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It's Time
52
It’s time.
It’s time to rock ‘n’ roll,
It’s time to roll the dice.
It’s time.
It’s time to stand naked in the sun
Or let the rain pour down.
It doesn’t really matter
As long as I get to feel alive
Instead of feeling numb.
It doesn’t really matter
As long as just one person’s glad
I went out on that ledge
And gave them all I had
Instead of keeping me all to myself.
And someone somewhere
Will be glad I broke the silence.
Someone somewhere
Will be freed by my courage.
That’s what happens when you aren’t afraid
To give the world what you’ve got
Instead of worrying "bout what you’re not.
To stand and be what you are
With the intensity of a shooting star.
Like all those who live on the edge,
Giving everything.
Well...here I go.

YAY

Let me know if it meant anything to you...
(contact(@helpmeasia.com)
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This book has been a journey in itself...and a form of ther-
apy. I put my career on hold and mostly worked-to-live as
I wrote 11 drafts over nine years. The hardest thing was
figuring out what to get rid of. Many kind people helped
along the way. First, Joy Gugeler provided honest feed-
back on one of my earliest drafts—which was raw and
self-indulgent. A few years later, Val Gee edited my first
chapter. Her suggestions helped me begin a complete and
necessary rewrite of the book, but it was her encourage-
ment that made it possible for me to continue against what
looked like insane odds. I'm also grateful to all the agents
and publishers who rejected my book (especially the one
who told me to cut over 100 pages) because they forced me
to keep polishing the core of the story. Evelyn Ennor, Don
Phelps and Rachel Dupuis all offered valuable suggestions
on the final draft. Alisa Yampolsky made time to copyedit
the book, even though she was swamped with other stuff.
Book designer David Moratto, with help from photogra-
pher Henry Feather, went above and beyond to make this
book look better than I imagined it could. Thanks to my
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parents, for their support and courage to keep trying to
learn and grow; to my kindhearted brother, who’s always
there when I need him; to my beautiful niece, Sarah, who
inspires me with her determination to make her dreams
happen; to my friend, Rona, who always makes me laugh
and my friend Laura, who challenged me to just “get the
book done.” But, above all, thanks to Thanou Thirakul,
who never let me give up on my dream and supported it
in every way, including dragging me outside for uplifting
walks whenever I felt frustrated or hopeless (which was of-
ten). Thanou, without your love and friendship this book
simply would not be, and I would never have found the
courage to embrace the darkness in myself. Thank you.
There would be no story without all the people I met
on my travels. I believe that each experience you have and
each person you connect with transforms you into who
you will become, and so I'm grateful to every person I met
on that journey and, further, every person I've met in my
life. Thanks for helping to turn me into who I became,

and also who I am still becoming...
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SURVIVING SILENCE

AT\
NG/

INSIDE THE TEMPLE, the wood floor felt cool and solid on my
bare feet as I walked across its planks, setting down my mat
halfway to the stage. In the background, Rosemary’s voice
rose and fell.

“Reach gently to the left, to the right. Feel the touch of
your feet on the floor.”

But Rosemary wasn’t there; it was a tape recording. In
her place, Josie, her assistant, went through yoga postures
on stage while we, 20-odd meditators, tried our best to fol-
low along.

Yoga sucks, I thought. And that Rosemary’s probably curled
up in bed.

Rosemary and her husband, Steve, had held these 10-day
meditation retreats at Wat Kow Tahm (Mountain Cave
Monastery) on the island of Koh Phangan for 15 years. Both
in their 50s, with much of their lives dedicated to teaching
meditation, they had likely earned an extra hour or so in bed.
But I was feeling good and sorry for myself, so I didn’t care.

“Feel the touch of your feet on the ground. Experience

the touch,” Rosemary’s voice instructed.
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I bent my body forwards, backwards, sideways, each
motion almost painful with rigidity. Bending wasn’t one
of my strong points, and I'm not just talking about my
body. But this was why I had come—to learn to be more
flexible, to go with the flow. Emotions like self-pity and
anger are caused by thoughts, and I could learn to not
react to thoughts. I could just watch them come and go,
like clouds. At least that’s what Steve and Rosemary said.
In theory, it was an awesome idea. But while exercising
in 80% humidity so early that the roosters were sound
asleep, it felt ridiculous.

Besides, there were just too many thoughts, weren’t
there? David picking me up and swinging me around:
“Who loves you, baby?” David looking me in the face one
year later saying “I don’t know if I ever loved you. I don’t
know if I even believe in love. Maybe it’s just a survival
mechanism for the species.”

Okay, so maybe I was a little bitter. And pissed off. Why
not? He wasn't the first to walk out on me. And what had
love given me but a bunch of memories that I could obsess
over while listening to Sarah McLachlan songs? What was
I supposed to do with that?

“Keep observing your breath,” Josie instructed. But my
chest felt crushed, small; there was no room for air.

Why am I here? And how the hell is watching my breath
gonna fix this mess?

I don’t know, I answered myself. But youre out of options,
so you might as well see it through. You’ve got to face this shit
and move on.

Do
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The meditation hall, a high-ceilinged structure we could
only enter in our stocking feet, was supposed to be si-
lent. Bodies, however, betrayed this rule. They coughed,
sneezed, grumbled and gurgled. Once in a while you
would even hear a muffled burp. Each body function
came with a sound, and the less you wanted others to
hear it, the more it was amplified. My stomach, for exam-
ple, sounded like a revving dump truck. But that was bet-
ter than the guy next to me. His stomach screeched like a
13-year-old girl at a boy-band concert. And then there was
the constant shifting of legs. New meditators can't sit still
for long—they move.

It didn’t help that it was almost dinner time, when we
would eat heaping plates of bananas, papayas and pine-
apples with nuts and shredded coconut. It sounds boring,
I know, but since hunger was the only desire that could be
satiated, food was like heroin. My evidence? During our
walking meditation before dinner, rather than exploring
the beautiful paths through forested courtyards, every-
one always stayed close to the dining hall, scheming and
planning how they could be first in line.

Or is that just me?

Fortunately I had a (contraband) stash of butter cook-
ies in my room. The day before the retreat I'd had some
second thoughts and decided the cookies would help me
through the rough patches. And though I was trying to
avoid sugar—my health had been in freefall for over a year
and sugar does naughty things to the immune system—
it had always been my most dependable and satisfying
addiction.
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But since I couldn’t go to my room for a couple hours,
the cookies were providing no comfort. After checking
my watch for the third time in 15 minutes, I went back
to sitting, just sitting, as I had been instructed, trying to
be aware of the sensations in my legs, which were asleep.
I had been standing, walking and sitting for hours. Just
when I found my breath and cleared my mind, the cicadas
made themselves known. The insects’ screeching rose like
an orchestra around the open meditation hall—first on the
left, then the back, then the right, until they were so loud
they drowned out all body functions, thoughts, and any
semblance of concentration.

Mind you, that didnt stop me from obsessing about
tood.

Mmmm. Chicken in spicy coconut milk!

But these thoughts could only lead to suffering. All the
food at the retreat was vegetarian.

Maybe everyone at home is right, I thought. Meditation
retreats are stupid.

%0

They felt even more stupid when I woke at 2 AM, my bones
rattling with the “boom boom boom™ of Thai techno base.
Ko Phangan is home to Thailand’s famous full-moon par-
ties and, apparently, that night the moon was full. Yes, at
that very moment, on the other side of the island, hun-
dreds of people were losing themselves and their troubles
in primal beats, their bodies pulsating under the other-
worldly light of the moon, next to an endless view of ocean
and sky. But why be jealous? Just another 20 or so years of
this meditation stuff and I could be enlightened, right? Nir-
vana. The ultimate high. What could be better than that?
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Butter cookies?

At least my random thoughts had a sense of humour.
I tried to get back to sleep, tossing and turning, the floor-
boards creaking, but my mat felt like a stone slab.

Why am I here again?

Oh yeah, inner peace.

No, really, why am I here?

Top Three Reasons Why Shawn Is Here

1. Her relationships always end in heartbreak.

2. Life in general didn't turn out the way she expected.

3. She recently came down with a bizarre immune disorder
that makes her have to live and dress like a vampire.

All of it was true, but thinking about it didn't help me feel
better. It was like having a full-moon party going on in
my head. Useless, repetitive thoughts were always com-
ing: boom boom boom. Back home in Toronto, I'd felt
convinced that I'd find the answers to all my problems in
Asia—the so-called land of wisdom and sages. According
to the travel books I'd read, everyone and their mother
had found their answers here. Why not me?

Okay, so right now it didn’t look promising. But at least
all this obsessing distracted me from thoughts of the raf-
ters above my head, where, I'd been told, pythons often
spent the night. To be safe, I turned on my flashlight and
checked the mosquito net—at least no scorpions, centi-
pedes or giant cockroaches would be crawling into bed
with me, thank you very much. Having done all I could,

I watched a glowing trilobite beetle inch up the wall.
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The Universe has a sense of humour, I always say, and

it’s twisted.

Ono

But, now, it was a new day and a new café. I still felt crappy,
but my mood was quickly fixed by a cup of Thai tea and
a front-page story in the Bangkok Post about a 23-year-old
mother elephant. She yanked herself free from a chain
tether when she heard her two-year-old calf screaming.
The calf was drowning in a nearby swamp. The mother
jumped in and pushed the calf to safety, but then she start-
ed drowning. The villagers spent two hours trying to drag
her out. Finally, her calf jumped back in and helped the
villagers pull her mother to safety.

I scribbled the story into my journal, along with a note:

5o

We survive by helping each other.

5
On the back page of the paper, I found another inspir-
ing story. Pintuporn Needham was a columnist who had
lunch with stars and regular people alike, focusing on
the positive. Today’s story was about a taxi driver named
Sawan, which means “heaven” in Thai.

The cutline: “Sawan finds contentment behind the
wheel.”

In the article, Sawan explained why he loved his job:
learning new roads, meeting different people and espe-
cially being able to go home at the same time every day
to be with his wife and children. His only vice? He ate
too much. For fun he played soccer and kickboxed with
friends. He’d been a taxi driver for 15 years and felt fortu-

nate to live such a good life.
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“On the whole, I'm a happy person,” he said.
I pulled out my journal again:
5o
Maybe happiness isn’t about what you do, but how you do it.
Not what you have, but how much you appreciate it. In which
case, maybe the Buddhists have got it right; heaven isn’t a place
after all, but a state of mind.
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