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To Matt and Celeste, for always finding me




PROLOGUE

What Was Lost

I was standing in my kitchen wondering what to have for lunch when my friend Taj called.

“Sit down,” she said.

I thought she was going to tell me she had just gotten the haircut from hell. I laughed and said, “It can’t be that bad.”

But it was. Before the phone call I had thirty years of retirement savings in a “safe” fund with a brilliant financial guru. When I put down the phone, my savings were gone and my genius financial guru, Bernie Madoff, was in handcuffs. I felt as if I had died and, for some unknown reason, was still breathing.

Since Madoff’s arrest on charges of running a sixty-five-billion-dollar Ponzi scheme, I’ve read many articles about how we Madoff investors should have known what was going on, how believing in Madoff was no different from believing there  were WMD in Iraq. And I wish I could say I had reservations about Madoff before “the Call.” I wish I could say I knew better about getting such consistently good returns, but I did not. Besides, everything I “knew better” about—stocks, smart financial advisers, real estate—had also proved disastrous: Our financial adviser embezzled a quarter of our money years ago, I lost another third in the stock market during the boom times, and we bought our house at the top of the market and sold at the bottom. Considering that, Madoff seemed like a respite—his fund showed occasional losses along with small, steady gains. (I’m keeping a list of people who want to be notified of our next investment so they can sprint in the other direction. Feel free to add your name.)
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It was always more important for me to find work that I loved than to be rich. I know this is an attitude that reflects enormous privilege, since so much of the world lives on less than a dollar a day and must concern itself with getting food. But I was (and still am) unspeakably fortunate: I’ve always had clean water, sweaters to spare, more than enough to eat.

Although my parents were so poor when they married that they ran out of food money each week by Saturday night, my father worked his way up the corporate ladder—and by the time I was fifteen, our main metric of worth, both in the community and with one another, was our collection of new, shiny things. Cars, shoes, popular people. But like many  baby boomers, I spent my college years protesting the Vietnam War, rejecting consumerism and various other activities (like hiring a plastic surgeon to break my nose so that it could look like everyone else’s) for the many iterations of “finding myself”: therapy, living in India, and meditation. In my late twenties, I spent a year washing dishes and being a maid at a local inn and two years as an avocado-and-cheese sandwich maker in a health-food store so that I could spend early mornings writing. After that, I started my first groups for compulsive eaters in my friends Harry and Sue’s house; since I was working as a nanny and living in the bedroom next to their two-year-old daughter, they gave me the use of their living room to begin what seemed like a far-fetched idea: meeting with women like me to explore our relationships to food and weight.

Was I able to reject the pursuit of shiny things because I knew that if I ran out of money or luck, my father could rescue me? I don’t know because I don’t know what it would have been like to grow up in any other family. What I do know is that I saw what money cost: parents who were cruel to each other; addiction to alcohol and drugs; infidelity; physical and sexual abuse; and self-loathing all around. It was impossible to know if the pursuit of more caused the wretchedness, but the connection between misery and money was scalded in my brain—as well as the need to find out if there was more to being alive than being rich and sleeping with your best friend’s wife or husband.
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During the first year I learned to meditate, my Buddhist teachers took our class to graveyards so we would viscerally understand that we would end up exactly like the people in the ground: dead, very dead. After those excursions, I’d wake up every day and ask myself what I would regret not doing if I died that day, that week, that year. The answers were always the same: figure out the meaning of life (if there was one) and find out why I was here. And write, always write. Making more than enough money wasn’t ever part of the mix.

Eventually, after a few years of teaching groups about compulsive eating and having my book proposal rejected by twenty-five publishers, an editor at Bobbs-Merrill accepted my first book. I spent the next ten years teaching workshops and writing more books, doing well enough financially to rent an apartment, drive a used Volvo, and buy as much chocolate as I wanted. In 1992, my fourth book sold enough copies in paperback to spend two weeks on the New York Times best-seller list, and when I received the check for this windfall—$106,000—it was like getting a paper bag filled with Monopoly money. I had no idea what to do with it, no way of relating to the fact that I was now one of the ones with money that I didn’t like, didn’t trust. Or, as James Grant, editor of Grant’s Interest Rate Observer, says, “Insofar as there is a lesson in history, it’s that human beings are not good with large sums of money, anything over $136.”

Up to that moment, I had had the luxury of not paying  much attention to money, partly because I was making enough to pay my bills, after which I’d put what was left over in a savings account, and partly because I had met and married my partner, Matt, and I relegated the money part of our lives to him. He made more money than I—enough to put a down payment on a small house in Berkeley—and I assumed that people who could afford to buy a house knew what they were doing in the financial arena. Not only did I feel money dumb, but I also felt that focusing on money—either on ways to make more of it or on how and where to invest it—was complicated, shallow, and spiritually bankrupt. Although I wasn’t aware of this until recently, I didn’t believe that it was possible to be interested in consciousness and interested in money, to care about deforestation and care about money. I believed that any kind of awakening from what my teachers called samsara, or the delusion of conditioned reality, needed to be separate from money, as if money were as deadly as the plague and even thinking about it would lead me to being one of the bad guys. So I kept making choices based on my unconscious beliefs, and since those beliefs lumped being an aspirant of the contemplative life with remaining ignorant about money, I chose ignorance again and again. Since I couldn’t admit that I was making money and was, therefore, like all the moneyed people who I was convinced had no integrity, I just stopped thinking about it. And I stopped taking any responsibility for having it or deciding what to do about it.

When our sweet and very rich friend Richard told us  about a man named Bernie Madoff, with whom he and his family had been successfully invested for many years, we both assumed that Richard was brilliant (otherwise, how had he gotten so rich?) and that investing with Madoff through Richard’s family fund was simple, smart, and safe. So within a few years, we turned all our money—nearly a million dollars—over to Madoff. By giving someone else full responsibility for my money, my untarnished self-image could remain intact; I didn’t have to think about money or what to do with it: I had Richard, and Richard had Madoff.

Did I hear that diversification was smart? Absolutely. Did I choose to ignore that advice because I also got conflicting advice about Madoff being, as someone said, “the Jewish equivalent of T-bills”? Yes. I chose to find very smart people who (I thought) were as smart in their fields as I was in mine, and I chose to listen to them

Since the Call, I have chanted the mantra of How could you, why did you, what’s the matter with you? Another, even meaner version of this is It serves you right. You thought you were above it all, different from everyone else. Well, guess what, honey? You’re not. I have also been eager to blame someone else—anyone else—for the mess. Richard; my accountant, who encouraged me to put all my money in one place; my friends, who all did the same thing. Where does the blame end? My father valued the accumulation of wealth. He said it didn’t matter how I did it. But this was after forty members of his family were killed in Auschwitz and his motto became “God abandoned us. There is no such thing as  morality, and it’s every man for himself.” Do I blame my father, who has been dead for eight years? Or is it Hitler’s fault that I put my money into a Ponzi scheme?
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Unlike many people who lost everything with Madoff, and unlike so much of the world, I still have money to live day to day. I am still teaching, and I am still writing, and there is still nothing else I would rather do. But still. For weeks after the phone call, I went to sleep at night oscillating between ranting about Madoff and being terrified that we wouldn’t be able to keep our house. Then I realized that, for me, the real suffering was not living without money; it was living with this ranting mind. The financial and emotional devastation was horrible, but if I didn’t allow myself to actually feel it—rather than react to it by blaming myself or someone else—then I couldn’t learn what there was to learn. I wouldn’t see, for instance, that I had participated in the fraud by being willing to close my eyes about what Madoff was doing. Or that I had pretended not to care about having money or where it was invested. Or the fact that I had been unconscious about money and had kept choosing to stay that way.

During the years we were invested with Madoff, I often asked Richard, the head of our feeder fund, how Madoff made such consistently good returns. Although Richard tried to explain it to me, it was clear he didn’t know either, because I’d leave our meetings still unable to explain to anyone else  how it worked. But that didn’t deter me. And so, rather than put my money where my values were—into real things, real people, real companies—I allowed myself to be part of this insane leveraging of money upon money. I allowed myself to be sucked into the belief that as long as I was donating money to charities, as long as I was doing good work in the world, it was fine to participate in a venture that was not contributing to anything in which I believed. I engaged in the money split to which we as a culture subscribe: We say we believe in wind energy, but we put our money into oil. We say we believe in education and health care, but we put our money into advanced weaponry. We say we want to stop violence, but we allow genocide in Darfur. Over and over again, I’ve asked myself: Why didn’t I secure the most basic of all things—shelter itself? Why didn’t I pay off my mortgage? And if I don’t engage in blame, I see the answer clearly: because I believed in something else more—I believed in remaining unconscious. And I believed in accumulating. And when you believe in accumulating, you see what you don’t have, not what you do have.

My relationship to money was no different from my relationship to food, to love, to fabulous sweaters: Because I was never aware of what I already had, I never felt as if I had enough. I was always focused on the bite that was yet to come, not the one in my mouth. I was focused on the way my husband wasn’t perfect, not the way he was. And on the jacket I saw in the window, not the one in my closet that I hadn’t worn for a year.

In thirty years of exploring compulsive eating, I kept learning  that it wasn’t about how much or how little I had on my plate or in my mouth. It wasn’t about how fattening pizza was or how many calories I burned during my aerobics workout. It wasn’t about the glycemic index or Weight Watchers points or the speed of my metabolism. The thing I kept seeing, the thing that changed everything, was that my problems with food weren’t about food. They weren’t about anything—not anything—out there. The problem was me. My mind, my beliefs, my conflicts, and how I expressed them in everything I did, particularly with the food on my plate and the size of my thighs. It was as if I walked through life as a hungry ghost—with, as the Buddhists say, “a mouth the size of a needle’s eye and a stomach the size of a mountain.” No matter how much I ate or had or experienced, it didn’t satisfy me because I wasn’t really taking it in, wasn’t absorbing it, wasn’t noticing or appreciating it. I always wanted more.

I never applied what I learned about food to money because it seemed as if it didn’t apply. Also, I was lazy. I didn’t want to work as hard with money as I did with food. I didn’t want yet another area of my life about which I needed to take responsibility and be aware. And money seemed to be concrete in a way that food wasn’t. Money seemed to be about survival in a way that food wasn’t. Money seemed to have certain rules—“Make more than you spend,” “Work hard and you’ll get far,” “Rich people are special”—that seemed unbendable, irrevocable. Problems with money really did seem to be “out there.” And even though I could name a parallel food rule I didn’t  believe for every money rule I did—“Fat makes you fat,” “Don’t eat after 7:00 P.M. or you’ll gain weight,” “Thin people are better than me”—I believed that money was real in a way that food wasn’t. Money was outside of me in a way that food wasn’t. Money needed to be handled on the external, not the internal, level in a way that food didn’t.

But after we lost our money, I saw that everything I was telling myself about money was just an excuse for me to continue being lazy, compulsive, and unconscious. I saw that there wasn’t a huge difference between problems with money and problems with food: Most of the world doesn’t have enough of either, but those of us who do seem to always want more and, for the most part, refuse to believe that the problems we are experiencing “out there” originate—and need to first be solved—“in here.” With our minds. Our conditioned patterns. Our old ways of believing and feeling and behaving.

Although I never would have chosen the path of losing our life savings, it is forcing me, in the way that my suffering around food forced me, to wake up, pay attention, question the automatic and reactive trance in which I usually live. When I wander into blame or fear (What if my husband or I get sick and we can’t pay the medical bills? What if there is an accident and we can’t work? What will we do when we get old?), I live in a hell created by my own mind. On this side of the loss, there is the necessity—the urgency—of staying in the moment. This breath. This step. This splash of sun. On the other side of loss, it seems that something priceless still remains.




PART I

The Way We Eat Is the Way We Spend




1

Only Kindness

Twenty minutes after Taj called to tell me that Madoff was a fraud and that our money was gone, I was still sitting on the couch when a stray thought flew by: Matt. I needed to tell my husband. Matt was sailing on a Russian icebreaker in Antarctica; he’d left a week before to romp with emperor penguins and old college friends and would be gone for two more weeks. I had a piece of paper with instructions about how to get in touch with him, but each of the three oceans he was sailing on had its own area code, and I had no idea where he was at the moment.

In the weeks leading to his departure, I had already been counting the days until he returned. I’d kept telling myself that it was good for us to be apart, that we missed each other when one of us was gone. Also that the chances of a big, terrible thing happening when he was away were  minimal: It was only three weeks, and many three-week segments had passed over the years without a disaster happening. I’d flipped through the usual catastrophes: his mother, my mother, car accidents, broken bones, sudden illnesses, nuclear bombs, asteroids colliding with the earth, a deadly strain of bird flu. None of them had included losing thirty years of life savings.

After finding the list of numbers, I took a chance on any old ocean, dialed, and asked to talk to Matt.

Static. Steps. Matt.

“Hello?” He sounded breathless, excited.

“Hi, honey,” I said.

“Is something wrong?” he asked.

“No one died,” I answered. And then, between the waves of silence and static, I said, “We’ve lost all our money. Madoff is in handcuffs. All these years, it’s been a fraud, a huge Ponzi scheme.”

Static. Silence. Static. Then: “Oh my God.”

I could hear his friend Robert, who’d also invested with Madoff, in the background. “What?” Robert said. “What is it? What happened?”

“It’s Madoff,” Matt said. “The money is gone. All of it.”

In the space of the oceans between us, Matt managed to say, “We’ll be okay, sweetheart. We will. I am not sure how, but we will be fine.”

Then Matt said, “Geneen?”

“Yes?”

“We have to get off the phone. We are no longer the kind of people who can afford to talk on ten-dollar-a-minute satellite phones.”

We laughed big, hiccuppy, staticky laughs. Then we cried. After that, we hung up. That phone call cost us a hundred dollars of money we no longer had.

Then I called my spiritual teacher Jeanne, with whom I had been working for fourteen years. “Madoff was arrested,” I blurted. “We’ve lost our life savings.”

Jeanne was silent. Finally she said, “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Geneen?” she said.

I didn’t answer.

“I know this is shocking. And you will probably need to spend some time crying and feeling angry and grieving. But I promise you that nothing of any value is lost.”

“How can you say that?” I asked with mounting panic. I was thinking to myself that now was definitely not the time to be spiritual. “Thirty years of life savings are gone. We’ll never get those years back. We’ll have to sell our house, move in with friends. We might be homeless, sick—and all without money.”

“I’m saying it because it’s true,” she said simply. As if reading my mind, she added, “If there ever is a time to remember what you value most, now is that time.”

Jeanne had never lied to me in fourteen years. I trusted her more than I trusted anyone on the earth, even Matt. “I believe  you,” I said, and then added, “sort of.” She told me she’d call me later, and we hung up.

I stood in the kitchen for what seemed like five years, a whole century. Not knowing what else to do, I called my friend Catherine and told her what happened. She gasped, “This is terrible. He’s a horrible excuse for a human being.”

“Yes,” I said. “Horrible.”

Catherine added, “But everything that matters is still here.”

It was maddening to be told that everything was still fine. That nothing of value was lost. That I still had what mattered. I was devastated by grief, frozen with shock. Here it was: the Catastrophe I’d been anticipating for fifty years, the One for which I’d been saving and protecting my money like my mother saved silk blouses. The End of Days had come, and it was now; the problem was that the disaster for which I’d been storing was the very one in which I’d lost what I’d been storing.

And it happened while Matt couldn’t get home, which underscored my second-biggest fear: being alone in a disaster and falling apart from the chaos and panic, not being able to tolerate the suffering around me or in my own mind.

I was still standing in the kitchen when Taj called back.

“We’re having a meeting tonight at my house. Many Madoff investors we know are coming. Bring something to eat; be here at seven.”

“Okay,” I muttered, grateful to have someone directing me what to do and where to go now. I didn’t know how much time  had passed since Taj had first called, but I couldn’t figure out why I should move, and my mind seemed to be frozen in place; it seemed as if I could have stood there all night long.

Then I remembered my friend Kim. In September, three months before Madoff confessed, she’d asked me what I thought she should do with the money from the sale of her house in Woodstock. Feeling incredibly wise and unbelievably helpful, I’d told her about Bernie Madoff, while warning her that she shouldn’t do anything on my recommendation alone. “I definitely don’t think you should put all your money in one place,” I’d added, “even though that’s exactly what we did.”

Kim had met with a colleague of Richard’s about joining a similar feeder fund and within two weeks had deposited all the money she had in a new Madoff account. Now it was gone.

“Kim?” I said when she picked up.

“Hi, Geneen. I’m on my way out. Can I call you back later?”

“I think you should hear this now. But it’s bad news, so I recommend that you sit down or do whatever you do when you are about to hear bad news.”

“With a lead-in like that, I’m glued to the phone. What is it?”

“Taj called. She told me that Madoff is a fraud and all the money—everyone’s money—is gone.”

“But that’s impossible,” she sputtered. “I just spoke to Joel [the feeder fund guy] yesterday, and he told me the money made six percent this year.”

“That was yesterday. Madoff confessed today to running a Ponzi scheme for the last few decades. He was just arrested.”

“But that just can’t be true. I have my statement right here.”

“I know, I know. I can’t believe it either. And I am so sorry for my part in getting you into this mess. Why don’t you come over when you’re done with whatever it is you were just about to do. We’ll talk, and we can go to the Madoff investors’ meeting that Taj is organizing tonight. You can spend the night.”

“I have no money. That was it, all I had,” Kim said. Then, “I’ll be there in an hour.”

After hanging up the phone, I still couldn’t move. I felt as if a bomb had crashed through my chest and left me in pieces, but my body was still intact. A hummingbird whizzed by. Then I thought of a poem that I’d once read by Naomi Shihab Nye called “Kindness.” I couldn’t recall any of the lines, but I remembered the word sorrow, and I remembered something about losing what you saved and that kindness was prominent, was, in this poem, the outcome of devastation.

Kindness.

I said the word to the stove, the walls, the refrigerator. The sound it made, the feeling of it in my mouth, made me want to cry.

Suddenly, I didn’t want to do anything but read that poem. I took a step with my right leg; it was stiff. Then I took another step, and another. I opened the back door, walked out to my writing studio, opened the door. There was my desk, with the papers near my computer in the same place I’d left them before I went into the house for lunch. The  butter-colored flowers on the carpet were still there; the picture of Matt and me at a party was displayed innocently on my desk. A mug of cold tea was sitting on a beaded white coaster next to my keyboard. How could those things still be here? How could everything, even the walls, look the same when nothing was?

I found the “Kindness” poem.

Before you know what kindness really is 
you must lose things, 
feel the future dissolve in a moment 
like salt in a weakened broth. 
What you held in your hand, 
what you counted and carefully saved, 
all this must go so you know 
how desolate the landscape can be 
between the regions of kindness. 
How you ride and ride 
thinking the bus will never stop, 
the passengers eating maize and chicken 
will stare out the window forever.

 

Before you learn the tender gravity of kindness 
you must travel where the Indian in a white poncho 
lies dead by the side of the road. 
You must see how this could be you, 
how he too was someone

who journeyed through the night with plans 
and the simple breath that kept him alive.

 

Before you know kindness as the deepest thing inside, 
You must know sorrow as the other deepest thing. 
You must wake up with sorrow. 
You must speak to it till your voice 
catches the thread of all sorrows 
and you see the size of the cloth.

 

Then it is only kindness that makes sense anymore, 
only kindness that ties your shoes 
and sends you out into the day to mail letters and purchase 
bread,

only kindness that raises its head 
from the crowd of the world to say 
It is I you have been looking for, 
and then goes with you everywhere 
like a shadow or a friend.



I wanted to climb into the space between the lines, lose myself in the rhythm of the words. I wanted to believe that Shihab Nye knew for certain that kindness could be found here, in loss. I sat down on the couch, holding the book in my hands, saying the words out loud.

feel the future dissolve in a moment.



In one phone call.

What you held in your hand, 
what you counted and carefully saved, 
all this must go . . .



The words seemed to tether me to one breath, then prompt another.

Before you know kindness as the deepest thing inside, 
You must know sorrow as the other deepest thing.



It was there, in that turn—before you know kindness, you must know sorrow—that I could begin to relax. Because although I knew without a doubt that I’d always wanted kindness—or lovingkindness, as the Buddhists say—to become automatic and that I said I was willing to do anything for that to happen, I also knew that I probably wouldn’t get there gracefully, without kicking and screaming. This, it seemed, was the kicking and screaming part.

I once had a Tibetan Buddhist boyfriend who had a teacher named Lama Yeshe. When he—the lama—was dying of heart failure, he said that if he’d waited until he was sick to practice meditation and kindness, it would have been too hard; he was in too much pain. But because he’d spent years practicing when he wasn’t in pain, love itself (for himself, for all beings) was automatic. His mind was already grooved by kindness;  the path was well traveled. “Practice now,” he told my boyfriend, “so that when it gets hard, you already know the way.”

As I was sitting on the couch in my studio, I understood that this moment was (part of) why I’d been practicing all these years. That I’d been meditating and doing inquiry and watching my mind so that when I faced a situation like this, the truth of kindness could burn through the kicking and shoving and have its way with me.

As if from another galaxy, I heard these words: If this is what it takes to wake up from the trance of I-me-mine, sign me up. I am willing to learn extreme kindness through extreme devastation. But from the everyday personality place, I also heard, WHO CARES ABOUT KINDNESS? JUST GIVE ME MY DAMN MONEY BACK.

I walked to my computer, typed the name Bernie Madoff into Google, and began reading about his arrest.

The doorbell rang. Kim.

She was standing there, in black velvet shirt and jeans, looking dazed and grief-stricken. The first thing she said was, “I need to find that ‘Kindness’ poem. Do you have it?”
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At Taj’s that night, about fifteen of us sat in her living room talking in hushed tones about losing our life savings. Since each of us had heard about Madoff from Richard, Taj’s exhusband, we had followed his example by depositing all that we had in our Madoff accounts. Matt and I had five thousand  dollars left in our combined checking accounts. Benjamin had six thousand dollars, a wife, a house, and three kids. Moira and Leo were supplementing their jobs—he as a schoolteacher and she as a Web designer—with their Madoff income. And around the circle we went, talking softly, as if we were at a funeral. Taj was in the most dire situation because she was living in a rented house she could no longer afford and her income came solely from her Madoff accounts. As a well-known Sufi teacher, she had been giving retreats and working for Sufi organizations without pay for many years. That night, we knew that our lives had changed irrevocably—none of us, even then, believed that we would ever get any money back—but we didn’t know how. We were like the emperor penguins in Antarctica, huddled together for body warmth and temporary comfort.

 

For those first few days after Madoff’s confession, living in my mind was like trying to run on broken glass. I’d wake up in the middle of the night in terror. I’d walk into the guest room, where Kim was sleeping—she was always awake—and we would curl up together, crying, talking. When I wasn’t crying, I desperately wanted to turn back the clock ten years, two months, even two weeks. I wanted to know then what I knew now and make different decisions about what to do with our money. I wanted to have paid for our house in full and to have fixed the plumbing so that we could take indoor showers instead of showering outside in the cold. I wanted to have  given more of our money to the National Resources Defense Council so that they could save the whales, to have bought a condominium for my mother and stepfather. I wanted to have put most of our money in T-bills and CDs. But since there was no way of going back in time, these thoughts left me crazed and hysterical. I understood for the first time why people cut themselves, banged into walls: It gave them a way to externalize the torture they were living through inside their own minds.

When I had exhausted the dreams of going back in time, I’d ricochet to the future: Could we sell our house in this market? Would we have enough money to buy a trailer, live in a trailer park? My friend Stephanie said we could move in with her, live in her six-by-eight-foot dining room. Was that actually big enough for a bed and two people? What would happen to our sixty-pound dog? And Matt. What if he got sick? What if I got sick? Where would we go? What would we do? What if Matt died on the way home from Antarctica and I was alone in this mess?

Because the situation was so dire and the suffering of a raging mind so apparent, it became obvious that when I allowed my mind unfettered access to my thoughts, living inside my skin was unbearable. My thoughts evoked feelings that created bodily sensations. Panic. Terror. Self-blame. Rage.

Since I knew Matt was coming home in two weeks, I didn’t put figures on paper. I didn’t grocery shop. I didn’t eat out. I didn’t do anything but stay home, take walks with Kim, learn  the “Kindness” poem by heart, open cans of sardines, and eat eggs on toast.

Within four or five days, I realized that my suffering was exactly equal to the things I told myself. No matter what Bernard Madoff had stolen, no matter what I had lost or what I had left, I could only suffer to the degree that I allowed myself to fly off the ragged cliffs of my mind.

I became vigilant about pulling my mind back from the brink of panic every time it wandered, which was thousands of times a day. Every time I noticed that I was starting to wind up the story of “what will I do, where will I go, what will happen to me, us,” I stopped. Just stopped. Every time I started imagining making different decisions than I’d made two or ten years ago, I’d yank myself back to the present. And when my mind ran off without me, when I wasn’t fast enough to catch the jump into the past or future, the subsequent anxiety or panic reminded me to bring myself back.

Life became incredibly simple; I saw that I had two choices: suffer unbearably or stay in the present moment. Anxiety was a reaction to my thoughts of the past or future. Panic was a reaction to my thoughts of the past or future. Hysteria was a reaction to my thoughts of the past or future.

In this moment—despite having lost thirty years of savings—I could still breathe.

In this moment I could still see.

In this moment there were still trees and wind and ground  and birds. I had legs and arms and chocolate. (Maybe not the 82 percent Venezuelan kind with notes of vanilla and cherry, but I could still afford a Hershey’s kiss.)

In this moment, when I began paying attention to what I did have instead of what I didn’t, there was a constant, unavoidable display of gorgeousness everywhere, anywhere.

In this moment, sufficiency could not be denied.

It’s not that there weren’t decisions to be made and lessons to be learned. It’s not that something huge hadn’t happened. It’s just that in this exact moment, in the kitchen or backyard or car, there was no catastrophe. I had a roof over my head, food to eat, air to breathe. My house wasn’t being bombed, and no one in the room was being raped or murdered. As long as I could breathe and sense and feel and see, I could bring my attention back to the fact of legs wind teacup hummingbird fingers computer. And each of those things was already whole and intact.

As the writer and Buddhist teacher John Tarrant has written about financial loss: “The sun still shines and you still drink your coffee and the birds still call in the morning. . . . You can find out that what you came to this planet for is not necessarily your apartment.”

When my friend Sally used to tell me, “Suffering is a choice,” I’d say, “It’s easy for you to say. You had a mother who you knew adored you and so you came into this world believing that everything would work out. That even the bad times would turn into good times. But it’s not like that for most of  us. We don’t believe that things will turn out well, because they haven’t. Our suffering is real!”

“Choosing not to suffer” did not seem like an option; it felt superficial and naive, like those who say that if you wish for a new Jaguar, it will be yours—paste an affirmation on your mirror and soon you will believe it. Not me. I believed in darkness, shadows, subterfuge. Although I’d spent many years practicing meditation and inquiry, it became apparent that my fundamental loyalty was to suffering. But the enormity of the Madoff loss seemed to catapult me into understanding that I really did have a choice about how to live with what had happened.

Within a few weeks after the news broke, and after countless hours of bringing my attention back to the present when it wandered into the past or future, I felt settled in myself. Verging on happy.

During the third post-Madoff week, my mother called and asked me how I was doing.

“Great,” I said. “I’m feeling pretty happy.”

“Really?” she said. “Happy?” she asked. Then, in a voice tightened with worry, she said, “Sweetheart, I’m going to ask you a question and please tell me the truth. I won’t blame you no matter what you answer.”

“Okay, Mom. What is it?”

“Are you on drugs?”

“No, Mom,” I laughed. “Not on drugs.”

“Well, then tell me your secret. Tell me how it’s possible  that you lost all your money just a few short days ago and you are happy now. And after you’re done telling me, could you bottle it? Because I am sure you could make back all the money you lost if you did.”

[image: 006]

That’s the thing about attention and awareness, about spiritual practice, that’s so hard to explain. It’s like, as Pema Chodron writes, “sitting at the Grand Canyon with a grocery bag over your head” and suddenly realizing that you have the choice to take it off. The world becomes instantly brighter, wider, breathtaking. As if you’ve been transported to what feels like a rainbow universe that includes the paper bag but also includes big sky and coiling rivers and clouds that look like God’s cheeks. It is such a radical change from believing that life is what you can see from the inside of a paper bag that it seems unbelievable, impossible. And if you try to describe it to a brown-bag person, they might think you are crazy. Or that you are denying the existence of pain. They’ll tell you that the switch to seeing rivers and cumulus clouds and jade green canyon walls is too quick, too soon, that it can’t be real.

Since, in my own case, I’d been relentless about exploring my mind, particularly the scary places—the fears and the obsessions I’d been plagued by for years—the pathways to awareness and gratitude were somewhat established. And so was the steadfastness that was needed to return to them a thousand times a day. It wasn’t an impossible leap to keep  dragging my attention back from terror to presence, from blame to curiosity, from panic to gratitude. Which isn’t to say that it wasn’t difficult; it was. I often felt as if I were trying to yank a magnet away from steel filings. As if the seduction of blame and anxiety were a siren call that I could barely resist. But after so many years of practice, the commitment to the process was already there.

I also had constant support—I talked to Jeanne, Catherine, and Taj every day. When my mind jumped off the cliffs of panic, I picked up the phone and called one of them. I had a context, a community in which awareness about beauty, loss, and what I still had was more valued than ramping myself up into terror or spiraling down into depression and victimhood.

Although I had a well-established practice, there were many pre-Madoff moments when I still wondered if spirituality was a fancy description for self-indulgent navel gazing. But after we lost our money, I saw that what I was calling “spirituality”—the dedication to bringing my mind back to the present moment and slicing through the trance of my usual stories to the ground of goodness beneath them—was not a luxury, but a necessity.

Within a few post-Madoff weeks, I trusted that my primary commitment was not to Matt or my family or my work but to using whatever happened (good or bad) to bring myself back to the stillness beneath and between the passing thoughts. And that when I did, it always—100 percent of the time—resulted in gratitude and kindness (to myself and others).

After we lost our money, I understood in a visceral way  that there wasn’t one thing that existed outside the story my mind constructed of it; I was always interpreting what I saw, felt, experienced through the filter of my own mind, fitting this moment into to an already existing frame of reference. An already existing story. A disaster that had happened forty years ago. I understood that as long as I could question what I was telling myself, I didn’t need to be frightened of losing anything, even my life.

I still wasn’t sure how we would live or where. And it was clear that the teeny issue of my relationship with money, my tendency to stockpile sweaters and earrings, and my belief that I could prosper while others were flailing had to be examined. But without my loyalty to suffering, examining my beliefs and behavior felt like riding a Ferris wheel on a lush summer day.
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