	that	Alaskan	adventurer	Robert

Bogucki	has	just	been	found	wandering	in	the	Great
Sandy	Desert.	His	gaunt	face,	sun-parched	but	luminous,
peers	out	at	me	from	the	6.30	p.m.	news.
‘Before	I	started,	I	didn’t	really	know	what	I	was

looking	for,’	he	says	into	the	probing	cameras.‘I	just
wanted	to	spend	a	while	on	my	own,	nobody	else	around,
and	make	peace	with	God,	I	guess.’
‘Mummy,	please	.	.	.	no	.	.	.	no	.	.	.	not	tonight,’	pleads

my	child.	But	I’m	not	present.	My	mind	is	remembering	a
beautiful	quote	from	Steven	Foster’s	book	Vision	Quest
which	I	read	recently:	‘I	went	into	the	desert	alone,	not
knowing	why,	searching	for	something	I	had	lost,	or
could	find	.	.	.	I	was	not	seeking	to	die,	but	to	reap	the
fruit	of	death,	to	re-enter	the	womb	of	things,	the	matrix
of	unknowing,	and	to	be	born	anew.’
‘But	mummy,	mummymummy.	I	don’t	want	to	have



my	hair	washed	.	.	.	please,	mummymummy,	please.’
I	am	worn	down.	No	desert	could	be	as	draining	as	the

demands	of	a	child.	And	suddenly	I	am	hit	with	a	wave	of
feeling	that	makes	me	quiver.	As	if	everything	in	my
whole	being	at	that	moment	is	yearning	to	be	Robert
Bogucki,	emerging	from	the	vast	nothingness.
I	am	experiencing	‘Bogucki	Envy’	–	pining	to	go

wandering	off	into	the	great	wilderness	away	from	hair-
wash	night,	groceries,	bills,	and	all	the	people	and
possessions	that	hang	like	heavy	chattels	around	our
necks.	Making	precious	time	to	look	for	meaning,	to	talk
to	God,	to	make	peace	with	all	our	haunting	mistakes.
And	I’m	convinced	I’m	not	the	only	one	out	there

having	this	fantasy.	‘Bogucki	Envy’	must	surely	be	the
secret	malaise	of	the	millennium.	For	if	the	1980s	and	90s
were	about	the	quest	for	money,	riches	and	earthly
delights,	the	desire	now	is	escape.	To	throw	off	the
shackles	of	mundane	concerns	and	go	walkabout	in	a
world	devoid	of	complexities,	devoid	of	material
possessions,	flush	with	spiritual	meaning.
A	life	measured	out	in	coffee	spoons	is	how	poet	T.	S.

Eliot	laments	urban	existence	in	‘The	Love	Song	of	J.
Alfred	Prufrock’.	Butt	ends,	coffee	cups,	or	in	many
homes	lamb	chops	with	three	veg,	quantifying	our	lives.
Eliot	saw	‘the	eternal	footman’	in	a	metaphor	that	draws
on	his	fear	of	mortality,	and	he	says	‘in	short,	I	was



afraid’.
As	I	stare	into	Bogucki’s	eyes,	I	too	am	afraid.Afraid	of

letting	life	pass	me	by.	Afraid	of	the	routine	that	has	so
grabbed	me	that	even	to	think	of	going	walkabout	to	the
milkbar	would	cause	a	fracas	among	my	tribe	–	mother-
in-law,	husband,	child,	bosses	–	with	their	hypnotic
chants:‘Where	are	you	.	.	.?’‘Why	haven’t	you	.	.	.?’
‘When	are	you	going	to	.	.	.?’
But	most	of	all	I’m	afraid	that	I	will	never,	ever	roam

barefoot	through	dusty	sand	dunes,	totally	alone	with	the
sound	of	my	heartbeat	and	the	wind,	in	the	wilderness	of
my	soul.
Beneath	the	social	veneer,	so	many	of	us	in	the	west	are

suffering	from	an	unconscious	desperation	to	go	feral.To
let	go.To	set	our	homes	and	trees	alight	like	the
Aboriginals	have	done	since	time	began;	and	wander	off
into	the	vast	unknown,	protected	by	nothing	more	than	a
simple	loin	cloth	and	the	great	snake	spirit.
We’ve	grown	fat	on	money,	food	and	possessions.	But

still	we	remain	empty.
The	proliferation	in	America	of	a	ritual	called	Vision

Questing	is	testimony	to	this	hunger	for	escape.About	a
decade	ago	leaders	like	Steven	Foster,	whose	powerful
words	I	quoted	earlier,	began	ushering	middle-class
urbanites	into	the	wilderness	in	search	of	a	spiritual



connection.
Now	the	practice	is	big	bucks,	with	major	corporations

sending	staff	out	to	find	their	souls.	Here	too	the	trend	is
growing	towards	what	one	guide	calls	‘A	rite	of
passage.A	cleansing	for	people	who	have	outgrown
something	in	their	lives’.	The	need	for	going	walkabout
has	intensified	as	the	overload	of	external	stimuli	and
materialism	has	taken	us	away	from	the	natural	and
spiritual	world.	We	are	craving	quiet.
Meanwhile	recent	books	that	tell	of	people’s	shamanic

journeys	into	the	wilderness	with	indigenous	guides	are
on	the	top-seller	lists	around	the	world,	providing
vicarious	escape	for	those	trapped	at	home.
Trapped	like	me	on	hair-wash	night.	‘Mummmy,

mummy,	pleeeeeeease,’	continues	the	cry	in	the	distance,
like	a	Shakespearean	prayer	to	the	uncaring	gods.
Perhaps	getting	lost	like	Robert	Bogucki	is	the	only

way.
‘I	took	a	wrong	turn	on	the	way	to	the	milkbar,’	I’d	tell

camera	crews	as	I	stumbled	out	of	the	desert	in	a	daze.
Meanwhile	viewers	at	home,	cleaning	up	the	dishes	from
dinner,	would	look	deep	into	my	eyes	and	shudder	with	a
familiar	pang.The	unmistakable	pang	of	‘Bogucki	Envy’.



Sea-change

‘You	said:	“I’ll	go	to	another	country,	go	to	another
shore,
find	another	city	better	than	this	one.
Whatever	I	try	to	do	is	fated	to	turn	out	wrong
and	my	heart	lies	buried	as	though	it	were	something
dead”	.	.	.	.’

–	‘The	City’,	C.	P.	Cavafy,	Collected	Poems,
The	Hogarth	Press,	London	

I	pack	my	life	into	the	car	–	my	hopes	and	dreams,	my
boxes	and	papers,	my	husband	and	child	–	and	head	north.
We	are	having	what	is	commonly	known	as	a	sea-

change.We’re	moving	to	where	the	grass	is	green	and	the
sea	is	clear.Moving	to	where	the	sun	is	always	shining.
Moving	in	some	dream-like	state.	Propelled	forward	by
the	need	for	change,	growth,	beauty	and	a	gentler	life.
Maybe	we	are	deluded.Maybe	we	are	right	to	go.
I	have	done	it	often.	Packed	up	and	moved	on.	Never

knowing	whether	I	was	running	away	‘from’	something
or	running	‘towards’	something	better.	One	is	a	sentiment
so	bold	and	noble,	a	hero’s	journey.The	other,	a	bitter



cop-out.
It’s	the	eternal	question	for	the	restless:	Is	change	a	step

towards	growth	or	a	regression	into	escapism?
From	Melbourne	to	Sydney.	From	Sydney	to	Bali	to

Tel	Aviv.
From	Tel	Aviv	to	Sydney.	From	Sydney	to	New	York

to	Jerusalem	to	London	and	back.	I	have	truly	lived
around.	Searching.	Always	searching	for	something
indefinable.
It	stopped	for	a	while.	I	spent	ten	years	in	the	one	city.

Made	a	life,	a	home,	a	marriage,	a	baby.	But	something	is
not	right	in	the	raging	bustle	and	panic	of	pre-Olympic
Sydney.	Something	is	missing.	It’s	a	quality	of	life.	Peace
of	mind.The	sort	of	communal	living,	caring,	simplicity,
and	slowness	of	time	captured	by	the	ABC	drama.
The	roads	are	clogged	with	cars	and	smog.	There	are

more	people	per	square	metre	than	ever	before.	On	the
beaches	you	have	to	stab	to	get	a	patch	of	sand.The	smell
and	noise	and	congestion	of	the	city	is	so	chronic	that
rage,	not	blood,	pulses	through	the	veins.
So	we	are	heading	north,	into	the	hinterlands	of	New

South	Wales,	to	a	farm	overlooking	the	sea.	But	my
favourite	poet’s	words	are	ringing	in	my	head.	In	the
second	stanza	he	answers	his	disgruntled	friend.

‘You	won’t	find	a	new	country,	won’t	find	another



shore.
This	city	will	always	pursue	you	.	.	.’

Cavafy	clearly	believes	you	can	move	but	you	always
take	yourself	with	you.	That	there	is	no	holiday	from	self.
The	act	of	moving	–	whether	it	be	from	a	place	or	from	a
relationship	–	is	an	act	of	gross	delusion.You	can	only
find	redemption	by	staying	still	and	working	things	out.

‘Don’t	hope	for	things	elsewhere:
there’s	no	ship	for	you,	there’s	no	road.
Now	that	you’ve	wasted	your	life	here,	in	this
small	corner,
you’ve	destroyed	it	everywhere	in	the	world.’

I’m	haunted	by	his	words.Always	have	been.	I	know
happiness	is	a	state	of	mind;	the	Buddhist	masters	tells	us
so.	The	riches	of	the	world	are	buried	in	the	hands	of
those	who	can	appreciate	the	moment,	wherever	they	are,
whomever	they	are	with.
But	nor	is	there	any	shame	in	needing	to	calm	down	the

external	world	so	one	has	more	time	for	the	internal
one.To	give	oneself	a	fighting	chance	at	contentment.
One	of	my	readers	suggested	that	I’m	having	a

premature	midlife	crisis,	mid-life	breakdown	or	mid-life
breakthrough	–	call	it	what	you	will.	I	don’t	think	it’s	that
personal.	There	is	a	new	movement	taking	the	western
world	by	storm,	a	quiet	revolution	under	an	umbrella



group	called	Voluntary	Simplicity.
Realising	happiness	cannot	be	bought,	or	achieved

through	material	success,	people	are	sick	of	feeling	like
rats	on	a	treadmill.	Having	borrowed	too	much	money,
made	their	lives	too	financially	complex,	been	strung	up
paying	mortgages	and	credit-card	debts,	many	around	the
world	are	using	the	word	simplicity	as	their	mantra.
They	are	divesting	themselves	of	material	possessions,

downshifting,	pruning	back	their	work	hours,	or	going
bush,	in	order	to	have	a	richer	‘inner	life’.	Basically
making	more	time	for	kids	and	family,	for	friends	and	for
themselves.
According	to	the	Trends	Research	Institute,	15	per	cent

of	America’s	77	million	baby	boomers	will	have	joined
the	movement	by	the	end	of	the	decade.And	our	latest
national	Census	reveals	that	the	fastest	growing	parts	of
the	nation	are	located	along	the	coast	and	in	the
surrounding	hinterlands.
The	late	American	futurist,	Robert	Theobald,	told	me

before	he	died	that	this	was	the	future	of	the	world:
people	searching	for	communities	of	like-minded	souls,
tired	of	feeling	emotional	isolation	while	being	crammed
together	in	sardine	cans;	sacrificing	financial	success	for
abundance	of	a	more	fulfilling	kind.
In	the	car,	Cavafy’s	words	ring	out:	‘This	city	will



always	pursue	you	.	.	.’
They	ring	out	until	I	arrive	at	my	new	home,	perched

on	a	hill,	surrounded	by	16	acres	of	trees,	above	the
ocean.	The	silence	is	profound.	In	its	strange	sound	I	hear
the	truth,	my	truth.You	can	always	hope	for	better.
Because	sometimes	less	is	more.



Naked

It	was	a	warm,	sultry	day	and	I	decided	to	pack	my	beach
bag	and	head	down	to	the	sea.
On	reaching	a	nice,	sandy	spot,	I	became	immediately

engrossed	in	my	regular	beach	ritual:	unfurling	the	towel
in	a	way	that	doesn’t	scoop	up	sand,	meticulously
applying	sunscreen	to	every	inch	of	exposed	flesh.
I	was	a	busy	bee.Which	is	probably	why	I	didn’t	notice

it	sooner.	In	fact,	not	until	I	was	completely	finished	–
hair	tucked	up	in	hat,	handbag	squashed	under	another
towel	to	stop	contents	melting,	sunglasses	on	–	did	I
finally	look	up.
At	first	I	wasn’t	sure	that	it	was	what	I	thought	it	was.

Sometimes	sunscreen	gets	in	my	eyes	and	forms	a	filter
over	my	contact	lenses.	I	squinted,	blinked	away	the
glare,	and	lifted	my	sunglasses	to	make	certain.
Yep!	There	was	a	fulsome	part	of	the	male	anatomy

directly	facing	me,	not	a	metre	away.
‘Hello,	hello,’	I	said	to	myself	as	the	vision	splendid

made	its	way	in	my	direction.	But	before	I	had	a	chance
to	check	out	its	owner,	it	was	right	in	front	of	me.
‘Ruth,wonderful	to	see	you!’	came	a	hearty	greeting



from	above.	And	I	realised	with	horror	that	this	was	a
dear	friend.
It	is	hard	to	know	what	to	do	in	situations	like	this.	I’ve

never	been	one	for	social	etiquette.	And	this	was
reminding	me	of	my	scary	‘naked’	dream.
In	the	‘naked’	dream	–	which	I’ve	been	told	by

therapists	is	very	common	and	represents	our	deep,	inner
fears	of	rejection	–	we	somehow	find	ourselves	in	a	public
place,	stripped	of	the	garments	that	shape	our	bodies,	our
wobbly	or	imperfect	parts	exposed	for	all	to	see.
There	is	no	place	to	hide.	No	towels	to	throw	around

cellulite	thighs	or	dangly	bits	that	have	yielded	to	the	pull
of	gravity.And	in	this	image-obsessed	world,	the	people
in	our	dream	are	staring	and	pointing	as	we	recoil,
humiliated	by	our	imperfections	and	vulnerabilities.
In	order	to	save	my	friend	from	this	horror,	I

instinctively	jumped	up,	to	meet	him	eye	to	eye.
‘Well,	Sam,	great	to	see	you,’	I	stuttered.	‘You	look,

ahhhh,	very	well,’	I	said,	trying	to	keep	my	gaze	from
falling.
But	it	was	his	mouth	that	fell.Wide	open,	at	seeing	me

standing.	‘Oh,	Ruth!	You	are	clothed!’	he	said,	barely
able	to	contain	his	shock	and	embarrassment.
And	suddenly	I	tuned	in	to	the	world	around	me.	A

naked	bottom	bending	over	to	the	right,	a	pair	of	breasts



to	the	left.	A	quick	glance	revealed	that	I	was	surrounded
by	bodies	in	their	birthday	suits:	pink,	beige	and	cafe
latte.	Blondes,	brunettes	and	grey-headed	folk.	A	veritable
rainbow	of	humanness	sprawled	out	on	the	yellow	sand,
against	the	azure	sky	and	pea-green	sea.
With	a	gulp,	I	remembered	the	recent	announcement

that	this	stretch	of	beach	had	become	nudist	terrain.
Around	here,	being	naked	is	a	political	statement;	it’s
about	being	Green,	ecologically	correct,	at	one	with	the
environment.
This	was	my	scary	‘naked’	dream	reversed.	The	lycra

around	my	body	suddenly	felt	like	a	boa	constrictor
squeezing	the	life-force	out	of	me.	The	luminous	colours
of	the	fabric	were	a	neon	light	flashing	‘uptight!’,
‘uptight!’	to	the	startled	world.	In	my	paranoid	panic	I
saw	fingers	pointed	at	the	crazy	woman	in	costume,	her
vanity,	insecurity	and	materialism	exposed	for	all	to	see.
‘I	was	just	about	to	take	my	bathers	off,’	I	said,	like	a

child	caught	doing	something	naughty.	‘I	was	at	the
public	pool	and	I’ve	just	come	for	a	dip	in	the	sea	and	I
was	going	to	take	them	off	after	I	found	my	suntan
lotion,’	I	said.
But	before	I	had	finished	a	new	group	of	friends	came

bounding	along,	their	breasts	bobbing	up	and	down,	their
body	bits	swaying	in	the	breeze.



‘Hello!	Hello!’	I	waved,	trying	to	keep	a	brave	front.
‘Gorgeous	day,’	I	said,	feeling	more	naked	and	exposed
than	a	porno	star.
‘I	was	just	at	the	swimming	pool.	I’m	just	about	to	get

undressed,’	I	stammered,	starting	to	peel	the	costume	off
from	my	body	with	great	urgency.
It	has	been	an	interesting	debut	for	me,	this	move	into

the	world	of	au	naturel.Though	free-spirited	as	a	child,
I’ve	been	taught	well	by	society	to	fear	my	true	self,	to
cover	up.	I’ve	spent	most	of	my	adult	life	behind	masks	–
hair	colour,	make-up,	fabrics.	Flesh	pulled	in,	zipped	up.
Not	to	mention	the	titles	and	trinkets	of	persona.	I

created	an	image.	And	lived	it,	while	balancing
precariously	on	stilts:	high-heels	that	pinched	my	toes	and
made	me	taller	than	I	was.
When	we	first	went	bush	a	few	months	ago,	the	feeling

of	walking	barefoot	on	grass	totally	overwhelmed	me.	I
had	forgotten	that	something	as	simple	as	having	naked
feet	could	radiate	so	much	pleasure	through	the	entire
body.
There	is	a	sense	of	personal	power	that	comes	from

kicking	off	one’s	shoes,	letting	the	toes	break	free	and
finally,	brazenly	walking	barefoot	in	public	places.	It	was
as	if	I	was	walking	barefoot	towards	someone	I	should
have	been.	But	to	go	the	step	further	and	disrobe?	To



publicly	strip	away	the	façade?
Yes,	I	decided	firmly,	as	my	costume	dropped	to	the

sand.	I	stood	naked	before	my	new	friends	in	all	my
glory,	revealing	my	bather	marks	–	the	tell-tale	signs	of
nudist	fraud.	My	deception	now	uncovered,	the	crowd
wandered	off	to	swim.	And	the	water	did	look
exquisite.‘Ruth,’	it	was	calling,	‘take	the	plunge.’
I	walked	briskly	towards	the	sea	–	a	long	way	off	when

you	have	nothing	to	cover	you	from	the	truth.	Most	of	us
can’t	even	be	naked	with	our	own	reflections	in	the
mirror,	let	alone	under	the	critical	eye	of	society.	Finally
making	it	to	the	water’s	edge,	I	threw	myself	in.
And	what	joy!	Barefoot	was	nothing	compared	to	the

feel	of	waves	between	my	thighs	and	against	my	belly.
The	sensation	of	water	and	sand	churning	against	secret,
hidden	parts.	The	ocean	holding	me,	sacred	as	a	lover.	It
wasn’t	till	much	later	that	night	that	the	exhilaration	wore
off	.	.	.
I	felt	them	before	I	saw	them	–	long,	red	stripes	on	skin

that	had	never	seen	sun.	In	all	the	drama	and	joy	I’d
forgotten	my	sun-block.
After	so	many	years	in	the	prison	of	illusion,	I	guess

it’s	going	to	take	a	long	time	before	my	body	adjusts	to
the	shock	of	being	free.



Whose	Garbage?

‘They	haven’t	come.	They	haven’t	come,	again,’	says	my
husband,	holding	his	head	in	his	hands.	He	looks
distraught,	defeated,	confused.Around	him	are	at	least
twelve	bulging	garbage	bags.The	stench	is	excruciating.
‘I	called	the	removal	guys	three	times.	I	don’t	know

why	they	are	not	here,’	he	says	glancing	down	at	the	bags
as	if	looking	at	them	will	make	them	evaporate.
Unlike	me,	my	husband	is	not	one	for	dramatics.	So	to

see	him	in	this	state	is	very	disturbing.	But	it	is	the	third
week	of	his	new	garbage	regime	and	the	system	is	clearly
not	working.
It’s	the	way	of	the	world	up	here,	in	the	country.	One

has	to	come	to	terms	with	the	refuse	of	one’s	own	life.
We	are	two	city	slickers	gone	bush,	two	urban	yuppies

on	a	sea-change.	We	are	alone	on	a	vast	stretch	of	land,
without	the	aid	of	society’s	hidden	helpers.	And	we	have
come	plumb	up	against	our	own	garbage.	Literally.
Human	waste,	disposing	of	the	detritus	of	life	in	all	its

various	forms,	has	suddenly	become	a	reality.There	are	no
council	workers	in	neat	uniforms	to	alleviate	the	burden
of	garbage.	No	noisy	trucks	to	hide	from	us	the	sheer



mess	we	are	making	of	our	lives,	our	planet,	ourselves.
There	are	no	magical	men	who	come,	under	the	cloak

of	darkness,	to	clean	away	all	traces	of	our	excessive
consumerism,	traces	of	trees	that	have	died	so	we	can
blow	our	noses.We	alone	are	left	holding	a	horrible	array
of	plastic	containers,	cartons	and	papers	that	testifies	to
our	selfishness	as	a	species	on	this	earth.
When	my	husband	and	I	first	arrived	at	the	property	a

few	months	ago,we	took	our	garbage	to	the	tip
ourselves.That	journey	in	the	car,	with	the	wafting	smell
of	decay	assaulting	our	nostrils,	was	the	most	unsavoury
we	had	ever	made.	Not	to	mention	how	the	car	smelled
afterwards.
So	my	husband	arranged	for	a	local	company	to	come

and	take	our	rubbish	from	outside	the	property	to	the
tip.As	we	live	on	the	top	of	a	hill,	this	has	required	him	to
walk	a	wheelie-bin	twenty	minutes	down	a	rocky	incline
and	twenty	minutes	back	up	again.	He	has	been	crabby
and	irritable	with	this	chore.
And	to	make	matters	worse,	each	week	the	truck	has

mysteriously	passed	us	by.	Until	our	garbage	is	sitting
here	in	front	of	us	in	an	accusatory,	angry	way.And	now	I
am	angry.At	him.	For	the	mess	our	lawn	has	become.
I’m	angry	because	I’m	tired.	I’ve	been	on	mosquito

duty	for	the	last	five	weeks.Trying	to	find	a	solution	to	the



voracious	creatures	that	have	decided	to	feast	on	our
flesh.
My	daughter	has	a	red	eye.	Last	night	I	put	insect

repellent	on	every	patch	of	her	skin,	so	the	bastards	went
for	her	eyelid.
With	Ross	River	fever	and	other	tropical	mosquito-

borne	viruses	so	prevalent	in	the	area,	tracking	down
mosquito	nets	that	are	the	right	size,	trying	to	get	screens
fitted	to	the	windows,	experimenting	with	citronella
plants,	peppermint	plants,	coils,	has	become	an	obsession
–	until	there	is	nothing	else	on	my	mind	but	defeating
those	critters.
Garbage	has	been	my	husband’s	domain.	He	chose

it.‘It’s	not	my	problem.	It’s	your	problem,’	I	say.	‘I	didn’t
make	you	worry	about	mosquitoes.	I	don’t	want	to	worry
about	this!’
And	suddenly	I	realise	why	I’m	so	upset.	I’m	having	a

problem	with	responsibility.	As	well	as	confronting	the
reality	of	owning	one’s	own	rubbish,	I’m	having	to
confront	the	metaphor.As	in	who	carries	the	burden	of	the
unpleasant	things	in	a	relationship?	And	what	if	one	party
is	carrying	more	garbage	than	the	other?
Like	so	many	couples,	our	main	trouble-spot	has	been

‘divvying	up’	the	chores.	Who	spends	time	paying	the
bills,	doing	the	tax,	bathing	our	child.Who	cooks,	who



washes	up,	who	plays	taxi	driver.	As	a	modern,	New	Age
couple,	we	both	want	equality	and	balance.	But	this	is	the
hardest	thing	to	achieve.	What	I	found	as	a	sex
&relationships	writer	was	that	nobody	seemed	to	be	able
to	get	it	right.
Traditional	couples	complained	to	me	over	the	years

about	traditional	inequities:	the	male	playing	the
exhausted	breadwinner,	the	female	playing	the	under-
valued	mother	and	carer.	Unconventional	couples
complained	equally,	with	both	parties	struggling	to	bring
in	money	and	bring	up	children.
If	he	is	working	and	she	is	working,	then	who	should

take	Johnny	to	his	guitar	lesson	on	Saturday?	And	if	she
takes	Johnny	on	Saturday,	does	that	mean	he	should	cook
dinner?	What	is	fair,	what	is	reasonable	in	this	world	of
ever-changing	social	rules?
My	husband	and	I	have	been	trying	to	get	it	right	for

years.	Fighting	and	buck-passing,	then	vowing	to	be	kind
and	supportive	of	each	other’s	need	for	free,	creative	time.
We	took	our	sea-change	so	we	could	both	have	time

out.	But	here	on	our	16-acre	hideaway	we	have	found
new	and	onerous	chores:	insect	and	pest	management,
lawn	mowing,	cobweb	eradication.	Paradise	is	hard	to
maintain.	Last	week	ten	cows	wandered	up	to	our	front
door.	Who	should	go	looking	for	their	owner	amid	the
peaks	and	gullies	we	now	call	home?



In	a	nutshell:	who	should	take	out	the	garbage?
‘Sorry,	I’m	angry,’	I	say,	looking	at	the	plastic	bags

that	have	multiplied	around	my	partner’s	feet.	‘I’m
stretched	to	the	limit.	It’s	hard	for	us	to	make	new	friends,
to	seek	out	tradesmen	and	doctors,	to	settle	us	into	our
new	home.	I	feel	frightened	by	all	the	demands.’
‘I’m	sorry	to	have	put	the	garbage	on	you,’	he	smiles.

‘I	know	you’ve	been	doing	a	lot	recently.	I’ll	find	a
solution.’
The	next	day	he	has	one.	Not	only	will	we	reuse	our

plastic	containers	to	cut	down	our	waste	so	we	are	not	so
ashamed	of	ourselves	as	human	polluters,	but	we	will
separate	the	smelly	food	from	the	other	stuff	by	getting	a
compost	bin	for	our	garden.This	way	we	need	only	make
one	trip	to	the	tip	a	month.
That	afternoon	we	go	to	our	new	compost	bin

together.We	walk	to	the	end	of	our	property	and	throw
our	rotting	food	in	the	heap	where	it	will	ferment	and
transmogrify	into	something	nurturing	that	will	feed	the
ground	that	sustains	us.
It’s	a	special	moment.We	are	pulling	together,	sharing

the	cycle	of	life:	germination,	birth,	death	and	decay.
Hand	in	hand	under	the	waning	sun,	we	are	two	people	in
a	relationship,	learning	how	to	deal	with	our	own	garbage.



The	Snake	Man

‘Quick,’	I	yell	to	my	girlfriend,	as	a	large	dark-brown
snake	slithers	over	the	grass	outside	my	window.	‘It’s	a
deadly	poisonous	snake!’
‘Where?’	says	my	friend	narrowing	her	eyes.	I	point,	I

jump	and	I	point	again	at	the	form	moving	quickly
towards	us.	Some	snakes	are	harmless.	But	this	one	is
almost	black.	It	looks	like	the	extremely	dangerous	type
shown	in	my	book.	It	slithers	towards	my	daughter’s
trampoline.There	is	no	way	we	can	ignore	it.
‘Let’s	call	the	snake	man,’	I	say.
‘You	go	stand	on	the	grass	and	watch	he	doesn’t

disappear	while	I	phone,’	says	my	friend	who	lives	on	a
nearby	property.	But	I	can’t.	Recently	I’d	had	a	close
encounter	of	a	serious	kind	with	a	snake,	which	made	me
fearful.
I	was	wandering	around	our	property	in	open	shoes,

blithely	believing	that	hitting	the	grass	with	a	stick	would
chase	all	snakes	away.When	suddenly,	inches	away,	there
was	a	deadly	brown	snake,	leaning	back,	ready	to	strike.
During	mating	season	brown	snakes	defend	their	turf.
I	froze.We	looked	into	each	other’s	eyes.	He	was	either



going	to	attack	or	not.	It	was	that	simple.	Ground	combat.
My	life	flashed	before	my	eyes.	But	after	a	few	long
seconds,	he	turned	and	darted	away	across	the	hill.	I
stumbled	home	in	deep	gratitude	but	was	unable	to	sleep
properly	for	days.
My	girlfriend	has	called	the	snake	man	and	joins	me	on

the	deck	where	we	attempt	to	keep	track	of	the	blackness.
Until	finally	a	jeep	arrives.	The	snake	man	gets	out

looking	weather-beaten,	dressed	like	a	military
commander,	holding	two	long	bars	in	heavily	gloved
hands.	He	is	a	legend	in	these	parts,	a	volunteer	who
comes	to	the	aid	of	damsels	in	distress.
‘Stand	clear,’	he	yells,	and	starts	to	comb	the	grass.

‘He’s	gone	in	there,’	we	say	of	our	enemy,	pointing	to	the
bushes.The	snake	man	lifts	rocks,	hits	things,	shakes
trees,	but	there’s	nothing	there.	He	wanders	metres	in
each	direction,	shaking,	hitting,	lifting,	but	there	is	no
snake	to	be	seen.
‘Typical,’	I	throw	my	hands	up.‘He’s	gone.’
‘Now	how	will	you	kill	it?’	asks	my	girlfriend.
‘Kill	it?	Kill	it?’	the	snake	man	spits	in	alarm.	‘I	have

not	come	here	to	kill	the	snake.	I’ve	come	to	rescue	it
from	people	like	you,’	he	says,	as	my	friend’s	jaw	opens
in	surprise.
‘Why	would	you	kill	it?	It	is	a	sacred	animal.



Beautiful.This	is	his	land	too,’	he	says,	searching	for
something	in	his	shirt	pocket.‘Why	must	people	think	this
way?’	he	mutters,	walking	over	to	me	and	putting
something	small	into	my	hand.
I	know	the	answer.We	humans	seek	to	destroy	anything

we	don’t	like	that	wanders	into	our	domain.	While	most
people	will	save	a	lady-bug,	any	creature	ugly	or
unpleasant,	like	a	spider,	will	meet	its	immediate	demise
without	a	moral	twinge.
I	look	down.	On	the	palm	of	my	hand	are	tiny	spinal

bones.	‘These	were	taken	from	one	of	the	deadliest	snakes
known	to	us.	They	are	her	sacred	bones.	It	is	an	ancient
shaman	belief	that	they	will	protect	you	from	harm.	No
one	will	hurt	you	while	you	carry	these.	No	one	will	treat
you	with	disrespect,’	he	says,	his	eyes	holding	me	fixed,
entranced.
I	grasp	the	tiny	bones	in	shock.They	are	shaped	like

ribs	but	thin	like	needles,	fragile	and	beautiful.A	shudder
travels	the	length	of	my	spine	as	though	someone	has
walked	over	my	grave.
My	girlfriend	has	had	enough	of	the	mumbo	jumbo.

‘What	do	we	do	now?	We	have	a	child	to	protect	and	a
snake	on	the	loose,’	she	says	glaring	at	the	cage	the	snake
man	has	brought	to	collect	the	creature.
‘The	property	is	very	clean.	No	long	grass.	It’ll	be	fine.



He	can	see	you.You	can	see	him.	He	probably	knows	you
and	has	been	trying	to	keep	clear	of	you,	but	something
must	have	made	him	take	fright	to	come	over	here.
Normally	snakes	have	a	great	respect	for	the	people	they
share	land	with.’
‘Great	respect?’	she	laughs.
‘If	the	snake	comes	back,	call	me.	Don’t	let	anyone	kill

it.	Black	snakes	eat	the	deadlier	brown	snakes.	If	it
weren’t	for	this	snake	there	would	be	more	brown	ones.
Do	you	understand?	There	is	a	natural	order	to	things,’
says	the	snake	man	firmly.
My	girlfriend	looks	away.The	snake	man	drives

off.And	I	am	left	staring	down	at	the	sacred	ribs	in	my
hand,	given	as	protection	against	those	who	would	harm
me.
And,	sadly,	I	know	that	one	day	I’ll	need	their	mythical

powers.	Because	we	humans	emit	far	more	venom,	and
are	far	more	cruel	and	disrespectful	as	predators	on	this
planet,	than	any	snake	ever	was	or	could	be.



Nice	Mice

‘Come	sit	over	here	and	talk	to	me,’	I	say,	sitting	on	the
floor,	smiling	sweetly.	I	feel	so	stupid,	I’m	cringing
inside.
‘Please	don’t	be	afraid.	I	have	something	very

important	to	tell	you,’	I	say	in	a	deep	and	sincere
voice.‘Something	that	could	affect	your	life.’
Then,	looking	earnest,	heartbroken,	genuinely

remorseful,	I	say:	‘If	you	don’t	leave	soon	you	will	be
killed.	Murdered.’
But	I’m	clearly	getting	nowhere.	The	mouse	sniffs	at

me	and,	sensing	danger,	runs	off.	It	isn’t	interested	in	my
words	of	wisdom	or	my	moral	dilemma.
We	are	in	the	midst	of	a	mouse	plague.	There	is	rodent

poo	everywhere.	Country	mouse	plagues	make	city
invasions	seem	laughable.	But	as	a	Buddhist	neophyte,	I
am	forbidden	to	kill	any	living	creature.
It	is	the	Buddhist	way	–	to	respect	all	things,	to

understand	and	appreciate	life	from	other	creatures’
perspectives.The	mice	are	not	invading	our	space;	rather,
we	have	made	a	home	in	the	middle	of	theirs.And	we
have	brought	in	lovely,	tasty	food	morsels	to	fill	their



tummies.	In	other	words,	they	are	doing	nothing	wrong.
They	certainly	don’t	deserve	to	die.
‘Talk	to	them,’	says	one	of	my	teachers.‘Find	the	head

mouse	and	explain	to	him	what	is	going	on	for	you.	Ask
nicely	if	the	family	will	leave,’	he	says	without	a	twinge
of	irony,	without	a	hint	of	amusement.	‘You	will	be
amazed	at	what	happens.’Yes,	I	think	to	myself,	very
amazed.
‘It	really	does	work,’	a	Buddhist	friend	reassures	me,

having	just	returned	from	a	five-day	meditation
intensive.‘There	were	mice	in	the	kitchen	and	each	day
the	students	would	ask	them	to	go	away	to	avoid	harm.	In
the	end,	most	of	them	left.Truly.’
Truly?	I	go	home	and	ring	the	exterminator.	‘Is	there	a

way	of	getting	rid	of	them	without	killing	them?’	I	ask.
‘No.	Here	are	your	options.You	can	give	them

poison.You	can	kill	them	in	a	trap	that	snaps	down	over
their	spines.	Or	you	can	use	a	sticky	pad	that	they	get
stuck	on.Then	you	throw	them	to	the	wild	cats.’
I	feel	ill.	I	can’t	do	it.	It	isn’t	because	I’m	afraid	of	bad

karma.	I	can	see	they	move	in	families.There	are	little
ones,	mothers,	fathers.	Why	should	one	species	on	the
planet	be	superior	to	others?	I	rationalise	as	I	sweep	the
little	mouse	droppings	from	my	kitchen	bench,	gagging
and	trying	not	to	vomit.



‘Perhaps	we	can	live	together,’	I	say	to	my	husband,
who	breaks	into	laughter	and	starts	singing	songs	of	peace
from	the	1960s,	waving	his	arms	over	his	head	like	some
blissed-out	hippie.	‘Get	real.They	multiply.They	carry
disease.’
‘But	they	are	bush	mice.	Nice	mice.	It	isn’t	like	they’re

in	garbage	cans,	or	out	on	the	pavement	like	in
town.They’ve	been	in	Nature,’	I	plead	as	he	scoffs	and
huffs.
‘I’m	calling	the	exterminator	if	you	don’t,’	he	says,

showing	me	a	packet	of	lollies	my	daughter	had	in	her
lunch	box	that	had	obviously	been	mauled	by	mice.	‘She
could	have	eaten	these,	and	they	are	riddled	with	germs,’
he	says.
Which	is	why	I’m	sitting	on	the	floor	trying	to	appeal

to	the	good	sense	of	a	creature	whose	brain	is	clearly
brighter	than	my	own.To	no	avail.	I	decide	to	make	a
general	announcement:‘Okay	guys.	Here	is	the	news.
Unless	you’re	out	of	here	by	7	a.m.,	my	husband	is	going
to	exterminate	you.You	have	precisely	one	night	to
evacuate.	Do	you	hear	me?	Get	out	for	your	own	good.
Save	your	children,’	I	say,	feeling	like	an	imperialist
invader.	And	I	begin	to	wonder	whether	mice	understand
big	words	like	‘exterminate’	and	‘evacuate’.
I	go	to	bed	that	night	feeling	very	unsettled	by

conflicting	ideology.	One	Buddhist	teacher	told	me	that,



in	the	case	of	mosquitoes	or	creatures	that	attack	you,	you
have	the	right	to	defend	yourself.	As	long	as	you	speak	to
the	creature	and	tell	it	to	leave	you	alone,	there	comes	a
point	where	it	is	his	karmic	problem	if	he	doesn’t	listen.
But	another	teacher	told	me	the	parable	of	the	man	who

let	a	starving	tiger	bite	off	his	arm	so	that	the	beast	could
live.This	story	symbolises	the	essence	of	compassion.
By	morning	the	dilemma	is	no	longer	mine.	My

husband	has	bought	poison	pellets	and	put	them	along	the
kitchen	shelves	and	in	corners.
‘You	won’t	be	able	to	tolerate	the	snap	of	the	traps.This

will	be	easier	for	you,’	he	says,	and	I	nod	sadly.	But	that
night	I’m	tormented	by	squeaks	and	squeals.	I	feel
horrible.	Someone	told	me	that	poison	corrodes	the
stomach	and	the	mice	die	an	agonising	death.
‘You’re	imagining	it	all,’	says	my	husband,	happily

watching	TV	as	I	wrestle	with	many	Socratic	or	rabbinical
questions	such	as	whether	I	am	culpable	of	murder	if
someone	else	pulls	the	trigger.	Is	the	person	who	lets	evil
happen	any	less	evil	than	the	perpetrator?	Possibly	more
so	in	the	case	of	the	average	person	who	allows	it	because
of	their	indifference	and	complacency.
By	day	two	there	are	definitely	fewer	mice.Which	I

admit	brings	my	appetite	back.	For	days	the	poo	on	the
benches	had	put	me	off	my	food.



That	night	I	cook	us	a	wonderful	meal	on	a	clean
bench.	I	cut	shallots,	vegetables	and	beans,	add	lentils,
and	make	a	fabulous	Indian	dish,	fragrant	and	spicy.	It
takes	me	ages.	The	smells	are	exquisite.	Exotic	yet	subtle.
Just	when	it’s	ready	to	be	served,	I	notice	something

very	green	in	the	stew.	It	isn’t	a	bean	–	it’s	too	bright.	I
pull	it	out.	It	is	a	pellet	of	poison.The	wind	has	obviously
blown	it	off	the	shelf	and	right	into	my	cooking	pot.
My	husband,	daughter	and	I	glare	into	the	pot,

wondering	how	much	damage	one	melted	pellet	of	poison
can	do	to	three	people,	as	hunger	suppresses	logic.
But	in	the	end,	salivating	and	sad,	we	all	file	into	the

garden	to	bury	the	stew	deep	beneath	the	earth.	Back
inside	I	immediately	put	on	gloves	and	throw	all	the
poison	pellets	into	the	bin.	‘Enough!’	I	say	to	my
husband.
‘Enough	of	what?’	he	asks,	scratching	his	head.
I	don’t	know.
I	don’t	know	what	that	karmic	message	was	about.	Or

what	the	answer	is	to	our	nauseating	mice	plague.	I	can’t
solve	the	vexing,	philosophical	issue	of	killing	in	self-
defence.	But	I	do	know	one	thing.When	we	poison
Nature,	we	poison	ourselves.



Growing	Up

The	old	song	keeps	going	through	my	head,	much	as	I	try
to	stop	it.	‘Don’t	it	always	seem	to	go	that	you	don’t	know
what	you	got	till	it’s	gone	.	.	.’
It’s	been	playing	in	my	mind	since	I	was	forced	to

climb	out	of	the	shower,	a	few	moments	ago,	shivering
with	cold,	a	mop	of	shampoo	still	on	top	of	my	head.
Busily	giving	myself	the	old	rub’n’scrub,	I	began

noticing	that	the	water	pressure	had	started	dropping.	I
turned	the	taps	to	full	blast	and	continued	sudsing	away	at
my	hair,	but	the	pressure	got	thinner	and	thinner	still.
Then	it	became	a	trickle,	too	weak	to	even	wash	away

the	shampoo,	while	I	stood	glaring	up	at	the	hose	in
startled	disbelief.	Finally	a	few	large	blobs	of	water	came
smashing	down,	making	the	shampoo	run	in	rivulets
down	my	face.Then	nothing.
So	out	of	the	shower	I	now	jump	and	head	towards	the

basin.	I	turn	on	the	tap.	A	short,	sharp,	spurt	of	brown
water	gushes	out.	Then	it	too	stops	dead,	silent.
I	run	into	the	kitchen,	slopping	soapy	water	down	the

corridor,	and	lunge	at	the	tap.	Same	thing.	Splutter,
splutter,	blob,	nothing.



If	a	camera	were	on	me	at	this	moment	it	would	capture
it:	the	look	of	total	shock,	childlike	bewilderment,
innocent	disbelief.	Who	ever	said	children	grow	up?	I	feel
like	a	kid	who	suddenly	realises	that	mummy’s	milk	has
run	dry.	The	five-year-old	who	battles	to	make	sense	of
the	word	No.
Incredulous,	I	walk	around	trying	to	fathom	the

meaning	of	this	apocalyptic	disaster.	Finally	I	get	myself
together	enough	to	throw	on	a	bathrobe,	wrap	a	towel
around	my	soapy,	leaky	head,	and	get	on	the	phone	to	my
neighbour.	‘There	is	no	water	coming	out	of	my
taps.What	does	it	mean?’	I	whine.
‘Means	your	water	tank	could	be	dry,	love.	It’s	a

drought.	No	rain	for	weeks.	Haven’t	you	been	checking
the	levels?’
‘No,’	I	say	sheepishly.	Because	you	don’t	know	what

you’ve	got	till	it’s	gone.
I	remember	the	first	time	I	moved	out	of	home.	I	flatted

with	an	older	woman	who	left	the	place	to	me	while	she
went	away	for	two	weeks.
The	day	she	returned,	she	knocked	on	my	bedroom

door,	red	in	the	face	and	screaming.	There	were	letters
bursting	out	of	the	letterbox,	there	were	urgent	bills	that
had	fallen	out	and	been	drenched	in	the	Melbourne
rain.‘How	could	you	not	have	brought	the	mail	in	from



the	letterbox?’	she	yelled,	outraged.
Fact	is,	I	didn’t	even	know	we	had	one.
My	mum	had	always	brought	the	mail	in.	Guess	I	never

thought	about	how	letters	came	to	be	in	her	possession,
how	they	got	from	friends	in	distant	places	to	my	desk.	It
was	a	miracle	that	just	happened,	like	shoes	always
staying	polished	and	doctors’	bills	always	being	paid.
This	is	the	tragic	process	they	call	‘growing	up’.	It	is

realising	on	a	daily	basis	all	the	things	your	parents	did
for	you	that	you	took	for	granted.
Once	you	leave	home,	life	is	one	nasty	shock	after

another.You	realise	that	milk	doesn’t	grow	in	refrigerator
doors.And	you	can	hear	the	voices	of	your	mum	and	dad
bellowing:‘You	wait	till	you	move	out	of	home,	just	wait
till	you	have	to	clean	up	your	own	mess,	pay	your	own
bills	.	.	.	then	you’ll	appreciate	what	I’ve	done	for	you.’
Moving	to	the	country	is	just	like	that.You	abandon	the

comfort	and	security	of	hot-’n’-cold	running	everything
all	the	time.	Go	far	enough	out	of	town	and	you	leave
behind	the	authority	figures	who	service	the	roads,	collect
the	garbage,	and	supply	water	and	often	electricity.
Without	society’s	parental	substitutes,	you	have	to	take

responsibility	for	yourself.	Suddenly	self-sufficient,	you
get	a	horrid	shock.	If	God	doesn’t	fill	up	the	water	tank,
then	you	die	of	thirst	–	or	at	least	get	left	with	shampoo	in



your	hair.And	God	does	have	a	wicked	sense	of	humour.
Climbing	on	top	of	the	water	tank	in	the	broiling	heat,	I

follow	my	neighbour’s	advice	and	gaze	into	the	empty
void.	A	chill	shoots	through	my	body.	The	bottomless	pit,
hollow	as	a	fridge	without	milk,	drops	down	before
me.The	song	starts	again	in	my	head.
I	ring	the	water	man,	God’s	representative	on	earth,

who	will	sell	me	water	for	a	hefty	fee.	It’s	a	two-week
wait.	Country	people,	sensing	the	drought,	booked	their
water	weeks	before	us	city	folk	worked	out	where	water
really	came	from.
I	read	once	that	actress	Kim	Basinger	only	ever	washed

her	hair	in	the	very	best,	bottled,	spring	water.	I	put	on	a
large	hat	and	drive	into	town	to	buy	up	whatever’s	left	of
the	bottled	variety.	But	not	just	to	get	the	suds	out	of	my
hair.	I’ll	have	to	use	the	expensive	stuff	on	the	family
towels,	on	dirty	underpants	and	for	flushing	the	toilets.
It’ll	send	us	broke.
Like	the	teenager	just	out	of	home,	or	the	new	divorcee,

I’m	about	to	learn	one	of	life’s	great	lessons:	what	it
really	means	to	grow	up.



Witches’	Brew

‘I	don’t	like	this,	not	at	all	.	.	.’	I	am	grizzling	to	a
girlfriend	who	has	popped	in	to	help	me	do	some	work.
The	storm	is	lashing	the	windows.The	wind	is	so	strong

that	the	rain	is	horizontal.	Doors	are	rattling	on	their
hinges.Two	fly-screens	break	off	and	go	dancing	across
my	front	lawn.
I	grit	my	teeth	and	grip	the	kitchen	chair,	knuckles

white.	It’s	been	raining	on	and	off	for	a	couple	of	days.
But	suddenly	a	small	storm	has	turned	nasty.The	heavens
have	opened	up.This	morning	it	turned	brutal.Without
warning.
Very	brutal,	very	quickly.These	are	the	floods	that	will

make	the	news	that	night	as	the	worst	to	hit	our	region	in
years.There	will	be	film	footage	of	cars	floating	through
the	debris,	shops	being	flooded.The	sort	of	footage	I
would	once	watch	in	the	safety	of	my	urban	apartment,
clicking	my	tongue	in	sympathy.
Today	I	am	a	country	girl.	Alone	on	the	top	of	a	hill,

exposed	to	rather	violent	winds,	with	my	husband	and
child	somewhere	out	there	in	the	car,	navigating	the
treacherous	conditions	of	Nature.



I	feel	very	weird.	It	isn’t	simply	fear;	it’s	something
worse.	Something	basic,	undeniably	primal.	It’s	a
hormonal	rush	rising	out	of	my	solar	plexus.
I	can’t	remember	ever	feeling	this	way	in	the	city,	even

during	the	infamous	hailstorms	of	Sydney.	The	existence
of	neighbours,	emergency	services,	nearby	hospitals,	and
crisis	hotlines	creates	the	illusion	of	safety.
But	under	the	sky,	so	close	to	the	elements,	there	is	a

vulnerability	that	is	alarming.	And	I’m	having	an	animal
reaction.	My	teeth	are	clenched.	I	am	pacing	about
whimpering,	snarling	and	watchful.Were	I	a	dog,	the	hairs
would	be	standing	up	on	the	back	of	my	coat.
The	phone	rings.	I	jump.	It’s	another	friend.	‘The	roads

are	completely	flooded.	They	are	closing	the	schools.
People	are	abandoning	their	cars.	I’ve	lived	through	this
before.	Get	the	family	home	now,’	he	says,	sounding	calm
but	firm.
A	tree	goes	hurtling	across	the	grass.Water	is	pouring

in	under	the	window.The	rivulets	are	running	down	the
wall	and	on	to	my	daughter’s	doll	which	has	become
sodden	and	deformed.
I’m	dizzy	with	hormones	as	I	reach	for	the	phone	and

try	to	get	my	husband	on	his	mobile.	I	hear	my	own	voice
on	the	voicemail,	chirpy.	Unaware	of	the	danger.	I	ring
again.	Again.	Again.	At	$1	a	call	it’s	getting



ridiculous.Yet	$20	later	I	can’t	make	myself	stop.
I	keep	punching	the	number	over	and	over	until	my

friend’s	hand	comes	down	over	mine.
‘This	isn’t	helping.We’ve	got	to	send	positive	energy	to

help	get	them	home	safely,’	she	says	kindly.
And	suddenly	I	come	back	to	myself.	It’s	my	training	–

years	of	sending	reiki	energy	and	believing	in	the	power
of	positive	thought.	Some	have	deemed	me	loopy.
Certainly	scientist	Carl	Sagan,	in	his	book	The	Demon-
Haunted	World,	has	sneered	at	‘superstitious	behaviour’
such	as	mine.	But	those	of	us	old	witches	and	shamans
who	believe	the	mind	can	heal,	protect,	manifest	know
that	there	is	wisdom	in	the	old	ways.
Where	I	now	live,	in	such	a	close	dance	with	Nature,

many	people	have	reverted	to	type,	planting	by	the	moon,
healing	through	herbs,	singing	and	dancing	away	illness.
Animal	instincts	have	sharpened	in	partnership	with	the
natural	world.
So	off	we	go,	to	the	outside	deck,	hair	flying,	like	two

old	crones	from	a	fairytale,	and	stand	with	our	faces	tilted
to	the	rain.	The	animal	in	my	soul	howls	knowingly	as	I
lift	my	arms	in	deference	to	the	wonderful	wind,	and
conjure	loving,	golden	circles	to	protect	my	loved	ones
from	the	storm.
I	feel	very	Shakespearian	as	the	thunder	cracks



overhead.	No	wonder	witches	laugh.	It’s	so	exhilarating
trying	to	catch	a	breath	in	the	violent	winds.	So	blissful	to
be	in	partnership	with	roaring,	powerful	Nature	rather
than	be	Her	hapless	victim.	My	dress	lashes	my	legs	and
wraps	me	up	in	a	warm	cocoon.
At	that	moment	the	phone	rings.	It’s	my	husband.	The

line	is	cracking	up.	‘Ruth,	Ruth	.	.	.We’re	okay	.	.	.’	is	all	I
can	make	out	before	the	line	goes	dead.
It	will	be	another	hour	before	my	family	reaches	the

safety	of	home.	Not	long	after,	the	roads	will	flood	and
trap	us	in.	But	I	am	in	deep	relief.
Call	me	superstitious,	call	me	delusional	to	believe	we

can	control	outcomes	through	positive	thought,	that	we
have	any	power	over	our	health,	our	destinies,	those	we
love	out	in	the	grip	of	Nature.
But	believing	it	helps	me	control	my	own	nature.	And

that	is	power	enough.



Refugees

The	baby	bird	is	in	the	corner,	on	the	floor,	its	wings
splayed	and	ruffled.	It’s	making	an	awful	squawking
sound,	and	feathers	are	fluffing	up	all	over	the	tiny	body.
I	stand	watching	in	desperation	as	it	attempts	to	hop	up

on	something	to	feel	a	little	more	secure.	I	step	quietly
towards	it,	talking	gently,	gently,	reassuring	it.
I	don’t	know	what	I’m	going	to	do.	I’ve	seen	friends

throw	shawls	over	birds	in	a	bid	to	calm	them	down,	then
capture	them	and	set	them	free	outside.The	baby	looks	too
fragile	to	survive	the	shock.	It	has	been	flying	around	my
lounge	for	over	an	hour,	banging	into	windows,	catching
itself	on	things,	and	I’m	alone	here,	with	no	one	to	tell	me
what	to	do.
Outside	the	parents	shriek	loudly,	dive-bombing

furiously	along	the	deck.They	can	hear	their	baby	inside
but	understand	the	perils	of	entering	a	house	–	where
things	are	not	what	they	seem.
While	the	baby	is	recovering,	I	go	and	stand	outside	to

show	the	parents	that	I’m	on	the	case.Welcome	swallows
are	interesting	birds.	They	nest	in	the	same	place	every
year.	They	seem	to	bond	with	humans,	watching	us	as
curiously	as	we	have	been	watching	them.



This	spring	has	been	a	very	special	time	for	my	family.
It’s	why	we	moved	to	the	country.We’ve	had	a	box	seat	to
the	laying	of	the	eggs	outside	the	kitchen	window,	the
hatching	of	the	eggs,	and	last	week’s	very	emotional
experience:	the	teaching	of	the	babies	to	fly.
Three	babies	in	all.We	sat	as	mesmerised	as	any	circus

audience	as	the	fluffy	balls	left	the	nest,	one	by	one,	and
dropped,	then	rose	up	in	glory.
There	have	been	birds	in	my	lounge	before.	Mice	in	my

kitchen.	Snakes	on	my	deck.When	you	don’t	know	the
animals	individually	they	are	just	‘silly	birds’,	a	‘dirty
mouse’,	a	‘vicious	snake’.
But	when	you	watch	them	being	born,	get	to	see	and

share	the	parents’	joy,	the	effort	those	tiny	creatures	put
in,	and	the	love,	it’s	a	different	story.You	don’t	feel	so
arrogant.They	are	not	in	your	space.	You,	perhaps,	are
sharing	theirs.
I	get	closer	to	the	baby,	praying	softly.	My	body	aches

with	the	desire	to	protect,	to	rescue.	I	watch	the	television
every	night	in	this	very	room.Afghani	refugees,	orphans,
frightened	families	devastated	by	war	and	hardship,
staring	into	my	eyes.	People	I	cannot	save.And	yet	here	it
is.	A	chance	to	rescue.	My	big	hand	comes	down.
‘Oh	God,	let	me	not	make	things	worse!’	I	whisper,

suddenly	aware	of	the	awesome	responsibility	I	carry.



I	have	never	held	a	baby	bird	before.	It’s	heart	is
thumping.	It	keeps	trying	to	bite	and	scratch	me.	I	remain
confident,	knowing	that	if	I	let	go,	it	will	die.	I	carry	it
outside	in	both	hands.The	legs	are	completely	entangled
in	a	wool-like	ball	of	cobwebs	and	dust.	I	pull,	but	fear	I
will	break	the	tiny	bones.
I	can	see	the	kitchen	scissors	but	can’t	get	them	without

letting	go	of	the	bird.	I	can’t	let	go	the	bird	without	it
flying	away,	badly	maimed	and	tangled	up.	I	feel	helpless.
The	parents	are	circling	overhead.They	no	longer	trust
me,	and	I	don’t	know	whether	I’m	making	things	better	or
causing	harm.	I	hold	the	baby	close	to	my	heart,	and	wait.
‘What’s	wrong?’	says	my	husband,	finally	home,

looking	at	my	tear-stained	face.
‘The	baby,’	I	say.	‘Its	feet	are	caught.’	He	pulls	at	the

cobwebs	softly,	meticulously.	And	slowly	one	leg	is	free,
and	the	other.
‘Do	we	give	it	water	to	calm	it	down?’	I	ask.
‘No.	Just	let	it	go,’	he	says.
I	open	my	hands	and	the	baby	flies	out,	up,	up.Then

suddenly	it	is	down	and	into	some	dense	scrub	in	the
distance.
‘Oh	God!	It’s	down!	Let’s	go	and	look!’	I	panic.
But	my	husband	holds	me	back.	‘It’s	for	Nature	and	the

parents	to	handle	now,’	he	says.‘There’s	no	more	you	can



do.’
I	bite	my	lip,	fearing	I	will	only	make	things	worse	by

interfering	further,	and	go	inside.
But	at	night	I	lie	awake	thinking	of	that	bird.
There	are	only	two	babies	in	the	nest	now.	Has	the

oldest	one	flown	away,	or	did	my	baby	die,	alone,
abandoned	in	the	scrub?	Deep	down	I	know	the	answer.
Just	as	I	know	that	I	should	have	done	more.
And	I	fret,	feeling	sick	with	grief	and	guilt.	Not	just	for

that	baby	bird,	but	for	all	God’s	creatures,	trapped	and
alone,	beamed	into	our	lounge-rooms	each	night,	whom
we	fail	to	protect	or	save.



Hallowed	Ground

Recently,	I	received	a	most	magical	letter.	It	was	from	a
man	called	John	Hornsey	and	it	filled	me	with	profound
joy.
He	wrote	to	me	about	his	‘sacred	garden’.
‘Dear	Ruth,	this	morning	I	planted	a	tree	for	you,	a

foambark.	It	is	above	a	dam	and	shaded	by	a	clump	of
trees	planted	by	my	literature	class	six	years	ago.To	the
right	is	a	eucalypt	planted	15	years	ago	by	my	son	.	.	.	all
these	trees	are	part	of	a	rainforest	I	began	over	a	decade
ago.
‘Many	of	the	trees	commemorate	events.There	are

birthing	trees,	the	placenta	seems	to	be	an	excellent
source	of	trace	elements!;	trees	set	over	the	ashes	of
deceased	friends;	and	bones	of	former	pets;	trees	to
celebrate	anniversaries;	every	year	a	tree	for	grand-
daughter	Lily	on	her	birthday;	a	clump	of	citrus	planted
by	my	daughter	and	her	friends	on	their	30th	birthdays;
and	more	trees	in	memory	of	visitors,	relatives,	friends
and	people	such	as	yourself	whom	I	have	never	met	in	the
flesh	yet	seem	to	know	and	like	.	.	.’
‘Here	I	have	put	down	deep	roots	and	found	fulfilment

and	expression.’



John,	who’s	been	awarded	prizes	for	his	garden,	says	of
his	labour	of	love:	‘A	native	rainforest	garden	doesn’t
have	to	be	large	in	scale.	In	fact	much	of	it	would	fit
comfortably	in	a	suburban	backyard.’
The	point	that	struck	such	a	chord	wasn’t	only	the

beauty	of	his	sentiment	in	planting	a	tree	for	me	but	also
the	idea	of	someone	creating	hallowed	ground;	a	place	of
honouring	memories,	happy	and	sad;	a	veritable	photo
album	in	the	earth	where	one	can	enter	and	feel	part	of	the
cycle	of	life	and	death,	and	connect	with	powers	beyond
oneself	–	which	I	think	is	really	important	for	the	soul.
So	often	in	the	bog	of	our	daily	routines,	with	kids	and

partners	running	around,	phones	ringing	and	televisions
blaring,	there	isn’t	anywhere	to	go	to	pray,	worship,
grieve,	honour	the	passages	and	cycles	of	life	through
ceremony,	or	simply	unwind	into	a	more	beautiful,
transcendental	state	of	mind	from	which	to	appreciate	life.
Ironically,	the	Australian’s	religious	affairs	editor,

Father	James	Murray,	told	me	in	an	interview	that,	like
John	Hornsey,	many	people	were	now	finding	God	closer
to	home.	He	said	one	survey	showed	that	the	majority	of
people	who	were	questioned	admitted	to	praying
regularly;	however,	many	of	these	now	sought	their	own
revered	spaces	and	meditations,	no	longer	attracted	to
structured	prayers	or	traditional	places	of	worship	like
churches.



Meanwhile,	many	of	my	girlfriends,	who	have	aligned
themselves	with	the	post-feminist	Goddess	movement,
have	followed	the	trend	to	set	up	altars	in	the	home.	An
altar,	often	a	simple	table	covered	in	fabric,	is	a	small
space	that	can	be	created	in	even	the	tiniest	one-bedroom
apartment.	It	is	a	space	imbued	with	powerful	energy
which	creates	a	calm,	altered	state	of	mind	when	one	is
sitting	in	front	of	it.
On	my	altar,	I	have	gathered	things	that	are	special	to

me:	a	ring	that	was	my	late	grandmother’s,	a	necklace
belonging	to	my	late	father	which	is	charged	with	his
energy,	a	four-leaf	clover	that	I	found	when	I	was	a	child,
and	other	magical	items	from	childhood	and	from	Nature.
Whenever	you	put	a	collection	of	meaningful	objects
together	and	spark	memories,	it	is	a	form	of	honouring	of
life	and	hence	Source.
Others	have	their	altars	in	the	garden,	surrounded	by

natural	things,	usually	wild	flowers,	stones,	feathers,	fruit
offerings.	Candles	and	incense	are	often	burned	as	a	form
of	purification	during	full-moon	rituals	or	daily
meditations,	and	the	women	will	often	talk	to	their
version	of	the	Divine,	be	it	through	the	traditional	prayers
of	orthodox	religion,	or	by	communing	with	Nature	spirits
and	devas	the	way	shamanic	practitioners	always	have.
Certain	people	I	know	have	created	a	sacred	room	for

the	honouring	of	their	marriages	and	relationships.Tantra



practitioners	believe	in	setting	up	a	devotional	space	in
the	home,	imbued	with	loveliness,	incense	and	gorgeous
fabrics,	that	can	be	used	as	a	spiritual	oasis	or	an	erotic
retreat	from	domesticity	and	the	kids.
One	quite	conventional	couple	I	know	have	created	a

permanent	log-fire	area	in	their	yard	where	they
ritualistically	go	to	clear	negative	energy,	burn	their
disappointments	or	troubles	–	which	may	be	written	on
pieces	of	paper	or	embodied	in	symbolic	objects	–	and
perform	rites	for	important	occasions	like	births,	deaths,
putting	to	bed	a	domestic	spat,	or	making	their	New
Year’s	resolutions.
Whether	personal	or	communal,	inside	or	out,	magical

things	do	start	to	happen	when	you	set	aside	a	hallowed
space	–	be	it	in	a	shed,	or	on	a	patch	of	earth	by	the
sea.You	can	get	in	touch	with	your	unconscious	energy,
you	can	often	be	flooded	with	ideas,	you	can	raise	sexual
energy,	forge	a	spiritual	connection	with	Source	–
whatever	God	means	for	you	–	and,	most	of	all,	find	a
deep	peace.



Crouching	Tigers

‘Move	very	gently.	Shut	your	eyes.	Feel	the	body,’	says
the	teacher	as	the	class	starts	moving	softly,	sensuously	to
the	sounds	of	our	own	heartbeats.
It	is	an	amazing	sensation,	inner	stillness.	No	thinking.

Going	deep	into	a	warm,	safe,	feeling	space.
As	I	move	in	slow,	steady	steps,	I	can	feel	the	blood

surging,	hear	my	breath	soft	and	heavy,	sense	my	arms
expanding	and	delicately	contracting	as	the	muscles
stretch.A	gratifying	moan	escapes	the	lips.
This	is	Dru	Yoga,	one	of	the	most	recent	forms	of	yoga

to	appear	on	a	burgeoning	scene.	Its	magic	is	that	it	seems
to	blend	two	disciplines:	traditional	Indian	yoga,	and	the
mysterious,	increasingly	popular	chi	gung	that	emanates
from	the	Orient	and	contains	a	series	of	slow,	graceful
movements	resembling	tai	chi.
Like	a	dance,	Dru	Yoga	rocks	the	body,	moves	the

energy,	takes	you	into	such	a	luminous	place	that	it	feels
as	though	light	switches	have	been	turned	on	inside.	It’s
electric	and	calming	at	the	same	time.	It	plays	with	energy
channels	through	the	body,	much	like	acupuncture	and
Shiatsu	do,	massaging	them	and	helping	our	organs	and
limbs	to	release.



Most	importantly,	it	helps	connect	us	to	the	breath	and
to	the	wisdom	of	the	body.
Our	teacher	is	Indian-born	Dr	Mansukh	Patel,	who	is

here	on	a	world	tour	to	bring	his	peace	flame	through	the
streets	of	Australia.	He	also	teaches	a	form	of	yoga	his
father	is	said	to	have	practised	alongside	Mahatma
Gandhi.
Dru	Yoga,	which	is	taught	by	Dr	Patel	and	his	team	in

trouble	spots	and	war	zones	to	help	nourish,	balance	and
calm	traumatised	people,	has	been	practised	in	India	for
thousands	of	years.	It	is	claimed	by	Dr	Patel	to	be	one	of
the	precursors	of	the	meditative	marshal	arts	disciplines
such	as	chi	gung	that	spread	through	China	and	the	east
over	the	centuries.
According	to	Dr	Patel:	‘Without	love	of	our	own	body,

it	is	impossible	to	love	any	other	body.’Which	is	why	he
teaches	inner	peace	before	external	peace.
‘We	all	hold	such	pain,	such	rejection	in	our	bodies	–

betrayal,	abandonment,	anger.	It	is	important	to	make
peace	with	ourselves	before	we	can	love	those	around	us.’
Dr	Patel’s	words,	delivered	over	a	weekend	workshop,

remind	me	that	it	doesn’t	matter	what	discipline	we
practise,	be	it	yoga	in	any	of	its	forms	–	Hatha,	Iyengar,
Astanga	–	or	the	Oriental	arts	such	as	tai	chi,	chi	gung,
aikido.	What	is	vital	is	that	we	connect	with	our	bodies.



Not	necessarily	in	the	traditional	‘exercise’	way,	where
we	are	always	pushing,	forcing,	cajoling	and	bullying	our
bodies	into	fitness,	but	through	a	gentle	art	of
appreciation.
We	so	neglect	our	bodies	in	the	daily	grind	of	life	–

criticising	them,	stressing	them,	depriving	them	of	food	or
over-feeding	them,	lolling	about	then	sprinting	around	to
compensate,	all	the	while	ignorant	of	the	beating	of	our
heart,	the	preciousness	of	our	breath,	the	exquisite
eroticism	of	feeling	energy	surging	through	our	channels
and	sparking	up	and	down	our	spine.
As	I	discussed	in	earlier	chapters,	the	life-force	that	is

released	through	gentle	yoga	practice	is	called	kundalini.
In	Chinese	medicine	it	is	called	chi,	in	Japan	it	is	known
as	ki,	in	Kabbalistic	or	Hebraic	wisdom	it	is	hi.	But
regardless	of	the	name	of	this	force	–	which	was	always
understood	by	the	gurus	of	Tibet	and	the	east	to	have
enormous	power	–	it	can	cause	waves	of	pleasure	and
release.	And,	more	importantly,	it	can	cure	us	of
emotional	blockages,	help	us	deal	with	illness,	and	flush
the	body	clean	so	our	minds	remain	alert.
Because	life-force	surrounds	us,	the	more	sensitive	the

human	body	becomes	to	the	currents	within,	the	more	we
can	also	connect	with	the	energy	without	–	dancing	with
it,	playing	in	it,	letting	it	envelope	us	as	though	we	are
creatures	playing	in	the	sea.



‘In	yoga	we	find	that	motion	can	transform	emotion
through	releasing	stagnant	energy	caught	in	our	limbs	and
organs.	Everyone	goes	through	emotional	trauma.	The
thing	is	not	to	end	up	on	tranquillisers	and	drugs,’	says	Dr
Patel.	His	disciples	explain	that,	while	regular	exercise	is
invigorating	to	the	body’s	own	chemicals	and	hormones,
it	does	little	to	help	the	practitioner	locate	inner	peace	and
joy.
If	the	body	is	a	temple	then	yogis	see	our	hearts	as	a

sacred	altar	to	worship	at.	God	is	encased	in	that	beautiful
space,	in	the	tenuous	beating,	the	fleeting	moment	of
being	alive.	In	yoga	we	pray	by	looking	inward,	centring
ourselves	as	we	extend	the	body	outward,	inviting	in	the
light	through	breath	and	meditation.‘We	can	then
transform	this	inner	peace	into	kindness	and	compassion
to	all	beings,’	says	Dr	Patel.
A	Tantra	teacher	once	said	to	me:	‘As	I	receive

pleasure,	so	too	does	the	world	receive	pleasure	through
me.’	Connecting	with	the	body,	connecting	with	Nature’s
essence,	is	not	something	to	be	guilty	or	frightened	of,	but
to	revere,	savour,	enjoy	and	then	share.



Sacred	Sound

The	sound	of	the	sarod	was	vibrating	in	waves	around	me.
The	musician	on	stage	cleaved	his	instrument,	not	unlike
the	sitar,	to	his	body	as	one	would	a	lover.
He	told	me	before	the	performance	that	perfect	sound

was	what	he	was	chasing	–	that	moment	when	the
fibrillations	along	the	fret	were	so	perfect	that	they	came
together	in	the	centre	of	the	note	and	exploded.
Such	perfection	only	happens	once	or	twice	a	year.	But

when	it	occurs,	the	musician	is	said	to	get	a	spark	from
his	instrument	so	intense	as	to	knock	his	body	backwards.
It’s	rumoured	that	one	such	instrument	exploded	in	flames
during	a	performance	in	India	in	front	of	many	witnesses.
Such	was	the	intensity	of	perfect	sound.
In	Kabbalistic	wisdom,	it	is	a	sound	that	summoned

The	Lord	and	created	the	universe.
It	is	the	perfect	note	that,	when	harnessed,	is	believed

by	the	Sufis	and	mystics	of	the	Orient	to	connect	Man	to
God.
The	musician,Adrian	McNeil,	sat	crossed-legged	on	the

floor	on	a	raised,	wooden	stage,	the	sarod	between	his
legs	catching	glimmers	of	light	in	its	metallic	face.His



partner,	tabla	player	Bobby	Singh,	sat	next	to	him.	I	sat	in
the	front	row.
They	began	playing	an	Indian	melodic	piece	called	a

Raga.	McNeil	started	moving	his	hands	down	the	strings,
stopping,	moving	again,	slowly	sliding	his	fingers	over
and	over	the	same	area,	pushing	out	a	myriad	of	different
sounds,	all	in	the	same	soul	group	–	a	tribe	of	sounds	in	a
tapestry	of	music.
Up	and	down,	up	and	down	he	played	until	I	began	to

sweat.	Searching	for	the	perfect	centre,	his	fingers
obsessed,	going	back	and	forth	with	such	intensity	as	to
bring	a	pain	to	my	heart.A	sharp	sound,	majestic	and
sweet,	ran	through	the	centre	of	my	body.	It	seemed	to
pulsate	at	the	base	of	my	spine.
As	the	music	heated	up,	so	did	my	body	temperature.	In

the	intensity,	my	heart	started	racing.	It	was	as	if	each
note,	each	drum	beat	that	Bobby	Singh	was	playing,	was
inside	my	body,	vibrating	my	body,	and	suddenly	my
mind	was	out	of	my	body,	floating	in	a	vast	expanse	of
bliss.
Afterwards,	I	went	over	and	talked	to	the	musicians.	I

had	so	many	questions.Why	had	I	enveloped	the	music	so
intensely?	Why	did	I	have	such	a	transcendental	reaction?
I	felt	I	was	literally	surfing	the	music	towards
heaven.What	was	going	on?



Adrian	McNeil,	senior	research	fellow	in	the	music
department	at	Sydney’s	Macquarie	University,	explained
to	me	that	sometimes	mystical	things	happen	during	a
concert.
‘When	we	are	playing,	both	Bobby	and	I	feel	like	we’re

entering	a	sort	of	doorway	to	another	reality.We	can	be	in
the	room,	playing,	concentrating	on	the	notes,	the
technical	perfection,	and	suddenly	we’re	out	into	this	vast
space,	vaster	than	any	reality	we	know,	and	riding	the
notes	towards	something	sacred.
‘It	becomes	a	deeply	spiritual	experience	for	player	and

audience.	Music	that	is	exquisite	to	people’s	tastes	causes
an	alchemical	reaction.	It’s	called	“Adrishta	Phala”	in
Sanskrit	–	“a	benefit	beyond	sight”.’
Ironically,	the	day	after	the	concert,	I	met	with

filmmaker	Michelle	Mahrer	who,	with	producer	Nicole
Ma,	has	just	made	a	documentary,	Dances	of	Ecstasy,
exploring	how	different	cultures	connect	with	the	Divine
through	music	and	dance.
Mahrer,	through	her	own	dancing,	became	fascinated

with	its	intoxicating,	ecstatic	and	healing	qualities.
‘For	me,	dance	is	a	spiritual	practice	like	meditation,’

she	told	me.	‘It’s	the	kind	of	transcendental	experience
that	takes	you	to	a	place	beyond	the	mind.After	a	while	all
the	walls	inside	dissolve	and	you	start	to	glide	into	an



infinite	expansive	realm	–	following	a	flow	of	energy	that
comes	from	within.The	repetitive	rhythm	of	the	music
helps	the	mind	to	relax.’
For	many,	this	then	becomes	a	mind-altered	state	called

‘trance’,	as	practised	by	many	shamans	in	primitive
cultures	and	many	hypnotherapists	in	modern	society.	It	is
a	state	of	altered	consciousness	achieved	through	drugs	or
breathing	or	meditation/energy	practices	where	the	mind
is	open	to	other	realities	either	from	within	the	mind	or
from	mystical	portals	from	without.
‘Around	the	world	people	are	being	drawn	back	to	the

primal,	healing	energy	that	comes	from	music	and	ecstatic
dance,	because	we’ve	lost	touch	with	the	sacred	in	our
day-to-day	lives.’
Mahrer	says	that	from	her	research	she’s	found	that

ecstatic	states	come	from	tapping	into	a	universal	energy
that	connects	us	all.	‘It’s	a	force	that	is	mysterious	and
beyond	what	the	rational	mind	perceives.There	are
dimensions	to	life	that	we	don’t	understand	and	they	are
very	beautiful.’
Meanwhile,	devotional	singing	–	music	that	praises

God	–	has	finally	left	the	pews,	the	temples	and	those
immaculate	choir	boys	and	has	become	primal	and
personal.
There	is	a	huge	resurgence	of	interest	in	gospel	music



and	a	form	of	Hindu	chanting	known	as	Kirtan.	People
are	gathering	in	homes	and	halls	around	the	world	to	sing
praises	to	Jesus,	Allah,	Brahma	and	Goddess,	and	to
worship	the	creator	–	in	all	its	earthly	names	and
incarnations.
World-renowned	choir	director	and	gospel	singer	Tony

Backhouse	says:	‘Part	of	the	growing	fascination	comes
from	spiritual	hunger.	People	want	to	pray,	but	not	in	the
drab	way	we	did	in	the	churches	of	our	childhood.’
He	says	that	in	recent	years	people	are	realising	the	joy

of	lifting	their	voices.	‘It’s	not	only	devotional	song	that’s
exciting	people	spiritually.	Singing	anything	puts	us	in
touch	with	a	deeper	part	of	existence.	When	you	sing	your
heart	is	filled	with	love	and	expansive	joy.	It	reaches
straight	to	the	essence	of	things,	call	it	the	soul.’
Perhaps	it	is	a	chemical	release	that	comes	from	lifting

the	voice,	perhaps	it	is	a	euphoria	that	comes	from
breathing	in	more	oxygen,	perhaps	it	is	part	of	the	Hindu
belief	that	there	is	magic	in	sound	–	particularly	chanting
‘Om’.Whatever	it	is,	something	other-worldly	is
happening.
Adrian	McNeil	agrees	that	music,	in	its	many	forms	of

expression	–	melody,	rhythm,	dance,	chanting	or	song	–
can	connect	us	to	profoundly	spiritual	states.	‘If	we	allow
ourselves	to	relish	these	experiences,	they	take	us	to
God.’



The	Shaman’s	Descent

‘I	can’t	take	another	moment	of	it,	not	another	second,’	I
cough	to	the	doctor.Tears	are	streaming	down	my	face.
It’s	the	dreaded	flu.The	third	time	I’ve	had	it	this

year.This	is	the	worst	bout	yet	–	crippling	exhaustion,
continual	nausea	and	a	growing	bronchial	infection.	In	the
pseudoephedrine	haze	of	cough	medicines	and	cold
tablets,	I	try	to	make	sense	of	the	world.
My	doctor	gently	lifts	my	shirt	and	listens	to	my

chest.‘Why	do	I	keep	getting	sick	like	this?’	I	ask.
He	smiles	gently.	I	have	a	special	doctor.	A	doctor

unlike	any	other	I’ve	ever	been	to.	He	looks	at	the	world
not	through	a	stethoscope	or	microscope,	but	from	above.
‘We’ve	done	all	the	tests.	Medically,	you	are	as	healthy

as	a	horse.	But	I	think	your	body	is	trying	to	tell	you
something.	And	I	don’t	think	you	are	listening.’
‘But	I’ve	slowed	down.	I	don’t	party	all	night.	I’ve	cut

out	the	alcohol	and	bad	foods.	I	exercise	daily,’	I	protest
as	he	shakes	his	head.
‘Like	you,	most	people	either	exercise	or	work	like

they’re	about	to	enter	the	Olympics.	It’s	how	most	of	us
are	–	ambitious.And	our	bodies	will	again	and	again	bring



us	back	to	reality.We	keep	getting	sick.	For	some	people
it’s	migraine,	for	others	skin	disorders,	arthritis,	viruses,
depression,	or	illnesses	which	can	develop	into	more
serious	diseases.We	don’t	take	time	to	just	be,	and	our
bodies	cry	out	like	little	children	to	be	noticed.
‘I’ve	observed	that	my	patients	don’t	put	themselves	to

bed.They	are	exhausted	from	children	screaming,
household	duties,	work	pressures.	But	they	don’t	have	an
afternoon	siesta.They	don’t	give	themselves	permission	to
rest.They’d	rather	do	anything	than	take	a	couple	of	hours
off	to	sleep.Then	I	see	them	in	here	like	you.’
At	a	medical	conference	that	I	attended	recently,

doctors	tended	to	agree	that	sickness	is	often	a	way	to
help	people	off	the	treadmill,	into	a	deeper	understanding
of	what	pressure	and	stress	are	doing	to	their	bodies	over
time.
Many	people	are	literally	addicted	to	their	own

adrenalin	and	this	depletes	the	immune	system.	Illness,
can,	on	many	levels,	offer	the	opportunity	for	self-
reflection,	for	self-nurturing	and	for	listening	to	that	inner
voice	we	have	neglected	all	our	lives.
I	recently	heard	one	woman	say,	without	humour,	that

she	was	jealous	of	a	woman	who	got	dragged	off	to	jail.
‘Imagine,	alone	in	solitary	confinement,	without	kids
nagging	.	.	.’	she	sighed,	desperate	for	rest.	And	I	once
heard	a	male	friend	wishing	to	have	a	nervous	breakdown



so	someone	would	‘put	me	in	a	padded	cell’.	It’s	a
common	fantasy:	this	sort	of	escape,	whereby
responsibility	is	lifted	from	one’s	tender	shoulders	and
there	is	time	to	read,	sleep	and	recover	from	chronic
burnout.
So	I’ve	decided,	in	my	infirm	state,	to	write	an	ode	to

sickness.	To	accept	the	snot	and	pain	and	suffering	of	it
all,	and	do	what	ancient	cultures	do:	perceive	illness	as	a
vital	journey	towards	personal	growth.	For	only	by
slowing	down	do	we	get	a	sense	of	how	fast	we’ve	been
running	and	what	damage	we’ve	been	doing	to	our
bodies,	souls	and	relationships.
Teresa	Moorey,	a	British	author,	has	written	a	book

called	Shamanism,	in	which	she	reveals	that	indigenous
cultures	like	the	American	Indians	consider	illness	the
greatest	teacher.	Only	once	someone	has	had	a	close	and
intimate	brush	with	physical	illness,	mental	illness	or
death	can	they	emerge	as	a	healer	of	the	tribe,	having
entered	the	deepest,	most	vulnerable	parts	of	the	soul.
Another	enlightened	view	of	illness	comes	from

revered	academic	Joseph	Campbell	who,	in	his	great	work
Myths	to	Live	By,	talks	about	a	dropping	down	into	‘self	’
that	comes	from	being	incapacitated	–	either	physically	or
mentally.	He	describes	illness	as	akin	to	the	hero’s
journey	into	the	Underworld,	where	the	warrior	battles
demons,	sheds	layers	of	identity	and	dies	unto	himself



before	emerging	with	great	clarity.‘Privation	and
suffering	alone	open	the	mind	of	a	man	to	all	that	is
hidden	in	others,’	says	one	Eskimo	shaman	he	interviews.
My	doctor	says	that	in	times	of	illness	we	release	toxins

from	our	bodies,	both	emotional	and	physical.	As	well	as
feverish	sweats	and	coughing,	we	cry	easily	and	grieve,	as
our	vulnerability	takes	us	back	to	times	of	dependency
and	childhood.We	are	forced	to	deal	with	the	tears,	fears,
and	sadnesses	we’ve	been	running	away	from	and	to	heal
these	things	within	ourselves.
I	realised	that	it	was	coming	up	to	the	tenth	anniversary

of	my	father’s	death,	which	was	a	very	significant	loss	for
me.	I	had	needed	the	time	and	opportunity	to	do	some
profound	emotional	releasing.	Whether	this	was
underpinning	my	illness,	I’ll	never	know.	But	the	time-out
had	proved	a	gift.
In	essence,	sickness	is	the	winter	of	our	soul.A	time	in

Nature	to	purge,	shed,	hibernate	and	regroup.	And	if	we
let	ourselves	heal,	then	a	fertile,	spiritual	‘spring’	will
often	follow.



The	Samurai

As	a	child	I	had	a	fantasy.	When	people	asked	me	what	I
wanted	to	be	when	I	was	older,	I	told	them	point-blank:‘I
want	to	be	a	ninja.’
I	grew	up	watching	a	Japanese	serial	called	The

Samurai	about	a	warrior	who	would	comb	the	land	doing
good.	He	was	flanked	by	ninjas,	who	were	either	dressed
in	white	and	there	to	help	him	achieve	his	goals	or
dressed	in	black	and	nefariously	hiding	in	trees	or	on
roofs,	leaping	out	in	mischievous	triple	somersaults,
flying	through	the	air	and	landing	feet-first	to	engage	in
amazing	acts	of	physical	prowess.
Sadly,	at	that	time	in	Melbourne,	there	were	scant

employment	opportunities	for	ninjas.	I	settled	for
journalism	instead.	This	was	before	the	martial	arts
explosion	that	hit	the	west	in	the	wake	of	the	Bruce	Lee
movies,	so	I	couldn’t	even	indulge	my	fantasy	by	way	of
after-work	kung	fu	classes.
So	when,	more	than	twenty	years	later,	I	discover	that

Japanese	martial	arts	classes	called	aikido	are	available
for	children,	just	around	the	corner,	I’m	overcome	with
excitement.	My	daughter	will	become	the	ninja	I	could
never	be.	She	will	somersault	through	space,	land	on	the



roof	of	our	house,	jump	down	and	thwart	evildoers	with
one	thrust	of	her	swift	leg.	She	will	develop	calf	muscles
to	die	for	and	strong	arms	that	ripple	with	intent.	She	will
be	a	mighty	warrior.
Thankfully,	she	likes	the	idea	–	or	perhaps	she	just

prefers	it	to	the	alternative:	staying	home	and	playing	with
the	cat.	So	off	we	go	to	her	first	aikido	class,	full	of
anticipation.
The	room	itself	is	a	fantasy	come	true.A	large,	blue	mat

the	size	of	ten	rooms	inspires	feelings	of	freedom.	I	want
to	go	leaping	over	it	myself	but,	like	other	parents,must
content	myself	with	sitting	on	the	sidelines.
The	master,	or	sensei,	gives	his	introduction	to

newcomers:	‘Aikido	is	a	highly	refined	marital	art,
developed	this	century	as	a	means	of	self-defence	and
spiritual	training	.	.	.	Central	is	the	idea	of	being	in
harmony	with	your	opponents,	rather	than	in	conflict	with
them.The	movement	and	energy	of	an	attack	are
redirected	without	the	need	for	collision	or	the	use	of
force.The	movements	of	aikido	are	circular	and	flowing
like	water.They	are	designed	on	the	principles	of	Nature
and	move	in	circles	and	spirals.’
He	is	teaching	the	students	to	be	relaxed,	to	avoid

conflict	by	not	tensing	up	and	going	into	battle;	rather,
moving	the	opponent	out	of	the	way	using	the	energy	or
ki	of	opposition	–	blending	with	it	rather	than	resisting	it.



He’s	teaching	them	to	get	out	of	harm’s	way	by	falling
down.‘When	you	hold	yourself	rigid,	you	break.	Follow
Nature,	follow	the	flow	of	water.	Surrender	into	the	centre
of	your	body	and	feel	your	strength.’
I’m	impatient	for	some	action.‘When	are	they	going	to

actually	learn	to	fight?	To	throw	those	fabulous	kicks?’	I
jokingly	ask	him	when	the	kids	are	off	practising.
Sensei	smiles.	It	is	a	smile	that	speaks	a	million

words.The	smile	of	pity.	In	the	west	we	are	taught	exactly
the	opposite	to	what	the	children	are	learning	here.	Baby
Rambos,we	are	groomed	to	fight,	to	be	strong,
courageous,	to	stand	tall	and	resist	all	attempts	to	knock
us	off	the	path.We	are	taught	to	‘beat	the	odds’	and	the
way	of	power	and	domination	in	a	capitalist	hierarchy.
‘Falling,	not	fighting,	is	the	most	important	thing	your

child	will	ever	learn.To	fall	properly,	in	an	accident,	in	a
car	crash,	in	a	fight	–	to	curl	up	in	acceptance	and	land
gently	–	will	prevent	broken	bones	and	even	death.’
And	suddenly	a	light	comes	on	in	my	head	as	I	watch

the	kids	tumbling	and	falling	and	tumbling	again.This	is	a
metaphor	for	life	and	it	moves	me	deeply.We	fall	and	fall
from	the	time	we	are	children.We	fall	a	thousand	times	a
day.	And	we	break	from	the	rigidity	of	our	expectations,
our	negative	attitudes,	our	desire	to	control	others.	And
slowly	we	grow	tired	and	defeated	with	each	splinter	to
our	soul.



To	fall	with	dignity,	to	fall	softly	as	leaves	fall	from	the
trees,	is	as	important	as	breathing.	It’s	about	learning	to
surrender	to	what	is,	to	let	go	and	collapse	into	the	natural
order	of	things.To	accept	the	disappointments,	absorb	the
hurts	of	life,	to	let	go	of	our	opinions,	friendships,	those
things	and	people	we	treasure,	our	looks	and	even	finally
our	own	lives,	as	we	roll	down,	gracefully	down,	the	other
side	of	the	great	mountain	of	our	years.
My	ignorance	has	tripped	me	up.	But	I	let	myself

tumble	gently	before	rising	up	to	meet	the	teacher’s	eyes.
‘Thank	you	for	the	lesson,	sensei’,	I	say,	dusting	myself

off	and	reaching	for	the	brochure	on	adult	classes.	Not	to
learn	to	become	a	mighty	warrior,	but	to	learn	what	The
Samurai	really	had	been	teaching	western	TV	viewers	all
along:	the	grand,	invaluable,	heroic	art	of	falling	down,
with	honour.







FIVE

sacred
awakening



The	most	famous	ball	of	thread	in	western	culture
belonged	to	Ariadne,	the	beautiful	daughter	of	King
Minos	of	Crete.	In	the	ancient	myth	she	falls	in	love
with	Theseus	when	he	arrives	from	Athens	with	the
youths	and	maidens	sent	to	the	great	Labyrinth	of
Knossos	to	be	sacrificed	to	the	Minotaur.	Theseus
promises	to	marry	Ariadne	if	she	helps	him	kill	the
Minotaur	and	escape.	Accordingly,	she	gives	him	her
ball	of	thread	to	be	unwoven	as	he	ventures	into	the
labyrinth.That	way,	once	he	kills	the	beast	he	can	find
his	way	out	again.

Oxford	scholar	and	Jungian	analyst,	Anthony
Stevens,	in	his	wonderful	book	Ariadne’s	Clue:A
Guide	to	the	Symbols	of	Humankind,	says	that	thread
is	deeply	symbolic.	It	represents	the	mystical	toil	of
women	and	creation	itself,	as	women	of	the	mythic
era	would	weave	together	the	various	strands	of
existence	to	create	a	patchwork	quilt.Thread,	like	the
eastern	word	Tantra,	denotes	the	great	weaving
together	and	connection	all	things.

Equally	the	labyrinth,	like	the	great	sea	in	The
Odyssey	or	the	Jason	and	the	Argonauts	story,	or	the
dark	Underworld	of	Orpheus	and	Aeneas,	is	part	of
our	magical	journey.	Together	the	thread	and	the
labyrinth	represent	the	Greek	notion	of	Fate,	the
unravelling	of	Destiny.



In	his	book	Stevens	shows	us	how	to	take	the	great
metaphor	of	Ariadne	and	ensure	that	we	always	have	a
golden	thread	to	help	us	out	of	our	labyrinths	once	we
have	fought	our	battles.
Many	people	are	lucky	to	have	therapists,	gurus	and

teachers	who	guide	them	through	troubled	times	and	help
them	to	grow.	Some	have	spiritual	guides	–	deep,wise
friends	who	hold	the	loom.	In	mythology	the	keeper	of
the	thread	is	symbolised	by	various	mentors:	the	goddess
Athena,	who	remained	unseen	at	the	helm	of	Odysseus’
ship,	but	gently	leads	him	out	of	his	maelstroms	and
malaise;	Medea,	who	helped	Jason;	the	Lady	of	the	Lake
in	the	King	Arthur	myth;	Gandalf	the	Grey	in	Lord	of	the
Rings;	the	fairy	godmother	in	Cinderella.
But	not	all	of	us	are	blessed	with	a	guiding	hand.	So,

like	many	mythical	characters,	ultimately	we	have	to	go
deep	inside	ourselves	for	our	life	lessons,	turning	to	our
‘higher	self	’.The	higher	self	is	the	wise	one,	the	observer,
the	adult.	In	yoga	it’s	the	silent	observer.	It	is	our	inner
knowing,	the	part	of	us	who	is	watching	and	trying	to	talk
to	us	through	our	unconscious.
The	wise	one	–	our	internal	Ariadne	or	Athena	–	talks

to	us	most	often	through	our	dreams	that	come	to	us	with
messages	and,	according	to	Carl	Jung,	are	resplendent
with	archetypal	or	universal	meanings.	Like	Ariadne’s
golden	thread	they	can	lead	us	to	deep	answers.



For	instance,	a	few	years	ago,	I	was	trying	to	make	the
decision	to	leave	Sydney	for	Byron	Bay.	It	was	an
impossible	decision:	I	had	to	take	my	daughter	out	of
school,	leave	my	career	and	uproot	my	family.At	the	time
I	kept	having	a	recurring	dream.	I	was	climbing	a
mountain	in	my	car	but	I	had	to	stop	because	the	road	ran
out.
The	dream	was	rich	with	symbols.	The	trees	got	thicker

the	higher	I	climbed,	and	it	became	increasingly	darker.	I
could	see	the	ocean	through	breaks	in	the	trees,	but	only
in	glimpses.	Hard	as	I	tried,	I	couldn’t	get	that	wonderful
fulsome	view	I	was	craving	so	desperately	in	the	dream.	I
kept	going	higher	to	try	to	get	that	perspective	but	it	was
impossible.
This	is	a	very	typical	sort	of	dream	for	a	time	of

decision-making	and	worry.	In	Ariadne’s	Clue,	Stevens
says	that	mountains	symbolise	ascent	to	a	higher	level.
Height	is	an	aspiration	to	get	close	to	one’s	own
hierophant,	wise	one,	spiritual	self.The	sea	or	ocean	is	a
source	of	life	equated	with	the	great	Mother.	It	represents
emotions,	feminine	energy,	creative	energy.
At	the	time	I	was	feeling	a	deep	need	to	leave	the

competitive,	masculine	city	and	go	back	to	Nature,
Mother	Earth.	The	forest	represents	a	common	place	of
exile.	Black,	mysterious,	often	impenetrable,	it	is	where
magical	things	live:	spirits,	demons,	fairies.	Like	the	sea,



it	contains	untold	mystery.	Meanwhile	the	horizon
represents	the	need	for	clarity.
One	night,	after	having	the	dream	many	times,	I	had	a

breakthrough.	I	suddenly	knew	to	get	out	of	the	car.
Despite	my	fear	of	the	forest	and	the	thin	air	that	made
breathing	difficult,	I	began	climbing	by	foot,	higher	and
higher	up	the	mountain	into	the	darkness.	I	was	terrified,
but	suddenly	I	emerged	into	the	light.	I	found	myself	in	a
tiny	community	of	houses	like	a	little	Swiss	village.A
woman	was	smiling,waiting	for	me	in	the	doorway	of	her
beautiful	cabin.	Stevens	says	the	house	represents	a	warm
enclosure,	womb,	safety,	centre	of	security.
She	opened	the	door	and	there	was	a	log-fire	burning

and	hot	coffee	brewing.	I	went	to	the	window	and
suddenly	I	felt	tears	trickling	down	my	face	for	there	was
the	most	spectacular	view	of	the	ocean	I’d	ever	seen.	It
was	everywhere,	surrounding	the	mountain	in	exquisite
shades	of	blue	and	green.We	were	on	top	of	the	world.	I
had	pushed	through	my	fear	of	the	dark	forest	to	the	next
level,	and	was	handsomely	rewarded.
‘Welcome,’	the	woman	said,	offering	me	warm	bread

to	eat.	A	few	days	later	I	started	packing	up	my	house	to
leave.	The	answer	had	come.
The	woman	in	the	dream,	a	middle-aged	Earth	Mother

with	long	golden	hair,was	holding	the	proverbial	thread.
My	permission	was	buried	in	there.	I	had	entered	the



labyrinth,	I	had	fought	the	Minotaur,	and	now	I	needed	to
leave	behind	that	bullish	energy	of	my	work	and	city	life
and	go	home	to	the	natural	world,	and	there	was	Mother
inside	my	head	telling	me	all	would	be	well.
It’s	important	to	note	that	the	symbols	that	guide	us	are

not	only	in	our	dreams.	They	are	often	found	in	the
serendipitous	or	miraculous	things	that	happen	around	us.
It	is	not	that	the	Red	Sea	parted	in	the	Bible	that	was	the
real	‘miracle’.	Eons	later	we	know	that	it	was	a	natural
occurrence	for	the	tide	to	be	out	when	the	Israelites
crossed	the	waters	fleeing	from	the	Egyptians.	Rather,	it
was	the	timing	of	the	returning	tide	that	proved
miraculous.	It	came	in	just	when	it	was	needed	to
annihilate	the	pursuing	army.	So,	too,	do	things	happen
around	us	that	our	higher	self	knows	to	be	omens	or
lessons.
Spiritual	guru	Dr	Deepak	Chopra	calls	it	‘synchro-

destiny’,	when	natural	occurrences	happen	in	ways	that
have	profound	significance	to	life	–	sacred	coincidences.
In	the	east	they	call	it	the	philosophy	of	dharma.	Dharma,
according	to	a	lecture	I	recently	attended,	is	what	we	are
supposed	to	be	doing	this	lifetime	around.The	concept	is
explored	in	Buddhism,	and	touched	upon	at	length	in	the
Hindu	text,	the	Bhagavad-Gita	–	the	Song	of	God,	in	the
epic	poem	Mahabharata,	when	Krishna	explains	that
everyone	has	a	path	that	they	must	follow	for	their



personal	growth	and	salvation.
My	teacher’s	translation	of	the	concept	is	that	we	all

have	a	‘life	purpose’	and	it’s	our	duty	to	discover	what
that	is,	and	our	highest	spiritual	practice	to	do	what	we	are
supposed	to	be	doing	–	whether	it	be	running	empires,
countries,	the	local	coffee	shop,	or	a	household,	being	a
warrior	or	being	Mother	Teresa.We	affect	others	deeply
when	we	fulfil	our	dharma,	and	influence	those	around	us
in	unseen	ways.
The	belief	is	that	when	we	are	‘in	flow	with	our

dharma’,	then	God,	Existence,	Fate,	Nature	–	call	it	what
you	may	–	will	open	doors,	and	things	will	go
smoothly.When	we	follow	our	hearts	and	our	correct	path,
special	things	happen:	somehow	we	manage	to	find
enough	money	to	achieve	our	goals,	parking	spots
become	available	outside	the	office	place	we	need	to	rent,
someone	blocking	our	path	mysteriously	moves	on.
When	we	feel	as	if	an	unseen	force	is	at	work,	this	is

dharma.This	is	synchro-destiny.	This	is	Ariadne’s	golden
thread	being	offered	to	us	by	a	mysterious	force.‘Even	at
a	molecular	level,	there’s	a	magical	structure	within	us
that	aligns	with	the	will	of	the	Universe,’	says	the
lecturer.	And	as	eastern	mystics	believe,	the	Universe	will
bring	us	whatever	it	is	we	need	in	this	lifetime	–	be	it	joy
or	hardship	–	to	help	us	evolve	to	our	highest	spiritual
level.



After	my	mountain	dream,	I	began	to	look	for	the
golden	thread.	I	watched	for	the	signs,	clues	and	symbols
that	showed	me	I	was	on	the	right	path	out	of	the
labyrinth,	and	there	were	many.	The	weekend	I	happened
to	be	in	Byron	Bay	working	on	a	story,	a	house	came	onto
the	market	for	rent	–	exactly	the	sort	of	place	I	had	wished
for:	on	a	farm,	on	a	hill,	over	the	ocean.	Given	the	chronic
shortage	of	such	places	in	the	area,	it	was	pure
serendipity.	A	universal	nod.	I	signed	on	the	spot.
My	dreams	were	becoming	more	instructive.	In	another

strange	incident,	I	put	a	question	to	Existence	about	my
old	life	that	required	a	numerical	answer.	The	next	day
seven	huge	blackbirds	came	and	sat	in	a	row	on	my
balcony.	One	by	one	they	flew	off	until	I	knew	the	answer
very	clearly.	Again	the	curiosity	was	not	that	Nature	was
in	front	of	me,	but	like	the	parting	of	the	Red	Sea,	it	was
the	timing	and	the	manner	of	the	occurrence	that	held	real
magic.
As	for	finding	our	clues	in	these	things,	I	studied	for	a

time	with	international	symbologist,	Dr	James	Wanless,
who	said	that	our	higher	self,	our	intuition,	knows	how	to
read	the	subtle	messages	and	lessons	in	our	dreams	and
personal	parables	that	will	be	different	for	each	person.
Three	leaves	on	a	path	may	have	deep	Jungian
significance	but	it	will	still	mean	something	different	to
each	person,	depending	on	what	knowledge	their	higher



self	is	seeking	from	within.
And	so	I	ended	up	here,	first	on	a	mountain-top,	then

by	the	sea,	writing	this	book.	But	my	questing	continues.	I
am	going	through	many	changes	and	still	need	guidance.	I
have	gurus,	I	have	role	models,	I	have	friends,	but	mostly
I	have	become	friends	with	my	dreams	and	fantasies	–
romantic,	sexual	or	simple	daydreams	–	which	I	write
down	to	help	me	unlock	my	intuitive	mind.	I’m	friends
with	the	things	I	draw	and	‘doodle’,	because	they	help	me
interpret	what’s	really	going	on	inside	my	head.
I’m	also	friends	with	the	elements	around	me.	They	tell

me	which	path	I’m	on	and	which	path	I	must	go	on.They
teach	me	life	lessons.	Their	symbols	recur	in	this	chapter
–	the	balcony	that	provides	a	wake-up	call,	the	storms,
lost	socks,	magical	happenings,	arrival	of	certain	friends,
teachers	and	foes	on	to	the	stage	of	my	life	–	all
answering	my	prayers	and	awakening	me	to	the	sacred
wonderment	and	magic	of	life.All	teaching	me	about
acceptance	of	things	as	they	are,	not	as	I	would	have	them
be.
The	things	that	happen	to	us	on	our	journeys	are	our

own	waking	dreams,	our	manifestations	of	what	gurus
term	our	‘holographic	reality’.We	are	all	witches	and
shamans.We	all	have	the	power	to	conjure	and	create.	We
all	have	the	power	to	attract	sacred	messengers,	and	read
the	tea-leaves	that	fall	upon	our	way.



We	simply	need	to	be	awake	enough	to	notice	the
golden	thread	of	Ariadne’s	loom	weaving	magically	in
and	out	of	the	sacred	realms	of	our	day-to-day	lives.



SuperHell

It’s	like	Dante’s	Inferno	in	the	superstore.	Hot,	stuffy,
uncomfortable.There	are	rows	and	rows	of	custom-made
beds	and	mattresses	and	couches	all	looking	terrifyingly
alike,	with	a	swirling	array	of	bad	colours	and	strange
designs	hitting	the	eyes.
Worse	is	what	hits	the	ears.	A	red-faced	woman	is

clearly	upset	at	her	husband	not	wanting	to	buy	an	apricot
lounge	suite.	‘You	never	.	.	.’	and	‘Why	can’t	you	be
more	.	.	.?’	are	echoing	in	my	direction.You	can	feel	his
rage,	her	despair.
In	another	corner	a	money	war	is	brewing.	He	clearly

doesn’t	want	to	spend	that	much	on	an	outside	dining
table,	she	is	using	words	like	‘mean’	and	‘cheap’	loudly,
as	he	fondles	the	plastic	furniture.
My	hands	are	clammy.	Buying	furniture	is	a	testing

time	for	people.You	come	up	against	all	your	money
issues,	your	values,	your	partner’s	aesthetic	limitations.
But	more	disturbing,	you	walk	into	a	shop	full	of	other
people	coming	up	against	theirs.
All	that	frustrated,	exasperated	energy	is	swirling	in

your	direction,	as	far	as	the	eye	can	see.	All	that	venting
of	a	lifetime	of	resentment	coming	out	in	vomitus	yellows



and	vermilions:	‘We	never	buy	what	I	want.You	always
get	your	own	way.’
Today	I’m	braving	SuperHell	alone,	my	husband

having	run	off	like	a	sick	cat	when	he	realised	where	I
was	going.	This	is	my	version	of	the	Hell	realms.The
Underworld	of	great	mythology.	I	am	a	heroine	in	a	maze,
wandering	in	circles	as	monsters	and	demons	keep
jumping	out	at	me.
I	know	what	I	need.	But	I	don’t	know	how	to	get

it.There’s	too	much	stuff.	I	feel	overwhelmed,	confused.
And	I	realise	how	hard	and	tiring	we	often	find	the	day-
to-day	struggles	of	life:	choosing,	compromising,
deciding,	purchasing,	haggling,	co-habitating.
I	look	around	for	a	guardian	angel.	My	mentor	on	the

high	seas.	I	see	her	coming	towards	me.	She’s	in	her
fifties,	with	an	old-fashioned	hairdo	that	has	never	moved
a	strand.	She	stands	wiping	crumbs	from	her	mouth.	She
smells	of	pie.	She	tries	to	smile	but	a	sneer	comes	over
her	face	instead.
‘I	was	in	the	middle	of	eating	my	lunch,’	she	informs

me	for	no	apparent	reason,	leading	me	through	the
labyrinth	of	furniture	towards	my	great	psychic	challenge.
‘We	have	sofa	beds,	lounge	suites	.	.	.What	do	you	want?’
she	enquires	in	a	scalding	tone.
I	search	her	face	for	traces	of	joy.	Nothing.	‘We’re



refurnishing	our	home.	So	I	don’t	know	exactly	what	I
want.	Can	you	help	me	decide?’	I	say	politely.
‘How	can	I	help	you	decide	if	I	don’t	know	what

you’re	looking	for?’	she	scalds	again,	then,	with	an
impatient	flurry,	goes	off	to	answer	a	crying	phone.
I	crumple	onto	a	nearby	mattress.	Defeated.	Pathetic.
I	feel	the	same	in	supermarkets.Trolleys	are	coming	at

you	from	all	directions,	too	many	choices,	too	many
screaming	children	and	unhappy	people	in	a	rush,
irritated,	overheated,	under-financed.	And	there’s
nowhere	to	stop.You	just	have	to	keep	going,	paddling	the
river	Styx,	waiting	in	the	queue	while	the	salesgirl
struggles	with	the	broken	thingo,	and	the	person	in	front
tries	to	pay	$160	in	coins.
At	least	in	the	super-furniture-store	you	can	give	up	the

ghost,	curl	up	on	a	couch	or	hide	in	a	dark
wardrobe.Which	I’m	about	to	do,	before	I	look	up	and	see
a	sign	that	immediately	cheers	me	up:	‘Please	don’t
bounce	on	the	beds.’	And	suddenly	I	have	an
overwhelming	desire	–	need	–	to	bounce	on	the	beds.
Before	I	know	it,	I’m	trampolining.At	first	low,	then

higher,	then	faster.	My	heart	is	thumping	with	excitement.
Ba-boom,	ba-boom,	it	beats,	as	I	bounce	to	a	bed	behind	a
large	cupboard	and	actually	leap	into	the	air.	Leap	with
joy	amid	the	decisions	and	indecisions	and	talk	of	credit



cards,	bad	taste,	who	is	right,	who	is	wrong.
Leap	to	freedom.	Liberated	from	the	worries	and	petty

things	that	are	plaguing	those	Hell	realm	beings	below,
with	their	furrowed	brows,	making	judgments	about	sofas
and	chairs	as	if	such	mundane	things	were	life-and-death
matters.
Up	here,	from	this	vantage	point,	there	is	nothing	to

stress	about.	It’s	all	too	silly.Too	insignificant.	And	I
break	into	a	laugh	as	my	guardian	angel	walks	briskly
towards	me.
‘Didn’t	you	see	the	sign?’	she	spits,	more	Gorgon	than

guardian.
And	I	fight	the	urge	to	drag	her	up	with	me	for	one

moment	of	pure,	childlike	bliss,	of	bouncing	breasts	and
flaying	arms.	I	would	love	to	see	her	hair	finally	breaking
free	from	its	snaky	nest,	her	soul	flying	towards	heaven.
To	grab	the	apricot-couch	couple,	and	the	‘mean’

plastic-furniture	man,	and	get	them	all	jumping,	leaping,	a
million	miles	away	from	their	troubled	thoughts	and
relationship	dilemmas,	into	the	glorious	present.
To	write	a	new	sign:‘Happiness	is	but	a	leap	away.

Please	bounce	on	our	beds.’	Instead	I	turn	and	walk	out
the	door,	empty-handed	but	smiling.



Umbilical	Cord

The	letter	arrived	on	my	desk	when	I	was	still	living	in
Sydney	a	few	years	ago.	It	was	from	a	woman	calling
herself	Shivam	Rachana.	She	said	she	liked	my	articles
and	wanted	to	tell	me	about	the	work	she’d	been	doing	in
the	field	of	spiritual	midwifery.
The	letter	was	not	different	from	the	regular	mail	I	get

each	week	from	people	telling	me	about	their	work,
beliefs	or	practices.
It	began	with	a	little	explanation	of	spiritual	midwifery

–	whereby	women	are	reclaiming	birth	away	from	doctors
and	finding	more	natural	ways	of	bringing	beings	into	the
world	–	and	went	on	to	talk	about	the	letter’s	author.
Which	is	where	I	went	into	shock.	‘Ruth,	you	may

remember	me	as	Miss	O.	I	was	your	Grade	One	teacher	in
Melbourne	over	thirty	years	ago.’
The	fact	was,	I	did	remember	her.	Clearly.	As	if	it	were

yesterday.	She	was	an	extraordinary	young	woman,	tall,
beautiful,	with	long,	blonde	hair.	In	a	tiny	school,	where
the	children	were	mainly	from	European	immigrant	stock,
and	if	you	made	five	foot	you	were	a	giant,	fair	Miss	O
stood	out	like	a	rose	among	the	cauliflowers.



I	remember	my	father	–	who	was	never	very	fond	of
school	activities	–	insisting	on	attending	every	parent–
teacher	meeting.
I	was	in	love	with	her	too.	She	was	sweet.	She	had

luminous	eyes.	She	taught	me	the	ABC,	for	which	I	am
eternally	grateful.
So	when	I	got	the	letter	I	wanted	to	write	back

immediately.To	enquire	of	the	life	journey	that	took	her
from	preschool	teacher	in	a	little	Melbourne	school	to
internationally	acclaimed	healer	and	spiritualist.	I	wanted
to	ask	her	what	she	thought	of	my	grammar.	I	wanted	to
ask	her	so	many	things	that	I	lost	the	letter.
But	deep	down,	I	knew	why	I’d	misplaced	it.	I’ve	never

been	able	to	handle	the	past.	I	find	it	a	haunting	cloud.
Although	I	have	been	invited	to	each	of	my	school

reunions,	I	can’t	seem	to	find	the	will	to	go.To	look	back
through	a	window	that	holds	such	faded,	old	images,	is
like	stepping	into	an	episode	of	Star	Trek	and	being
beamed	into	a	strange	reality	that	only	exists	in	another
dimension.	Interestingly,	I	hoard	old	diaries	and	photos,
trinkets	and	sentimental	effects.	But	they	don’t	talk
back.They	are	much	safer	than	confronting	the	past	in	3D.
Therapists	call	rejection	of	the	past	‘fear’.	Zen

Buddhists	call	it	‘enlightenment’.	Somewhere	between	the
two	lies	the	truth.



Anyway	letter	lost,	problem	solved.	On	with	my	life	I
went.	But	you	can’t	cheat	Fate.	A	couple	of	weeks	ago,	an
e-mail	message	arrived	from	a	woman	called	Suzanne
promoting	a	women’s	desert	trek.
I	don’t	know	why	I	phoned	her	because	I	never	respond

personally	to	work	e-mail,	but	Suzanne	told	me	that	a
woman	called	Rachana	was	leading	the	trek	and	she
would	be	in	Byron	Bay	this	week	talking	about	her	latest
book	Lotus	Birth.
The	time	had	come	to	greet	the	past	face-to-face.	I

drove	gingerly	to	the	book	launch	marvelling	at	the
serendipity	of	life.	With	me	was	my	daughter,	now	in
Grade	One,	exactly	the	age	I	was	when	Miss	O	taught	me.
Miss	O	was	not	the	tall	woman	I	remembered.	But	she

was	still	luminous.‘We	should	keep	the	placenta	after
birth	–	it	is	there	to	nourish	our	child,’	she	was	saying,
referring	to	the	concept	of	Lotus	birth.‘By	cutting	this
spiritual	cord	at	birth,we	are	interfering	with	Nature’s
plans.	Our	children	come	into	the	world	disorientated,
confused,	full	of	fight-or-flight	hormones	rather	than	the
gentle	hormone	of	love,	oxytocin,	that	the	placenta	feeds
us	with	until	it’s	ready	to	come	away	naturally.’
I	watched	her	for	a	long	time,	before	finding	the

courage	to	go	to	her.
‘Ruth	Ostrow	.	.	.	I	recognise	you!’	she	said,	as	tears



filled	our	eyes	and	two	souls	reconnected.
As	I	reached	my	arms	around	her,	I	remembered	myself

then.The	past	came	flooding	back.Wave	after	wave	of
remembrance	of	things	denied.	Beautiful	things,	valuable
things.A	potpourri	of	sadness	and	sweetness.The
nourishing	placenta	I	had	cut	away	to	avoid	pain.
In	her	embrace,	I	saw	my	dad’s	face,my	old	homes,my

nana	and	papa,	all	gone.Too	many	tears.Too	many	lost
things.	And	yet	they	are	the	love	that	sustains	my	soul
now.The	found	things.
Our	life	teachers	come	in	many	forms.	And	here	was

another	lesson.The	past	is	our	present.	It	forms	the
foundation	of	our	truth.	There	are	no	faded	images	or
long-gone	realities.We	are	who	we	are,	because	of	who
we	were.	Easier	to	cut	off	an	arm	than	to	disown	the	past.
Miss	O	had	come	back	to	teach	me	this.



The	Law	of	Karma

‘Don’t	give	him	a	cent.	Not	a	cent.	It’s	all	a	con,’	says	my
husband,	his	cheeks	red	from	the	intolerable	heat	and
from	anger.‘I’m	sick	of	being	taken	advantage	of.’
We	are	standing	outside	a	temple	in	India,	a	beautiful

Hindu	place	of	worship	dedicated	to	the	god	of
destruction,	Shiva.
Ten	minutes	earlier,	I	had	stood	in	the	temple	and

asked	the	deity	to	wash	away	my	illusions,	the	false
beliefs	and	expectations	that	dog	us	and	ruin	our	lives.
I	am	intrigued	by	the	pantheon	of	gods	worshipped	by

the	Hindus.	I	find	profound	symbolic	value	in	the	human
faces	of	the	one	Godhead:	the	side	that	is	the	creator,
Brahma;	the	side	that	is	the	preserver,Vishnu;	the
destroyer	of	illusion,	Shiva;	the	feminine	source	of	power,
Shakti;	the	lord	of	wisdom,	Ganesh;	and	others.
Thus	travelling	around	India	and	visiting	the	various

temples	has	given	me	a	chance	to	connect	with	the	Source
in	poetic	settings	doused	in	sweet	incense	and	to
appreciate	the	various	facets	of	the	god-figure.
It	has	been	Lord	Shiva	who	has	had	the	greatest	impact.

Lord	Shiva	who	represents	the	lies	and	myths	we	live	by,



the	stories	we	tell	ourselves	which	form	the	basis	of	our
useless	prejudices,	our	often	distorted	values,	and	the
things	we	make	true	in	order	to	select	or	reject	a	partner,	a
lifestyle,	a	friend.
Shiva	is	the	limitations	we	place	on	the	human	spirit

through	perception,	and	it	is	to	this	symbolic	god	that	I
bow	my	head	and	beg	that	the	bubble	be	burst	so	I	am
free	to	see	things	as	they	are,	not	as	I	wish	them	to	be.
I’ve	come	out	of	the	temple	trembling	with	solemnity.

Even	the	fact	that	Shiva	is	represented	by	nothing	more
than	a	huge	penis	protruding	from	the	ground	hasn’t
sparked	my	sense	of	humour.
I	sort	of	drift	out	in	a	cosmic	haze	and	smack-bang	into

my	husband	who	is	engaged	in	a	battle	with	a	child	of
about	seven.The	child	is	demanding	money	for	having
‘minded’	our	shoes.	In	Hindu	temples	you	must	leave
your	shoes	outside.
‘He’s	just	a	shoe	boy,’	I	gently	tell	my	husband.‘He’s

probably	too	poor	to	be	at	school	so	he’s	set	himself	up
outside	the	temples	in	an	enterprising	way	to	make	a	few
rupees.	Give	him	a	few	cents.’
‘No.	I’m	sick	of	being	fleeced	everywhere	we	go.’
‘But	he’s	poor,’	I	say,	growing	angry.Throughout	India

we	have	had	the	same	bitter	argument.	Me,	in	tears,
seeing	suffering	on	every	corner,	throwing	money	to



children	out	of	car	windows.	My	husband	seeing	suffering
but	also	seeing	a	cynical	system,	set	up	to	take	advantage
of	western	guilt.
It’s	the	ultimate	battle	of	perception.	And	which	of	us

is	right?	Which	of	us	is	burdened	by	the	false	illusion?
‘How	much	is	enough,	Ruth?	You	can’t	keep	giving

money,	giving,	giving,	giving.	It	doesn’t	do	any	good.	It
just	spoils	the	kids.	They	develop	a	beggar’s	mentality.
You	are	contributing	to	the	problem	by	being	another
western	bleeding	heart!’	he	has	growled	at	me	again	and
again.
‘So	what?’	I’ve	retorted.	‘The	system	is	not	ours	to

understand,	and	I’m	no	Mother	Teresa.	But	if	even	only
one	child	is	authentic,	is	really	in	need,	then	isn’t	it	worth
it?	What	else	can	a	humane	person	do?’
Once,	after	I’d	found	out	that	the	kids	were	often

begging	for	pens	to	do	their	school	work,	I	tracked	down
countless	pens	in	our	pockets	and	bags,	and	began
throwing	them	out	of	the	car	window,	while	my	husband
tried	to	wrench	the	remaining	few	out	of	my	hand.
I	had	broken	down	in	tears	that	day.‘I	hate	you!’	I

screamed	as	he	took	the	pens	and	placed	them	tightly	in
his	fist.
‘They	sell	them,	that’s	all!	Then	their	lazy	parents	use

the	money.	Can’t	you	see	you’re	being	conned?



Education	is	free.Why	aren’t	these	kids	at	school?
Because	their	parents	are	exploiting	them	to	get	cash,	and
you	are	supporting	this	corrupt	system,’	he	said	through
gritted	teeth	as	I	wrestled	him	for	the	pens	and	scores	of
kids	ran	noisily	behind	the	car.
Many	well-educated	Indians	I	interviewed	in	my	travels

agreed	with	my	husband.	But	theirs	is	only	another
perception	in	a	country	full	of	illusions	and	versions	of
the	truth.	It’s	not	surprising	Shiva	is	India’s	most	feted
deity	as	the	average	person	tries	to	make	sense	of	the
human	condition	and	the	terrible	suffering	and	poverty
around	each	corner.
And	so	here	we	stand	with	the	shoe	boy,	stuck	again	in

the	useless	debate.	Both	fixed	in	our	opinions.
‘Not	a	cent,	Ruth,’	he	says	as	I	reach	for	my	wallet.
‘You	can’t	dictate	my	morality,’	I	protest	in	the	heat.

‘You	can	have	your	own	beliefs.They	sound	harsh	to	me,
but	it’s	your	soul.	I	believe	in	giving.’
Still	unsure	of	the	existence	of	God,	still	unsure	of	the

meaning	of	it	all,	I	do	know	one	thing	–	the	world	is
governed	by	the	sacred	laws	of	karma.	It’s	the	foundation
of	every	religious	belief.The	Old	Testament	tells
Christians,	Jews	and	Moslems:	‘As	you	sow,	so	shall	you
reap.’	Pagans	believes	that	every	deed	you	do	comes	back
threefold.	Buddhists	and	Hindus	live	by	the	creed	to



explain	all	suffering.	To	me	karma	means	being	governed
by	kindness	in	all	your	deeds.
‘It’s	bad	karma	not	to	give,’	I	finally	and	weakly	retort,

as	he	scoffs	and	walks	away,	and	I	quickly	slip	a	few
rupees	into	the	boy’s	hand.
Later	that	afternoon,	at	another	temple,	my	husband

ignores	another	shoe	boy	and	puts	his	shoes	under	a
distant	tree.‘I	won’t	be	fleeced	any	more,’	he	huffs	as	we
all	take	off	our	shoes	in	that	spot	and	walk	in	stocking	feet
to	the	holy	place.
When	we	come	out,	his	shoes	have	vanished.	Only

mine	and	my	daughter’s	remain.
‘My	shoes	.	.	.my	shoes	.	.	.	they’ve	been	stolen,	by

some	thieving,	conniving	.	.	.’	he	starts	to	curse,	running
around	in	his	blue	socks	trying	to	comprehend	his	fate.
My	daughter	claps	her	hands	in	glee.
‘Ours	haven’t,’	she	laughs	at	the	great	mystery.
But	it’s	no	mystery	to	me.	Somewhere	out	there	in	the

dusty	Indian	streets,	some	child	is	slopping	around	in
Italian	leather,	too	big	for	his	little	feet,	in	karmic	bliss.
And	somewhere	in	the	sky,	Lord	Shiva,	great	shatterer

of	illusions,	is	smiling.



Fatal	Flaws

About	a	year	ago	I	fell	in	love.	Deliriously	in	love,	with	a
piece	of	sculpture	that	I	just	had	to	have.	Like	all	dizzying
love	affairs,	I	was	prepared	to	pay	any	price	and	the	cost
was	ridiculous.
Well,	let	me	rephrase	that.	The	cost	equalled	the

amount	of	craftsmanship	in	the	sculpture,	but	for	me	to
spend	that	amount	of	money	under	the	circumstances	was
ridiculous.
I	was	in	the	middle	of	home	renovations.The	money

was	to	go	towards	a	new	kitchen.	I	had	already	chosen	the
cabinets	when	I	popped	into	a	local	shop	to	meet	with	a
girlfriend	and	set	eyes	on	the	most	exquisite	work	of	art.
It	was	love	at	first	sight.
I	have	to	explain	here	that	this	wasn’t	just	any	old

sculpture.	One	of	my	fascinations	is	the	erotic	artwork
that	adorns	the	temples	of	Khajuraho	in	central	India.	I’ve
written	extensively	about	the	engravings	that	so
captivated	English	explorer	Sir	Richard	Burton	that	he
went	home	to	Britain	and	translated,	then	published,	the
Karma	Sutra,	on	which	many	of	the	carvings	are	based.
The	sculpture,	brought	into	Australia	by	a	fellow	called

Julian,	was	hand-made	by	Indian	artisans	and	based	on



one	of	my	favourite	temple	pieces,	a	woman	and	a	man
engaged	in	an	erotic	embrace.	One	of	the	outstanding
features	of	the	piece	is	the	genitals,	which	are	doing	what
genitals	do	amid	the	lush,	rounded	shapes	of	buttocks	and
breasts.
Julian	came	up	to	me	as	I	stood	gaping	at	it	that	fateful

day	and	told	me	that	everyone	who	came	into	his	shop
had	the	same	primitive	and	voyeuristic	reaction,	standing
mouth	open,	shocked	at	the	explicitness	of	the	sexuality,
aroused	and	ultimately	staggered	by	the	beauty	of	the
forms	emerging	from	the	raw	stone.
Goodbye	sensible	kitchen.	But	the	story	has	an

interesting	development.
I	put	the	statue	in	my	lounge-room	where	it	could	be

seen.	Every	person	who	entered	my	home	would	stand	in
front	of	it	captivated	by	the	energy,	passion	and	open
expression	of	love.
But	over	time	I	stopped	seeing,	or	rather	feeling,	the

sexual	energy	because	something	else	began	to	capture
my	attention.	A	strange	white	dot	was	forming	on	the
brownish	statue’s	face,	a	sort	of	freckle.Then
another.Eventually	the	male	figure,	symbolising	the
Hindu	deity	Shiva,	had	four	significant	white	dots	on	his
cheek	and	forehead.	I	tried	to	ignore	these	measles	and	get
back	into	the	erotic	energy	the	piece	engendered,	but
every	time	I	went	up	to	it	I	noticed	the	dots.



Then	other	discolourations	started	appearing.	Three	on
the	buttocks	of	the	female	character,	the	Goddess	Shakti.
‘This	is	magnificent,’	guests	would	say,	running	their

eyes	over	the	statue.	‘Yes,	but	look	at	this	strange	dot,’	I’d
say,	lifting	their	gaze	from	the	love-making	to	the	flaws.
‘Ohhhh,	that	is	odd,	isn’t	it?’	they’d	say,	suddenly

looking	concerned.
I	tried	to	live	with	the	dots,	but	every	time	I	looked	at

the	objet	d’amour	I	saw	only	flaws.	Like	any	true	love
affair	I	was	no	longer	captivated	by	the	sexuality	and
became	more	consumed	with	the	imperfect	bits	that	were
emerging	slowly,	until	I	could	take	it	no	more.	I	drove	the
statue	back	to	the	place	I	bought	it.	‘It	is	full	of	marks,’	I
told	Julian,	who	nodded.
He	took	me	around	the	shop	and	showed	me	all	the

pieces	made	by	the	same	artisans.	‘They	all	have	flaws.
The	Indians	wash	over	them	with	a	brownish	mix	before
selling	them,	but	the	dye	fades	over	time.	The	blemishes
are	in	the	stone	itself:	shale,	limestone,	etcetera.	The
artisans	never	know	what’s	there	until	they	are	well	under
way.	I	can	rewash	for	you,	which	will	give	temporary
cover,	but	ultimately	you	will	just	have	to	live	with	the
flaws.’
I	grimaced.	‘But	why	on	the	face?	Haven’t	you	got

something	similar	without	white	dots	on	the	face?’



He	smiled	again.	‘Most	others	are	worse	than	yours.
Come	and	see.’
One	statue	had	a	big,	white	dot	next	to	her	nipple,

which	looked	really	silly.	Another	had	a	huge	crack
running	through	her	head.A	statue	similar	to	mine	was
missing	part	of	a	leg	which	had	to	be	amputated	because
the	blemish	coming	through	was	too	big	and	jagged.
‘You	were	actually	very	lucky	with	this	piece.	The

flaws	are	imperceptible.	Unless	you	want	to	dwell	on
them,	that	is,’	he	said	grinning	at	me,	knowingly.
I	looked	at	my	sculpture	in	comparison	with	all	the

other	flawed	pieces	and	suddenly	felt	very	lucky	indeed.
Just	then	a	woman	walked	towards	the	piece	with	her
mouth	agape,	and	I	once	again	saw	the	statue	through	the
eyes	of	love.	‘This	one’s	already	sold,’	I	said	happily,	and
carted	my	statue	home.
Of	course	there	are	flaws	in	all	things	and	people	we

love.	But	I’ve	worked	out	something	very	valuable	from
my	expensive	purchase.	It’s	only	ever	where	we	put	our
focus	that	determines	what	we	see.The	choice	is	entirely
ours.



Beneath	the	Surface

‘I	don’t	really	want	to	go	out	tonight,’	I	told	a	friend	who
rang	to	find	out	whether	I	was	going	to	the	street	party	in
a	nearby	town.	It	had	been	raining	and	raining	for
days.The	earth	was	sodden,my	bones	were	sodden.	I	had
that	wintry	feeling	that	told	me	a	B-grade	schlock	movie
and	chocolate-coated	macadamia	nuts	would	best	hit	the
spot.
Besides,	this	street	festival	was	no	Carnivale.	Brazil

was	not	going	bush.	A	few	kiddies’	rides,	a	few	clowns,	a
bit	of	busking	and	local	music	were	about	the	best	one
could	expect.
‘Always	expect	the	unexpected,’	my	girlfriend	joked.

‘You	never	know	what’s	around	the	corner.	And	it	is	a
magical	night.	Full	moon	in	Scorpio,	Buddha’s	birthday.
It	is	auspicious	that	all	our	friends,	and	their	kids,	be
together	tonight.’
I	thought	about	my	little	girl	stuck	in	front	of	another

bad	movie	and	reluctantly	agreed	to	go.	Donning	hats,
scarves	and	jackets	in	case	the	wind	got	chilly,	we
bundled	into	the	car	and	off	we	went.	We	arrived	to	a
spectacular	extravaganza:	flashing	red	and	blue	lights
everywhere	and	spurting	water.	The	buzz	was	that	the



local	fire	brigade	was	about	to	set	a	car	alight	and	douse	it
in	water	to	show	how	they	put	out	fires.
‘Think	we’ll	give	that	one	a	miss,’	I	said,	dragging	us

off	to	an	outdoor	restaurant	nearby	where	we	were
supposedly	meeting	our	group	of	friends.
Hardly	anyone	had	arrived.Trying	to	get	people

together	at	these	things	is	a	nightmare.	Some	friends	were
spotted	wandering	in	the	other	direction,	others	were	off
chasing	kids	who’d	gone	missing.	Those	of	us	waiting	at
the	restaurant	decided	to	order	the	$5-a-main-meal
special.	An	hour	of	pleading	with	waiters	later,	tiny	plates
were	placed	in	front	of	us	that	were	laden	with	less	than	I
feed	my	kitten.
I	was	about	to	start	chewing	my	own	arm	when	my

daughter	burst	into	tears.	‘My	tooth	just	came	out,	but	I
don’t	know	where	it	is.	I’ve	lost	it.	Now	the	tooth-fairy
won’t	come,’	she	sobbed.	Thereafter	my	loyal	crew	of
friends	–	cold,	hungry,	cranky	–	crawled	around	under	the
table	in	the	dark,	searching	for	the	tooth,	picking	up	bits
of	white	bird	poo,	pebbles	and	breadcrumbs,	in	the	hope
of	placating	the	weeping	child	–	or	else	finding	a	stray	bit
of	food	to	eat.
There	were	rumours	that	the	fire	brigade	was	about	to

ignite	another	car	just	near	us.	I	imaged	the	smell	of
burning	rubber.	‘Time	to	go,’	I	announced.	Everyone
agreed.	We	stood	up	and	began	walking	back	to	our	cars,



toothless	and	tired.	I	caught	sight	of	the	Scorpio	moon.
She	was	big,	full	and	smiling	down	mysteriously.
Just	then	a	friend	said	he’d	read	about	some	Indian

music	at	the	local	health	spa	just	around	the	corner.We
walked	down	a	dark	alley	and	into	a	space	that	made	us
all	gasp	in	delight.
Surrounding	us	was	an	exotic	Balinese-style	garden,

laden	with	wild	flowers,	lush	palm	trees,	passionfruit
vines	–	a	tropical	oasis	rich	in	sensuality	and	scent.
Coloured	spotlights	had	been	placed	around	the
garden,washing	certain	areas	in	blue,	gold	and	aqua.A
statue	of	a	naked	woman	was	bathed	in	red	light	in	the
centre,	and	men	in	Indian	garb	were	sitting	under	a
wooden	pergola	playing	traditional	instruments.
The	haunting	sound	of	sitar	and	song	wafted	up	as	we

wandered	through	this	Garden	of	Eden,	this	world	of
mystery	and	magic,	so	far	away	from	the	noisy,	crowded
street.We	all	congregated	on	cushions	and	chairs	around
the	musicians.
There	was	a	spa-bath	in	the	gazebo	behind	the

musicians,	boiling	and	bubbling	away.	A	mist	was	rising
from	the	heat	and	curling	around	the	cold	night	air.Two
minutes	passed,	then	three.We	all	kept	looking	at	each
other.And	suddenly	we	knew	what	we	had	to	do.	Off	went
shoes,	jeans,	coats,	jumpers	and	scarves;	and,	with	shrieks
of	laughter,	into	the	steaming	hot	water	we	dived.



There	we	all	were,	lying	on	our	backs,	my	best	friends
and	I,	listening	to	the	most	exquisite	music	in	the	most
exquisite	setting,	the	full	moon	huge	and	pregnant	above
our	faces	mirrored	in	the	rippling	pool,	my	daughter	soft
as	a	baby	seal	in	my	arms,	gurgling	with	happiness	at	this
Wonderland	she	believed	the	tooth-fairy	had	led	us	to.
There	was	nothing	to	do	but	watch	the	moon	through

the	passionfruit	vines	above	and	thank	the	Universe	for
this	precious	moment	–	‘just	around	the	corner’.
Human	beings	have	a	dreadful	habit	of	pre-judging.We

make	up	such	things,	and	believe	them,	then	we	miss	out
on	so	much	of	what	life	has	to	offer.
Because	of	the	auspiciousness	of	the	occasion,	I

decided	to	make	a	wish	on	the	moon.	I	wished	I	would
always	remember	the	lesson	of	this	night:	to	remain	open
to	possibility	and	to	the	treasures	and	gifts	that	even	the
most	unpromising	job,	relationship	or	party	can	yield.To
journey	on	in	quest	of	the	Grail,	even	when	I’m	tired	and
cranky.
And	to	always,	always	expect	the	unexpected	magic

that	bubbles	beneath	the	surface	of	day-to-day	life.



Incremental	Encroachment

A	close	friend	of	mine,	a	musician	from	Melbourne,	now
lives	in	Calcutta.	He	was	here	visiting	recently	and	told
me	a	funny	story	about	life	in	India.
There	was	a	wall	he	used	to	pass	on	the	street	each

morning	on	the	way	to	have	his	breakfast.	One	day	a
picture	of	a	Hindu	deity	appeared	in	a	small	frame,
hanging	on	the	wall.	My	friend	decided	it	was	cute	and
strange	but	thought	nothing	more	of	it.
About	two	weeks	later,	a	small	bench	appeared

underneath	the	picture.	For	no	reason,	a	wall	in	the	middle
of	a	busy	Calcutta	street	had	a	picture	on	it	and	a	bench
underneath.This	remained	the	case	for	another	month	or
so.	He’d	pass	it	every	day	and	smile	at	life’s	mysteries.
Then	one	day	a	wooden	frame	was	placed	above	the

picture.A	week	later	two	large	pieces	of	wood	were
placed	around	it	so	that	the	thing	was	encased	in	a	box.
This	remained	on	the	street	for	another	week,	no	one
noticing	it	in	the	busy	throng	of	daily	life.
Then	a	few	weeks	later	a	statue	of	Shiva	suddenly

appeared	on	the	bench,	several	sticks	of	incense	and
flowers	scattered	around	it.	There,	out	of	the	street,	had
emerged	a	small	temple,	and	a	man	was	sitting	on	the



sidewalk	with	his	hand	out	taking	donations	for	its
upkeep.
In	India	it	is	illegal	to	tear	down	temples.	In	fact,

temples	have	to	be	tended.	So	before	anyone	had	any
idea,	the	fellow	erected	a	shanty-type	house	next	to	the
temple	and	declared	himself	the	‘keeper	of	the	temple’.	In
Calcutta	the	streets	are	littered	with	homeless	people.As
the	keeper	of	a	temple	this	clever	soul	now	had	secured
himself	and	his	large	family	a	place	to	live.
The	story	caused	quite	a	stir	in	India,	where	the

situation	could	not	be	remedied	but	the	police	are	now	on
the	lookout	for	any	stray	paintings	being	hung	on	walls.
‘It	was	advancement	by	incremental	encroachment,’

said	my	friend	laughing	joyfully.	‘In	the	west	we	take
everything	by	force.	We	are	so	determined,	so	dogged	in
wanting	to	get	something,	and	everyone	sees	us	coming.
In	India	they	encroach	incrementally.	They	move	slowly
and	stealthily	towards	what	they	want	and	you	never	see
them	coming.’
His	story	made	me	laugh	too	because	I	knew	exactly

what	he	meant.	When	in	India	my	husband	and	I	travelled
by	overnight	train,	usually	in	a	first-class	carriage	which
in	India	means	air-conditioned.	I	remember	how	we	were
perpetually	invaded.
First	a	hand	comes	under	the	curtain,	placing	a	pair	of



shoes	under	the	seat,	then	an	hour	later	a	person	appears
bowing	humbly	and	apologising.	‘Sorry,	sorry,	these	are
my	shoes,’	he	says,	climbing	up	on	the	top	bunk	to	put	his
shoes	on.	Suddenly	he	is	lying	down	and	covered	with	a
blanket.
Then,	when	things	have	settled,	another	face	will	peak

in.	‘Oh,	sorry,	sorry.	I	must	speak	with	my	Uncle
Vishnu.’	And	within	another	hour	the	whole	family	of
five	are	sitting	on	the	suitcase	rack	in	your	first-class
carriage	eating	fruit	and	chatting	loudly.
My	husband	and	I	were	horrified	and	bemused.We

never	had	the	heart	to	kick	them	out,	but	remained	ever
surprised	at	how,	wherever	we	went,	slowly,	stealthily,
people	inveigled	themselves	into	our	space.
‘Incremental	encroachment,’	nodded	my	friend.	‘You

see	it	everywhere	in	India.	And	I’ve	decided	to	do	more
of	it	in	my	life	in	Australia.	I’ve	stopped	acting	directly.
Rather,	I	move	slowly,	inching	forward	imperceptibly,
patiently,	keeping	my	eyes	only	on	the	exact	thing	in	front
of	me	that	I	want	to	do	next.
‘It’s	amazing	what	happens.You	get	the	small	triumph

which	fills	you	with	joy,	then	you	can	move	on	to	the	next
step.	It’s	very	Zen	because	you	are	not	overwhelmed	with
how	difficult	the	huge	task	is,	but	rather	you	become
absorbed	with	each	tiny,	incremental	step.	And	suddenly
you	have	encroached	more	than	you	ever	thought



possible.’
I	got	to	thinking	about	how	we	are	in	life,	and	that	I

know	lots	of	incremental	encroachers.	At	work	it’s	often
the	watchful,	artful	types	who	‘don’t	want	power’	who
end	up	heading	the	company.	And	there	are	heaps	of
incremental	encroachers	in	the	realms	of	friendship	and
love.
I	remembered	I	dated	a	guy	years	ago	whose	catch-cry

was	‘I	don’t	want	a	relationship’	–	which	was	good
because	I	never	liked	him	much.	But	gradually,
seductively,	he	made	his	way	into	me,	hanging	his	shingle
on	my	wall,	erecting	a	bench,	then	his	Shiva	Lingam
statue.
Suddenly,	I	couldn’t	do	without	him.	He	had	built	his

temple	in	my	heart	by	stealth	and	though	I	tried,	I
couldn’t	tear	it	down.	I	bet	a	lot	of	marriages	begin	by
incremental	encroachment	–	a	pair	of	shoes	under	the	bed,
then	suddenly	you	wake	up	and	a	lover’s	whole	family	is
beaming	down	at	you.
Incremental	encroachment	is	the	Indian	version	of	the

Trojan	Horse	which	helped	the	invading	army	sneak	into
the	ancient	Greek	city	of	Troy,	unannounced.	And	it	has
become	my	favourite	new	concept.	I’m	going	to	do	it
everywhere.	‘Encroach	and	conquer!’	is	my	new	battle
cry.	It	has	a	noble	ring	to	it.



The	Oracle	of	Tibet

I	am	sitting	in	a	little	dentist’s	surgery	in	the	middle	of
nowhere.
It’s	a	small	country	town,	barely	on	the	map.	But	it’s

filled	with	an	enormous	buzz.	Not	just	of	drills,	but	of
incredible	excitement.	Breathtaking	excitement,	as	we	all
await	the	very	special	visitor	who	is	coming	to	have	his
teeth	fixed.
‘Who	exactly	is	he	again?’	asks	one	of	the	dental

receptionists.
‘He	is	a	blessed	Eminence,	one	of	the	great	holy

teachers	of	the	eastern	world,’	whispers	the	other
receptionist	with	reverence	and	awe.
Because	this	is	a	private,	not	official,	visit	I’ve	been

instructed	not	to	reveal	his	identity	in	this	story,	so	I	will
refer	to	him	simply	as	Grand	Master.
‘I’ve	seen	him	on	the	telly,’	says	one	excited	patient,

momentarily	forgetting	his	toothache.
‘Yes,’	pipes	up	one	of	the	dentists	who	has	popped	out

for	a	moment	to	see	if	the	Grand	Master	has	arrived.‘I
can’t	believe	he’s	bringing	his	teeth	here.	His	mouth
speaks	great	wisdoms	for	all	of	humanity.’



‘Why	is	he	coming	here?	To	this	surgery?’	asks	a
woman	from	behind	her	newspaper.
‘He’s	in	Australia	on	a	private	visit	seeing	friends,	and

was	passing	through	the	Byron	Bay	region	on	his	way
back	to	Brisbane	when	his	filling	fell	out,’	I	say,	feeling
myself	like	a	great	sage.A	knower	of	all	things.
In	fact,	the	reason	I	know	the	answer	is	that	I	spent	the

morning	with	the	Great	One	at	a	private	brunch	held	in
his	honour.He	gave	me	a	photo	of	himself	which	I
promised	I’d	copy	and	get	back	to	him	before	he	left.
His	minder	told	me	to	just	drop	it	off	at	the	dentist	in	a

small	country	town,	where	he’d	be	in	the	afternoon.	But
having	driven	a	fair	way,	I’ve	decided	to	wait	and	see	if	I
can	score	an	audience	with	him,	hoping,	praying	to	get	an
insight	into	a	small	question	that’s	been	on	my	mind:
What	is	the	meaning	of	life?
I	tried	to	find	out	this	morning,	but	the	conversation

wasn’t	going	at	all	well.	The	Great	One	had	just	finished	a
ceremony,	a	blessing	for	world	peace	and	for	the	health
and	happiness	of	all	sentient	beings,	while	a	group	of
intimates	chanted	and	went	into	transcendental	states.
I	too	felt	the	rapture	of	the	ceremony,	but,	true	to	my

western	self,	was	impatient	to	speak	to	him	afterwards
with	a	few	simple	questions:	Is	there	life	after	death?	Is
there	a	cosmic	purpose	to	life?	What	is	the	path	to



happiness?	Though	I’ve	fallen	on	every	guru	who’s
recently	passed	my	way,	I	haven’t	been	getting	a	clear
picture.
I	remember	the	days	when	my	biggest	quest	was

finding	the	best	nightclubs	or	parties	in	town,	the	most
eligible	guys.	Now	I	want	good	spiritual	juice.	Like
what’s	the	quickest	way	to	get	to	enlightenment?	I	want	to
be	in	the	spiritual	know,	on	the	spiritual	A-list.	But	first
you’ve	got	to	get	the	protocol	right.
So,	during	the	morning	ceremony,	I	battled	desperately

with	the	vexing	issue	of	what	to	call	the	exalted	one:
‘Your	Spiritual	Highness?’Too	lofty.	‘Grand	Master?’Too
kung	fu.	‘Your	Rapturous	One?’Too	Hollywood.Then	it
came	to	me	in	a	bolt	of	inspiration.
‘Your	Venerable	Excellence,’	I	bowed	and

scraped.‘Thank	you	for	speaking	to	me.What	is	it	you
most	want	to	achieve	here?’	I	asked,	barely	able	to
breathe	with	reverence	and	anticipation.
‘To	eat	my	breakfast,’	he	beamed,	as	he	and	the	people

around	him	stuffed	pancakes	into	their	mouths.
‘He	is	a	great	fan	of	pancakes	and	crepes,’	his	minder

whispered	earnestly	into	my	ear.
I	was	a	bit	taken	aback.	I	tried	not	to	look	shocked.	I

thought	perhaps	this	was	a	great	Zen	philosophy.
Teaching	me	about	momentary	happiness.	Being	present,



not	distracted	by	the	intellect.	Or	perhaps	my	question
was	too	obscure	and	I	should	get	directly	to	my	point.
‘You	have	many	followers	here	in	Australia.	Do	you

find	Australia	a	very	spiritual	place?’	I	said,	building	up
to	my	big	spiritual	crescendo.
‘Yes,	yes	.	.	.	I	love	it	here.	I’ve	been	to	many	of	your

worlds,’	he	grinned,	like	an	excited	child.
‘He	means	Sea	World,	Dream	World	and	Movie

World,’	explained	his	minder,	matter-of-factly.
I	was	still	standing	dumbfounded	when	we	were

besieged	by	well-wishers	asking	for	blessings.	I	knew	I’d
missed	my	big	chance.	So	here	I	am,	sitting	in	a	dentist’s
waiting	room,	desperately	awaiting	spiritual
enlightenment.
I	watch	the	receptionists	prepare	the	mandatory	form

that	the	great	man	will	need	to	fill	out:	Do	you	have
health	insurance?	Who	referred	you?	Are	you	on	a	single
mother’s	benefit?	Do	you	get	nose	bleeds?	Do	you	have
any	transmittable	sexual	diseases?	What	is	your	home
address?	‘Mountain	in	the	Clouds.’
It	is	a	terrible	thing	watching	the	sacred	colliding	so

brutally	with	the	mundane.	Sea	World,	dental	hygiene	and
the	Grand	Master.	Now	I	look	out	of	the	window	and	see
the	entourage	scouring	for	a	parking	spot.	His	minder
shows	signs	of	road	rage.



Perhaps	this	is	the	meaning	of	life	after	all.	I’ve	always
suspected	the	sacred	resides	in	the	mundane,	in	the
brilliance	of	our	daily	rituals,	feeding	our	children,
tending	the	garden,	tending	our	bodies.	Being	in	the
moment.	Looking	after	my	daughter	has	always	filled	me
with	a	sense	of	intense	spiritual	awe.	I	have	washed	her
little	body,	stroked	her	soft	face,	and	felt	closer	to	God.
Which	is	the	great	wisdom	behind	all	eastern	and

esoteric	religions:	that	working	hard,	showing	kindness
and	being	present	in	one’s	day-to-day	life	is	the	path	to
the	Divine.	But	how	to	stay	in	the	moment?	How	to
focus?	I	eagerly	await	the	answer	from	the	Venerable	One
who	has	finally	found	a	parking	spot.
As	he	enters	the	room	I	hand	back	the	photo.	He	nods

politely	but	the	nurse	quickly	ushers	him	into	the
surgery.We	all	let	out	a	groan	of	disappointment	as	he
vanishes.	His	minder	turns	to	me.‘It’s	been	a	hectic	day.’
‘Did	you	do	anything	really	special?’	I	beseech,	hoping

for	that	last	insight	into	the	mind	of	a	Great	One.‘I	took
him	to	a	fabulous	restaurant.	He	loves	western	food,
particularly	crepes.’
‘And	pancakes,’	I	add.
‘Oh,	he	loves	pancakes!’	the	minder	agrees.
And	suddenly	I	have	it.	The	sagely	wisdom	I’ve	come

so	far	to	find.	Strange,	my	mother	knew	it	all	along:	‘If



you	eat	too	many	sweet	things,	your	fillings	will	fall	out.’



Over	the	Edge

It	was	a	glorious	day.	One	of	those	exquisite	autumn	days
where	the	sky	was	lit	up	in	a	halo	of	light	and	the	air	was
crisp.
I	awoke	to	the	sounds	of	birds	and	the	brilliance	of	a

blood-red	Poinsettia	tree	under	the	window,	setting	the
green	hills	on	fire.
But	although	the	loveliness	teased	my	senses,	I	didn’t

have	time	to	ponder.	I	was	in	a	rush.	A	terrible	rush.	I	had
slept	in.We	were	due	to	leave	for	a	luncheon	party	at
midday,	and	as	is	customary	among	my	friends,	we	were
asked	to	bring	a	dish.
I	had	been	too	busy	the	day	before	to	wrap	my	mind

around	the	lunch.	Now	I’d	slept	in	and	was	starting	the
day	in	the	same	fluff	as	the	last.	Preoccupied,	consumed,
and	forced	to	brush	aside	the	subtleties	of	the	world
around	–	a	way	of	life	I	had	hoped	I’d	left	behind	in	the
city.
Time	was	slipping	through	the	hour	glass,	so	I	decided

to	go	for	simplicity.	Instead	of	the	complex	Thai	dish	I
was	planning	to	make,	I	placed	the	prawns	I’d	bought
onto	a	large	plate	amid	avocado	slices,	lettuce	leaves	and
a	simple,	lime–soy	dipping	sauce.



But	I	was	still	in	a	rush	because	we	all	needed	showers,
hair	needed	to	be	washed	and	dried,	and	the	trip	was	a
good	hour’s	drive.
The	morning	became	peppered	with	familiar	cries	of

‘Come	on,	we’re	late’;‘Get	ready’;	‘I	told	you	to	put	on	.	.
.’;‘Where	is	my	.	.	.?’	as	three	people	collided	along
corridors	and	over	sinks	and	the	energy	felt	like	a	hurly-
burly	sucking	us	into	its	vortex.
Finally	in	the	car	the	screaming	stopped.	But	the

tension	didn’t.	Though	we	were	driving	through	some	of
the	most	exquisite	rainforest	in	the	world,	I	was	barely
able	to	enjoy	a	second	of	it	due	to	the	ticking	of	the	clock.
‘Tick-tock,	tick-tock.’	We	were	supposed	to	be	there	at

1	p.m.	It	was	12.30	p.m.,	with	an	hour	of	driving	ahead.
‘Move.Move!’	I	grumbled	uselessly	to	the	car	in	front,

which	was	stuck	on	60	kilometres	per	hour	in	a	one-lane
100-kilometre	zone.
‘C’mon	you	mongrel,’	we	grizzled	together,	as	a	truck

spluttered	and	puffed	its	way	up	the	hilly	incline	at	20
kilometres	per	hour.	‘It’s	your	fault	we’re	late,’	we
bickered	with	each	other	along	the	magnificent	ravine.
Eventually	we	arrived	at	our	friends’	house,	an

incredible	Balinese-style	retreat	built	into	a	mountain,
smelling	of	sweet	timber	and	exotic	worlds.	I	took	a	deep,
euphoric	breath	before	moving	on	with	the	show.



Because	even	now	there	was	no	time	to	savour	the
moment.	Having	arrived	late,	I	had	to	get	my	dish	ready,
everything	unwrapped,	poured	out	of	old	coffee	jars	and
laid	out	on	the	table.
‘This	is	Edward,’	said	the	hostess,	introducing	me	to	a

tall	and	handsome	guest	as	I	stood	shaking	lettuce	into	the
kitchen	sink.	‘He’s	been	reading	you	for	years	and	has
wanted	to	meet	you	for	a	long	time,’	she	grinned,	as	the
stranger	held	out	a	firm	hand	for	me	to	grasp.
I	looked	into	the	eyes	of	Edward	and	found	a	gentle

place.	But	there	was	no	time	to	linger.	I	still	had	to	get	our
wine	open,	the	plate	arranged,	and	my	child	into	a	warmer
jacket.	‘Nice	to	meet	you.	I’ll	just	get	myself	organised
and	we	can	have	a	chat,’	I	said,	as	breathless	as	I	ever	was
in	my	old	city	life,	hyped	up	on	adrenalin.
Edward	nodded	and	walked	outside	and	onto	the

balcony	which	towered	over	jagged	rocks	below.	I
reached	for	a	glass	of	wine	to	help	myself	chill	out.	I
could	hear	him	from	the	kitchen	telling	a	group	of	friends
about	himself.
‘It’s	been	a	hard	few	years.	But	I’m	finally	getting	my

life	together.	I’m	finally	feeling	happy,’	he	was	saying.
And	suddenly	there	was	screaming.‘Edward!	Edward!’
I	ran	outside	to	see	my	friends	hanging	over	the

balcony,	looking	down	into	the	ravine	below.	Edward	was



lying	on	the	rocks.	He	looked	broken.	His	arms	were
flayed,	his	body	curled	in	a	weird	foetal	position.
‘Call	a	doctor!’	his	girlfriend	was	screaming	as	several

people	went	charging	down	the	stairs	to	his	body.
‘Is	he	dead?’	Someone	was	screaming	over	the	balcony

as	a	doctor	friend	was	putting	his	hand	over	Edward’s
mouth.
‘No.	He’s	breathing,’	the	doctor	yelled	up,	but	we

remained	rigid	with	shock.
‘What	happened?’	I	asked.
‘He	was	telling	us	this	story	when	he	just	passed	out

and	fell	backwards	over	the	edge,’	said	a	startled	friend.
Time	had	stopped.We	all	stood	paralysed,	waiting.

There	were	infinite	horrible	possibilities:	brain	damage,
spinal	damage,	internal	bleeding.	His	life	was	hanging	in
the	balance,	and	we	were	balanced	with	him	in	that
mysterious,	precarious	world	between	life	and	death.
Slowly	he	opened	one	eye.	Then	another.	With

agonising	slowness	he	moved	one	toe,	then	another,	one
finger,	then	another.	We	were	transfixed,	felled	by	fear,
swimming	in	a	place	where	everything	was	moving	in
slow	motion.	Everything	was	suddenly	irrelevant,	except
whether	Edward	could	move	his	legs.
As	we	watched	life’s	side-show,	the	colours	around

suddenly	seemed	more	intense.The	trees	so	painfully



beautiful.	I	noticed	the	food	on	the	table,	a	celebration	of
living.	Would	Edward	be	enjoying	another	meal?
‘Life	is	so	fragile,’	said	a	woman	leaning	over	my

shoulder.	I	turned	to	her	and	we	gazed	into	each	other’s
eyes,	the	terrible	truth	of	mortality	passing	between	us.
By	the	time	I	looked	down	again,	Edward	was	sitting

up.Within	another	space	of	time,	he	was	walking	to	a
room	in	the	house	where	he	would	spend	a	few	hours
before	going	home.	He	was	apparently	diabetic	and	had
ingested	something	he	shouldn’t	have.	But	he	would
miraculously	make	a	full	recovery	–	not	one	broken	bone
–	before	leaving.
Perhaps	it	was	the	last,	ironic	words	Edward	was

speaking	before	his	fall	that	so	punctured	my	soul	that
afternoon:	‘It’s	been	a	hard	few	years.	But	I’m	finally
getting	my	life	together	.	.	.’	Like	a	slogan	I	once	read	on
a	toilet	wall.	‘You	finally	get	your	shit	together.	And	then
you	die.’
We	all	spent	the	afternoon	in	a	much	quieter,	slower

place,	watching	the	sky	turn	violet,	then	crimson,	then	a
dark,	brooding	blue.
Sitting	on	Balinese	cushions,	drinking	Italian	wine,	our

children	and	loved	ones	–	who	we	take	for	granted	in	the
rush	of	day-today	life	–	curled	around	our	bodies,	we	all
relished	each	second,	contemplating	how	marvellous	it



was	simply	to	be	alive.



Those	who	Pray

‘He’s	not	coming	up	here.	We	will	have	to	go	to	Sydney
or	Melbourne,’	says	my	partner	who	has	just	tried	to	get
tickets	to	a	national	concert	through	the	booking	agency.
Art	Garfunkel	is	in	Australia.The	mere	name	sends

tingles	down	my	spine.The	sounds	of	silence	from	a
bygone	era	are	still	echoing	in	my	ears.	I	still	drive	along
in	my	car	listening	to	‘The	Boxer’,	‘Bridge	Over	Troubled
Water’,	nostalgically	crooning	to	‘Scarborough	Fair’.
My	favourite	film	has	remained	The	Graduate,	with	its

lilting	Simon	and	Garfunkel	soundtrack	and	it	rendition	of
middle-class	values.
I	came	of	age	identifying	with	the	film’s	portrayal	of

misunderstood	youth,	and	then	watched	in	horror	as	my
baby	boomer	peers	grew	into	Mr	and	Mrs	Robinson	–	the
very	parents	we	all	mocked	for	the	world	they	created,	a
world	steeped	in	entrapment,	artifice,	social	etiquette	and
crushing	hypocrisy,	where	people	cheated	on	their	own
Vision	Splendid.
‘I	must	see	him,’	I	insist.‘He	must	be	coming	to	Byron

Bay.We’re	his	core	fans	here.’	But	Garfunkel	is	not
coming	our	way.	And	we	haven’t	the	time	to	fly
anywhere.	Like	the	couples	who	inhabit	the	film,	we	have



our	commitments	and	over-commitments,	any	freedom	to
jump	on	a	plane	having	been	buried	under	the	weight	of
family	values	and	responsibilities.
‘Just	put	an	order	in	to	the	Universe,’	says	a	witchy

friend	of	mine	who	reminds	me	that	we	are	not	like	the
Robinsons	at	all.We	have	moved	up	north	in	protest,
choosing	instead	a	gentler,	New	Age	society.	Here,	we	are
believers	that	people	can	manifest	what	they	need.	A	sign
outside	one	local	shop	says:	‘Be	Realistic!	Trust	That
Magic	Happens.’
‘People	are	always	so	afraid	that	they	won’t	get	what

they	want	in	life.They	make	up	walls	and	live	inside	them
–	rebelling	all	the	way.	Just	push	against	the	invisible
walls,’	she	says	pressing	her	hand	into	the	air,‘and	the
Universe	will	deliver.’
There	is	some	truth	in	her	words.	‘Limitation’	is	a	state

of	mind.	I	grew	up	in	a	world	in	which	people	believed	in
the	Great	Australian/American	dream.	Believed	in
institutions	and	did	what	they	were	told.	Few	people	made
up	alternatives	or	looked	at	the	possibilities	of	life.Very
few	followed	their	own	script.And	now	so	many	people	I
know	feel	trapped	and	creatively	stifled,	just	like	their
parents’	generation	before	them.
New	Age	thinking	at	least	believes	in	chance,

serendipity,	endless	opportunities	to	create	and	live	our
own	fantasy	–	otherwise	known	as	magic.



‘Please	let	me	go	to	Art	Garfunkel,’	I	tell	the	sky,	the
wind,	the	sea.	I	put	my	order	in	to	God.	And	then	I	forget
about	it.	Because	in	reality	there’s	no	sign	we’ll	have	the
time	or	money	to	fly	off	anywhere.We’re	in	the	midst	of
settling	ageing	in-laws	in	to	nursing	homes,	looking	after
kids	and	dealing	with	work	obligations.
One	of	our	many	duties	is	driving	up	the	coast	to	pick

up	a	child	we’re	minding	over	the	school	holidays.We’ve
just	collected	her	and	feel	exhausted	from	battling	traffic
through	the	money	Mecca	that	is	the	Gold	Coast.
And	suddenly	we	see	a	sign	outside	the	small	town	of

Tweed	Heads	on	the	border	of	Queensland.	It’s	a	sign
from	above,	on	a	billboard	below.	‘Tonight.	Art
Garfunkel	at	the	Tweed	Heads	Twin	Towns	Services
Club’.
‘It’s	not	possible!’	I	exclaim.	‘Must	be	an

impersonator.	What	would	he	be	doing	all	the	way	out
here?’
We	ring	the	number.Yes,	it’s	the	real	Garfunkel	who’s

playing.Yes,	the	club	has	child-minding	facilities.Yes,
there	are	two	good	tickets	for	tonight’s	show.No,we
wouldn’t	have	been	told	by	the	promoter	because
Garfunkel	has	been	brought	to	this	tiny	town	by	the	club,
separately,	not	as	part	of	the	national	tour.	My	jaw	hangs
open	at	the	serendipity	of	the	situation.



Still	in	disbelief	we	walk	into	the	club	ten	minutes	later,
past	gamblers	pulling	the	levers	of	their	beloved	pokies,
past	the	sound	of	clinking	money,	and	into	the
auditorium.
The	lights	dim,	and	onto	the	present	stage	walks	my

past.	Our	past.The	audience	screams,	people	clutch	each
other	and	sigh.	I	see	tears	streaming	down	one	woman’s
face.	It’s	really,	really	him	–	in	Tweed	Heads	among	the
old	biddies	and	retirees	who	have	moved	to	the	coast,	the
smell	of	cigarettes	and	alcohol,	the	swirling,	bad-taste
carpets,	and	symbols	of	suburbia.	An	anachronism.	I
pinch	myself	in	disbelief.
‘Be	Realistic!	Trust	That	Magic	Happens,’	I	whisper	in

bliss,	as	he	begins	to	sing:	‘Are	you	going	to	Scarborough
Fair?	Parsley,	sage,	rosemary	and	thyme	.	.	.’	Visions	of
Dustin	Hoffman	in	The	Graduate	flash	into	my	mind.
‘This	is	a	song	about	loss,’	Art	Garfunkel	tells	the
audience.
But	for	me	it	is	about	being	found.	Delivered	from	the

confines	of	narrow	thinking.	And	in	his	next	song	I	hear
the	Universe	talking	directly	to	me.	‘So	here’s	to	you,	Mrs
Robinson.	Heaven	holds	a	place	for	those	who	pray.	Hey,
hey,	hey.’



The	Secret	Life	of	Socks

A	few	weeks	ago,	a	strange	thing	happened.	I	bought	a
new	pair	of	black	socks	to	take	away	camping.	I	carefully
unwrapped	the	packet	and	folded	one	sock	into	the	other
the	way	my	mum	taught	me	and	put	them	in	the	suitcase.
I	wore	them	–	only	once	–	inside	my	walking

boots.They	were	not	too	tight	around	the	ankle,	not	too
saggy	or	baggy	around	the	toes.	It	is	indeed	one	of	life’s
unsung	pleasures	to	find	the	perfect	sock.
When	I	returned	home,	I	pulled	the	pair	out	to	wash,

unfurled	them,	and	to	my	complete	horror,	discovered	that
one	of	the	socks	had	gone	from	a	brand	new	black	sock
with	ribs	to	a	rather	skimpy	old	black	sock	with	a	yellow
stripe	at	the	top.
Like	any	person	who	opens	their	washing	machine	to

find	that	one	odd	sock	has	transmogrified	into	something
unfamiliar,	I	searched	the	realms	of	logic	for	an
explanation.	Did	someone	I	camped	with	mistakenly
merge	socks	with	mine?	No.	No	one	had	a	matching	black
and	yellow	sock.
And	so	I	have	begrudgingly	had	to	accept	that	my	right

sock	wandered	out	into	the	night,	dumped	its	mate
somewhere,	and	took	off	with	a	sock	more	to	its	liking.



Or	else	pay	homage	to	the	theory	that	there	is	a	Bermuda
Triangle	of	socks,	pens	and	teaspoons	out	there	that	sucks
odd	socks	into	an	energy	vortex	and	takes	them	away	to
another	dimension.
Sharing	this	mysterious	story	with	friends	around	the

dinner	table	just	for	a	laugh,	I	suddenly	realised	that
stories	of	missing	socks	haunt	people	to	obsession.A
group	of	high-browed	professionals	sat	for	nearly	two
hours	sharing	spooky	stories	of	odd	socks,	including	the
enigmatic	tale	of	a	friend	who	put	two	spotted	socks	into
the	drier	a	few	months	ago	and	was	aghast	when	only	one
came	out.
Three	months	later	he	went	outside	to	water	the	garden

and	waiting	for	him	on	his	doorstep	was	the	lost
sock.Torn	in	many	places,	wounded,	worn	out	from	its
journeying	in	the	world,	and	unable	to	function	any	more
as	a	sock,	it	had	come	home	to	die	and	is	now	used	as	a
rag.
‘Where	did	it	go	off	to,	and	why?’	he	asked,	seriously

perturbed,	as	another	friend	told	the	story	of	how	she
recently	put	a	pair	of	small,	red	socks	into	the	washing
machine,	and	ended	up	with	only	one	red	sock.
Meanwhile	she	inherited	a	long	yellow	one.	‘Is	there	a
parallel	sock	universe	where	another	woman	is	standing
there	looking	horrified	at	my	red	sock?’	she	asks.
The	best	part	of	the	evening	was	discovering	that	a	few



years	ago	then-president	of	the	Byron	Shire	Chamber	of
Commerce,	Tony	Narracott,	decided	to	launch	an	‘odd
sock	day’	to	see	if	he	could	help	people	marry	together
their	‘sole-mates’.
People	came	from	far	and	wide	with	bags	full	of	odd

socks	which	were	all	placed	on	large	tables,	and	everyone
went	around	seeing	if	they	could	find	their	sock’s	partner.
The	manager	of	a	local	bank,	who	himself	had	had	sock
ponderings,	volunteered	to	string	odd	socks	outside	teller
booths	to	see	if	anyone	found	a	mate	in	the	throng.
Says	Narracott:	‘On	a	serious	note,	it	was	a	good	idea

for	a	fundraiser,	with	people	paying	50	cents	to	charity
each	time	they	found	a	match.	But	I	also	felt	that	there’s
so	much	guilt	around	about	odd	socks,	with	no	one
wanting	to	throw	them	out,	always	clinging	to	hope	that
the	mate	will	one	day	return	from	its	travels,	that	it	was
time	to	take	action.’
Apparently	a	lot	of	socks	did	emerge	from	other

people’s	bags	–	which	begs	the	question:	coincidence,
gremlins	or	secret	canoodling?	One	friend,	Christopher
Dean,	founder	of	the	tea-tree	and	natural-health	empire
Thursday	Plantation,	has	a	scientific	theory:	‘Socks	are
independence	seekers	and	grab	on	to	a	jumper	or	scarf
through	static	and	hitchhike	their	way	to	freedom,
dropping	off	the	jumper	the	minute	they	are	in	someone
else’s	car	or	home.’



However,	he	says	he	can’t	explain	how	he	recently	put
a	pair	of	black	socks	into	the	washing	machine	and	ended
up	with	a	green	sock	with	animals	on	it,	which	he	brought
out	to	show	me.	‘I	have	never	owned	a	sock	with	animals
on	it	and	yet	over	the	years	half	a	dozen	have	come	out	of
the	wash.	That’s	a	phenomenon	worth	examining.’
My	mother’s	theory	is	that	doona-covers	eat	socks,	and

you	can	often	find	a	mouldy	sock	at	the	bottom	of	the
cover.	‘But	I	can’t	explain	how	coathangers	multiply	in
my	cupboard.’
Barbara	Turner,	partner	of	Tony	Narracott,	holds	the

theory	that	manufacturers	put	a	mutating	gene	into	one
sock,	so	that	when	it	turns	into	a	different	creature	you
have	to	buy	a	new	pair.
As	the	world	lurches	towards	World	War	III,	it’s	good

to	know	that	the	best	and	brightest	of	our	society	still
spend	hours	sitting	around	tables	trying	to	solve	the	really
important	issues	of	life.



Living	with	Uncertainty

After	thinking	about	what	I	want	to	achieve	this	year,	I
am	basing	my	resolution	on	something	a	businessman	I
once	interviewed	said	to	me.	‘One	of	the	greatest	assets	a
person	can	have	in	life	is	the	ability	to	live	with
uncertainty.’
I’ve	often	thought	about	these	words	as	I’ve	struggled,

along	with	most	of	the	human	race,	to	make	things	secure,
certain	and	stable	for	myself	–	and	as	I’ve	worked
ceaselessly	to	create	a	sure-fire,	reliable	barge	to	carry
myself	across	the	sea.	And	yet,	all	too	often,	precarious
weather	conditions	have	stirred	the	waters	in	ways	that
have	rendered	me	nervous	and	afraid.
And	so	it	is	my	wish	that	over	the	coming	year	I	make

‘uncertainty’	something	I	accept,	and	something	that	can
be	a	source	of	joy	rather	than	fear.
As	one	reader	recently	wrote:‘I	live	every	day	with	the

idea	that	I	may	still	have	cancer,	but	have	opted	not	to
have	a	totally	debilitating	biopsy	and	possible	surgery
after	radiation	which	would	entail	living	in	a	wheelchair.
‘So	I	live	with	ambiguity	.	.	.	But	isn’t	that	what	life

is?’



Like	this	woman,we	struggle	so	bravely,	so	valiantly,
for	certainty	and	in	the	end	have	to	accept	the	ambiguity
of	life	as	we	wait	for	the	outcomes	of	legal	battles,
medical	inquiries,	exams,	declarations	of	love	or	results
from	the	endless	phone	calls	we	make	during	the	course
of	a	week.The	waiting	can	be	crazy-making.
But	the	anxiety	that	robs	us	of	our	vitality	is

unnecessary	in	many	ways.	Because	as	this	most
wonderful	of	parables	reveals	–	told	to	me	by	an	old	rabbi
but	which	is	also	said	to	have	originated	as	a	Taoist	tale
dating	from	the	early	days	of	the	Chinese	empire	–	our
quest	for	outcomes	is	just	an	illusory	game.
There	was	once	a	poor	farmer	who	had	a	horse	that

used	to	do	all	the	work	around	the	property.The	farmer
would	ride	the	horse	into	town	to	sell	his	produce.Then
one	day	the	horse	ran	off.
‘Oh	no,’	said	the	townspeople.	‘This	is	a	terrible

thing.You	will	be	ruined.’
The	farmer	just	smiled	in	a	thoughtful	way.	‘Let’s	wait

and	see,’	he	said.
A	few	days	later	the	horse	returned,	and	with	it,	several

other	beautiful	horses.	It	had	been	out	in	the	field	mating
and	all	the	horses	followed	it	back	to	the	farm.
‘Oh	how	wonderful!’	said	the	townsfolk.	‘Now	you’ll

be	rich	–	what	good	fortune!’



The	farmer	just	smiled	in	a	thoughtful	way.	‘Let’s	wait
and	see,’	he	said.
The	horses	indeed	brought	the	farmer	fortune.	He

expanded	the	farm	and	started	breeding	and	training	the
horses.	The	old	man	retired	and	let	his	son	run
things.Then	one	day	when	his	son	was	training	one	of	the
horses,	he	fell	off	and	broke	his	leg.
‘Oh	no,’	said	the	townsfolk.	‘This	is	a	terrible	thing.

Now	he	won’t	be	able	to	run	the	business	and	you	will	be
ruined.’
The	old	farmer	smiled	thoughtfully.	‘Let’s	wait	and

see,’	he	said.
A	few	weeks	later	war	broke	out.	All	the	young	men	of

the	village	were	drafted.	But	the	farmer’s	son	was	not
taken	because	of	his	broken	leg.
‘Oh	what	amazing	fortune!’	said	the	townsfolk.	‘You

have	the	only	young	man	able	to	work	in	this	whole
village.You	will	remain	prosperous	while	the	rest	of	us
starve.’
The	farmer	just	smiled	in	a	thoughtful	way.	‘Let’s	wait

and	see,’	he	said.
And	so	the	story	goes	on.	It’s	a	wonderful	yarn	to	tell

kids	late	at	night	when	they	are	troubled	or	when	things
are	going	badly	with	friends	or	teachers	at	school.
‘Just	wait	and	see’	is	so	soothing	to	the	soul.



And	really,	we	never	know	what	the	outcome	will	be,
or	why	things	are	happening,	till	we	have	the	luxury	of
looking	back.And	even	then	we	don’t	know	what	will
happen	next,	so	we	may	as	well	enjoy	the	moment.As	my
mother	always	says,‘Everything	changes.’
Mystics	from	all	religions	suggest	that	the	best	way	to

live	with	uncertainty	is	to	accept	it,	and	to	surrender	in
trust	to	a	power	greater	than	ourselves.
But	I	have	also	taken	a	few	tips	from	pragmatists	on

how	to	best	deal	with	the	uncertain	nature	of	things.	One
wise	friend	says	that	in	times	of	trouble	she	imagines	the
worst-case	scenario.
‘If	you	know	you	can	survive	that,	you	know	you	will

be	able	to	deal	with	everything	else	in	between.’
Another	says	that	he	has	faith	that	we	are	always	better

equipped	to	deal	with	things	than	we	think	we’re	going	to
be.	‘The	experience	we	gather	along	the	way	when
handling	an	issue	teaches	us	how	to	cope	with	whatever
eventuates,’	he	says.
However	one	deals	with	uncertainty,	it’s	good	to	note

that	the	businessman	I	quoted	earlier	is	now	one	of	the
wealthiest	men	in	the	country.	Whatever	wealth	means	for
you	–	health,	love,	happiness,	money	–	it	pays	to	stay
open	to	the	endless	possibilities	of	life.



Musical	Heart

David	Helfgott	takes	the	stage.	He	is	smiling,	beaming
like	an	excited	child,	looking	every	bit	the	eccentric	that
Geoffrey	Rush	portrayed	in	the	film	about	his	life,	Shine.
He	is	passing	through	a	town	near	me	as	part	of	his

ongoing	commitment	to	bring	music	and	culture	to	the
country.	He	is	playing	in	a	humble,	rural	church.	He	looks
almost	religious	standing	on	stage	next	to	the	gleaming
Steinway,	dressed	in	a	long	white	shirt.
It	has	been	an	ambition	of	mine	to	see	him	play.

Ironically	it	has	taken	a	move	to	a	remote	place	to	get	to
see	this	international	pianist,	but	his	wife	Gillian	explains
to	me	that	he	prefers	intimate	gatherings	in	little	towns
because	of	the	exuberance	and	appreciation	he	feels.
As	I	make	my	way	to	the	front	to	take	two	seats	that

look	miraculously	empty	a	friend	taps	me	on	the	shoulder
and	pulls	me	towards	her.
‘Don’t	go	up	the	front,’	she	whispers.	‘It’s	so

disconcerting.	He	mumbles	and	hums	and	talks	to	himself
throughout	the	whole	concert.You	won’t	get	as	distracted
by	it	if	you	are	further	away.’
The	whole	point	of	my	coming	is	for	David,	not	the



music	I’ve	heard	so	many	times	before.	I	want	to	hear	him
mumbling,want	to	experience	the	energy	and	vitality	that
is	this	wonderful,	unusual	performer.	And	so	I	grab	those
seats,	two	rows	from	the	front,	and	sit	watching	the	man
making	his	bows.
Finally	he	sits	down	and	begins	to	play.	Beautiful,

brilliant	sound.	I	shut	my	eyes	and	wonder	what
Beethoven	was	thinking.
‘What’s	he	saying?’	my	husband	whispers	to	me,	and	I

open	my	eyes	to	see	David	Helfgott	talking	busily	to
himself,	as	he	is	famed	for	doing,	moving	his	mouth
frantically,	making	sweet	humming	noises,	and	shaking
his	head,	in	keeping	with	his	nervous	condition.
I	strain	my	ears.	I	can	hear	whispers	but	no	words.‘I

don’t	know,’	I	say	to	my	husband	but	now	I	am	consumed
with	wondering.	Could	he	be	talking	about	the	music?	His
life?	What	he	has	been	through?	Is	he	talking	to	his
father?	Could	he	be	giving	us	the	meaning	of	life?
‘He’s	just	saying	whatever	comes	into	his	head	about

the	music,’	says	one	girlfriend	in	the	intermission.	‘I	saw
him	once	before,	and	he’d	say	things	loudly,	like:	“The
cow	is	in	the	meadow,	now	the	sunshine	is	on	the	lawn.”
It’s	all	nonsensical.’
‘He’s	talking	in	tongues,’	said	another.
‘He’s	talking	about	love,’	said	another.	‘I	saw	his	lips



keep	saying	over	and	over	“I	love	you,	I	love	you.”’
‘Actually	he	keeps	reassuring	himself.	I	heard	him

saying	“This	is	okay,	this	is	good,	this	is	okay,	this	is
good,”’	said	another.
My	husband	is	suitably	uninspired	by	the	speculation.

‘It’s	a	bit	like	life,	girls.	I	think	he’s	saying	whatever	you
want	him	to	be	saying.’
Back	inside	the	concert	and	Rachmaninov	is	voicing

his	soul.	I	hear	love,	I	hear	yearning	and	I	hear	David
Helfgott	whispering	and	sighing	and	talking	to	me	of	love
and	loss.
And	as	I	watch	him	play	and	watch	him	paint	pictures

with	his	mouth,	struggling	to	communicate	to	us	some
exquisite	grand	vision,	I	feel	my	heart	open	profoundly.
Suddenly	the	words	become	meaningless.	I	stop	seeing

Helfgott’s	lips	move	and	see	his	eyes	sparkling	instead,	I
see	his	smile,	so	full	of	joy	and	warmth,	despite	the
estrangement	and	loneliness	and	pain	he’s	endured.
And	I	know	that	my	husband	is	right.	Most	of	what	we

say	and	hear	is	just	‘blah,	blah’	and	doesn’t	matter	a	toss.
Words	get	misinterpreted	anyway	through	the	prejudices
and	filters	of	other	people’s	perceptions.
It’s	what	is	expressed	through	our	souls,	through	our

entire	beings,	that	matters.And	here	on	stage	is	a
luminous	being	–	full	of	light.	Lighter	and	brighter	for



having	turned	suffering	into	joy,	bliss	and	success.
The	audience	is	moved	to	cheers	and	tears	of	gratitude.

Because,	despite	the	craziness,	the	muttering,	the
incessant	sniffing	that	marks	today’s	performance,	and	the
strange	appearance	at	interval	of	Helfgott	naked	to	the
waist	running	out	on	stage,	he	is	teaching	us	through	his
poignant	vulnerability	about	hope.
The	concert	ends.	Helfgott	is	bouncing	about	with	glee.
I	tell	his	wife	the	alchemical,	spiritual	effect	he’s	had

on	me.	She	nods.‘David	is	pure	love	and	joy,’	she	smiles.
His	gift	is	not	just	the	music	but	how	he	can	move	and
uplift	audiences	by	giving	so	much	of	himself.
‘Come,	let	me	introduce	you.’	And	as	she	does	Helfgott

falls	into	my	arms,	deeply,	warmly,	tenderly.	He	plants
his	wet	lips	on	mine	and	smiles	at	me	through	magical,
squinting	eyes,	innocent	and	disarming	as	a	child.	Then
he	hugs	me	again,	pressing	his	fragile	body	into	mine.
As	I	hold	him	trembling	in	my	arms,	I	finally	hear	what

he’s	been	saying.	I’ve	heard	the	sounds	before.	It’s	the
language	of	the	human	heart.	The	language	of	love.	And
the	beauty	of	it	suddenly	makes	me	cry.



The	Scar

I	spent	time	over	New	Year	with	a	woman	who’d	had	her
breast	removed	due	to	breast	cancer.
Unlike	many	women	she	elected	not	to	have	breast

reconstruction	surgery,	opting	instead	simply	to	live	with
her	scar.	Nor	is	she	prepared	to	wear	any	padded	bra	or
loose-fitting	tops.	In	fact,	she	arrived	at	a	party	wearing	a
tight	top	which	greatly	accentuated	the	absence	of	her
breast.
Being	an	avid	student	of	human	nature	my	curiosity

was	aroused	by	this	unusual	behaviour.	I	told	her	that	I
thought	she	was	enormously	brave	going	out	in	public	in
this	unconventional	way.	And	I	asked	her	how	it	made	her
feel.
She	threw	back	her	head	and	laughed.	‘Oh,	I	am	very

proud	of	my	war	wound,’	she	said.‘Did	you	know	the
Amazon	women	used	to	cut	off	their	left	breast	so	they
could	hold	the	bow	and	arrow	against	their	chest	bones
and	fight	with	the	strength	and	steadiness	of	men?
‘I	feel	like	a	warrior	woman.This	is	the	sacrifice	I’ve

made	in	my	fight	against	cancer.And	I	like	to	show	it	off.
So	many	of	us	feel	we	have	to	cover	our	scars,	our	war
wounds,	the	signs	of	a	life	well	lived,	a	life	that	has	been



marked	by	falls	and	broken	bones	and	broken	hearts,
smile	lines,	frown	lines,	the	time	we	crashed	our	bicycle.
But	I	think	the	scars	we	see	on	people	are	beautiful.
‘They	are	our	stories	and	our	memories.They	are	the

disaster	we	lived	through	and	survived.We	lived	to	tell
another	tale.And	we	can	be	more	compassionate	as	a
result	of	our	wound.	And	people	can	approach	us	because
we	look	imperfect	and	truthful	and	real.	I	have	never
understood	why	people	need	to	go	and	get	their	battle
scars	and	wrinkles	lifted	and	tucked,	when	it’s	a	far	braver
and	richer	declaration	to	show	them	off.’
My	mouth	fell	open.	I	was	truly	inspired.	And	I	thought

of	a	beautiful	woman	I	know	with	a	prominent	gash
across	her	forehead.	She	too	wears	it	with	dignity.	She
could	easily	have	a	fringe	but	chooses	to	allow	the	scar	to
speak	of	the	accident	that	she	had,	and	of	how	destiny
changed	and	deepened	her.	I’ve	never	had	the	courage	to
ask	her	why,	but	now	I	understand.
‘When	you	see	your	scar,	when	you	look	in	the	mirror

and	really	see	it,	you	suddenly	want	to	offer	thanks	to	it
for	the	lesson	it	has	given	you,’	the	woman	said.	‘The
lesson	I	learned	was	humility	–	not	to	take	my	existence
for	granted,	not	to	love	impatiently	or	without
consideration	for	the	temporary	nature	of	existence.	My
scar	is	my	teacher	and	I’m	grateful	for	it.’
As	she	spoke,	I	thought	about	the	world	and	the	scar



that	has	been	left	on	the	New	York	landscape	and	on	our
souls	in	the	wake	of	September	11.We	in	the	west	have
been	forced	to	understand	what	those	in	the	east	have
always	known:	that	life	is	not	to	be	taken	for	granted,	that
our	notion	of	safety	and	permanence,	the	ongoing
longevity	of	our	loved	ones,	or	indeed	the	world	as	we
know	it,	is	built	on	shifting	sands.
Interestingly,	there’s	been	a	rush	on	dating	agencies	in

New	York	since	the	terrorist	attacks	with	people	saying
they	realise	that	life	is	short	and	they	want	to	stop
behaving	as	if	it’ll	go	on	forever	–	they	want	to	make	life
rich	and	meaningful	by	experiencing	love	at	the	deepest
levels	before	time	runs	out.
Like	my	friend’s	breast	wound,	the	scar	on	the

American	landscape	is	a	powerful	symbol	of	our	fragility
and	of	the	beauty	of	being	alive	each	and	every	second.	It
honours	the	sacrifice	of	life	made	and	stands	as	a	chilling
reminder	of	the	preciousness	of	existence	for	those	of	us
left	unscathed.
And	ultimately	my	friend	in	her	tight	top	is	right.	There

is	a	profound	sacredness	in	our	scars,	in	the	damage	and
sacrifice	our	bodies	endure,	which	helps	us	to	be	present
for	other	people’s	pain	and	at	the	same	time	to	be	fully
present	for	our	own	joy.
In	our	personal	lives	we	do	earn	many	of	the	wrinkles

and	the	imperfections	that	line	our	skins	and	mark	our



bodies,	and	sometimes	even	our	diseases.We	should
embrace	ourselves	and	our	decisions	with	abundant
acceptance.
I	think	it’s	a	powerful	time	in	our	collective	histories	to

rise	like	the	Phoenix	from	the	ashes	of	our	personal	and
global	scars.
To	live	not	from	denial	or	cover-up,	but	from	passion.

To	remember	always	that	we	only	have	a	temporary	visa
to	walk	on	this	planet.To	dance	as	if	no	one	is	watching,
to	love	and	live	this	moment	as	if	it	were	our	last.



The	Secret	Life	of	Socks:	Part	II

My	favourite	stories	always	include	an	element	of
magic.This	one	is	full	of	the	wacky,	wonderful,	unseen
forces	that	mark	our	lives.
I	recently	went	to	a	medical	conference	in	Noosa	with

two	of	my	best	friends	who	are	involved	in	the	production
of	natural	medicines.That	night	we	went	out	on	the	town,
celebrating	life.
The	jaunt	exhausted	my	girlfriend	and	me.	Back	at	the

hotel	suite	we	could	barely	keep	our	eyes	open	as	we
prepared	for	bed.	But	it	had	the	opposite	effect	on	her
husband.	He	had	become	over-stimulated	and	could	be
heard	prowling	around	between	the	two	rooms,	opening
and	closing	the	refrigerator,	going	to	the	toilet,	trying	to
read.
‘Shhhh,’	I	heard	her	angrily	chastise	him	from	her

room.Then	he	was	in	the	lounge-room	where	I	was	on	the
sofa-bed.	‘Shhhh,’	I	heard	myself	call	out	from	a	deep
sleep	as	he	fiddled	with	magazines	on	the	table	near	me
and	turned	on	a	light	to	read.	It	was	3	a.m.	and,	with	no
chance	of	being	allowed	to	make	noise,	he	finally	made
an	executive	decision	–	to	go	for	a	long	walk.
Out	into	the	night	he	went.	It	was	a	cold	night,	so	he



wrapped	himself	up	in	a	coat	and	put	on	a	scarf	and	shoes.
But	in	his	eagerness	to	get	out	before	he	had	a	book
thrown	at	his	head,	he	forgot	to	put	on	socks.
The	hotel	was	on	the	banks	of	a	river	which	burgeoned

out	into	rainforest.	He	began	walking,	intoxicated	with	the
wonderment	of	the	moon	shimmering	on	the	water,	the
song	of	the	river	birds,	the	cries	of	the	wild.	‘It	was	a
spiritual	experience	out	there	alone,	walking	for	miles	in
the	frosty	air.	I	felt	so	inspired,’	he	would	tell	us.	Until
bad	luck	struck.
He	noticed	his	right	sole	getting	sore	from	the	rubbing

leather.	Then	he	noticed	that	the	other	foot	was
blistering.Then	he	began	limping	a	little,	trying	to	tolerate
the	discomfort	which	was	growing	into	a	burning
sensation	all	over	his	feet.	‘I’d	better	get	back,’	he
thought,	turning	towards	the	hotel.	But	he	had	walked	for
over	an	hour	in	his	bliss,	and	each	step	he	took	towards
home	was	agony.
‘I	was	alone	in	the	middle	of	nowhere,	in	pain,	unable

to	walk	another	step,’	he	said,	recounting	his	story	to	us
that	morning.	‘It	was	too	cold	to	take	off	my	shoes.	So	I
began	imagining	a	nice,	white,	fluffy	pair	of	socks.The
way	Petrea	King	had	told	us	to	do.’
Earlier	that	day,	in	the	seminar	we	attended,	health

educator	Petrea	King,	who	had	recovered	from	life-
threatening	leukaemia,	talked	about	the	power	of	positive



thought.	Particularly	of	manifesting	–	creating	a	visual
image	of	what	it	is	we	most	want,	conjuring	up	the	smell
of	it,	the	feel,	the	realness,	so	our	bodies	produce
chemicals	that	flood	our	systems	in	anticipation	of	it,	thus
setting	strange,	wonderful	forces	in	motion	that	support
our	belief.	In	other	words,	we	so	believe	we	are	going	to
get	it	that	we	create	behaviour	–	or	attract	opportunities
and	guidance	–	that	will	better	help	us	towards	that	goal.
New	Age	guru	Dr	Deepak	Chopra	calls	it	‘Synchro-

destiny’,	which	I	have	written	about	earlier:	the	concept
being	that	when	we	are	truly	in	a	state	of	creativity	around
our	goal	we	can	bring	various	forces	of	Fate	upon	us	that
aid	the	outcome.
And	so,	full	of	the	power	of	positive	thought,	my

friend,	the	intrepid	explorer,	put	his	mind	not	to	the
healing	of	cancer,	nor	the	saving	of	the	world,	but	to
conjuring	up	a	simple	pair	of	socks.
Before	long	he	saw	something	gleaming	at	the	river’s

edge.	Even	though	it	was	off	his	path,	he	said	he	knew	to
walk	the	distance	around	the	clump	of	trees	and	rocks	to
get	to	it.	Sure	enough,	it	was	a	bin	–	an	unlocked	Lifeline
bin,	on	the	river	of	Noosaville.
‘I	knew	I	had	been	guided	to	this	bin	for	a	reason.’	It

was	filled	with	black	plastic	bags,	which	would	have	been
impossible	to	open.	But	on	top,	right	under	his	nose,was	a
packet	of	new,	never-opened	white	men’s	socks.	He



opened	the	packet	and	put	the	socks	on.They	fitted
perfectly,	and	he	came	marching	home	so	excited	with	his
ability	to	manifest	that	he	woke	the	two	of	us	up	early
with	his	tale.
Far	from	being	angry	at	being	woken,we	loved	the

story	of	him	stealing	from	the	Lifeline	bin	under	the	guise
of	‘spirituality’	so	much	that	we	fell	about	laughing	till
our	sides	ached.
This	may	not	be	a	very	deep	story.	In	fact,	it	may	leave

some	people	aghast	(‘I’m	donating	a	cheque	of	$100	to
Lifeline	in	exchange,’	promises	my	friend).	However,	it
certainly	gives	one	hope	that	we	have	hidden	talents	to
create	or	attract	what	we	need	on	the	path	of	life	–	if	only
we	are	prepared	to	believe.



Being	Alone

I	have	come	to	hear	the	wonderful	Tenzin	Palmo	–	the
Englishwoman	turned	Buddhist	nun	who	secluded	herself
for	twelve	years	in	a	remote	cave	13,200	feet	up	in	the
Himalayas,	in	search	of	enlightenment.	She	is	speaking
about	how	she	had	turned	adversity	into	spiritual	triumph.
She	is	in	Australia	for	only	a	short	time	and	I’m

desperate	to	learn	the	lesson	she	has	brought	here:	how	to
embrace,	rather	than	seek	to	escape,	the	hardships	and
difficulties	of	life.
Hers	is	an	amazing	story	of	endurance,	of	coping	alone,

cut	off	from	the	world	by	mountains	and	snow,	of	dealing
with	near-starvation,	bitter	cold,	wild	animals	and
avalanches.
I’ve	come	an	hour	early	to	ensure	that	I	get	a	good	spot

from	which	to	hear	her	words	of	inspiration.	But	there’s
hardly	a	square	foot	on	the	floor	of	the	hall	free	from
human	bodies.
I	make	my	way	through	the	crossed-legged	throng,	all

looking	very	eastern	in	coloured	clothes	and	facial
jewellery,	trying	to	find	somewhere	to	sit.	Finally	I	wedge
my	bottom	between	two	life-forms.	People	start	to	push
into	me.	‘Ouch,’	I	moan,	getting	squished,	prodded,



jabbed.
‘Please	practise	compassion,’	says	one	of	the	organisers

over	the	microphone.	‘Make	room	for	other	people,’	she
says,	as	I	try	to	be	calm,	try	to	be	kind.	But	with	more	and
more	people	streaming	into	the	hall,	it	seems	there	are
going	to	be	some	very	intimate	moments.
‘Ouch,’	a	musical	instrument	presses	into	my	spine,	a

shoe	knees	me,	a	duffle	bag	swipes	me	over	the	head.
Moans	are	heard	as	toes	are	being	trampled.	Eyes	are
being	gouged.
Hardship.	It	is	the	healing	way.Without	difficulties,

problems,	obstacles	there	is	no	potential	to	evolve
according	to	Tenzin	Palmo	(formerly	Diane	Perry),	who
talks	about	this	in	the	bestselling	book	written	about	her
life:	Cave	in	the	Snow,	by	Vicki	Mackenzie.
‘Please	all	stand	up	and	move	forward,’	the	organiser

implores.	‘Share	your	space.’
We	move	forward	into	impossibly	tight	spaces.	I	can

hardly	breath	for	the	smell	of	pungent	geranium	oil	and
stale	incense	dousing	the	hair	and	clothes	of	those	around
me.And	just	when	my	suffering	becomes	too	much,
someone	takes	off	their	shoes.	The	smell	of	stinky	feet
mingled	with	perfume	is	knocking	me	out.
‘What	can	I	learn	from	this	difficult	experience?’	I

ponder,	in	a	bid	to	turn	adversity	into	spiritual	triumph.



Because	I’m	feeling	bad	about	feeling	bad.
Tenzin	Palmo	lived	in	a	tiny,	barren	cave.	She	slept	in	a

traditional	meditation	box,	three	feet	square,	never	lying
down	for	over	a	decade.‘Is	it	too	much	to	ask	yourself	to
sit	still	for	two	seconds?’	I	yell	at	myself	inside	my	head.
The	woman	next	to	me	is	meditating.	Making	low

vibrating	noises	with	her	throat	as	she	chants	herself	into
a	non-aware	state.	She	looks	ecstatic,	inwardly	happy,
until	someone	kicks	her	in	the	kidney.
Ten	minutes	go	by.	My	legs	are	numb.	My	feet	are

dead.	People	start	stomping	to	get	rid	of	the	pins	and
needles.Twenty	minutes.	People	around	are	slapping
themselves	to	increase	the	circulation.	Thirty	minutes,	and
people	start	to	slap	each	other.
Just	joking,	but	I	do	fear	that	if	we	have	to	wait	any

longer	there	might	be	a	scrum	over	those	four-inch	spots.
How	long	can	the	human	being	rise	above	it	all?
Finally	Tenzin	Palmo	arrives.	A	Buddhist	nun	since	the

1960s,	and	in	Australia	to	raise	awareness	and	money	for
a	convent	she	is	setting	up	for	women	in	the	Tibetan
region,	she	begins	talking	slowly,	thoughtfully,	about	her
life.
Her	teachings	are	profound.	That	as	humans	we	often

behave	like	animals,	questing	after	pleasure,	wanting	to
be	comfortable	in	our	chair,	wanting	to	have	sex	and	food,



be	cuddled	and	stroked.	We	fear	discomfort	and	suffering,
and	yet	they	are	out	greatest	teachers.
Growth	is	what	we	are	here	for.	Suffering	helps	us

evolve.We	can	be	happy	in	a	cave,	or	in	a	crowd,	once	we
have	embraced	this	truth	because	we	see	every	experience
as	helping	us	on	the	path	to	inner	wisdom.
I	want	to	nod,	but	fear	I’d	head-butt	the	woman	in	front

who	has	a	sharp	chopstick	sticking	out	of	her	hair.
And	suddenly	I	get	a	profound	insight	–	that	small

hardship	is	very	undervalued;	that	big	suffering	(war,
famine,	disease,	earthquake)	always	gets	big	press.	Even
our	bodies	rally	to	help	us	cope	with	the	big	‘S’,	emitting
heavy-duty,	fight-or-flight	hormones.	Our	friends	rally,
we	pray	to	God,	who	occasionally	sends	down	an	angel	to
help	us	through.
But	no	one	has	any	sympathy	or	time	for	the	little

sufferings	caused	by	noisy	neighbours,	congested	buses,
home	renovators	who	drill	on	the	weekends,	lawnmowers,
traffic	lights.	Being	crammed	into	the	sardine-can	of	life
with	snoring,	snorting	human	beings	with	stinky	feet.
Yet	this	is	the	suffering	that	afflicts	most	of	us	most	of

the	time.	Like	the	horrible	suffering	we	have	to	endure	at
the	picture	theatre	when	people	start	chomping	on	Jaffas.
Or	when	a	woman	with	very	big	hair	and	a	hat	on	top	sits
in	front	of	us,	and	the	sheer	strength	of	character	it	takes



to	stop	from	pulling	her	hat	off	and	yelling:‘What	sort	of
selfish	cow	wears	a	hat	to	a	movie?’
Almost	reading	my	mind,	the	marvellous	Tenzin	Palmo

tells	the	story	of	a	famous	French	nun	who	went	to	live	in
a	monastery	but	passionately	hated	one	of	the	other	nuns
who	kept	making	bizarre	clicking	noises	with	her	tongue.
The	sound	was	so	insistent	that	the	nun	believed	she

couldn’t	cope.	But,	instead	of	committing	strangulation,
she	befriended	the	woman,	gave	her	gifts,	opened	her
heart.	As	a	result	she	cared	more	about	the	woman,	felt
great	pity,	and	the	annoyance	bothered	her	less	and	less.
Her	hardship	taught	her	tolerance,	love,	compassion.	It

was	a	gift,	not	a	curse,	because	it	helped	her	grow,	says
Tenzin	Palmo	watching	the	throng	elbowing	each	other	in
the	ribs.
At	the	end	of	the	talk	everybody	files	up	to	the	stage	to

get	more	insight	into	a	woman	who	has	truly	chosen	to
expose	herself	to	untold	deprivation.
My	turn	comes.	Her	eyes	are	huge,	pale-green	pools	of

serenity.	She	has	transcended	irritation.	A	question	is
burning	in	my	mind.	As	a	hugely	social	creature,	I	must
know	the	answer:	‘Didn’t	you	ever	hate	being	alone?’
Tenzin	Palmo	smiles	warmly.‘No,	never,	never,’	she

says,	shaking	her	head.‘Never!’
Looking	around	the	room,	and	pulling	the	chopstick	out



of	my	forehead,	I	readily	understand	what	she	means.



Snake	Oil

It	sits	in	the	middle	of	the	table,	the	bottle	containing	the
offending	creature,	as	a	group	of	us	poke	and	stare	at
it.‘Ooooh	yuck,	echhhh’	can	be	heard	erupting.‘Not	while
we’re	eating,	take	it	away!’
It’s	a	simple	gift	a	girlfriend	has	brought	back	from

Vietnam	–	a	novelty	item	for	us	in	Australia,	but
apparently	a	common	remedy	sold	on	every	street	corner
there.
Snake	oil.	Real	snake	oil.	Bright	yellow	liquid	in	a

beautifully	shaped	bottle.	But	in	the	centre	of	the	bottle,	a
small	pickled	cobra	curled	round	and	round,	neck	and
upper	body	propped	up	by	a	few	herbs,	its	long,	forked
tongue	hanging	limply	from	its	mouth.
I	am	fascinated,	compelled.	I	keep	picking	up	the

bottle,	tipping	it	this	way	and	that	to	see	if	the	head
moves,	intrigued	by	the	fan	shape	of	the	neck	I	have	seen
on	deadly	snakes	in	Westerns.	The	fluid	looks	lethal.
‘What	are	you	supposed	to	do	with	the	stuff?’	I	ask,

watching	pieces	of	chilli	float	about	like	snow	in
paperweights.
‘You	drink	it,’	my	girlfriend	says.	‘It	apparently	has



great	curative	and	aphrodisiac	properties.’
I	can	understand	why	certain	people	would	believe

it,why	in	the	Orient	the	shamanically	inclined	would	want
to	ingest	the	great	serpent	spirit:	poisonous,	powerful,
potent.
‘Yuck,	drink	it?	No	way,’	someone	says,	as	the	protests

start	up	again.	My	daughter	is	horrified.‘Poor	snake!’	she
says,	triggering	my	own	sense	of	pity	for	the	creature.
The	bottle	continues	to	sit	in	the	middle	of	the	table	as

we	eat	sushi.	Other	people	return	to	chatting	but	I	can’t
help	pondering	on	the	snake.	We	can	eat	one	slithery,
slippery	thing,	yet	not	another.	It’s	all	a	matter	of
conditioning.
‘Are	you	going	to	drink	it?’	someone	asks	the	man	it

was	given	to.
‘Sure.	I	will	one	day	when	I’m	feeling	brave.’
‘I	wonder	what	the	effect	would	be?’	I	say.‘Would	you

get	stoned	or	drunk	on	the	traces	of	venom?	Would	you
get	high?’
I	feel	the	snake	spirit	stirring	inside	of	me.	As	I	have

mentioned	before,	in	India	it	is	believed	that	energy	is
represented	in	the	human	body	as	kundalini,	a	symbolic
serpent	coiled	at	the	base	of	the	spine.Would	the	snake	oil
stimulate	that	sacred	life-force?
My	heart	starts	racing.



‘Let’s	open	it.	Let’s	all	do	it	together,	take	a	swig,’	I
dare,	gallantly.
Everyone	starts	laughing.	I	am	half-joking,	but	there	is

a	part	of	me	that	isn’t.The	part	that	wants	to	give	it	a	go.
It’s	the	part	that	has	pushed	me	forward	all	my	life.	On	to
the	highest	rides	even	though	I’m	afraid	of	heights,	into
war	zones,	into	wonderful	mischief.	It	suddenly	rouses
itself	from	behind	a	rock	where	it	has	been	sleeping,
curled	and	dormant.
My	friend	opens	the	bottle	and	hands	it	to	me.
‘You	first!’	he	says.	I	take	a	sniff.	It’s	revolting,	salty,

smelly,	a	bit	like	decay,	a	bit	like	rotten	fish.The	snake
eyes,	all	white	from	death,	stare	at	me.	I	heave,	pushing
the	bottle	back.
‘No,	you	go	first!’
There	is	stunned	silence.	He	sniffs	the	potion,	screws

up	his	face	and	brings	the	bottle	to	his	lips.Then	down	it
goes.
‘Ooooooh,	mmmm	.	.	.	interesting,	hot,	chilli,	bit	like

fish,	strange,’	he	says,	as	the	rest	of	us	wince.The	woman
who	gave	him	the	gift	gets	excited.
‘My	go,’	she	says	and	takes	it	bravely,	sniffs,	winces

and	down	the	hatch.	Another	friend	takes	a	swig	and
starts	gagging,	running	over	to	the	grass.
‘It’s	disgusting.	Errrr	I	think	I	swallowed	its	eye	.	.	.No,



it’s	a	chilli	.	.	.	errrrrr!’	she	splutters	as	the	bottle	is	passed
to	me.
I	feel	ill	just	looking	at	it.Therapists	believe	we	only

grow	when	we	push	ourselves	out	of	familiar	terrain,	out
of	our	comfort	zone,	when	we	take	risks	and	move
boundaries.
I	tell	myself	that	I	have	become	too	safe,	too

comfortable.Time	for	a	new	‘trial-by-fire’.	I	eyeball	the
beast.With	my	friend	still	gagging,	I	bring	the	bottle	to
my	lips.	I	can	see	the	snake	head	moving.	Now	that	the	oil
has	gone	down,	the	torso	is	a	bit	floppy.	I	don’t	want	the
head	to	touch	my	lips.	Bile	comes	up	my	throat.	I	hear	my
favourite	mantra	in	my	head:	‘Feel	the	fear	and	do	it
anyway!’
And	there	it	is	–	a	mouthful	of	snake	oil:warm,	fishy,

sickly,	spicy,	sliding	down	my	throat.	I	wipe	my	mouth,
put	the	bottle	down	and	swallow	again.
‘Yay,’	a	few	people	cheer.	I	take	a	swig	of	champagne

and	sit	quietly	with	myself	for	a	while,	contemplating	my
efforts	and	waiting	for	the	effects	of	‘essence	of	cobra’	to
kick	in.
The	effect	is	immediate.	I	feel	powerful,	alive,	strong.

Kundalini	has	awoken.	I	glare	at	my	daughter	with	a
‘you’d-better-get-to-bed-on-time-tonight’	kinda	look.
My	life-force	is	surging	through	my	veins.	Because	we



become	so	potent	and	virile	when	we	drink	of	the	magic
elixir:	a	sacred	potion	called	‘courage’.



GuRuth

In	the	west	we	have	therapists.	In	the	east	they	have
gurus.	‘Guru’.	The	word	means	teacher,	or	literally
someone	who	takes	us	from	the	dark	into	the	light.
Since	the	hippy	1960s,	when	the	Beatles	named	the

Maharishi	as	their	guru,	it’s	been	popular	for	westerners
to	go	to	India	in	search	of	their	spiritual	master.
In	keeping	with	this	tradition,	I’ve	decided	to	make	a

pilgrimage	through	Mother	India,	to	check	out	the
plethora	of	modern	gurus	offering	their	wisdom	to	those
drifting	around	the	sub-continent	in	search	of	meaning.
Starting	in	Mumbai	(Bombay)	I	make	my	way	down

south	to	the	tip	of	India	using	the	Lonely	Planet	tourist
bible	as	my	guide.	It	lists	a	veritable	Who’s	Who	of
spiritual	leaders	and	ashrams	as	testimony	to	the	fact	that
most	westerners	are	as	keen	to	see	them	as	temples	and
museums.
I	travel	by	train	to	my	first	destination,	Pune

(pronounced	‘Poo-na’),	home	of	the	famous	Osho
commune.	Although	the	Bhagwan	(leader	of	the	‘Orange
People’)	is	long	dead,	his	spirit	is	still	very	much	alive,
and	his	teaching	propagated	through	video	clips	that	bring
him	back	to	life	each	day.



As	the	Lonely	Planet	guide	explains,	Bhagwan	Shree
Rajneesh,	or	‘Osho’,	was	one	of	India’s	most	popular	and
flamboyant	export	gurus	and	without	doubt	the	most
controversial.What	particularly	outraged	his	Indian	critics
was	his	advocacy	of	sex	as	a	path	to	enlightenment.
Similarly,	his	much-publicised	fleet	of	Rolls	Royces
raised	eyebrows	in	the	USA	where	he	had	set	up	an
ashram	in	Oregon.
Finally	fined	and	deported,	he	returned	to	Pune	where

his	commune	still	thrives	after	his	death	in	1990,	a	sort	of
spiritual	‘Disneyland’	offering	a	host	of	New	Age	and
meditation	courses.	I	have	always	been	a	fan	of	the
Bhagwan.	His	books	and	ideas	on	sexuality	are	genuinely
inspirational.	However,	courses	are	expensive	and	visitors
are	required	to	purchase	three	uniforms	and	have	an	on-
the-spot	AIDS	test	before	entry.
Not	what	I’m	looking	for.	So	I	end	up	at	the	nearby

Ramamani	Iyengar	Memorial	Yoga	Institute	where
seekers	are	drawn	to	the	serious	study	of	Hatha	yoga
under	the	watchful	eye	of	the	legendary	yoga	teacher	BKS
Iyengar.	The	great	Iyengar,	author	of	Light	on	Yoga,
revolutionised	yoga	in	the	1950s	with	his	vigorous
physical	therapies.
But	the	Grand	Master,	who	is	worth	crossing	oceans	to

see,	is	sadly	not	home.	He	is	in	Mumbai	to	launch	a	new
book.



So	with	one	guru	dead	and	another	not	home,	I	make
my	way	to	Bangalore	to	locate	a	guru	many	hail	as	the
new	Jesus	Christ:	Sri	Sathya	Sai	Baba.
There’s	no	mistaking	which	guru	we	are	visiting.	The

shops	outside	the	ashram	are	filled	with	millions	of
photos	of	the	man	whose	trademark	is	a	huge	halo	of
black,	afro-style,	frizzy	hair,	and	who	like	Osho	has	been
dogged	by	controversy.
Those	who	follow	him,	including	tens	of	thousands	of

Indians,	say	he	can	perform	miracles.	A	video	clip	of	Sai
Baba	making	an	endless	stream	of	ash	fall	from	an
allegedly	empty	pot,	is	displayed	by	earnest	volunteers	to
convince	tourists	that	Baba	is	God.
I’m	eager	to	witness	the	power	of	Baba	in	person.	But

alas,	after	the	entry	saga	of	having	bags	searched,	shoes
removed,	camera	confiscated,	I	discover	that	he	is	at	his
Puttaparthi	ashram	in	a	neighbouring	state.
Travelling	by	houseboat	down	the	backwaters	of

Kerala,	I	set	out	to	visit	the	Matha	Amrithanandamayi
ashram,	residence	of	one	of	India’s	few	female	gurus.
Known	as	the	Hugging	Mother,Amma	or	Ammachi,	she
is	famed	for	her	charity	work,	which	has	included
providing	25,000	houses	for	the	poor.	Her	followers	claim
she	is	the	embodiment	of	Shakti	–	Mother	Goddess.
Ma	is	well	regarded	by	world	institutions.	Her	face	is



kind.	I’m	genuinely	eager	to	see	her.	But	it	is	not	to	be.
Mum	is	not	home	either.	She’s	away	in	Europe.
And	so	it	goes,	as	I	make	my	way	to	many	places:‘Out

to	lunch’;	‘Back	in	five’;	‘Don’t	call	us,	we’ll	call	you’;
‘Now	gone	but	not	forgotten’.
Finally	back	in	Mumbai	to	catch	my	plane	out,	I

discover	one	popular	guru	who	is	home.The	down-to-
earth,	respected	Ramesh	S.	Balsekar.
Ramesh	was	the	general	manager	for	the	Bank	of	India

in	Mumbai.	After	retirement	he	found	enlightenment
through	his	guru,	master	Nisargadatta	Maharaj.	Since	then
he’s	been	teaching	inner	peace.
In	a	modest	apartment,	a	throng	of	western	disciples	sit

at	his	feet.The	rickety	elevator	plays	the	lambada	in	piped
muzak,	which	can	be	heard	from	inside	the	cramped	flat
every	time	someone	comes	or	goes.
Grey-haired,	smiling,	unassuming,	Ramesh	tells	us	that

everything	that	happens	to	us	is	the	will	of	God.We	are	all
just	part	of	God’s	dream.Acceptance	of	Fate,	total
surrender,	is	the	only	way	forward.
‘But	if	free	will	is	an	illusion,	what	then	is	the	purpose

of	life?’	I	ask.
He	laughs	heartily	at	my	frowning	face.‘None.	So	just

make	one	up!’
And	there	it	is.	I	have	journeyed	far	to	arrive	at	the



same	place	I	started	from.The	self.The	inner	guru	in	us
all.

We	shall	not	cease	from	exploration
And	the	end	of	all	our	exploring
Will	be	to	arrive	where	we	started
And	know	the	place	for	the	first	time.
																																–	‘Little	Gidding’,T.	S.	Eliot

I	make	up	that	love,	friendship	and	family	are	the
meaning	of	life,	proclaim	myself	GuRuth,	and	head
happily	for	home.
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