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Preface 
 

“You know, you really do need to write a book!” I have heard many varied 

versions of this refrain over the years. The suggestions have been from a diverse 

range of acquaintances, friends, colleagues, and family members. So, finally on 

a gorgeous autumn day the concept reached a resounding critical mass.  

Negative mental chatter had been discouraging me: “Everybody wants to 

write a book.” “Most people get their manuscripts rejected.” “It’s never been so 

competitive.” Yet, could that many people have such a lousy idea? I began to 

reframe the possibilities: “Well, I do have the freedom and flexibility to devote to 

this.” “The desire and motivation are present.” “Clearly there is an audience for 

this type of book.” “The timing is spot on.” Then on that same pleasant, early 

autumn day it began. The first step. The first word. The first page, and the 

process magically flowed with little effort as if something (or someone) was 

guiding it all.  

What you are about to read is not a memoir. It’s not an autobiography. It 

isn’t a simplistic self-help book. It’s not a religious hard-sell either. The book is 

a journey fraught with obstacles layered with uplifting moments. At times the 

odds were stacked against me in ways that others might have said to themselves 

- - “No Way!” “I simply can’t do this anymore.” Many of the illustrations are actually 

a collage of experiences blended together. They present a comprehensive view 

of the events though they are not necessarily chronological. Additionally, due to 

the nature of some of the book’s contents, several identities have been protected. 

Similarly, aspects of stories are on occasion altered due to sensitive topics. 

The objective is for you, the reader, to enjoy the journey and benefit from 

it as well. The book is intended to be read over a period of time. It surely isn’t 

ideal for speed reading practice! And it’s designed to permit ample optional 

opportunities to assimilate the information. This is accomplished through 
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sections entitled Reflective Moments. They’ve been created so you can jot down 

impressions, insights, feelings, and questions. Reflective Moments are intended 

for your private use. If you think you may loan your hard-copy to someone, please 

treat yourself to a nice journal to write in.  

It is my sincere desire that as you move through these pages, you will be 

inspired, informed, motivated, and empowered in ways that will enrich and 

expand your life, and in turn the lives of others. 
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Chapter One 

 

Setting the Stage 

 
Blessed are the poor in spirit, 

for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

Blessed are those who mourn, 

for they will be comforted. 

Blessed are the meek, 

for they will inherit the earth. 

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, 

for they will be filled. 

Blessed are the merciful, 

for they will be shown mercy. 

Blessed are the pure in heart, 

for they will see God. 

Blessed are the peacemakers, 

for they will be called sons of God. 

Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, 

for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

 

Mathew 5:1-10 
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 It was one of those sparkling, crisp autumn mornings that are nature’s art 

to behold. Scattered clouds languidly drifted across the sky scape. Was that one 

a dragon? No, more like a wisp of angel’s hair. Yes! Ahh there are its wings. Oh! 

And over there a feather. Tranquility. Perspective. Wonder. Scenes like this can 

be mesmerizing. A hawk is circumnavigating around the expansive white 

puffiness. These are surely the days that are worth getting up early for. Trees 

everywhere like sentinels are wearing their brilliant costumes. It’s a free show. 

They’re not too shy to bare a little of their naked branches. Just enough to make 

you wonder - - hmm what will they look like by weeks’ end? 

 I meander through the grove, early morning sun low in the sky. Through 

the iridescent, chilled mist, sunbursts backlight the branches. This was a calming 

place of rare solitude. The leaves crunched that crunch that only they can master. 

A delectable tone. Foot-stomping music. A chirp here, a caw there, a full-score 

melody further in the distance. Where’s that hawk? A massive aircraft cracks the 

mood. Its reflection mirrored against the skyscraper. Hey, where is that majestic 

hawk? Oh! The clouds have now blended together into an oak tree. The sky still 

a vibrant blue and the leaves have composed a different melody. The wind stirs 

them. They dance. They flutter. They jangle. They fly up towards the oak tree 

cloud. 

 As the bus arrives the spell is broken. The clatter and clamor resumes. 

Crowds moving along the uneven sidewalk are now back in view. A child’s shrill 

scream rises above the din. Her teenage-looking mother intent on getting 

through the crosswalk before the light flashes red. She scurries, bags flopping 

off her shoulders. Smack! Her phone drops into the grungy gutter. She retrieves 

it just in time. The bus ride is short. My street now only a block or so from the 

stop. A drug deal to my right in a shaded recess. Seven yards further, a woman 

wearing a see-through black mesh top leans against a building. She forces a 

smile. Dark shadows under her despondent eyes belie her true feelings. I’m 

almost home - - through the gauntlet. Turning the last corner, a group of men 

pass around a pipe, marijuana from the smell of it. Some glass shatters. Another 
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no-name-brand liquor bottle guzzled and dropped. Ear-piercing music muffles 

any remaining musical leaves. I quickly slip into the apartment building. This is 

“Skid Row” Los Angeles, California. This is my neighborhood.  

 So how can a well-educated, upstanding, successful career woman from a 

middle-class home end up here? It is indeed an intriguing thought, particularly 

since I don’t fit most stereotypical profiles. Raised through the formative years 

in a quiet suburb of Los Angeles County, I lived in a near-idyllic house. It was a 

ranch style situated towards the end of a cul-de-sac with a lush, sprawling garden. 

There were vibrant block parties, like-aged neighbors to play with, and unlimited 

opportunities to safely explore. People were welcoming and generous. The 

homes immaculate. The late 1950’s atmosphere was wholesome, nurturing, and 

safe for a young child.  

 My backyard was like a small private park. There were mature walnut, 

orange, and grapefruit trees to climb. There were flower gardens to investigate. 

My father had skillfully constructed a sandbox, as well as a child-sized playhouse.  

There was a swing set. There were climbing bars, a bicycle, and a foot-pedal-

pushing car complete with a long cement path to ride around on. I played with a 

stimulating array of toys from Tonka trucks to Barbie dolls, to balls of every 

conceivable dimension. From oversized Styrofoam construction blocks, to 

colorful marble collections. From bug discovery kits, to puzzles, to molding clay, 

and kitchen play sets (oven, cookware, dishes, sink and plastic food even!). And 

from a make-believe doctor’s exam set, to board games and Tinker Toys, as well 

as Silly Putty and comic books. Although I contently played hour upon hour on 

my own, I just as much enjoyed having friends over. We would romp and cavort 

in the back yard and goof-off on the swing set, play cowboys-on-the-range with 

imitation Colt Revolvers, and also use our limitless imaginations dressing up dolls 

and moving them around their Barbie Dream House. As an only child much was 

given to me, however, much was expected.  
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 Elementary school was private Episcopal Church-based. Middle school was 

public, and I could even walk to my mother’s costume studio nearby at the end 

of classes. I’d play, hang-out, meet the customers, and be my mother’s little 

helper. It was a blast to explore the double-level racks of costumes and try on all 

manner of accessories, fake jewelry, feather boas, and extravagantly trimmed 

period hats. I would often sit and watch as my mother did fittings with performers 

and celebrities, having no comprehension at the time of what a wondrous world 

I was immersed in.  

 High school was private Catholic, and was it ever a jump compared with 

middle school. Thankfully I received extra help from the teachers, had I not my 

grades surely would have suffered. The nuns were kind disciplinarians, and I was 

fortunate to have been saved from the perils of the public high school near our 

home. The drug culture was well entrenched, and the school already had a bad 

reputation in the 1970’s. The way I understood it years after the fact, was that 

the bulk of revenue generated by my mother’s costume and clothing design 

business funded the tuition. There was never a sense of burden on her part. She 

was delighted (and relieved) to have me enrolled in a secure and enriching 

environment, which also provided superior academics. Additionally, the school 

was located within the hub of the entertainment industry in Burbank and this 

proved to be a boon to her business - - Pat Kay Theatrical Costumer, North 

Hollywood, California.  

 

~ ~ ~ ~  

 

 After meeting during the tail end of World War Two, and spending some 

time in South America and Canada, my parents eventually immigrated to the 

United States. After World War Two, a considerable cadre of Air Force pilots 

settled in Los Angeles. These men, many of them Polish, flew for the Royal Air 

Force. They had lost their country when Hitler’s forces invaded. Our families were 
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incredibly close-knit. The most common marriage arrangement was a British or 

Scottish wife and a Polish husband. Our culture within the greater Los Angeles 

community was rich and vibrant. For Polish events we would gather at a Catholic 

Church in downtown. For British and Scottish affairs, at a social and athletic club 

in the San Fernando Valley. It was a wonderful time to be a child in Southern 

California. 

 Naturally at the time I hadn’t a clue how privileged I was. I had all the 

advantages that go along with being a citizen of this great country of ours. The 

additional benefits inherent in the values gained from a dynamic European 

heritage merged with those to be the best of both worlds. As we grew, played, 

explored the world around us, and learned together, the children of this core 

group of immigrants had the most critical of values inculcated in them. These 

included respecting your parents, displaying decency and courtesy towards 

others, making academics a priority, playing fair, picking yourself up after you 

stumble and helping others to do the same. It wasn’t a perfect childhood, yet 

when I glance back with the wisdom of sixty plus years behind me, I ache for 

what many of today’s young people often appear to lack within both their family, 

as well as the surrounding social structures.     

 I gained much from being raised in a stable and nurturing home, with the 

accompanying benefits of an extended family of sorts, all with both parents being 

immigrants. So, while I was an only child, at the same time my peers became 

sibling substitutes. One of the whackiest memories I have from fun times with 

my childhood friends, was we’d managed to uncover a stash of Playboy 

magazines while at a large, multi-family get-together. This folly speaks to how 

uncontrived and spontaneous children are before negative programming (so to 

speak) takes hold. The rambunctious group of us tore out the centerfolds and 

affixed them to long sticks. We then proceeded to march single-file into the area 

where all the adults had gathered, and paraded around like it was the most 

normal thing in the world. The truism that being a parent is the hardest and most 

important job one will ever have holds considerable merit. Things can, however, 
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go terribly wrong. From the outside looking in I appeared to be one of the luckiest 

ones.   

 As we move forward a decade or two, my parents continued to be behind 

me 100% during undergraduate and graduate studies. They ensured that nothing 

got in the way of academics. There was always money for tuition, gym clothes, 

books, typewriter ribbon and correction fluid, pencils, rulers, compasses and 

protractors, as well as notebooks, book satchels, and all the rest that a student 

requires. Little did I know how they had to juggle finances to make all of that 

happen. I took this for granted, and reckoned it was what all parents did for their 

children. In time I excelled with determination and discipline, and graduated with 

honors earning both a bachelor’s and master’s degree. My parents were proud 

of me and they let me know it. I was proud of myself and my self-image 

strengthened. Every family has shadows though (more about this to follow), and 

things from a parents’ past can impact the present in less than desirable ways. 

Often, they may not even realize it until the damage has been done. There was a 

period during my undergraduate studies where I began having anxiety problems. 

I couldn’t put my finger on what was going on and over time developed insomnia. 

I was struggling in a few classes and somehow had the wherewithal on my own 

to seek out professional counseling.  

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

 No doubt every reader can think of instances in their lives which they wish 

had turned out differently. Like most of us, you’re likely to be able to identify an 

example, wherein an experience you had helped to shape you. For good or for 

bad, much in our formative years is beyond our control. Was there someone of 

particular significance that you looked up to who was a positive role model? There 

may have been someone who made such a good impression on you that you said 

to yourself: “Wow, I want to be just like them when I grow up.” People who might 
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fit this category include the following: friends, relatives, ministers, your first 

boss, teachers, scout leaders, even neighbors. Can you picture one? What’s 

noteworthy about them (characteristics, mannerisms, or values)? This is the first 

of many optional opportunities in Living Light to use the Reflective Moments 

pages. If journaling is more your style, please consider treating yourself to a nice, 

new one. Whichever route you prefer, it’s important that these notations be for 

your personal use, therefore allowing you to write freely without being concerned 

that someone may read your entries.  
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~ ~ Reflective Moments ~ ~  
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 Anyone who has even just a couple of strong, positive role models is 

fortunate. Those with more are infinitely better off. There are many things in life 

that we wish we could do over - - a re-take. I liken this, having lived in the film 

capital of the world, to a director wanting that best scene. That perfect take. 

Some incredibly gifted directors working with “A-list” talent can realize this under 

ideal conditions in just the first take. I’ve heard some top-notch directors describe 

when this happens. It’s one of those synergistic happenings where everything 

coalesces in such a way through a myriad of conditions and circumstances - - 

from weather, to lighting, to the location, to the mood on the set, to the crew’s 

teamwork, to an exemplary script, to the actors’ chemistry and more. A perfect 

take!  

 Similarly, it can be like this with a mentor, a teacher, a coach, a neighbor, 

a friend. I sincerely hope this has been the case with you. For many, what our 

parents provided may not have always led to that first take being so great. None 

of us can re-do childhood. We get one shot at it. That’s not to say course 

corrections cannot be made along the way. As responsible adults we are endowed 

with the ability to discern. In this regard, we are empowered with the ability to 

choose the best possible path.  This can be the case, even though our parents 

(or primary caregivers) could not do a re-take of those formative years. It just 

isn’t possible to make this happen. And thus, goes the highly condensed version 

of my growing years and young adulthood. Additional relevant frames from 

earlier times will be sprinkled in upcoming scenes of the book. This will enable 

maximum benefit to you, the reader, yet minimize boredom (yawn, yawn, yawn!) 

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

 When I arrived back in the United States in 2013, it was after a several year 

sojourn teaching English as a second language (ESL) overseas. I taught 

elementary-aged children up through graduate students. With beginners, lessons 
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consisted of basic English. With the graduate learners it included advanced 

debate. Every day was like an adventure with these highly motivated students. 

Having eventually earned my doctorate in education (with a focus area on 

organizational leadership), you might well wonder what that had to do with ESL 

teaching. The answer is nothing at the time. While studying for my doctorate I 

was happily working as a dean of students and teacher at a small, private 

university in Northern Nevada. I thought I would be there indefinitely. I thrived in 

the collegial atmosphere, with a strong emphasis on customer service. My 

supervisor (the academic dean) was one of the best anyone could possibly hope 

for. Working full time, being married, caring for a house on a sizable piece of 

land, plus studying full time was an enormous challenge.   

 As time went by, I became ever more adept at prioritizing, meeting realistic 

goals, and still allowing time for all important rest and recreation (R&R). My sights 

were set. My vision was clear. My dedication complete. It felt like I was on a roll 

and nothing could possibly derail me. Then it started - - the series of hurdles. My 

husband at the time (let’s call him Lloyd), became jealous of my studies. He saw 

me blossoming into a more confident professional woman. His envy would 

ultimately develop into twisted feelings of inadequacy. Lloyd had ample 

opportunities to participate in any number of self-affirming, wholesome 

activities, instead he chose to break his sobriety. Simply put, that was the 

beginning of the end of the marriage.  

 As you may or may not know, alcohol and drug addiction is to a large 

extent fueled by a complex denial system. Notwithstanding of course, there is a 

biological component. Beginning to drink “just beer” again with buddies was one 

thing. The deception involved with Lloyd hiding drugs and drug paraphernalia 

was another thing entirely. It’s always a very slippery slope when falling off the 

wagon, as the saying goes.  

 One day doing deep cleaning in our master bathroom I spotted something 

peculiar about the air intake vent of the fan. After removing the cover, I found a 
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baggie of marijuana that was so deftly stashed there, it didn’t even interfere when 

the fan was on. There were innumerable other tricks deployed typical of an active 

addict. When Lloyd was on his medication, attending Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), 

and keeping appointments with the psychiatrist, we actually did quite well. 

Couples counseling takes a lot of effort and we’d yielded many benefits from the 

sessions. It had been a long road consisting of roughly two years of both couples 

and individual counseling. It worked, however, only when we both consistently 

worked at it.   

 Lloyd’s downward spiral was compounded by an extramarital affair with a 

woman I worked closely with. The university president eventually discovered this. 

Naturally I wasn’t to blame, however, you can imagine the far-reaching shock 

waves throughout the small university. Once he descended down that additional 

dangerously slippery slope there was no turning back. Life in the beautiful home 

we’d built and landscaped together had imploded. I filed for divorce, loaded up 

a truck, and moved out. He kept the boat, BBQ, and the dog. And my parents 

welcomed me back into the family fold.    

 Not long after that episode, the university began experiencing financial 

problems. Long story cut really short, it ended up being bought by a higher 

education conglomerate, and little by little we were all laid-off. Saying that I felt 

devastated doesn’t express the half of it. With most of my belongings now in 

storage, I slogged through a divorce which Lloyd made unnecessarily complicated 

(influenced by his mistress). My parents were understandably infuriated with my 

now estranged husband yet pleased to have me back at home. In many respects 

it resembled that re-take that families rarely get to do. For the most part, moving 

in with my parents was a comfortable and gratifying arrangement, and by this 

time my father had been sober many decades and was still attending AA.  

 While I lived with my parents, we did more things together as a family than 

I can recall doing as a child. There was now a depth of appreciation for one 

another that hadn’t been there before. Instead of working in a large studio, now 
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retired, my mother set up a workshop in one of the spare bedrooms. My father, 

having slowed down considerably, still did projects around the house. He 

maintained their cars, did most of the gardening, shared in the day-to-day 

household chores, and did a lot of the shopping. When at home I did a fair 

amount of gardening, primarily tending to the rose beds consisting of some fifty 

plus bushes that were just about every conceivable color of the rainbow. We 

attended the occasional stage production together, dined out regularly, and 

entertained now and then. My parents were in no hurry for me to move out as 

we’d settled into such a mutually beneficial arrangement. During this period, I 

was also plugging away at completing my much-delayed doctorate. In time the 

employment situation would right itself, and I also reconstituted a fractured 

social circle. And as fate would have it, an opportunity to purchase a small house 

in a neighboring rural suburb came my way. It couldn’t have been more perfect. 

For a while life was good again! 

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

 As I eluded to earlier, my upbringing was undoubtedly flawed (as most are 

in one fashion or another). The insomnia described during my undergraduate 

studies was set-off by my father driving while drunk. Research has consistently 

revealed that it is not uncommon for an adult child of an alcoholic family to marry 

an alcoholic. Well, I’d become a statistic. During those years when my father 

would get behind the wheel intoxicated (with or without me), I worried that he 

would kill himself and never related this to the resultant insomnia. The counselor 

I’d been seeing, who was a resource connected with a local church, suggested 

what is called an intervention. This then led to my father participating in an in-

patient program which was followed by comprehensive aftercare. This included 

both family and individual therapy, as well as my father’s regular attendance at 

Alcoholic Anonymous meetings. My mother and I additionally attended Al-anon 
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meetings occasionally. At the risk of boring you (hang in there with me), I’d surely 

be remiss if we didn’t spend a little bit of time looking at some key aspects 

surrounding alcoholism and other types of drug abuse. Obviously, growing up in 

an alcoholic family had a considerable impact on my development. It’s arguably 

no coincidence that I chose the fields of counseling and education to be my 

lifelong vocations.  

According to University of Pennsylvania Health System data dated 2003 

(retrieved online June 11, 2020), drug and alcohol abuse and addiction can be 

thought of as an epidemic. It directly or indirectly impacts more than one-

hundred-thirty million Americans each year. Fifteen percent of population of the 

United States are addicted to alcohol and drugs. When equated to an annual cost 

for treatment the figure is thirty-eight billion dollars. Furthermore, it is estimated 

that ten percent of Americans account for seventy-five percent of the nation’s 

overall health care costs, with the highest cost patients disproportionally being 

smokers and abusers of alcohol. It has thus been estimated that smoking, 

alcohol, and drug abuse consume, on average, thirty-three percent of medical 

care expenses which equals thirty-three billion dollars annually. A 1990 survey 

by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services notes that a small 

proportion of the American population, most of which are dependent on tobacco, 

drugs, or alcohol, were responsible for between forty and seventy percent of all 

premature deaths. They also accounted for one-third of all cases of acute 

disability and two-thirds of the cases of chronic disability.  

Also significant is information from the 2018 National Survey on Drug Use 

and Health conducted by the nation’s Substance Abuse and Mental Health 

Services Administration. It reports that approximately twenty million people aged 

twelve and older have a substance abuse disorder. This concerns the use of 

alcohol or illicit drugs within the past twelve months. It is significant to point out 

that these statistics are similar to those from 2015 through 2017. The most 

common illicit drug use disorder noted in the survey was that of marijuana (forty-

four million people). Additionally, approximately sixty-seven million people 



 LIVING LIGHT 
 

 
17 

 

reported being binge drinkers within the past month (binge drinking will be 

defined further below). Also, roughly twenty-seven million reported being daily 

cigarette smokers.  

Concerning additional University of Pennsylvania Health System 2003 

website information, it points out that the most significant non-genetic cause of 

death is from tobacco dependence, resulting in four-hundred-thousand deaths 

per year. While alcohol ranks as the third largest cause of mortality at one-

hundred-thousand deaths annually. Eighteen-million Americans experience 

alcohol related health problems each year, and four-hundred-thousand will die of 

smoking related illnesses. As a point of fact, the health care costs related to 

addiction exceed that of cardiovascular disease or cancer, and thirty-eight million 

Americans (fifteen percent of the population) suffer from alcohol and drug 

dependence. Another staggering statistic is that addiction is the number one 

most prevalent disease in America claiming one in four adults. These individuals 

suffer from drug dependence that can include alcohol, tobacco, marijuana, 

legally prescribed medications, or a variety of illicit substances. Tragically, one 

in every three families has a member who suffers from the disease of addiction. 

Despite some misconceptions that still surround drug dependency, addiction 

isn’t a simple lack of will power. It also doesn’t mean that the addict an inherently 

bad or evil person. After decades of thorough research, the facts bear out that 

heartbreakingly, addiction is a widespread, destructive family disease.  

Information from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) reveal that in 2010, alcohol 

abuse cost the nation two-hundred-forty-nine billion dollars. When broken down 

per person, the fiscal impact is eight-hundred-seven dollars per American. Binge 

drinking is responsible for seventy-seven percent of that cost. Binge drinking is 

defined by the CDC as five or more drinks consumed by men, or four or more 

drinks consumed by women during one occasion. The highest cost per state 

concerning this during 2010 goes to California, resulting in thirty-five billion 

dollars. The national cost breakdown by four categories (it does not add up to 
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100%) is as follows: vehicular accidents, 5%; criminal justice, 10%; health care, 

11%; lost workplace productivity, 72%. For a colorful, handy poster containing 

this information (CS26003A) please visit cdc.gov/alcohol.  

An additional noteworthy point needs to be made about homelessness. 

Studies abound on this topic and an Internet search will provide ample 

information to any interested reader. Two articles in the Los Angeles Times, one 

dated June 12, 2020 (page A10), and the other dated June 19, 2020 (pages B1 

and B5) discuss the January, 2020 Point-In-Time, Los Angeles Homeless Services 

Authority annual survey. The survey found that homelessness increased over the 

previous year’s figures to 12.7% in the county (66,433 individuals), and to 14.2% 

in the city of Los Angeles (41,290 individuals). These numbers strike a chord in 

me for obvious reasons. The L.A. Times articles noted that the percentage of 

homeless people who suffer from a serious mental illness remains at 25%. This 

does not include lesser forms of mental illness, wherein many surveys reveal 

figures that far exceed that - - upwards of 60%. It’s also no secret that correlations 

exist between homelessness, alcohol and drug abuse, mental illness, and crime. 

As a proud Angeleno blessed to be living in this amazing City of Angels, I remain 

deeply concerned about the devastating toll that substance abuse of all types 

takes by way of a myriad of societal impacts, in particular the immense suffering 

these lost souls are subject to. What makes this all the more disconcerting, is the 

fact that California has for many years ranked as the world’s fifth largest 

economy. What happens in the wake and subsequent aftermath of the COVID-19 

pandemic and current recession, of course, remains to be seen. It is my fervent 

prayer that with God’s help we will do far better to strive to alleviate this anguish 

and adversity.  

Furthermore, the University of Pennsylvania Health System 2003 website 

documentation notes that during the early 1990’s, the total national health bill 

was in excess of nine-hundred-billion dollars. Given that population numbers in 

the United States having climbed considerably since then, the costs today would 

be even more astronomical. When adding to the mix the problem of crime in 
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America, drug related offences were the largest, single cause of federal 

incarceration in 1991 resulting in 14,738 new sentences. The fiscal impact of 

criminal activity in the early 1990’s was upwards of eight-hundred-billion dollars 

in federal, state, and local government expenses combined. These figures are 

inclusive of police, criminal justice, and corrections data. Add to this staggering 

total one-hundred-twenty billion dollars in lost property, medical, and victim 

expenses. As the nation (and the world) remains swept up in the COVID-19 

pandemic, Americans were hit at the same time with the spring riots, interestingly 

as I completed the final proofreading of Living Light. I couldn’t help but ponder 

while reviewing these striking statistics, how the extraordinary fiscal burden that 

now weighs upon all of us, is impacted further by these ongoing challenges 

directly and indirectly related to such widespread addiction.  

       As another point of interest, a Psychology Today, March 8, 2018 

Internet article is pertinent, its title is How Are Substance Abuse and Violence 

Related? According to the United States Bureau of Justice Statistics, in 2007 

seventy-five-thousand crimes were linked to alcohol or drug intoxication. The 

estimated economic cost exceeded one-hundred-twenty-billion dollars. 

Concerning a parallel fact, the connection between alcohol and drug abuse and 

domestic violence has been well documented for decades. And stepping away 

from the United States for a moment, it is germane to point out that a 2014 meta-

analysis of homicide rates looking at nine different countries, noted that forty-

eight percent of the offenders were found to have alcohol in their system at the 

time they committed the crime. While it was also shown that in these same nine 

nations, thirty-seven percent had been deemed intoxicated (inclusive of 

substances other than alcohol).   

Additionally, per the University of Pennsylvania Health System data, 

consider that drug and alcohol abuse accounts for roughly fifty percent of all 

crimes annually, resulting in one-hundred-billion dollars by way of fiscal burden 

to society. Alcohol and drugs also cause approximately fifty percent of all traffic 

accidents costing an additional fifty-four billion dollars per year. One more 
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relevant financial burden related to drug and alcohol related crime concerns lost 

work productivity for those who are incarcerated. This equates to about one 

percent of the total U.S. workforce, and it further equates to seventy billion 

dollars annually in lost gross domestic product (GDP). The National Institute of 

Drug Abuse states that over two-thirds of individuals who report using or abusing 

drugs or alcohol are employed. It’s noteworthy also that as many as twenty-three 

percent of workers are thought by experts to be using drugs on the job, and 

these employees frequently work while impaired. Any way you look at it the big-

picture ramifications of this are undoubtably catastrophic.                    

 The only way to beat the scourge of drug dependence is for the user to 

seek out and fully participate in a comprehensive treatment program. This 

includes embracing a healthy living paradigm, and can indeed be a difficult 

process to undergo. The options, no doubt, are far more daunting. Solutions to 

this national epidemic include, among other things, total abstinence from the 

substances of choice and participation in a twelve-step program (AA, NA, CA, and 

so forth). Thankfully within my immediate family I broke a multigenerational 

chain of alcoholism, having never formed any dependence.  

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

As a child from an alcoholic family you could say that I started out life with 

a strike against me. It is noteworthy that I also struggled throughout school with 

learning disabilities (undiagnosed at the time). This placed me behind the eight 

ball in academics (strike two). I worked harder than most just to achieve passing 

grades in many classes. It’s a wonder I even managed to complete an 

undergraduate degree with honors, having almost failed statistics (as just one 

example). I held to a vision for my career. I kept my eyes on the prize. I persisted.  

With the benefit of a decades-long retrospective, it’s evident that one of 

the most substantial stumbling blocks to my success as an adult was low self-
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esteem. Magnifying this was the trailing end of attention deficit hyperactivity 

disorder (ADHD) - - strikes three and four. With regard to the learning disabilities, 

there were evenings spent as a child in the formal dining room of my family 

home, with school materials spread all over the large, highly-polished, French-

provincial, hardwood table. A wood and glass chandelier gleaming overhead. My 

mother was often in the next room making early preparations for dinner, then 

shuttling back and forth to the home-based studio situated in the rear 

guesthouse. My father’s patience was stretched to the maximum as he tried to 

help me with math homework. His dedication to be of assistance was impressive, 

yet I continued to struggle. It didn’t help of course, that he was often drunk. His 

fist would sometimes pound the table, and I’d be so nervous that I would 

repeatedly drop my pencil. It was eventually tied onto some string and hung 

around my neck. Not a self-esteem builder, let me tell you.  

In her wisdom, due this ongoing learning challenge, my mother engaged 

the services of a private tutor. The kindly woman was a referral from the Episcopal 

elementary school I was enrolled in. I enjoyed my time with her and was 

interested in the subject matter. Yet over the long term I still experienced 

difficulties retaining enough of the basics. I recall my mother dropping me off at 

a palatial, neoclassical style house where the tutor lived. With her studio nearby 

and the tutor in the Coldwater Canyon area of Los Angeles, presumably my 

mother took care of fittings with clients while I was in the tutoring sessions. The 

tutor and I met in an ornate, enclosed swimming pool atrium and sat at a 

filigreed, wrought iron, glass-topped patio table. It was, to be sure, a unique 

learning environment. As I moved through the steps in various mathematics 

problems, I’d say to myself: “I’ve got it, that’s not so hard!” When it came time 

for me to apply those principles in the classroom, well, that’s a different story 

entirely.    

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 
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Perhaps you’ve experienced sitting at a desk or table with an exam in hand, 

and the teacher announces: “You may begin the test now. “You say to yourself: 

“Ah, I know this, it’s one of those such and such questions.” You’re feeling 

confident. You start in and zap! Nothing!! The harder you try the more the tension 

rises. Your palms become sweaty and you wipe them on your clothing. Eventually 

you are so tense you feel panicky and tear up. You can’t recover, and the result 

is a failing score. This is what I confronted regularly and was it ever a confidence 

deflater. My mother never lost her patience. My father eventually did. This 

weakness followed me through high school, and on into my undergraduate 

studies like an unwelcome companion. Somehow though, the issue sorted itself 

out enough for me to excel at a rigorous doctoral program decades later.  

It’s difficult to know how these setbacks eventually right themselves. 

Perhaps over time we heal, strengthen, set another trajectory, and build a deeper 

level of overall competence. Can you identify a similar experience? Perhaps it was 

a high school sports team try-out. Maybe it was a college entrance exam. It could 

have been the screening process for a job. It might have even been a work-related 

task, or an important project around the house. How did you successfully move 

yourself through the challenge? Another optional Reflective Moments page is 

included for your use, or again, please feel free to use your journal.  
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~ ~ Reflective Moments ~ ~  
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 When I see some of today’s shattered families and take time to pause, 

listen, and observe, it often tugs at me. Tired single parents (usually the mother), 

fussy children in tow, scrambling to get through another day. Unless a single 

parent is particularly fortunate to have the financial, logistical, and/or human 

resources necessary for support, their days often don’t go very smoothly. Key 

components are missing. These may consist of working more than one job 

prevents attending the annual school play, or a long work commute means 

missing parent-teacher conferences. Perhaps due to other taxing responsibilities, 

sacrificing a clean home or car is the result, or not being able to share healthy 

mealtimes together. It could also be that there is precious little time for exercise 

or to get to the hair stylist for a trim. It might be that affording to go to an 

amusement park, or go to a movie theater isn’t possible. Or it may be that there 

aren’t opportunities to spend a day hiking or having fun at the beach, or even 

gathering around and playing games together. The list of course is endless.  

 During my months in the homeless shelter, one thing that was a stark eye-

opener for me were the number of families I saw while there. It never occurred 

to me that so many mothers could be homeless. I know what I endured being 

homeless (twice). I can’t comprehend the additional burden of having children in 

an environment such as that. The stress must be enormous. The average, housed 

person can’t really grasp what it’s like to lose just about everything. Imagine if 

you can, how it would be to have absolutely no privacy, and daily drag around 

most of your belongings everywhere with you. The entire perspective you have 

on life gets turned upside down.  

 Some of the things you never had to worry about are now priorities. When 

you are out taking care of your daily business, a central issue is where are the 

public restrooms located? Where can I sit down and rest and not be chased off? 

When your primary mode of transportation is walking, how do you deal with all 

the blisters from your donated, ill-fitting shoes? What few restaurants will accept 

a food stamp card? How will you make phone calls? What about money to ride 

the bus or if it’s a necessity, to afford a taxi? Are there enough quarters for the 
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laundromat? What about managing in the pouring rain? And how does a missing 

state I.D. card or pair of prescription eye glasses get replaced when there isn’t 

the money to do so? These are only a sampling of the typical issues the homeless 

face each day. Bear in mind that individuals residing in shelters generally have 

very full days. There are appointments with agencies such as social services and 

health clinics. There are sometimes court dates. There are job search offices to 

go to, as well as lawyers, the Social Security Administration, housing services, 

and food stamp programs. There’s shopping for necessities, conducting Internet 

research, securing suitable clothing, scheduling job interviews, dealing with mail, 

and the list goes on, and on, and on. And all of this (as in the case of my shelter), 

is staged from your assigned bunk bed in a massive dormitory with some 145 

other women. Grueling to say the least.  

 Belongings must fit in a milk-crate-sized container under the bed. There 

are limited hours for showering. If you miss the evening curfew you are not 

permitted to enter the building. At 5:00 AM daily you are awakened and lights 

out is 10:00 PM. When you climb exhausted into the bunkbed, your head is a 

mere twelve or so inches from the neighbor next to you (due to some of the 

bunkbed configurations. It’s summer in Los Angeles, California. There is no air 

conditioning. Not everyone has showered and at times the stench is 

overpowering. To add to this stress the security of your belongings is never 

(understandably) guaranteed, although your one permitted and stored suitcase 

is reasonably secure. The few toilets on the women’s floor (six or so), often 

include two that are out of service. Due to bed bugs, periodically you are required 

to strip down your bunk and remove all belongings for intensive pest control - - 

the lingering fumes of which make you ill. The breakfast provided (nutritious and 

balanced) must be consumed within a limited window of time, so if you are far 

back in the line as I often was, you may only have a few short minutes for your 

meal. The women’s common area is dingy and depressing. There is a scraggly, 

sickly-looking plant in one corner and miss-matched wooden chairs to sit on. The 

mood is of quiet desperation with the occasional outburst or argument between 
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the women. Few engage in conversation. Still fewer smile. The tone is 

overwhelmingly sober.  

Upon exiting the shelter, you are often greeted by a barrage of disheveled 

individuals, many staggering around high on drugs or drunk. It isn’t unusual to 

see people collapsed on the sidewalk. It also isn’t unusual to be harassed. People 

are seen openly dealing drugs and illegally hawking other merchandise. 

Prostitutes (male and female alike) are selling their bodies. There is a single-

occupancy public toilet nearby, and it isn’t unusual to find paramedics on the 

scene due to someone overdosing inside. Mere feet from the shelter entrance 

homeless encampments line the sidewalks as far as the eye can see. Even to this 

day, while I live in this high-density homeless zone, several times a week I’ll catch 

a glimpse of someone openly urinating or defecating on the sidewalk or street. 

Rats darting in between tents, disassembled bicycle parts, and vandalized rental 

scooters are also a common feature of this blighted asphalt and cement 

landscape. And with all of this, there is the constant cacophony of competing 

“ghetto blasters” blaring hip hop, rap, and “gangster-style” music which is utterly 

mind numbing. It is a wretched twenty-four hour a day circus.  

As I go to the bus stop or the nearby health clinic, or walk to Sunday church 

services or a local park, I see a neighborhood replete with thousands of tents, 

filthy mattresses, broken furniture, and tarpaulin lean-tos. The pervasive and 

rank smell of marijuana mingled with the ever-present odor of urine is oftentimes 

sickening, as is walking past addicts who are injecting drugs into their arms, legs, 

hands, and even their feet. One of the saddest sights are the lines of people in 

front of the needle exchange clinic (open seven days a week), where used 

syringes are turned in for sterile ones. Tragically, thousands choose to live this 

way, while at the same time there are an abundance of mental health and medical 

care services available in the immediate area - - at no cost to the patient. 

To be sure, everyone living on a Los Angeles city sidewalk isn’t a drug 

addict, let me be perfectly clear about this. Countless souls have fallen into 
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immensely unfortunate circumstances, such as losing their means of 

employment and subsequently their homes to foreclosure. Or having found 

themselves disabled (as was the case with me), no longer able to work, and 

haven’t yet qualified for any type of benefits due to their misfortune. These souls 

are in a heart-rending limbo, navigating an unbelievably user-unfriendly services 

network, and doing so from a tent on a sidewalk in the most densely populated 

urban center in the nation.  

Although this remains my neighborhood, I consider myself one of the very 

fortunate ones, since I was placed in low income housing before the Los Angeles 

(L.A.) County homeless crisis festered into a record-breaking, national crisis. The 

statistics change daily, however, it is thought by many experts that L.A. is 

presently the epicenter of homelessness in the United States. It needs to be 

emphasized that the services I received at the homeless shelter were excellent. 

During my stay there, I marveled at the staff and how they accommodated us, 

oftentimes upwards of one thousand people being sheltered each night.  

By the time I left (second stay), I’d met regularly with my case worker and 

had access to a computer lab, life-skills workshops, job search resources, an in-

house medical clinic, and weekly Sunday worship services in the chapel. I was 

enrolled in a program wherein the shelter savings plan encouraged guests to set 

aside cash, then when discharged they had seed money for necessities. The staff 

oversaw a disciplined somewhat militaristic system with rules to ensure order, 

safety, personal hygiene, and cleanliness, and at the same time they were 

sensitive to each guest’s needs (staff referred to us as guests). The case workers 

developed a customized action plan, with the objective being to get guests 

somewhat stabilized, linked with requisite resources and services, and in most 

cases placed in housing. 

 

~ ~ ~ ~  
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 When I was happily working as a professor of social sciences and dean of 

students, plus pursuing my doctorate and you’d said to me the following: “You 

know, it can happen to anyone, you could become homeless too” I’d have thought 

they were nuts! My boss encouraged me to pursue my doctorate, I was well-

established in the community, and I had earned an excellent reputation. I 

consistently received high marks from student evaluations which the university 

took very seriously. The job couldn’t have been a better fit. The biggest 

satisfaction for me was seeing students graduate, there is nothing else to 

compare with it. Whether they were in my classes or I’d assisted them in my role 

as dean, the student’s success was the real paycheck.   

 I served on so many committees and boards, and was also involved with a 

number of professional organizations, that I arrived at the point where I was 

forced to pare down. Everything was important and the positive impacts were 

measurable, nevertheless, I’d become spread far too thin. Sometimes it’s difficult 

to let go of things. This is especially the case if these are activities we cherish. 

Prioritizing can be a difficult process, yet when we reach that point of diminishing 

returns, the wisest option is to let go. Can you relate to this? Have you ever been 

so overcommitted that things began to suffer? The quality of your output 

perhaps? Priceless time with family tossed by the wayside maybe? Have you found 

yourself with no time for R&R, hobbies, or non-goal-directed pursuits? Have you 

experienced negative impacts on your overall health and well-being due to this? 

If this has been the case with you, as it is for many, it can be an ideal opportunity 

to take stock, perhaps do a personal re-set, and look at the long view of your life. 

This may appear formidable, yet not doing so will likely be a worse road to take. 

Depending on your circumstances a neutral sounding board can be an invaluable 

resource. Possibilities for trusted confidants such as these include the following: 

A mentor, a licensed professional coach or counselor, a student advisor, or a 

minister to name just a few.   

 No doubt you have experienced losses both big and small. You may have 

been able to regroup easily. In some situations - - not so much. We all experience 
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heartache in our lives, unfortunately it is an inescapable condition of being 

human. What matters in the long term is how effectively we deal with these 

situations. Whether it is the loss of a loved one, loss of a job, a health challenge, 

legal problems, a family crisis, or financial issues, the coping strategies we 

implement in concert with a strong faith in God can get us through. This isn’t 

meant to imply that overcoming tragedy and grief is easy. It isn’t. The evidence 

though is overwhelming, that individuals to a large extent can make choices 

about how to deal with these matters. We have the ability to permit circumstances 

to ruin our lives. We also, with the use of the right tools, can overcome seemingly 

insurmountable obstacles.     

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

 Have you had an occasion to experience the power of turning things 

around in your life? Has there been a crossroad (recently or in the distant past) 

wherein you implemented a plan, and lifted yourself up from what appeared to 

be a valley you could never climb out of? Have you been the recipient of the 

overwhelming blessings that can emanate from successfully scaling a high wall? 

What was most helpful to you? Who were you able to depend upon? Are there life 

skills that have served you well consistently over time? Has any sort of higher 

power ever played a role? Please use your journal or the Reflective Moments 

page below to consider these optional questions.  
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~ ~ Reflective Moments ~ ~  
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 It can be of immense benefit to know that we all can maintain a toolkit full 

of resources to get us through life’s ups and downs. We can turn to this with 

confidence when the road before us has obstructions. The more varied the toolkit 

the better, as not all tools are helpful in all situations. Just as the tools a carpenter 

has, for example, compared with plumbing tools, compared with a stone mason’s 

tools, compared with the tools of an iron worker. Granted, they might very well 

have a few identical or similar tools in their kits, however, the majority will be 

quite different. For me, a firm religious foundation has been the most essential 

tool in my kit, and there will be more to discuss about this as we explore Living 

Light together. 

 What role does religion play in your life? Do you regularly follow a 

prescribed faith - - be it Judaism, Buddhism, the Muslim or Hindu faith, or a 

Christian faith? We are at the end of chapter one of Living Light. We have farther 

to go on the journey together. I hope the start of this journey has been beneficial 

to you. I am very much looking forward to continuing along on the path together 

with you, in order to explore the many ways in which we can all be Living Light.   
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Chapter Two 

 

Untangling the Script 

 
Therefore, since we have been justified through faith,  

we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ,  

through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace  

in which we now stand. 

 

And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God.  

Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings,  

because we know that suffering produces perseverance;  

perseverance, character; and character, hope.  

 

And hope does not disappoint us, because  

God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit,  

whom he has given us. 

 

Romans 5:1-5 
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Most readers were likely able to relate to one or more core elements of 

chapter one. Something I’ve learned from many decades of living, is that people 

the world over have so much more in common than not. We want happiness. We 

want good health. We want loving, uplifting relationships. We want a feeling of 

fulfillment - - personally, professionally, academically, socially, financially, and 

spiritually. We want a safe, stable, and pleasant living environment. We want nice 

things (not necessarily excessively so). We want to feel respected. We want to feel 

cared about. We want to have a reasonable amount of control over our lives. We 

also want to feel as if we matter in the total scheme of things. 

Following up on the earlier pages of chapter one, I and most children of 

alcoholic (or other drug abusing) families have something in common: A lack of 

control over the toxicity of their family dynamics. My family wasn’t horribly 

unstable. I wasn’t neglected. My parents were truly devoted to me. This 

commitment is evidenced by what I’ve already shared. Some further relevant 

background is that they often referred to me as an unexpected gift.  

In current times, infertile couples need not live a life of unremitting 

longing. Medically-sound fertility treatment options have been in the mainstream 

for decades. I’ve no way of knowing (and neither did my parents), the possible 

reasons for their inability to conceive. They mentioned on more than one 

occasion that they sure had fun trying. So much about their marriage was good. 

There’s (as with most) wasn’t a simplistic black and white situation. I observed 

my parent’s affection for one another countless times. No anniversary, birthday, 

name’s day (Polish tradition), or holiday was overlooked. My father was a 

gentleman. He helped my mother on with her coat, stole, or sweater. He opened 

doors for her. He never let her lift extremely heavy items, or expected her to do 

grunt work around the house or in the garden. It also wasn’t uncommon to see 

them holding hands while sitting together on the living room sofa. 

They described how thrilled they were to become parents so many times I 

lost count. A humorous side to this story was that after they had essentially given 
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up, and accordingly made lifestyle choices consistent with this, in relatively short 

order I came along! They were deliriously, happily unprepared. Finances were re-

shuffled and long-term housing arrangements re-configured. There is one 

touching photograph of both of them sitting side by side in French provincial 

wing-back chairs. My mother looks to be near full term. They are holding hands 

and looking directly into the camera. I don’t have any other photograph of them 

looking so serene and happy. My mother was gorgeous. My father dashing.  

I’m not privy to the historical record of how my parents got along before I 

was born. I do recall at least one heart-to-heart with my father relatively late in 

his life. Notwithstanding the damage caused by his alcoholism, my mother played 

a role in the composition of their marriage. He said that over time she simply 

became increasingly difficult to live with. There were many occasions when I 

would observe my parents, and was absolutely baffled about how they even 

decided to marry. The tension and antagonism were often palpable. Where am I 

going with this? Picture if you will an only child. This child is a frequent witness 

to the un-ease between parents she dearly loves. Sometimes she is in the line of 

fire and is made the scapegoat. Other times, in a futile attempt to have a peaceful 

household she becomes the rescuer. Both roles, of course, are wholly 

inappropriate for a young child. They are an ideal breeding ground for the 

development of low self-esteem.  

So, there you have it - - ADHD, learning disabilities, a low opinion of myself, 

and to a large extent, isolated within an alcoholic family structure. Albeit to say 

it took the better part of my early adult life to sort this out, yet indeed I did! 

Others can do the same regardless of emotional scars we may bear. It is fitting 

to keep in mind that our history does not need to be our destiny - - not by a long 

shot! No one has to be a prisoner to their past. The caveat to this is that you’ve 

really got to want to turn things around. The desire has to be so compelling that 

you’re willing to examine parts of yourself you may not like. There are of myriad 

ways that in tandem can heal you and make you whole.  



 LIVING LIGHT 
 

 
36 

 

Let’s just say for the sake of a generalized example that you were 

mercilessly bullied at some point during your formative years. Maybe it was in 

your gym class or it could have been some neighborhood thugs. In these 

situations, you of course had limited control, hence your self-image took a 

battering. Then also theoretically, maybe down the line some other negative 

events wore down your self-concept. It could have been an impatient teacher, an 

abusive boyfriend, being fired from an important job, or failing a class. Even the 

most reasonably well-adjusted individuals are likely to experience some residual 

effects of these stinging events. Now it could very well be that with supreme 

parenting you fared better than most. I sincerely hope so! 

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

Can you identify a time in your past wherein it felt as if something was 

holding you back? A sense that there were obstacles that you just couldn’t move 

out of the way? Do you more often than you’d like find yourself taking four steps 

forward only to then fall two steps back? Or possibly even worse, that you were 

barely trading water? Please take a moment to identify the two biggest obstacles 

in your life right now. You can make a note of them on the optional Reflective 

Moments page or in your journal. 
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~ ~ Reflective Moments ~ ~  
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Another strike against me early in life as it was explained to me by my 

parents, was that I became so ill that I was hospitalized. I never got a definitive 

explanation as to the diagnosis. It seemed to me though, that this likely 

explained a plethora of health problems that plagued me my entire life (strike 

five). I can’t remember when I didn’t suffer from allergies (sinus, food, and skin), 

and I recall excruciating ear infections as a youngster. As I got older, I was beset 

with more than the average number of upper respiratory infections. I also 

remember during my pre-college years that I didn’t have an aptitude for sports. 

In fact, I was so lousy that I was consistently chosen last in team selections - - 

another whack to the already walloped self-esteem. 

Let’s do some math. We’ve got five formative strikes, double divorces - - 

we can make that a combined strike six. There is the dream job downsize (strike 

seven). And these are only highlights. We couldn’t possibly cover them all. 

Somehow by the grace of God life leveled out. I was back in the fold of higher 

education and still slogging away to complete my doctoral dissertation. Ninety-

five percent of my belongings were in storage. My personal affairs were gradually 

being re-constituted, and my social circle was being re-built. I was eating healthy 

(mostly) and had never stopped exercising regularly. Probably most importantly, 

I continued to be active at church (Episcopal, Unity, and Religious Science at 

varying times). 

Since my parents would not accept rent or utility money from me, I was 

able to recoup much of what was lost to attorney fees. As I briefly alluded to in 

chapter one the right house came my way at the right time. I made an offer on it 

the same day my agent took me to see it. And by the grace of God I was a 

homeowner on my own for the very first time, an astonishing blessing given what 

had transpired up to that point. As luck would have it, once again I had great 

neighbors. And being single permitted ample time for much missed hobbies and 

interests. I was settling into my new life and couldn’t have been happier.  
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Due to their advancing age, my parents wisely decided to dramatically 

downsize their home. They purchased a newly-built house in a planned golf 

community that was a fraction of the size of their current one. With the exception 

of one construction snafu all went really well. The housing tract was located in a 

scenic area built up against the hills of Northern Nevada, hence low traffic and 

low noise. And although neither of them golfed they made the most of the scenic 

beauty. My mother was able to continue with her all-important sewing and craft 

activities. My father, five years her senior, having slowed down considerably, 

mostly took it easy.  

The arrangement was ideal. No gardening. No major upkeep or 

maintenance. The landscaping was beautiful and they were a close commute to 

everything important to them. I’d never seen my mother more content. She 

engaged in a little volunteer work, kept up with friends, stayed active (along with 

my father) in the Northern Nevada chapter of the British social and athletic club, 

and finally enjoyed a low-pressure lifestyle. I said to myself on more than just a 

few occasions: “Goodness, is this what a relatively normal, stable life is like?” 

Then Wham!! Along came strike eight. Less than a year in her dream, retirement 

home, my mother’s health rapidly deteriorated. She died unexpectedly and it was 

now just my father and me.  

To say that this was an excruciating challenge for both of us is a 

considerable understatement. Understandably, the day of my mother’s death and 

the immediate weeks to follow were fuzzy. I had been ill due to an upper 

respiratory infection, and was confined at home with a fever the week before she 

died. Although by then I was teaching part time remotely, I was still spread very 

thin. I phoned in to check on my mother since I wasn’t well enough to venture 

out, and no one at the hospital clued me into any specifics. Once I was well 

enough, I drove my father to visit her and we met up with some family friends. 

We were in her room for several hours then fatigue set in. I was shaken by how 

poorly off she was, and conferred with our family physician before leaving to grab 

some rest. I dropped my father off at their house and had been home roughly 
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two hours before the phone rang. A nurse described that my mother was near 

death. I left home immediately to collect my father, and we drove to the hospital 

in a dread-filled silence. 

Upon arrival at the nurses’ station we were informed that my mother had 

died. I remained there dealing with procedural matters while my father was taken 

to her room. It’s interesting how we deal with the first stages of this sort of grief. 

The staff handed her belongings to me in a paper sack, and I noticed the sash 

from her robe missing - - as if that would even matter. I then insisted that they 

find it and they were unable to do so. At about the time I’d completed signing 

assorted paperwork, my father was brought back to where I was. He’d used his 

walker to get there, however, he was escorted back to the nurses’ station in a 

wheelchair. He was utterly shattered.  

I have no recollection of the drive to his house. Once we got there and 

settled into the stillness, I made us a pot of tea, one of my family’s routines, 

especially mid to late afternoon. We hung out together for quite a while, 

processing the enormity of it all. Funeral home matters had been pre-arranged, 

so thankfully there was no panic. No rushing about. No frantic phone calls. It was 

a lazy yet poignantly somber afternoon into evening.  

I had dozens of people to notify starting the next day, so to simplify 

matters I delegated much of this task to willing friends. And what awesome 

friends there were! Then after passing off to them photographs, mementoes, 

candles, the guest book, and so on, they lovingly took care of the preparations 

the day of the service. They even accepted and sorted out all the floral 

remembrances delivered to the church. I was able then, to just pretty much show 

up with my father, fulfill my duties greeting guests and speaking from the pulpit, 

and have quality time with my father afterwards. It was an incredible service. It 

had been an incredibly tough day, then came the really hard stuff.  

I hadn’t realized how poorly my father was functioning until he became my 

sole responsibility. It quickly was apparent that living alone may not be an option 
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any longer. With a multitude of factors to contend with, my father and I became 

a formidable team. The 100% role reversal of him no longer being fully in charge 

of his own life was the most taxing. It only took a few heart-to-heart conversations 

for him to grasp the gravity of the circumstances. I was now fully responsible for 

two households, all of his personal affairs and health-related needs, and was 

working a forty-hour week teaching “part time.” Not enough hours in the day to 

be sure. So, we shifted from my father’s sand box of childhood days to the sand 

of our hourglass.   

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

Have you ever had the opportunity to contemplate an hourglass? Their 

simple elegance is really quite exquisite. While watching the grains of sand funnel 

through the narrow channel, the movement of time takes on a deeper dimension 

than looking at a clock or watch. It’s as though each grain of sand moving 

through that passageway is saying something important. It’s reminding us that 

time doesn’t stop. That life is finite. That time isn’t something to be squandered, 

and life is precious. When you picture an hourglass does it speak to you in any 

special way? Might the concept of sand flowing through an hourglass impart 

some wisdom - - perspective even? Allow yourself a few minutes to let this image 

settle in your mind’s eye. Please use the optional Reflective Moments page or 

your journal to make some notations.   
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~ ~ Reflective Moments ~ ~  
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 My father and I did okay for a while with the help of a visiting home health 

aide. I strived to have dinner with him regularly and when unable to dine with 

him, ensured ready-to-eat meals were lined up in the fridge. Our respective 

houses necessitated roughly a thirty-minute drive so careful logistics were a 

necessity. As my father and I adapted to this new and sad chapter in our lives, in 

retrospect I don’t see how we could have done any better. It was a huge plus that 

the home health aide and he got along famously, and additionally I was able to 

visit him most days.  

Fortunately, the remote teaching afforded me the flexibility to juggle it all. 

There were dental and medical appointments. There was physical therapy and 

occupational therapy. There were bills to pay and umpteen matters to coordinate. 

There was house cleaning, minor maintenance, laundry, shopping - - all while 

taking care of my own house. Most importantly though, there was time to enjoy 

optional outings together, and it was essential to maintain that all-important life 

balance. Then one afternoon - - wham!  That other proverbial shoe fell with a 

portentous thud. The home health aide (thankfully) spotted bruising on my 

father. Keeping this to himself to avoid being a nuisance, he’d been hiding the 

fact that he was increasingly having issues with his balance and had been falling. 

Every conceivable angle was pursued to allow him to remain at home. Various 

safety measures were put in place. In-home assessments were conducted. I even 

implemented a few strategies to minimize the necessity for him to stand. Our 

luck, unfortunately, ran out, and we were presented with the unenviable task of 

pursuing an assisted living option.   

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

On a far more upbeat note, there’s an entertaining story that is pertinent 

about my father’s in-patient stay on the rehabilitation floor of a hospital. This 

had been one of our last big pushes to strengthen him and keep him 
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independent. The hourglass was not on our side at this point, nevertheless, 

fortunately my father didn’t lose his sense of humor. The staff at the hospital 

adored him, finding him to be congenial and cooperative. This was also an 

uplifting experience for him since it helped him to feel more in control of his 

circumstances. It also gave him a feeling of accomplishment as he moved through 

the program. Along with the many bonuses of aging there come many losses, 

and the losing independence is one of the most agonizing. One afternoon I paid 

him a visit, and this was soon after I had undergone a hysterectomy. Since I was 

in considerable pain and had the option to borrow a wheelchair while I was there, 

I ended up scooting around on his floor like a daredevil. Let’s see . . . . have we 

lost count . . . . hum . . . . is the surgery strike nine? It was hilarious, and he and 

I were laughing so hard about me spinning about and tearing down the hallway 

like a maniac that our eyes were tearing up. As fate would have it my recovery 

was successful, however, on that particular day I was contending with a massive 

row of stiches, and standing or walking was still very painful.  

As for his funny story at the hospital, my father had awoken one evening 

and was shocked to find a gentleman sitting in a chair at his bedside and holding 

my father’s hand. This patient was speaking to my father as if he were this man’s 

wife. I can’t think of anyone else who could have handled this situation better. 

My father observed that the other patient appeared harmless, and so he gingerly 

rang the nurse call button. The hospital staff tenderly collected the confused 

man, and after exchanging some dry wit with the staff (adaptable as he was), my 

father simply tucked himself back under the covers and went to sleep. 

After navigating a user-unfriendly system and touring a number of highly 

questionable facilities, the perfect location became available for my father. A 

modern, homey, multi-structure, single-story campus came our way. It was bright 

and airy, well-maintained, and welcoming. There were vaulted ceilings in the 

public areas, ample family-room-like seating, and a range of stimulating activities 

for residents.  The facility was also in our price range which was no easy feat. 

Additionally, it was located in a lovely rural town reasonably near to where I lived. 
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Although it was a substantial commute for me, it was well worth it so my father 

wouldn’t be living in a depressing, stark, institutionalized-looking setting. He had 

a private room which I decorated with familiar and comforting items such as his 

framed World War II medals, family photographs, select trinkets, and his bed 

spread. It felt like home to him. Due to his medical diagnoses we concurred that 

hospice care was in his best interest, and that would be the next momentous step 

we took together. And so, the final journey with my father began. He and I were 

full partners in his day-to-day arrangements.  

We spoke frankly about end-of-life planning and I endeavored to arrange 

everything as he desired. We continued to go on outings to nearby lakes and 

parks, as well as enjoying dinner out. We also took relaxing drives to nowhere in 

particular. It was important to maintain as close to a normal lifestyle as possible 

in order to ensure my father’s overall well-being. He especially liked it when I 

brought my dog to visit (as did the other residents). He was crazy about her. It 

was the best therapy of all for him. On one occasion I received permission for the 

three of us to reserve a sunny sitting area located in a quiet wing of the building. 

With a fully prepared hot dinner, folding table, crystal stemware, cloth napkins 

and a table cloth, taper candles set in crystal candlesticks, and dog in tow, we 

lingered over a memorable meal together. It is one of the happiest moments I’ve 

every shared with my father. 

During his stay there we spent many afternoons and evenings sitting 

outdoors on one of the patios. These unstructured times were priceless. 

Sometimes we’d chat. Other times we would listen to the birds and crickets, as 

well as the rustle of the wind through the trees in the nearby forest. Regardless 

of what we did together, both of us were acutely aware of our hourglass. I vowed 

to myself to not waste one grain of that sand. This opportunity did not present 

itself to me and my mother, and I wouldn’t have another chance like this again. 

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 
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I’d venture a guess that you can identify at least two lost opportunities (so 

to speak) from your past. Situations like these can be thrust upon us, suddenly 

requiring decisive and immediate action. Others may have been foreseen over an 

extended period of time. Either way, once certain opportunities have past us by, 

they cannot be retrieved. We’re not machines (much as technological devises can 

make us believe we are). We are fallible - - it’s part of the deal in being human. 

Lots of conditions can lead to indecision and not all of it equals failure. For one, 

we may not have enough key information to make an intelligent choice. Secondly, 

feelings of inadequacy or low self-esteem can trip us up. Another stumbling block 

could be that someone of authority in our lives is in control of the matter. We 

might also be hampered by being overly concerned about what other people 

think, to the extent that our decision-making capabilities are then paralyzed. Or 

maybe we’ve been told time and time again that we are stupid, and we’ve 

internalized this faulty injunction.  

I have a proposition for you. Hang in there with me now!  If you are open 

to it, excavating a little further below the surface might reveal if there are self-

defeating patterns in your life. These could have resulted in any number of 

unfulfilled goals, a self-fulfilling prophecy of sorts, causing objectives not to be 

reached. Making you give up on your dreams. Causing you to doubt your 

capabilities. I know all too well that this is super uncomfortable territory, and you 

can skip this activity (just as with any others) if you desire. I’ve discovered that 

the only to get out of my own way and stop tripping myself up, is to be 100% 

honest with myself.  

There are, of course, innumerable approaches to this challenging 

undertaking. As you may already be doing, maintaining a confidential journal is 

a great starting point. A second avenue is sharing the burden with a highly 

trustworthy person. This (preferably face-to-face) interaction could be with a 

mentor, a coach, or neutral confidant. Professional assistance is something you’ll 

not want to overlook either. Some possibilities include the following: A licensed 

counselor, a psychiatrist, a qualified university advisor, a degreed nationally 
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certified coach, or a licensed minister. In tandem with any of the above, 

unsurprisingly, is the use of prayer. There are many forms of prayer, and your 

local public or university library would be brimming with resources to explore. In 

fact, books on religion and spirituality have become one of the biggest sellers, 

and subsequently, for example, are one of the largest collections at libraries that 

I have frequented.  

It is noteworthy that results of the Religious Landscape Study conducted 

by the Pew Research Center (a non-partisan think-tank) in 2104, reveals that fifty-

five percent of Americans pray daily. Of those who do not engage in daily prayer, 

twenty-one percent pray weekly or at least monthly. Survey data also report that 

forty-five percent of Americans rely on prayer. And when it comes to individuals 

who specifically identify as Christian, sixty-five percent state that prayer is 

essential to their Christian identity. With regard to American’s belief in God, the 

study shows that ninety percent believe in some form of a higher power. It is also 

of import to point out that fifty-six percent of U.S. adults believe in the concept 

of a Biblical God, whereas thirty-three percent believe in some sort of a spiritual 

force. Of the American adults surveyed in the Religious Landscape Study, forty-

eight percent believe that God determines what happens to them and actually 

protects them. More specifically, two-thirds of the Pew Study respondents believe 

that they are in some way rewarded by God. For more extensive facts (including 

easy-to-read charts), I encourage you to visit pewresearch.org/fact-tank/. 

Although I must confess that my grades weren’t all that good in college history, 

I’ve grown to find the history of religion a rich and captivating subject. Houston 

Smith’s book The World’s Religions is a perfect starting point for the lay person 

to explore major religions, their core tenants, and amazingly the remarkable 

similarities between them.  

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 
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Life can at times feel like a series of unending waves, and hopefully we get 

enough of a break in between to catch our breath and get our bearings. When I 

was losing my father it often seemed as if things would never settle down. An apt 

analogy is being caught in an ocean current - - one of those undertows that drag 

you back out the more you try to swim beyond them. They pelt you with massive 

waves, never giving you the chance to completely surface and make it back to 

shore. On top of that, sometimes there are additional obstacles such as getting 

entangled in seaweed, scraping up against rocks, or even feeling a sea creature 

bump into you.  

I’ve enjoyed a great deal of open water swimming in both lakes and the 

sea. There have been times when I’ve encountered something and not known 

what it was. A number of years ago while in Florida I visited a local beach. As I 

was not familiar with it, I decided to be conservative and swim relatively close to 

and parallel with the shore. The color of the water was mesmerizing. The clarity 

near perfect. The sunlight created artful designs on the shallow, sandy bottom in 

the form of diamond patterns undulating and morphing, like a liquid chain link 

fence. The sand displayed equidistant ripples that reminded me of one half of a 

fish bone. I’d been swimming for a while and was a little fatigued. Likely I’d 

pushed myself more than I ought to, especially being that I was in unfamiliar 

water. Caught up in the magnificence of it all I would have to say that I was 

entranced.  

As I swam along coming into view below me were a school of fishes. I said 

to myself: “Wow, this is way too cool!” “It’s like something out of one of those 

glossy full-color vacation brochures.” I hadn’t a clue what kind of fish they were, 

continued to swim, and eventually was directly above them. They were graceful. 

Shimmering. Strikingly beautiful. How could I get so lucky? I shadowed them for 

a while watching their coordinated and sinuous movements, then out of nowhere 

something (or someone) caused me to decide to get out of the water - - 

immediately. Already tired, this was especially difficult in the current. As I neared 

the shoreline a surge of relief swept through me. Once on the firm, damp sand, 



 LIVING LIGHT 
 

 
49 

 

I strolled and contemplated the scene. It didn’t take too long before the lightbulb 

in my mind clicked on. I’d been swimming a mere thirty feet or so directly above 

dozens of barracuda!  Wow indeed!! 

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

Approaching this optional activity from the standpoint of a metaphor, what 

can you relate to the most regarding the Florida story? Are you able to find any 

parallels in your own life? Please use the Reflective Moments page or your journal 

to record your thoughts.  
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~ ~ Reflective Moments ~ ~  
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 Returning to the days with my father while he was enrolled in the hospice 

program, the precious hours we had together in the assisted living facility were 

some of the best of my entire family life. Watching him deteriorate, though, was 

agonizing. In roughly one-and-a-half years he’d become wheelchair dependent, 

needed assistance with all activities of daily living, and his desire to live was 

slipping away. If I’d ever had a doubt about how much he loved my mother it had 

vanished completely. He eventually arrived at a place where he was totally ready 

to let go, let nature take its inevitable course, and make the transition to that 

other side.  

 The most important part of the comprehensive hospice program was 

placing his comfort, his needs, his overall well-being, and his dignity above all 

else. To say that it was a deeply moving and profound experience doesn’t do it 

justice. There was never a need on my part to prolong his life in order to have 

him around longer. In my view that would have been self-serving - - even selfish. 

We had a few touching and deep conversations about this during our patio visits. 

I made it clear that although I would miss him, I was okay with his need to let go 

- - his body was already beginning to make this decision for him anyhow. He was 

noticeably more peaceful after we explored this. 

 As for the hourglass, it would permit us to celebrate my father’s eighty-

ninth birthday in grand style. All the residents (who were truly fond of him) were 

invited to the party. There was a colorful cake with accompanying hats, party 

favors, and decorations. As he was a World War Two bomber pilot, the theme (of 

course) was airplanes! The staff joined in and professional clowns performed. It 

was a lively, upbeat time. I noticed throughout the late afternoon into evening 

that my father was uncharacteristically fatigued, oftentimes struggling to focus 

on the activities and conversations. When the festivities concluded he was 

wheeled back to his room. Having a top-rate hospice program involved with my 

father’s care was reassuring. It lifted so much weight off our shoulders.  
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~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

 Comfy and snug in my darling little house, I padded around in a plush, 

oversized robe. I spent some morning time with my dog (who lived outdoors), 

and was enthralled by the breathtakingly picturesque day. The view from my 

office window was of a fresh, gleaming blanket of snow. Sparkles glittered off the 

frozen whiteness. The generally quiet cul-de-sac was even more peaceful than 

usual. The sky was a clear, brilliantly piercing blue, and the birds were fliting 

about and warbling. There was the occasional dog bark or coyote howl, and a few 

neighbors were tooling about in the meadow behind my house on their snow 

mobile. It was a pristine Halloween winter wonderland.  

 For as long as I can remember I’d enjoyed being by myself. Even when 

married I required a considerable amount of personal space. The closeness and 

intimacy unique to a healthy marriage was great, and by most standards I was a 

romantic. At the same time many would likely characterize me as confident, 

independent, and definitely not the clingy type. Both marriages allowed for ample 

time on my own, and I was forthcoming about this personality trait prior to the 

decision to marry. Some solitary activities that I loved were hiking, working on 

my doll house, painting (oil and acrylic mostly), needlepoint and cross stich, 

walking the dog, gardening, cycling, jogging, ice skating, and downhill skiing. 

Lloyd far more so than Michael (my first husband) struggled with this. It’s of 

import to note that although there were commonalities, the two marriages were 

considerably different. And although (hopefully) when we marry it’s forever, that 

is simply not always in the cards.   

 A healthy balance of activities and responsibilities has always been a 

fundamental feature of my life. In fact, as commitments increase, I find myself 

re-evaluating priorities even more so. Family has always been a substantial 

component as has regular exercise and church attendance. Having generally had 

a dog as a pet, training and care was another, as well as quality time with friends. 
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I’ve also focused on striving for excellence professionally (inclusive of 

community-based volunteering). Then there are all those additional components 

of our lives: housekeeping, personal care, meal preparation, household and car 

maintenance, various repair projects, banking, social events, hobbies, 

entertaining, bookkeeping and records management, health-related 

appointments, R&R, and the unexpected things life tosses at us. Never having 

been a parent I’ve marveled at how couples carry out child rearing successfully 

along with everything else.  

 In glancing back over decades of living, for the most part I believe I did a 

decent job of balancing things. The credit isn’t all mine though, because God’s 

grace ultimately made it happen. Most days I found time for at least one of the 

following: scripture reading, related devotional or inspirational reading, 

meditation, soaking in a bath or hot tub, or quiet time out on the deck with a cup 

of coffee. During these precious, tranquil moments (sometimes no more than 

fifteen or twenty minutes) I could settle and catch up with myself. Granted this is 

much more of a challenge with youngsters scampering about the house. 

Nonetheless, I’ve known many couples with children who’ve incorporated some 

form of a regime like this. 

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

 Let’s make this concept into a visual so we can explore it better. Using a 

circle drawn on your optional Reflective Moments page or in your journal, please 

see if you can divide it up with pie-like slices representing important components 

of your day-to-day life. This can be completed from the standpoint of a typical 

week or month, whichever suits you best. And since you may want to make 

changes as you go, using pencil would be a good idea. After you’ve had an 

opportunity to consider your drawing, ask yourself what slices you are okay with. 

Are all your slices the very best you can presently manage? When you view your 
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pie in its entirety, how do you feel about it? As with all Reflective Moments, 

completing them in private so you have the freedom to express yourself 

unfettered will be helpful to you.  
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~ ~ Reflective Moments ~ ~  
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To be frank, I don’t know if today’s ridiculously hectic pace of life allows 

for a perfect pie. We generally have just far too much to juggle. Attempting to 

achieve a perfect pie, in fact, can result in undue anxiety and pressurize us even 

more. There must be a way though, for us to now and again re-configure some 

slices to ensure that we remain healthy, feel more content, and are successful in 

our endeavors. If you could make alterations to your pie, what would it look like? 

The use of your journal or the Reflective Moments page below can be permit you 

to visualize this. 
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~ ~ Reflective Moments ~ ~  
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Staying on the topic of pies, and what mine was like during my parent’s 

final years of life, since I was deeply involved with their personal affairs for 

approximately four years, that slice was a considerable one. After my mother 

died, even though I still had a housekeeper helping out at my home twice a month 

and relied on a dry cleaner to handle much of my laundry, I did everything else 

on my own. I was, to be sure, spread far too thin and most certainly did not have 

a well-balanced pie!  

The fact that this situation was temporary aided me in digging deep in 

order to find the stamina to carry on. Additionally, God’s grace was there every 

step of the way. Sometimes it seemed as if God was walking right beside me, and 

I didn’t feel alone in my travels during this test of endurance. When I’d feel as if 

I could not bear one additional burden, invariably something I would shift, new 

doors would open, fresh perspectives would present themselves, and I sensed 

God sharing these yokes that were weighing me down and preventing me from 

falling. 

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

Back to that stunning, snowy October thirty-first morning. The phone rang 

earlier than usual. On the other end of the line was a sweet, calm, and empathic 

female voice. She informed me that my father had died - - very peaceably. It was 

a pivotal moment if my life. No more immediate family. 

I don’t remember all of what I did that day (understandably). Fortunately, 

it wasn’t necessary to drive into town. I kept with simple and comforting 

activities, and do recall playing outdoors with my dog. I also pulled on a pair of 

snow boots and went for a long walk in the crisp air. Setting things up for the 

trick-or-treaters was especially meaningful since Halloween was one of my 

father’s favorite holidays. As dusk approached, I prepared things as I’d done 

countless years before. I played scary music and switched on the green front 
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porch lights. I also lit the candles in the Jack-O-Lanterns on the front steps, and 

dumped bags of treats into a massive bowl near the front door. In many respects 

it was a sweetly melancholy day.  

My father had slipped into a comma soon after his eighty-ninth birthday 

party. His body had begun the gradual process of shutting down. By his own 

account he was ready to go and was at peace with himself. His was surely a life 

well lived, and I don’t recall him ever commenting on any regrets.  

I felt alone, not desperate. I felt sad, not devastated. I did feel overwhelmed 

at the thought of the tasks that lay before me, yet I didn’t fall apart by any means. 

As was my habit by now I turned to God. I also turned to my support system. I 

paid attention to my pie, and took matters one very basic step at a time. I 

completed things in order of their importance, and I continued exercising 

regularly and ate healthy meals. And I surely did not drown my sorrows in alcohol. 

I accepted people’s generosity, heartfelt comfort, assistance, and prayers. And I 

continued to follow well-established daily spiritual practices which became more 

vital than ever.    

  

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

I am clearly no theologian. I do know, though, that for millennia people 

have been engaging in helpful spiritual practices, incorporating them into their 

culture and core life structure. Can you envision yourself doing this (assuming 

you do not already)? What simple steps can you take this week to commit to 

giving yourself the priceless gift of daily, or at least regular spiritual practice? If 

this is presently part of your life, might there be avenues to explore to enhance 

what you are already doing? Please use the optional Reflective Moments page or 

your journal to spend some time on this activity.    
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~ ~ Reflective Moments ~ ~  
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 We’ve likely reached a point where more than a handful of readers have 

concluded some version of the following: “Nice suggestions, easy for her to say, 

she’s not a parent. Naturally she could find the time for this touchy-feely stuff. I 

couldn’t fit one more thing into my already packed day. As it is, I don’t even get 

enough sleep.” Legitimate viewpoints definitely. I would also add that approaches 

that have proved helpful for me may not suit everyone. We all have different pies. 

Do permit me to emphasize this though, I’ve lost count of how many people have 

been genuinely struck by how I’ve gotten through these (and many other) road-

blocks. I’m divulging some of those strategies right here in Living Light.  

 It is my sincere hope that you’ve been able to identify with some of Living 

Light so far. Additionally, if you’ve been motivated to experiment with some 

varied approaches to get beyond your own road-blocks that’s great! Reading and 

contemplating Living Light has been value-added for you then. Perhaps you’ve 

begun to re-configure your toolkit. Maybe it’s been updated and stale concepts 

have been discarded. No one’s toolkit is static, and it will adapt to situations as 

they shift and change.  

 This brings to mind an image of sand dunes. From a distance they can 

appear stationary - - solid even. Upon closer examination they are actually in 

constant motion. Countless grains trade places with other grains in an eternal 

dance. One depending on the other to form, and reform, and reform once again 

the dune’s architecture. Likewise, with our lives, the smallest adaptations can 

lead to the most consequential of successes.  
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Chapter Three 

 

Exploring Foundational Story Lines 

 
Then Jesus said to his disciples: Therefore I tell you,  

do not worry about your life, what you will eat; or about your body,  

what you will wear. Life is more than food, and the body more than clothes. 

 Consider the ravens: They do not sow or reap, they have no storeroom or barn;  

yet God feeds them. And how much more valuable you are than birds!  

Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life?  

Since you cannot do this very little thing, why do you worry about the rest?  

Consider how the lilies grow. They do not labor or spin.  

Yet I tell you, not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these.  

If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today,  

and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, how much more will he clothe you.  

O you of little faith! And do not set your heart on what you will eat or drink;  

do not worry about it. For the pagan world runs after all such things,  

and your Father knows that you need them. But seek his kingdom,  

and these things will be given to you as well.  

Do not be afraid, little flock, for your Father has been pleased 

 to give you the kingdom. Sell your possessions and give to the poor.  

Provide purses for yourselves that will not wear out,  

and treasure in heaven that will not be exhausted,  

where no thief comes near and no moth destroys.  

For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.  

 

Luke 12:22-24 
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I had arrived at the advent of a new phase of life - - no more immediate 

family. I suppose both parents of an only child dying in close succession can be 

easily qualify as strike number ten. It was, without a doubt, quite the adjustment. 

Even when death is expected it doesn’t dilute the grief. I certainly didn’t miss 

seeing my father miserable. I did, however, miss the companionship we’d both 

come to appreciate. The many relaxed and unguarded discussions. The 

comfortable silence to be found in just sitting together. The time spent watching 

favorite television programs. The drives through the scenic countryside. 

Witnessing my father’s increasing affection for my dog. The gift of experiencing 

a gentler side of my father. And now after months of making critical decisions 

regarding his life, the choices I made would set the course for my future. 

I graduated (finally) with my doctorate during the summer of 2003. My 

father was delighted. My mother would have been. Armed now with this hard-

earned prize, my professional portfolio was strengthened. I had been teaching 

online for some time and the students were happy with me, as was the university. 

I enjoyed the work, it was rewarding, and the flexible scheduling was a bonus. 

The unanticipated downside was that keyboarding all day didn’t agree with my 

body, and I developed the early stages of carpel tunnel syndrome. Nothing could 

conservatively alleviate it. One more strike - - number eleven. This was a most 

unwelcome setback because it eliminated so many options for me. And as 

opportunities in the field of higher education where I lived were limited, this 

development was a real game changer. 

Having settled all of my parent’s affairs I tossed my hat in the job search 

ring. I applied throughout the United States and the response to my submissions 

was encouraging. In time potential employers were flying me to their institutions 

for day-long panel interviews accompanied by campus tours. I got to see more of 

this magnificent country on someone else’s dime! With a number of enticing 

offers before me, I accepted a position back east to develop a new program. Let’s 

call the university A Back-East Institution (ABEI). I moved before my house sale 

had even closed and settled into an upscale community. For the first time in my 
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career there wasn’t the drudgery of a long commute. I readily settled into my new 

life: church, friends, YMCA, and an amazing array of cultural, entertainment, and 

recreational options. I was jazzed. I rented a duplex in a pretty, tree-lined 

neighborhood. Many of the homes looked like something out of a house and 

garden magazine. I was close to everything important to me, including the 

seaside. The landlord and I got along famously, and at ABEI I was well-liked by 

students and colleagues alike. Due to the nature of the program I developed and 

ran I interacted with just about every department on campus. The dynamic 

environment was stimulating, and I was eager to arise each morning and begin 

another day. That is until another strike hit, number twelve. 

I’d been interviewed by a panel of five or so ABEI’s department heads, and 

there had to be a consensus to hire me. After a period of time, however, despite 

glowing evaluations and praise from collaborators and colleagues, there was an 

unsettling change in the relationship between me and my immediate supervisor. 

With the benefit of hindsight, I can’t say that there was any single defining 

moment that stands out which led to this. Essentially what happened was that 

my supervisor (we’ll call her A.J.) suddenly began to micromanage me, and find 

fault with countless things I’d been praised about by her and colleagues. As the 

months passed a sinking feeling welled up in me and I said to myself: “Was I 

being set up to fail?” “And if so, whatever for?” Sadly, this did prove to be the 

case. I documented events meticulously and utilized every available channel to 

rectify the unfolding downturn. The lesson learned from this, regrettably, was 

that if someone in authority decides to use their power to axe you, there is 

absolutely nothing you can do about it. My colleagues were mortified. Many 

provided me with letters of recommendation much to A.J.’s consternation. When 

it was all said and done, I was . . . . well . . . . how to state it . . . . to be totally 

blunt . . . . totally screwed!! I had no safety net. No family. No home to return to.  

No grass grew under my feet. I got right back into the game and landed a 

handful of fantastic interviews. Just to have an interview with some of these 

employers was an accomplishment in and of itself. It softened the blow of what 
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had transpired considerably. During this lag time I did sightseeing, and enjoyed 

a multitude of cultural and recreational options. This was far better than stewing 

about the matter, which would only serve to erode my already battered self-

confidence. Somewhat long story cut quite short - - nothing panned out. The brief 

time I’d worked at ABEI must have looked suspect. As I could not live in limbo 

forever in such a pricey area, I took up an offer from some former Nevada 

neighbors, and moved near them in the southern U.S. They lived in an affordable 

part of the country, and this route looked better than struggling financially where 

I was. After such a torrent of strikes, the method to the madness was to simply 

decompress, since I’d never had the chance to do so.  

My former neighbors helped me settle into a pleasant and bright upstairs 

apartment. Rather than the expense of storing belongings, all the excess items 

filled a spare room. I had panoramic views of green meadows, trees, and gently 

rolling hills. Fatefully the Episcopal church was within walking distance, and the 

brightly lit cross served as a beacon of hope - - visible at night from my bedroom. 

I gave myself a few months to catch my breath, and being planted right in the 

middle of a lush paradise, nature worked its healing magic, so did tremendous 

support from friends. It has often been said that if we have only a few true, 

reliable friends we are very blessed indeed. It isn’t necessarily the number of 

friends we have than it is the quality of those relationships.  

It’s my opinion that seven attributes combine to create great friendships. 

These friends, for one, are non-judgmental. They also love you unconditionally 

(no quid pro quo). Thirdly, they are patient with you. And although helpful, don’t 

attempt to turn you into someone you are not. Fifth, they aren’t overly 

controlling, and they’re not fueled by envy either. Lastly, these friends display a 

reasonable amount of flexibility in their interactions with you. I’d venture a guess 

that by in large, people would concur with these six characteristics. The right 

type of support is critical when we are climbing steep mountains and navigating 

rough seas. 
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~ ~ ~ ~  

 

Both hiking and rock climbing have been beloved hobbies of mine. And 

although many years have passed since I’ve been able to take part in these 

activities, I have been blessed with memories to last a lifetime. One of the best 

things about living in Northern Nevada was the abundance of venues for this. 

More often than not I hiked on my own mid-week when it wasn’t crowded. The 

smells of pine, earth, and the fresh, crisp air were intoxicating. The abundance 

of wildlife was enchanting. Reaching a high ledge or peak and settling in on a 

rock was some of the best therapy I ever had. I’ve read recently in more than one 

reliable source, about how technology, as helpful as it is (and I am definitely a 

beneficiary), has resulted in an increase in health problems. It has also been 

reported countless times in every form of media imaginable, that it has 

disconnected us from our interior true north, plus regrettably diluted important 

friendships. This cycles back to the notion of balance and how essential it is. 

Can you identify two “true blue” friends? People who are (or could be) part 

of your toolkit. If you can, good for you. If no one comes to mind with at least 

the majority of the seven qualities noted above, are there possible avenues to 

build or enhance existing, mutually beneficial, and healthy friendships? The ways 

in which to go about this are of course innumerable. They are, though, not 

necessarily easy. The desire to build (or strengthen existing) well-rounded, 

uplifting, nurturing friendships needs to be strong, in order to make that 

commitment and move forward. Please take a few minutes to pause and think 

about this topic. Note feelings, ideas, and possible solutions on the optional 

Reflective Moments page to follow or in your journal. 
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~ ~ Reflective Moments ~ ~  
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You’ve no doubt heard the oft used expression: “You cannot choose your 

family but you can choose your friends.” Even if you’ve been blessed with loving 

family members, they can often be too close to us to be objective. Many of life’s 

hurdles require meaningful relationships that include people who have the 

capacity to take a neutral stance. They, for example, haven’t any direct stake in 

the outcome of the hurdles we are striving to get over (or under, around, through 

and beyond). Both professionally and personally I’ve seen examples where so-

called friends were, as a matter of fact, the very source of the hurdles, boulders, 

rocks, walls, or barriers that required negotiating. People can be saboteurs 

without us ever being aware of it. In other cases, if someone else’s hidden agenda 

is all consuming, they can very well be damaging our life without realizing it. It 

is so critical to be mindful of the company we keep and this type of knowledge 

is helpful for anyone’s toolkit.  

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

Continuing on with the southern U.S. sojourn amidst sleepy, tree-lined 

lanes and grassy farmland, as well as majestic, ancient trees, it was a beautiful 

place for an interlude. The trees struck me as being sentinels to the history of 

the region. What these handsome, adaptable custodians had witnessed must be 

truly remarkable. Picturing them transports me back to the oak tree cloud of 

chapter one, as many of them were stately oaks. If I could be more like a tree, so 

stable, yet so flexible and adaptable, wouldn’t that be grand! Rambling wild roses 

and vines overgrowing abandoned structures were ubiquitous, and their 

fragrance was intoxicating. Charming, well-tended homesteads could be seen 

everywhere, tucked far off the highway and the gravel roads - - many picture-

perfect. It was a tremendous pleasure driving around, regardless of what the 

errand or appointment was.  
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You are likely familiar with the expression about making lemon juice out 

of lemons. By now I was on the fast track (lamentably) to turning lemons into all 

manner of things. As beautiful as it was, professional prospects were zero where 

I was living, and I knew this going in. I fiddled around with some consulting and 

that never properly took off. There weren’t demographics necessary to support 

such an endeavor. Therefore, inevitably I threw that proverbial hat right smack in 

the middle of job search ring again. My aim was to find a suitable job within a 

certain radius of where I was living because I’d fell in love with the region. Who 

would have thought? Fast forwarding . . . . zip, zip . . . . blur . . . . blur . . . . I aced 

an interview at what looked to be a reputable educational products firm and 

accepted their offer. And as good fortune would have it, I stumbled on a 

remarkable deal on a house which I could not possibly lose on. I’d be able to flip 

it for a tidy profit if yet another job flopped. I was hopeful, yet far more cautious 

this time. I caught on fast as one of their sales and marketing representatives, 

and they said they felt lucky to snag someone of my caliber. The commute from 

home (longish) afforded me a superb quality of life in a nearby, quiet, family-

oriented, newer subdivision that was nestled among acres of farmland. I’d 

stepped right into one of those pinch-me scenarios. How I got so lucky I don’t 

know. I dared to think - - is this maybe it? A normal and stable life?  

The house I purchased was in a conservative, rural part of the United States. 

You could go about your business without being unduly concerned about crime. 

Not one house in my subdivision was fitted with a security system, and the 

majority of neighbors had school-age children. The streets and sidewalks echoed 

with the laughter of youngsters on their bicycles and roller blades, and playing 

stick hockey or basketball in the driveway was a common sight. With few 

exceptions the houses and gardens were immaculate. The neighborhood’s 

culture was such that someone was frequently seen taking a plate of baked goods 

to a friend, or hauling equipment to help out with a repair.  

As it would turn out, I attracted a fair amount of attention walking my dogs. 

There was absolutely no chance I’d get out and back to my house without visiting 
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with someone.  I was surrounded by considerate people wherever I went. The 

tone was similar with the town’s merchants. It was like stepping into a dream. 

With the place move-in ready it had all been so easy. Setting up house was actually 

fun. Adept at living out of cases, bags, boxes, and bundles by now, I took my 

time, really appreciating the experience of scoring such an attractive and 

comfortable home. As my work schedule permitted, and after other necessities 

such as a new driver’s license and car plates, telephone, Internet and television 

cable installation and the like were dealt with, the hobbyist in me launched into 

decorating. I installed new curtain rods and window dressings, and wired in some 

decorative light fixtures. I also had fun with wall papering. You got that right. 

Proof positive that even papering a wall can be enjoyable, it’s all in how you 

perceive things!  Eventually it became necessary to dog-proof the back yard, as 

one of my two adoptees turned out to be a highly skilled escape artist.  

One of the best pastimes was playing fetch and frisbee with the dogs. The 

massive back lawn was ideal for this, and the oversized patio beckoned to me to 

get a BBQ, so using that became another nice routine. Being far out in the 

boonies, the nearest Episcopal church wasn’t in my backyard this time. And 

although church attendance required a long drive, the scenery was so nice that I 

didn’t mind a bit. On the way and back an added bonus was an aquatic complex. 

It was complete with multiple pools, water slides, a roomy locker room, and a 

wide range of programming that took place in areas adjoining the pools - - and 

all for free! I took full advantage of this fantastic resource.   

As gorgeous as the region was, I have to confess the humidity took some 

getting used to after decades living in the high desert. I’d also not experienced 

such a range of fierce weather before. We’re talking torrential downpours - - 

sheets of water. The storms were often accompanied by intense lightning shows 

so thrilling that I (and many others) could not resist marveling at them and 

watching when safe to do so. Additionally, there was the occasional tornado in 

nearby towns, as well as a fair amount of hail. As if this wasn’t excitement 
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enough, the winds could be so fierce that eventually a section of the common 

fence separating my property from the neighbors to the left began to pull apart.  

A particular weather event stands out that involved one of my many helpful 

neighbors. An evening storm had been rumbling outdoors, the high winds 

battering the east side of the house. There was an unfamiliar sound which was 

worrying, so donning a bright yellow rain slicker I ventured out into the 

maelstrom, heavy-duty halogen emergency torch in hand. What I discovered was 

really distressing. The large double-wide front gate was blowing apart. To offer 

a perspective, this gate was big enough for a full-sized tractor to drive through 

with room to spare. The dogs were now at risk of running away and not getting 

safely back home. I gathered them up and they settled in a nook I’d set up in the 

garage for just this sort of emergency. Curled up together so perfectly they were 

buddies through and through. Being adopted with a history of mistreatment, 

along with a raging storm, they surely would have bolted had the gate broken 

apart and not found their way back. I reached a kindly neighbor and within a 

matter of minutes toolbox in hand, he was ringing the doorbell. Together we 

rigged something up to suffice for a while, knowing the gate latch would have to 

be substantially shored up at a later time. For projects such as these that were 

too difficult for me a trustworthy handyman was enlisted. He never price-gouge 

me - - a real gem.  

It came as no surprise, that after the battering by the storm the common 

fence shared with my neighbor to the left had partially split apart. Having been 

weakened by prior weather events, I’d tried on several occasions to negotiate 

with her to arrive at a plan to split repair costs. I got nowhere fast. This would be 

the tragic beginning of the end to what was up until that point a congenial, albeit 

tentative relationship with my next-door neighbor. I was taken aback by this 

behavior, since in my many years of being a homeowner there had never been 

friction with any of my neighbors. Was this a harbinger of things to come? I 

thought to myself. This event would reveal an unpleasant, real-life soap opera, 

as I pieced together the story of this unemployed woman and her family. First 
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off, she was not well-liked in the neighborhood. Secondly, her ex-husband, who 

was seen at her house frequently was a law enforcement officer. She was a full-

time homemaker with school-aged children who thirdly, struck others as being 

somewhat antisocial. Fourthly, the blinds in her front windows were never open, 

and when neighbors visited her to lend a cup of flour or a tool, she guarded the 

doorway so no one could see in. I’d spoken to her on numerous occasions and 

although she wasn’t rude, she could best be described as distant - - a little 

reclusive even. Fair enough, we all have our reasons for behaving the way we do. 

We all have our histories.  

Time was running out to solve the fence problem, so I engaged the services 

of a contractor. Her aggressive dog and my two rescue dogs were on the verge 

of getting into one another’s back yards. Somehow, I got permission to gain 

access to her yard to complete the repairs 100% at my expense. The cross beams 

and posts were on her property and the contractor completed the majority of the 

work on her side of the fence. Thankfully the project was completed and there 

didn’t appear to be any lingering ill will.  

Meanwhile work at the educational products company (we’ll call it EPC) was 

progressing nicely. I was also once again re-building a circle of friends. 

Additionally, I made the trek to my former neighbors often. Spending time with 

them was one of my favorite activities. The comforting familiarity of the long-

term relationship combined with being at their restful and idyllic homesite was 

wonderful. A treasured pastime was splashing about on all manner of comical, 

inflatable toys in nearby lakes. Being pulled behind their boat on an inner tube 

wasn’t bad either! This generous family had helped me settle into my new house 

and we were tighter than we’d ever been. They owned a picturesque spread 

complete with horses, cats, dogs, chickens, goats, geese, and all manner of other 

critters. Their priority was providing a wholesome, safe environment for their 

children, hence the reason they left Nevada (a gambling state with legal 

prostitution and easy access to illicit drugs).  
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Another pleasant activity was training my dogs. They were such great pals. 

After fostering and socializing several from the local shelter, one in particular 

said to me one day: “I’m your buddy. Don’t send me back to that shelter! Please!!” 

When it became apparent that she needed a playmate a perfect companion came 

my way. I happened on an advertisement in the newspaper for a free dog. As it 

turned out, a kindly lady in a nearby town had rescued an abandoned, pregnant 

dog. As I visited with her, I thought to myself: Aren’t you one of the loveliest, 

most gentle, warm-spirited people I’ve ever met? More than me getting to know 

the orphaned dog (still caring for a litter of pups) she was sizing me up. This 

benevolent woman was going out of her way to ensure I’d take good care of this 

poor sole of a dog. After a second interview (yes, they indeed felt like interviews) 

with her, if I agreed to take the dog to her veterinarian to be spayed that very 

same day, the precious animal would be adoptee number two. Long, heart-

rendering story cut extremely short, the two dogs bonded immediately and 

shared a touching doggie friendship.  

In this rural neighborhood it was not uncommon for the hoot of an owl to 

lull me to sleep at night. Dazzling rainbows often stretched across the sky, and 

as luck would have it, I lived in a bald eagle migratory flyway. Seeing so many of 

America’s symbol of democracy and freedom soaring from tree to tree was 

inspiring. Nearby there was a lake which I frequented. Sitting along the shore on 

boulders and absorbing the atmosphere was blissful. The only sounds most of 

the time were those created by nature: water gently lapping along the shoreline, 

the occasional splash of fish, numerous bird calls, and the breeze whistling as it 

whooshed through the trees. Not a day went by that I wasn’t acutely aware of my 

good fortune. I’d felt the same way about living in rural Northern Nevada. 

Although moving to the southern U.S. had never been in my long-range plans, I 

have to admit that it was a life-enhancing detour.  

Getting disconnected from the core of who we are is indeed a risky state 

of affairs, and I’ve certainly fallen prey to this more than I’d like. Unfortunately, 

our modern and technologically-laden society makes this all too easy. Overeating. 
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Over texting. Overmedicating. Overcommitting. Bombarded by television. 

Bombarded by mind-dulling music. Bombarded by advertising. And bombarded 

by social media, nature simply didn’t design us for these excesses. It would seem 

as if through my misfortune, God gently set me down in a part of the United 

States that would prove to be healing in and of itself.    
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Chapter Four 

 

Watching Key Episodes 

 
Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened,  

and I will give you rest.  

Take my yoke upon you and learn from me,  

for I am gentle and humble in heart,  

and you will find rest for your souls.  

For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.  

 

Mathew 11:28-30 
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If my religious faith was important before, it became more important still. 

A recap of just some of the issues I’ve needed to deal with include substantial 

family challenges, learning disabilities, and ADHD. Then we have the two divorces 

and a dream job that evaporated. There were the delays in completing my 

doctorate, and towards the end of that undergoing a hysterectomy. Then there 

was everything involved with two parents passing in close succession. I was set 

up to fail at ABEI, and during the very early months of living in the south, I was 

slammed with an unexpected and urgent surgery (Surprise! I hadn’t mentioned 

that). To round out the list, enter the conundrum with a next-door neighbor. 

Notwithstanding the tension now present due to her behavior, this was offset by 

having other great neighbors. I was frequently invited for coffee, lunch, and an 

occasional BBQ. And then there were those delightful chats with other 

homeowners during dog walking time. Quite a few took me under their wing, this 

single, female, homeowner whom they perceived as having a lot of moxie, I was 

definitely an oddity in the subdivision.  

Returning to activities at EPC, I liked working for this well-known franchise 

that specialized in high-end software and technical assistance. As I climbed the 

learning curve my production rate increased. A primary focus of the job was 

cultivating cold and warm leads plus working with existing clientele. The owner, 

let’s refer to her as Dottie, remarked on more than a couple of occasions that I 

just seemed to have the touch. I was self-motivated, well organized, caught on 

fast, and required minimal supervision. Dottie felt that I was perfect for her 

extremely busy yet small office. Her right-hand person Olin (fictitious), who was 

my immediate supervisor was EPC’s business manager.  

EPC was located in a state-of-the-art office suite set within a fairly new 

business park. The conference room was something right out of a movie set. 

Massive, gleaming table. Sophisticated video projection system. Floor to ceiling 

windows were one entire wall. The classrooms were almost as impressive. No 

expense was spared. First appearances mattered with the professionals who 

visited EPC. Their employers paid top dollar to have them receive training on the 
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software products. I was happy at home. Happy at work. Happy with my church. 

Happy with the region. I said to myself on more than one occasion: “Hey, I can 

really get used to this.” “I’ve finally landed an ideal situation.” Then . . . . let’s see 

. . . . how best to put it . . . . uhm . . . . well . . . . shit hit the fan! I walked in on 

Dottie and Olin smoking crack in an empty classroom. How does one make a 

graceful exit from such a scene? A weighty awkwardness set in from that point 

forward.  

It wasn’t too long after the untimely interlude with Dottie and Olin that 

issue number two with the next-door neighbor infringed on my life. Trash. That’s 

right - - garbage. With high winds a frequent condition and lids not properly 

secured on her bins, I became the frequent recipient of her litter as it blew into 

my front yard. It would collect in the right angle where the entryway of the house 

and my office in the front came together. Some weeks it would pile up a foot 

deep. What was even more incredible was that neither her nor her able-bodied 

children made an attempt to retrieve it. I put up with it for a while, and then when 

I had to start dealing with feminine hygiene waste, I’d had just about enough.  

By now the neighbor to the left would not answer her front door when I 

went over. I resorted to taping little notes on it. When met with no reply these 

progressed to more formal letters. I kept this up for a period of time remaining 

hopeful. The result? Nothing. Zip. Zero. Isn’t hindsight usually 20/20? In some 

respects, I wish that I’d just endured the garbage piles. It’s not as if I was the 

only neighbor dealing with her rubbish. It blew all over the cul-de-sac. Sometimes 

her trash cans would lie yards away from her house in the street for days. If they 

were an impediment to someone getting in and out of their driveway, or a safety 

hazard for their children, neighbors would usually return them.  

Most readers are likely familiar with the following motto: Plan your battles 

carefully. In retrospect it’s likely that I hadn’t heeded this wisdom. Frustrated and 

increasingly irritated with refuse piling up on my lawn, I filed a water-tight small 

claims court action. I included date and time-stamped photographs, and they 
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provided clear reference points showing the location of her house and garbage 

bins. The documentation also cited non-emotional, verifiable facts that were 

irrefutable. All this served to inflame her even more and she retaliated in ways I 

was unprepared for.  

Her children were now taunting my dogs through our common fence. Her 

excessively agitated dog would then run back and forth along the fence line 

viciously barking. Dogs are instinctively territorial, and my rescue dogs naturally 

barked in response and became aggravated. Part two of her sinister scheme 

involved filing complaints against me to animal control for excessive barking. 

This hostile and calculated tactic forced me into a no-win bind. At about the same 

time matters were disintegrating at EPC. Dottie and Olin were not pleased with 

my production rate now after having been showered with praise up till that point. 

The handwriting was scribbled in big, bold lettering all over the wall. EPC was 

strike thirteen.   

In the meantime, the nasty neighbor to the left (N.N.L. for short), was trying 

to recruit friends, family, and neighbors to perjure themselves in small claims 

court. Being tipped off about this by a neighbor whom she approached, who 

subsequently declined to become entangled in her deceitful plot, I sought legal 

advice. I met with a well-regarded attorney and presented him with the facts, 

including the small claims court documentation. To his credit he didn’t charge a 

penny, and frankly stated to me in so many words - - you’re screwed! The full 

power and influence of N.N.L.’s law-enforcement-officer ex-spouse had come to 

bear. And once the final citation for having a barking dog nuisance was slipped 

into my screen door, I was forced to re-evaluate the entire matter.  

As much as my neighbor-friends wanted to support me in court they 

couldn’t assume the risk, since their fates could be worse than mine. All except 

a small percentage had school-aged children. Their families were well ensconced 

in the community, in some cases over many generations. I considered 

surrendering the dogs to the same shelter where the first one had been adopted 
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from, thinking that would resolve things. After careful deliberation, though, I 

concluded that N.N.L.’s type of personality would invent yet another ruse. Now 

deeply worried about my future, I got the dogs properly squared away, put the 

house up for sale, had all my belongings put in storage, and left the state.  

Nevertheless, that wouldn’t be good enough for N.N.L., and even after I 

was long gone, she harassed me still. There was no reason the house would not 

sell quickly. Priced competitively. Immaculate. Tastefully re-decorated. Sensor 

floodlights installed outdoors. Large fenced back yard. Situated on a premium 

lot. Landscape improvements front and back. A fully finished garage in which I’d 

installed sturdy, attractive shelving. A roomy kitchen with a nice view of the back 

yard complete with high-end, stainless appliances plus tons of cabinet space. 

Located on the school bus route and in a low traffic cul-de-sac, by any standards 

a dream home for a young family purchasing their first home. Not one offer was 

made on the house. None! Who could have possibly predicted that I’d be the 

target of such ugly, vengeful behavior? I was crushed. I was worried about my 

finances big time. I set out driving cross country at the same time I applied for 

work back in California. Throughout the journey I was relentless in arriving at an 

arrangement with the mortgage company. I never got past the automated phone 

systems, and didn’t receive responses to my many letters. Bear in mind this was 

occurring during the historic mortgage crisis which was the precursor to the 

Great Recession, and up to that point I’d had impeccable credit. Not for long. 

When the house didn’t sell, I was forced into foreclosure (strike fourteen).  

As for the house sale, I’d been in frequent contact with the listing real 

estate agent - - a very amiable and capable guy. There was so little interest that 

he was completely baffled. We discussed the mystery several times, and as the 

property did not sell in a reasonable period of time, he believed that sabotage 

was the only answer. I never faulted the agent. I was so caught up with job search 

there was no time to stew over it. Amazingly, I’d whipped up a formidable 

application packet that minimized what appeared to be job hopping. With letters 

of recommendation, degrees, certificates, awards, and transcripts loaded onto 
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my flash drive and laptop, everything I needed was mobile. Without skipping a 

beat, I was coordinating all of this while staying at a string of hotels. This isn’t to 

say it wasn’t stressful. It most certainly was! I’d effectively being driven into 

homelessness and was living out of suit cases, while I watched my hard-earned, 

pristine credit take a nose dive. One big plus though, was I incorporated a fair 

amount of sightseeing along the way. And as luck would shine on me once again, 

sparing you the endless, wearying details, I accepted a position in Central 

California.  

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

Straight away I settled into the local Episcopal church which was near where 

I lived.  Another blessing was that my apartment was so close to work that I often 

walked. It was roomy with a spare bedroom to (again) store items that would 

otherwise be placed in storage. Being on the ground floor afforded me a patio, 

which was more spacious and convenient than a balcony, and I often took 

advantage of it to lounge, read, savor a cup of tea or cocoa, or just soak up some 

sun. With mature landscaping throughout the multi-structure complex, there 

were also trees partially shading the patio. By now the foreclosure had shown up 

on my credit report, and what a letdown it was to see that in black and white after 

decades of building first-rate credit. Fortunately, the apartment management 

took into consideration the spotless credit history prior to that, and worked out 

a very equitable arrangement.  

Learning the ropes at work was fun and it came very easily to me. I also 

jumped right into volunteering at church which would turn out to be exceedingly 

fulfilling. This time round I was much more cautious about everything though. 

As that proverbial other shoe had dropped so many times, I unpacked only what 

was necessary. Contrary to my nature, I also found that I held back when it came 

to making new friends - - a self-protective measure no doubt. One great thing 
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that happened was that I was able to resume getting regular massages after a 

considerable interruption. Even while living in Northern Nevada my budget had 

never permitted them more than a couple of times a month, yet it was 

exceedingly beneficial regarding my overall well-being. As comfortable as things 

were there remained a foreboding that I could not shake, a hunch that N.N.L. 

wasn’t through with me. What else she could possibly do I couldn’t imagine, 

nonetheless, her ex-spouse was evidently well-connected.   

Prior to moving into the apartment I’d been at an extended-stay hotel 

awaiting my belongings. For the most part this worked in my favor as I acclimated 

to my job and new surroundings. There was no housekeeping. No being 

inundated with boxes. No unpacking. No time-consuming cooking. No dealing 

with utility, cable, phone companies and the like yet. I did fine with simple, easy-

to-prepare meals, and made good use of the gym and pool. And although staying 

in a hotel was pricier, I’d racked up so many credits on the rewards program that 

I benefitted from oodles of free nights. This arrangement also permitted me to 

focus on the learning curve at work, plus in the evenings consume pages and 

pages of instructional manuals. Things couldn’t have worked out any better.  

As for the job itself, the position was highly competitive and came with 

terrific benefits. The screening process included a thorough physical, reference 

checks, and criminal background investigation. I was hired as a career specialist 

at a one-stop-style government-funded employment center, and together with my 

colleagues, was responsible for providing a diverse array of services. These 

included job search leads and tips, resume and application development, 

interview techniques, and workshop instruction. I was in my element. I’d certainly 

had a lot of practice!! My immediate supervisor was great. He and I enjoyed a 

superior chemistry from the get-go. Wow! Amazing! I just couldn’t believe it. Life 

was good once again, and things were unmistakably on the upswing.  

Even with all that had gone so well I just could not shake the feelings of 

apprehension. Alas, it would turn out they were not misplaced. By about the 
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second month at the apartment complex I started receiving peculiar calls on my 

land-line. Not long after this began, the usual pattern of day-to-day activity 

around my building changed drastically. A second story apartment unit directly 

facing mine had similarly attired men in baseball caps coming and going all hours 

of the day and night. Their behavior was uncharacteristic compared with other 

tenants and visitors. Typically, two or three similarly-attired men would arrive and 

always inversely would depart. Most of the time they were carrying take-away 

food while arriving then garbage bags when leaving. After this had been going 

on for some time, I began to pay closer attention and what I noticed was alarming. 

I exclaimed to myself more than once: “What now?” The men were wearing 

holstered side arms. At first, I doubted my own vision finding this 

incomprehensible. It would, though, end up being the case with all the men. To 

add to the enigma, the vertical blinds in the unit were positioned in an unnatural 

way and never moved. A separation had been created between a few panels and 

it was centered directly onto my patio. “How could this be happening?” I uttered 

to myself. “What the heck is going on?” This is like a freaky motion picture, I 

mused, and apparently, I’m in the script.  

I carried on per normal (more or less). Having lost my privacy on the patio, 

however, I did invest in an umbrella. Other than that, I maintained my usual 

activities and routines. As this, well . . . . hmm . . . . what else could it possibly 

be called . . . . uh . . . . surveillance continued, a similar profile of the armed men 

emerged. Most looked to be between thirty and forty years of age. They all bore 

short, military-style haircuts. The men wore lose-fitting, buttoned, collared, 

short-sleeved shirts that were not tucked into their trousers. Some had a T shirt 

under an unbuttoned shirt. They were fitted with high-quality athletic shoes and 

khaki pants or jeans. The men walked with a confident swagger and appeared to 

be in top physical condition. The more I observed, the more apparent it became 

that the function of those lose-fitting shirts was to conceal at least one fire arm. 

At this point I mumbled to myself on more than a few occasions: “What the 

@#**\)@##<*#^!!!!!?” Feelings of angst started to well up in me, and I had taken 
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on an understandably wary attitude. I began venturing out less, afraid of - - what? 

Yet I knew there was something undeniably sinister swirling around me.   

Because this was all too surreal it was shared with only a couple of long-

time, trusted confidants who already had background on the antics with N.N.L. 

and her ex-spouse. This was indisputably too onerous to bottle up and It was 

vital to share it with others. When it looked as if circumstances couldn’t possibly 

get freakier, I was called into my bosses’ office one Friday morning. This was one 

day before my probationary period was up. I was informed (very politely) that due 

to budget cuts my position was being terminated, and it had nothing to do with 

my performance. It was a matter of last hired, first fired. Strike number fifteen. 

Security personnel monitored me as I gathered my belongings. They ensured I 

made no more phone calls nor used the computer. It was a somber yet respectful 

hour or so. I was then escorted to the parking lot. I was dazed. Numb. During the 

drive back to the apartment I was consumed by a kind-of fog. Once back home, 

I recall that I sat out on my umbrella-shaded patio with a cup of my favorite, 

freshly ground blend of coffee. It was a pleasant, warm, sunny day. The birds 

chatted amongst themselves in the overhanging trees, and the squirrels carried 

on with their amusing escapades. Justifiably, I remember little of what I did that 

day. What unfolded at work had been such a shocker. The following morning as 

I dealt with an emotional hangover, I padded about not doing anything 

particularly consequential, and wrestled to wrap my mind around the enormity 

of it all.    

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

Hopefully neither you or any of your loved ones have similarly been faced 

with such a seemingly endless deluge of troubles. In returning to the sea as a 

metaphor, it’s as if I’d been bobbing around in rough seas on and off for an 

interminable period of time. Attempts to swim back to shore resulted in being 
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pelted by wave after wave, many pulling me under the surface. Once situated in 

more shallow water, rather than being able to step out of the surf, I would be 

repeatedly battered more waves - - some knocking the wind out of me. Thankfully 

the rough seas of my life would abate for intervals, however, those respites were 

never ample enough for me to reclaim a steady foothold. 

During times when one is overloaded, it can seem utterly impossible to get 

out of those pelting waves and strong currents long enough to grab hold of 

essentials from our toolkits. Given what you’ve read thus far in Living Light, I 

invite you to use the optional Reflective Moments page or your journal, to list as 

many approaches, resources, or methods that I could have applied, in order to 

effectively deal with the current state of affairs as I’ve described it.  
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~ ~ Reflective Moments ~ ~  
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Something I tease people about now and again, is that when we’re born, 

we don’t come into this world with a certificate of guarantee. The nature of life 

is inherently uncertain. No matter the circumstances of our birth, nothing is 

absolute. Wealthy or poor. From a modern, western society or a developing 

nation. Muslim or Buddhist. Female or male. Gay or straight. Indian or Asian. 

Single parent household or large extended family. Highly degreed or high school 

drop-out. Neglectful parents or doting ones. Life is replete with waves of doubt, 

and there is no way to avoid the rough seas of life. One caveat to this is that 

people with a rock-solid religious foundation, more often than not, will navigate 

turbulent seas far better than those lacking one. As a Christian, I naturally lean 

into the Holy Bible and my long-established relationship with Christ. This is not 

to say, however, that Hindus cannot cope well. Or that Jews will crumble under 

stress. Or similarly, that Muslims are going to fall apart when the going gets 

tough. Because my Christian foundation was established in my formative years, 

and I have had untold opportunities to strengthen my faith, I am convinced that 

I’ve been successful in large part, because this Christian framework supported 

me through wave after wave of heartache, loss, and despair. And although, 

arguably some circumstances very well may have been happenstance, I’ve lived 

through far too many instances where the outcome cannot be chalked up to 

coincidence.  
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Chapter Five 

 

Entering an International Screenplay 

 
Enter through the narrow gate.  

For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction,  

and many enter through it.  

But small is the gate, and narrow the road that leads to life,  

and only a few find it.   

 

Mathew 17:13-14 
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As noted in chapter four, I shared my current misfortune with only a couple 

of close friends. During a phone conversation one of them said: “Hey . . . . what 

about teaching English as a second language (ESL) overseas? It would be a totally 

clean break and there is an increasing need for qualified instructors.” My initial 

reply was: “Uhm, I’m not an English major.” “I wouldn’t even have a chance at a 

job like that.” Well, it didn’t take long for this out-of-the-box notion to take root. 

Whatever N.N.L. and her ex-husband’s shenanigans were about, they’d assuredly 

screech to an abrupt halt, plus time was definitely not on my side. The sand in 

the hourglass was moving very quickly. 

By this time my bankruptcy had gone through, and that brought strike 

number sixteen. With liquidity dwindling by the day the stress became untenable. 

I formulated a plan that entailed being 100% mobile. Every duck, sparrow, and 

goose were lined up in a neat a row. I managed my days with a schedule just as 

if I was still at work. No sleeping in for me. I was on a mission - - a critical mission. 

Belonging wise I whittled everything down to two large rolling suit cases and one 

carry-on roller bag. What a production that was, and not at all fun. Then there 

was the all-important job search and interviewing, together with studying each 

offer and respective region carefully. There was massive amounts of document 

and photograph scanning, as well as notifying key people of my plans. I also had 

to ensure that I had ample prescription medications to tide me over for a while. I 

won’t make you yawn with every other bit of necessary minutia, albeit to say it 

was a monumental undertaking. Once I accepted the most suitable offer, the final 

step was to execute a flawless departure, ensuring that N.N.L. and her minions 

couldn’t interfere. Though I’d indisputably done nothing, that didn’t mean 

someone such as N.N.L. wasn’t capable of just about anything.  

To elaborate on the scanning task, a considerable concern was leaving 

sensitive documents and materials behind. I had my and my parent’s entire lives 

stored in the extra bedroom. To say that it was utterly draining to sift through 

thousands, historical records, greeting cards, medical documents, address 

books, business cards, photo albums, client records, insurance and financial 
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statements, journals, and more doesn’t come close to describing it. After the 

sorting came the scanning in what little time remained. The approach I used was 

to begin with the most essential items and work my way through to less 

important ones. The logic being that if I ran out of time, I’d at least have the 

critical ones taken care of. Paperwork from the employer had already been 

emailed to me, and the visa would be obtained once I got there. So lastly, I 

entrusted a few items to friends for safe keeping, and the day to leave had 

arrived. A little bit of R&R was factored into my travels after which I’d hop a short 

flight to my final destination. More than a few of you are probably wondering 

how in the world I came to decide on the middle east of all places - - yep, the 

middle east! Very simply put it was the best offer I received overall. There was no 

messing about with visas on the U.S. side. The region where I would be living was 

relatively stable and quite beautiful. The total compensation package was 

competitive, plus the employer impressed me - - let’s call them A Middle Eastern 

School (AMES).   

With a crack-of-dawn start my trip began. The international leg of the flight 

went well. There were no snags of any kind. For all anyone knew, the purpose of 

the trip was to fly into the United Arab Emirates (UAE) for a vacation, which was 

actually true. Once there I taxied to a cozy, beach front inn for some desperately 

needed rest. It was perfect in every conceivable way. The resort was intimate and 

the staff were warm and incredibly accommodating. A full buffet breakfast was 

included in the package, and each morning I met different tourists in the ocean-

view dining room. My fellow travelers were primarily from Europe and the middle 

east. I wish I could have stayed there a month to fully decompress, however, 

finances would not permit that. The fact that it was such a small resort made it a 

comforting place to begin to acclimate to that part of the world. In addition to 

lounging around which is what was most needed, I swam (of course) in the ocean 

and the adult pool. I also partook of a little jet skiing, had tea with a few fellow 

tourists and locals, and toured some of the neighboring emirates. I unexpectedly 

discovered unbelievably low prices on merchandise in both malls and outdoor 
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shopping areas called souks. It was really difficult to leave, and yet that day came 

all too soon.  

With a jolt back to reality and sweaty throngs, I slogged round and round 

the airport unable to find my gate. The customer service was abysmal and the 

whole experience would be an exercise in patience. After what felt like a 

sweltering eternity, my gate information finally popped up over one of the check-

in counters. Although it was a bit disconcerting launching into the unknown with 

no real home to return to, I didn’t feel apprehensive. That is until we were taken 

out to the tarmac, led to the mobile stair case, and climbed up into the white, 

unmarked plane as I said to myself: “Huh?” “Uh Oh!” While seeing only a black tail 

number on the otherwise unmarked aircraft, I have to confess the indicator on 

my anxiety gauge shot up a few notches. Once we were all readied for take-off 

the plane looked to be eighty percent full, and to my knowledge I was the only 

white, western, female passenger on board. Despite the well-worn interior the 

flight attendants behaved as any properly trained cabin crew would. We were 

served a surprisingly tasty meal and the flight was pleasant and problem-free.      

My frame of mind would change though, as we began our decent into the 

Kurdistan region of Iraq, with a sandstorm preventing me from seeing what my 

new home even looked like. To make it even more eerie, the world was dealing 

with the H1N1 influenza outbreak. This meant that the first interaction I had with 

anyone on the ground was with a white-coated, masked, medical official taking 

my temperature. It was well organized though, as all the passengers were led 

efficiently through several lines after descending the stairway. Once I presented 

the credentials from AMES together with my passport to customs officials, I 

soldiered on through a maze of passenger lines to claim my luggage. So far so 

good!  

The airport was stifling, and a pervasive smell of body odor lingered in the 

hot building. The AMES owner was scheduled to collect me, so luggage in tow I 

set out to find him. He had a professional photograph of me (a common 
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requirement of the overseas job application process). I did wonder though, how 

accurately I resembled the image after wilting in two sweltering airports, while 

schlepping three suit cases around. I did know what he looked like from his photo 

on the AMES website. Although fatigued I felt reasonably good. I wasn’t unduly 

anxious or reticent about being in Iraq. Once I emerged from the building, 

however, I was met with a sea of faces. And after scanning the crowds for quite 

some time, I couldn’t find him. For simplicities sake we’ll call him Howard. At a 

loss, I eventually plopped down on one of my suitcases and continued to search 

the now thinning mass of people. After thirty minutes or so I caught a glimpse of 

him. He was a classically attractive, tall, mature man with a full head of silver 

hair. I’d estimate that he was between forty-five and fifty years of age. He was 

casually dressed in a short sleeve, print shirt and slacks. As Howard greeted me, 

he was cordial and effusively apologetic for his tardiness. After loading the 

luggage in a compact, white car, we sped off into the city of Erbil proper.  

As with all ESL teaching contracts, housing is factored in one way or 

another. The photographs on the AMES website depicted a typical, fully gated, 

two story, middle eastern villa complete with a water tank on the roof. It was 

situated in a middle-class residential area abutting a park. By Iraqi standards this 

was a nice neighborhood, and I was feeling more optimistic by the minute. 

Howards children and housekeeper, along with another ESL teacher greeted me 

at the front door. We exchanged cursory pleasantries then I was taken to my 

living quarters. I didn’t expect something resembling a hotel suite, I was alarmed 

though as I was escorted into an unfurnished, non-airconditioned room, with a 

standing fan and a soiled mattress laying at an angle on the middle on the floor. 

Gives new meaning to the word basic doesn’t it? I was left to my own devises for 

a while and as I took in the scene, I said to myself: “My goodness, what have I 

gotten myself into?” I shut the door, slumped down on one of the large roller 

bags, and began to sob.     
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~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

Adjusting to living in any new culture takes time. I had never lived outside 

of the U.S., and Iraq was about as far as anyone could get from a modern, western 

lifestyle. It’s likely that what made the transition period fairly smooth was that 

the Kurdistan region of Iraq is relatively westernized. As for some brief 

background, at the time I was living there, Kurdistan functioned as a semi-

autonomous region of Iraq. It’s system of government in large part operated 

independent of the rest of the country. Geographically Kurdistan is located in 

northernmost part of Iraq at the confluence of Turkey, Syria, and Iran. Something 

I was really struck by was the intense interest in U.S. film and television 

programming. Pirated CDs and DVDs are sold openly in souks as well as by street 

vendors.  Knock-off iPods were also readily available. I purchased one in fact, 

which was indistinguishable from the genuine article. It lasted about two months. 

Welcome to bargain hunting in Iraq!   

As for typical attire, by and large most Kurdish residents wore western style 

clothing. You could be walking along a popular thoroughfare, and were it not for 

the middle eastern architecture and the adhan (call to prayer) conducted by the 

muezzin five times a day, you’d just as easily be strolling through a community 

in Arizona, New Mexico, Texas, or any number of other American states. There 

were also newly constructed indoor shopping malls identical to ones found in 

cities across the U.S. They offered a mix of middle-eastern-specific shops as well 

as major global outlets. 

Shopping was always an adventure. Whether I was looking for household 

goods, food, clothing, electronics, office supplies or personal care items, it was 

rarely a straight forward matter. Even after I had lived there a considerable length 

of time, there was always another product label to decipher, problems with 

clothing sizes (usually too small), quality issues, or the unavailability of particular 

items. Factor in that I was living in unfamiliar territory. Factor in language 
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barriers. Factor in cultural norms. Factor in foreign currency calculations. Factor 

in that I was still processing the destruction caused by N.N.L. Factor in the stress 

inherent in any new job and you’ve got a snapshot of my early days in Kurdistan. 

For the most part I was up to the challenge. Having private drivers in this 

environment, particularly for females, was essential. They clued me into many 

approaches that helped to ensure my time in Iraq was successful. Among other 

things, my drivers provided translating. They advised about unsafe areas and 

protocols concerning military checkpoints. They also provided tips regarding 

local laws, currency equivalency, dress codes, and cultural morays. Additionally, 

they pointed out the best shopping options and eateries, and they also informed 

me of pitfalls that many new expatriates (expats) fell victim to. It was quite a lot 

to sort through, and although Howard provided invaluable help at the start, the 

objective of course, was to become increasingly independent.  

In time I would become close to a wonderful Syrian Christian woman. She 

owned one of the best restaurants in the area, of which I was a frequent customer, 

and the blessing of her friendship would grow as we got to know one another. 

Working seven days a week she had little social time. She did, however, make 

herself available once to drive me to a specialty women’s store. Try purchasing 

undergarments in Iraq. Oh, my goodness what a colossal hassle!! These types of 

items could only be bought at women-only establishments, not connected in any 

way with businesses run by men, plus they were few and far between. I’ll spare 

you the delicate details. Let’s just say it was a real eye opener. Another shocker 

on a parallel topic, was the near absence of feminine hygiene products and over-

the-counter birth control. I mention this not to put readers off, as it’s actually 

pertinent because it ties into the whole invisibility mind set regarding women in 

the middle east. The irony is if you were shopping for baby lotion and diapers - - 

no problem! The isles were jam-packed with a dizzying array of these products.  

Although Kurdistan is primarily Muslim, much to my surprise and delight 

there was a small Christian enclave in Erbil with a handful of churches. Janez (not 

her real name) took me to her church a time or two. Between my work schedule 
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and her commitments more than that unfortunately wasn’t feasible. Attending 

services with her was an amazing experience. First off it was startling to be 

greeted by an armed guard with a rifle at the main entry gate. With what I’ve 

learned since my return to the U.S., it’s even more incredible that those places of 

worship were even there and functioning. I also discovered an Orthodox church 

on the same block that I visited a couple of times. Regarding Janez’ church, it 

was a standing-room-only affair, with Christians spilling out the sanctuary door 

and onto the entry plaza. Women sat in the rear, all of them wearing head 

coverings. Many were made of exquisite lace embellished with beading, sequins, 

and/or rhinestones. Due to the excessive crowds, attendees typically would stay 

for only a short segment of the service, then surrender their seat to someone 

standing. There was a constant cycling of worshipers throughout the sacred 

space. It was absolutely astounding. My take-away was that the typical American 

cannot truly grasp how fortunate we are concerning the religious freedom our 

nation affords us. I’d never felt so humbly grateful to be a U.S. citizen.   

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

Getting back to life at AMES. While I acclimated to the weather and culture, 

I was orienting to the teaching arrangements at the school. It was also necessary 

to adjust my wardrobe per regional standards. Due to research I’d conducted 

before leaving the United States, I was well armed with conservative clothing 

suitable to the climate. In the workplace, long-sleeved, high-collared shirts were 

the norm, as were slacks or long skirts. While this came relatively easily to me, 

the greater adjustment entailed the disorganized work setting. Early on I found 

myself, together with my colleagues, riffling through cluttered drawers, poorly 

stocked book shelves, and messy supply cabinets to find basic necessities. Saying 

the school was a bit of a shambles doesn’t do the disorder justice. On the surface, 

things looked tidy and clean. When it came to materials and supplies though, that 
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is where Howard had evidently dropped the ball. Many items were coated in layers 

of gritty dust. There was no apparent system to where books, workbooks, 

teaching guides, hand-outs, audio aids, and writing supplies were stored. It was 

perplexing how amid such chaos Howard and the teachers had pulled off the day-

to-day activities as well as they had. 

At first glance Howard seemed to be well liked in the neighborhood. The 

families in the immediate square-block area were incredibly hospitable. It wasn’t 

long before I was being invited over for tea, lunch, dinner, as well as television 

entertainment (which AMES did not have). With one family in particular I became 

fast friends, and I hung out quite a bit with the eldest daughter. They could easily 

be considered the equivalent of upper-middle class in the U.S., with the father 

working as an engineer, and the mother maintaining an elegant, and nicely 

decorated two story home. There was a pretty front garden that we would often 

gather in while sharing the day’s events over soda, coffee, or tea. They also had 

a spacious, comfortable sitting room where we spent a great deal of time 

together. They were like a family you’d find anywhere in western society - - being 

good neighbors, raising responsible and well-educated children, caring for one 

another, contributing to the greater good of society, and enjoying life. Their 

home became my second home. The more time I spent with them and other 

families in the area, would soon make it apparent that Howard was, as the 

expression goes, a big fish in a little pond deluded by an inflated opinion of 

himself. There was no arguing that he was personable, charming even. Given the 

right circumstances, Howard may have been successful as a commercial model 

or character actor. You might even describe him as mildly dashing. As it would 

turn out during those initial weeks at AMES, I inadvertently brought a measure of 

order to the disarray, and the other teachers continued making well-intended 

suggestions, attempting to resolve the school’s numerous short comings.  

One of the most exasperating issues was that we usually didn’t have 

enough reading books to give to each student. The teachers also found 

themselves short on workbooks, frequently having to resort to photocopying 
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pages per Howard’s directive, disregarding the resultant copyright infringement. 

Then there were the damaged white boards to contend with, and the 

accompanying annoyance inherent in going to use a marking pen (standard and 

dry-erase) only to find many of them dried out. We additionally had to grapple 

with an inadequate supply of equipment to play the cassette tapes that matched 

the books. Teachers were also confronted with scheduling confusion often in the 

form of last-minute additions of students into classes. All of these debacles, 

unsurprisingly, made the teachers appear incompetent. Moreover, it presented 

an ongoing challenge by way of not being able to properly instruct the classes. 

Howard didn’t hold regular staff meetings either, which likely would have 

mitigated much of these difficulties. It’s fair to say that it was a mumbo jumbo, 

fly-by-the-seat-of-your-pants operation.  

Have you ever been in an exasperating work-related situation? An 

experience in which it seemed that regardless of what you did, the situation 

would not right itself? Does one come to mind wherein you (and perhaps others), 

successfully navigated the challenge and this resulted in a positive conclusion? 

Please utilize this optional opportunity for some Reflective Moments time via 

page below or by writing in your journal. 
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~ ~ Reflective Moments ~ ~  
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On the more uplifting side the teachers were really tight. It was a sink-or-

swim workplace from the get-go. We’d all been there varying lengths of time, and 

new part-timers were brought on board as the student count increased. Any 

attempt to figure out Howard’s convoluted system was pointless. Simply put, 

there wasn’t really a system at all! And while Howard was out doing marketing 

and hob-knobbing with community leaders, it was us teachers and the 

housekeeper running the show - - all managers without the benefit of the title. 

And as if all of this craziness wasn’t bad enough, along came the shorted pay 

periods followed by a litany of excuses. Then came the unthinkable. I was not 

alone in witnessing some behavior between Howard and very young, male 

students which was a troubling fine line away from in appropriate.  

As for job itself minus the disorder, the students were eager, appreciative, 

cooperative, and a joy to teach. There was never a sense that they were forced to 

be there. On occasion parents would wait in a reception area during class time, 

ever concerned about their children’s progress. For these mothers and fathers 

this was a really big deal. After all, their children were learning English at an 

American school! These lucky Iraqis felt privileged to be attending AMES. Young 

and adult alike, they exuded an uplifting energy. Mind you, this was a country 

pummeled by decades of strife, where many could not afford the basics that 

Americans often take for granted. Where instability had become the norm. Where 

many perceived foreign military forces as occupying their country. Where power 

outages were common. Where fuel for their vehicles was often unaffordable. 

Where dental care is virtually unavailable. Where numerous homes have out-of-

door toilet facilities. Where there isn’t public transportation, an effective health 

care system, or even close to the infrastructure westerners are accustomed to. 

This would be the start of an entirely new education for me, and goodness did I 

ever learn lessons to last a lifetime. These lessons would expand further as I 

taught ESL in other countries. Iraq being my initiation into the extraordinary 

world of teaching overseas, complete with all of its challenges, would turn out to 

be one of the most enriching experiences of my life.   
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Living in Erbil meant that my interactions were primarily with Kurds (versus 

Arabic Iraqis). As they spoke Kurdish, over time I’d catch onto the most necessary 

words and phrases. Although most Kurds I encountered wore western-style 

clothing, some women wore traditional, middle eastern attire. This primarily 

consisted of an abaya, a full length overgarment, and a hijab, the veil that leaves 

the face visible. It would be rare for me to see a woman donning a niquab, a veil 

fully covering the face. And as for the ubiquitous burka we’ve all seen portrayed 

on innumerable international news broadcasts, it was very rare to cross paths 

with women in primarily Arabic Iraqi neighborhoods wearing these (which was 

fine by me).  

Most Kurdish women and older girls wore a beautiful array of stylish head 

scarves. Many were loosely draped around their head and shoulders, while others 

were worn tightly and affixed with a straight pin, so as not to reveal any hair 

(which was generally long, dark, and beautiful). The variety was quite stunning. I 

saw every color imaginable made from a multitude of soft, sheer fabric. This 

included solid muted and bold bright colors, florals, and geometric designs.  I 

stocked up big time on these at the souks in my local shopping district, and 

joined in wearing them proudly too! The Kurdish women I encountered wore all 

manner of casual outfits including calf or full-length skirts and dresses, dress 

pants, jeans, and a wide variety of blouses, tops, sweaters, and jackets.  

As for Kurdish men, most did not wear traditional clothing. The ones who 

did would be seen in outfits that included a turban (often consisting of ten feet 

of cloth), ranki choxa, which was a wide, baggy style of cotton trousers (picture 

stereotypical women’s harem pants on a man), a long-sleeved, buttoned and 

collared cotton shirt, accompanied by a broad cloth belt and a wool jacket or 

vest. For men in Arabic attire, as with Kurdish men, they would either be seen in 

western-style suits or casual business wear along with traditional head covering. 

This included a square head scarf (often of a small, red-on-white geometric print) 

called a ghutra, together with an egal which is the rope band securing the scarf. 
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If they were not dressed in western-style clothing they would don a white, high-

necked, long-sleeve, floor-length outer garment called a thobe.  

I loved living in the middle of this rich cultural demonstration of pride and 

identity. Due to the immense variety of acceptable apparel, during off-work time 

I relaxed my clothing considerably, always mindful to respect cultural norms. If I 

was out shopping or enjoying some R&R, jeans, a T shirt, and an overshirt or 

jacket would do. I even got away with below-the-knee men’s shorts for a while 

(women’s shorts didn’t exist), on exceptionally hot days, however, on one 

occasion a male chastised me making quite a scene for this indiscretion. I learned 

my lesson. No more shorts for me! As for church attendance or other more formal 

settings, I mirrored best I could what Kurdish women wore by way of non-

traditional garb. Many of them had on elaborate, full-length, long-sleeved dresses 

for special occasions. These events could include weddings, baptisms, and 

religious holidays. The most important Kurdish holiday is the equivalent of the 

westerner’s New Year - - Newroz. The dresses they wore were accompanied by a 

dazzling array of earrings, necklaces, bracelets, and scarves. The women were 

also often heavily made up with eyeliner and such, as well as curling those 

stunning, long, dark locks of hair. Nothing hanging in my closet even came close 

what the Kurdish women wore on those special days!  

Although I was an outsider I didn’t feel out of place, and as I acclimated 

my comfort level in Kurdistan rose. In time I would blend in everywhere I went, 

and felt like I truly belonged there. As I went about my business in and around 

Erbil many strangers would inquire: “Are you from America?” “We love your 

President.” “We love America.” My practice was to not delve into political or 

military matters. I was in Iraq as an educational professional, and my 

responsibilities included fittingly representing my country. By default, I was an 

emissary of the United States of America, whether or not I intended this to be the 

case. Since I didn’t know what to expect before my plane touched down on Iraqi 

soil, I suppose it aided in my not being disappointed. The capital of Kurdistan, 

Erbil (also known as Arbil and Arbel) and its surrounding geography was lusher 
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than I had pictured it. I found the mountains to be particularly breathtaking, at 

times not unlike Nevada’s high desert. Vast swaths of farmland supporting both 

crops and livestock were abundant outside the city center. Numerous sprawling 

housing estates dotted the landscape, and the neighborhoods where high-level 

politicians lived could easily compete with any middle or upper-middle class 

environs in the U.S. This was not the Iraq featured in countless news reports I’d 

seen. Many miles from Baghdad, though so close to Mosul that at night flashes 

from military engagements could sometimes be seen. 

A favorite pastime was exploring different restaurants and cafes as I was 

tooling about the region. It was surprising to see gender-segregated areas in 

some of the establishments, complete with partitions concealing women and 

their children. Whereas men would dine in the main seating area visible from the 

street and passersby. I became a regular at restaurants that suited me, and 

although often purchasing take-out, very much enjoyed dinning in the more 

progressive ones minus the gender-segregation. Some I frequented got to know 

my preferences so well, that when it was time to place my order the staff often 

remembered specific requests. It got to the point where it felt as if I was dining 

among old friends.  

As for patronizing local merchants, I experimented with brands of 

everything from soap, to hair conditioner, to over-the-counter health care items, 

to paper goods, to canned and packaged foods. The vast majority of the products 

sold were intended for export, hence labeling commonly included sections in 

varying languages. As Iraq produces few consumables, just about everything is 

brought in from somewhere. I was struck in particular with the absence of 

regulated quality control that we so enjoy in America. It never occurred to me 

how extraordinarily fortunate we are to have the FDA, USDA, Underwriter’s 

Laboratories, Consumer Reports and the like, to offer substantive information as 

well as protections for consumers. In fact, a few of the grocery items I purchased 

were downright inedible and would never even make it to the shelves of U.S. 

stores. Most canned, expiration-dated products were a safe bet, however, 
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obtaining fresh fish and meat products posed the greatest risks, and I eventually 

gave up. I did well with local dairy items and eggs, in addition to fresh vegetables 

and fruits, and the terrific, locally made flat bread (pita), which was a staple.  

As for alcohol, Kurds could be quite the serious consumers of hard liquor 

and wine. Partying into the early morning hours was not uncommon. As I was still 

a wine drinker at the time, after much trial and error I relied on one merchant in 

my shopping district, who carried a surprisingly wide selection of international 

wines. The Kurds were also often seen to be heavy cigarette smokers, with both 

European and American brands sold in almost every independently owned 

grocer/sundry store. Water pipes, known as hookah, were very big too. Men could 

be found sitting outdoors in front of establishments communally taking part in 

this cultural ritual. In fact, smoking shisha caught on like wildfire with many of 

the expat teachers, male and female alike. Some of the what they smoked 

included dried fruit as well as flavored tobacco. Most of water pipes I saw being 

used were equipped with four hoses.         

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

Back to progress at AMES, notwithstanding the convoluted work setting, 

things were going reasonably well. I’d acquired a few household items to create 

a more welcoming space in my room, and Howard managed to scrape up a 

pathetic excuse of a bed frame. In interacting with him regarding my housing 

there, it became evident that he was genuinely clueless about the impact the 

spartan room with the soiled mattress had on me. He also didn’t seem to have 

given any serious consideration regarding how I would prepare meals in the 

communal kitchen. There were issues with others getting into my food stash in 

the refrigerator, and snags regarding how to cook and not be in the way of his 

housekeeper or children. How other teachers managed before I came along I 

hadn’t a clue. It wouldn’t have been an easy situation under ideal circumstances. 
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Digging deep to be flexible and patient while and giving everyone in the 

household the benefit of the doubt, we did finally settle into a cooperative 

rhythm. What made this all the more incredible was by contrast, my immediate 

neighbor in the upstairs living quarters was another university professor. She was 

friendly yet always a tad opaque about her relationship with Howard. As I 

understood it, she was conducting longitudinal educational research over a 

several-year period. This necessitated annual trips to Kurdistan and her housing 

was apparently gratis. The benefit to Howard was never clear. Perhaps he would 

be listed as a co-author on the published research project - - a boon to him no 

doubt. And although her living space was much more well-appointed, I better 

grasped a possible reason for Howard’s seeming indifference regarding my pitiful 

room.  

One day while Howard was out drumming up business his sons took me 

upstairs to see their living quarters. Given the length of time they’d resided there 

I was taken aback by what I saw. The sleeping area consisted of a side-by-side 

row of four sleeping mats with assorted miss-matched bedding. They were 

assembled so close together, that there was about a foot in between them at 

most. This was where Howard and his three sons slept together. I was instantly 

bewildered by this arrangement, given the spacious private quarters the four of 

them had. In a nearby area there was a jerry-rigged television set with assorted 

electronic games strewed all over the floor. All manner of suit cases, duffle bags, 

crates, plastic containers, and travel gear was haphazardly scattered about, and 

there was a makeshift closet with no door on it. Their private quarters were pretty 

much devoid of furniture, save a four-drawer chest and a smattering of white, 

plastic garden chairs. While I acted as if this was the most ordinary housing 

arrangement I’d ever seen, my thinking was more along the lines of - - who in the 

world was this guy? The children were respectful and polite towards me in their 

own age-appropriate way, although they could be little terrors at times.  

Howard was quickly becoming one big enigma. The stories he spun about 

his children and girlfriend (whom I never saw) were fuzzy. The sons were adopted 
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. . . . yet not legally . . . . uhm it was legal sort-of . . . . well no, two were his 

biological children with the third a foster child . . . . there wasn’t any social 

services agency involved though . . . . the mother (not wife) had simply run off 

one day . . . . and . . . . well . . . . he was left to raise the sons alone. I didn’t know 

what to believe and I made no attempt to pluck out the truth from the fiction. It 

was, to be sure, concerning and a little more than suspect.  

Adding to his attempt at carefully crafting a misleading persona, Howard 

withheld information that the average person wouldn’t have any reason to. And 

then there was the professional website he had. On it was listed a business 

partner - - of all places in Hawaii. The Hawaiian Islands to Iraq! Wouldn’t you have 

been asking yourself what was going on if you’d been in my shoes? His mishmash 

of haphazard business practices would reveal that Howard did a lot of borrowing 

from Peter to pay Paul, as the timeless saying goes. As a result, the shorted pay 

periods, unfortunately, went from infrequent to more so. And the teachers went 

from reasonably empathic to worried. We were at a loss as to what to do. With 

zero protections of the kind the United States offers its citizens we were in a 

dreadful jam. In the event that things at AMES tanked, Howard could likely spirit 

away into his make-believe world in the Hawaiian Islands or wherever, and we’d 

be left holding all of the considerably heavy bags.  

Staring the stark reality straight in the face, I moved swiftly to piece 

together a survival plan as things deteriorated further. I activated my newly-

formed local support network (very quietly), while I continued working at AMES. 

At least I had decent housing, friendly and helpful neighbors a stone’s throw 

away, and a small stash of money for necessities. Overreact and I could be thrown 

out into the street in a foreign land, while considerable unrest was swirling 

around a few towns away. While I was privately forming an exit strategy, my 

colleagues and I observed more questionable interactions between Howard and 

little boys. We conferred in private and concluded that nothing was blatant 

enough for us to report to the authorities, yet we all felt . . . . shall we say . . . . 

ahh . . . . queasy. So here we were working (grossly underpaid) for this American 
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mystery man who had set up shop in Iraq, surrounded by a steady supply of 

young boys he takes an unseemly interest in, with a consulting website full of 

holes plus an apparent business partner in Hawaii. Will the real Howard please 

stand up?  

When the situation deteriorated even further, resulting in zero wages when 

the next pay period rolled around (strike seventeen), I executed my plan. I was 

not about to get left standing homeless, literally, on the corner of some street. 

So, one afternoon as pre-arranged with a colleague, when I knew Howard would 

be gone from AMES for a considerable length of time, I gave him the signal to 

come over and extract me from Howard’s villa. It took all of twenty minutes to 

load up his car, dash away, and that was that!  

This was a considerable kindness for someone who hadn’t known me for 

very long. Cole (fictitious) set me up in the guestroom of his apartment, handed 

me a key, covered housekeeping and logistical matters, and left me to begin to 

chisel away at this boulder of an unwelcomed jam. I had free reign of the place, 

could prepare meals in the kitchen, and come and go freely. I did my fair share 

of housekeeping, and was respectful of his privacy and frequent entertaining. 

There was no dilly dallying around with this imposing boulder, and the next day 

I marched right down to an Internet café around the corner. These establishments 

were ubiquitous in Kurdistan so there were many choices.  The one I selected was 

reasonably nearby, had better services than most, experienced few connectivity 

disruptions, and the staff were great to deal with when difficulties arose. While 

launching a local ESL instructor job search, I also followed up on leads from Cole 

and other colleagues. The ESL community in Kurdistan was small. Good 

reputations on the part of teachers as well as schools were essential, and word 

traveled relatively fast when something was amiss at a school. To maintain some 

sense of a healthy balance during this nerve-wracking intermission, I got out to 

the local parks periodically and carved out time to meet up with friends.  



 LIVING LIGHT 
 

 
109 

 

To provide a perspective on what it was like living in Kurdistan when not 

working, other than taking care of assorted errands there was very little to do. 

Recalling what was noted earlier about how minimal the infrastructure was, there 

were a few parks and public squares, and the restaurants of course. Aside from 

this there wasn’t much in the way of entertainment and R&R. There were no movie 

theaters, no women’s health clubs, no dance studios, and no professional 

masseuse. There were no amusement parks or major performing arts centers. 

There were no arts and crafts studios, no spas, no private clubs, and no major 

sporting venues. Absolutely everything revolved around the family. When the 

average working person was done for the day, it was all about helping the 

children with homework, sharing mealtime together, and engaging in various 

activities at home. For those who were not employed, they pitched in around the 

house with cleaning, laundry, upkeep and maintenance, as well as other assorted 

chores. There were no retirement homes or assisted living facilities for the aged 

either. For the most part, people lived in extended families under one roof or in 

very close proximity to one another. As an example, if someone’s elderly mother 

became a widow, she would be absorbed into the larger household and find 

meaningful roles to play within the family. Often, she would live in an attached 

wing of the house, or in an upstairs living space the family built for that 

expressed purpose.  

People didn’t really go on vacation in the same fashion as westerners do 

either. First off, they usually could not afford the cost. Secondly, there were 

extremely limited choices regarding travel both within and outside of Iraq. The 

average citizen was, I suppose you could say, landlocked. And as voiced on many 

occasions to me by my Kurdish friends, this could feel quite confining - - 

frustrating even. Most Iraqis I spoke to confessed that they’d do just about 

anything to be able to immigrate to America or some other modern, western 

nation. A few lucky ones would manage to make this happen through family, 

professional, or governmental connections and via foreign exchange educational 

programs. Aside from that, one’s destiny was to obtain an education, secure a 
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wage-earning vocation, get married, build their lives, have children, and remain 

in Iraq - - period.     

As is common practice due to the heat of the day, much socializing occurs 

in the evenings into the wee hours of the morning. This is the case at most 

restaurants, and is typical in Kurdish households as well. The nicer 

establishments that expats frequented had terraces and lush courtyards. The 

garden party atmosphere was a welcome distraction from the unfavorable events 

at AMES. Although this interlude in Erbil was stressful, I was able to utilize it to 

undergo a realignment - - feeling as though I was assimilating deeper into the 

culture. My new-found friends would come to express a level of compassion 

about what I was going through, while at the same time we had a lot of great fun 

together! Inversely, I was presented with the opportunity to better understand 

the complexities of their lives, during an unsettling time of political instability 

and coalition force presence. What surprised my Kurdish friends the most was 

that not all Americans were wealthy. The fantasy world of motion pictures, music 

videos, and television was so pervasive, it took quite a bit of convincing for them 

to grasp the enormity of my misfortunes. Through our discussions, they also 

learned about what the average life of most Americans was like. Many of them 

could not fathom that I left the U.S. to secure a living wage in order to support 

myself. And I undertook the overseas ESL teaching despite a monumental job 

search in America, where I found myself to be either overqualified, 

underqualified, had a (newly acquired) poor credit history, was not bi-lingual, not 

the correct gender, not the preferred age, or any combination of the above.    

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

The thing that took the most getting use to in my temporary quarters were 

the power outages. Cole instructed me on the sequence to follow when the 

electricity went out. Blackouts could happen any time of the day or night. I was 
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shown the procedure indoors and then what had to be completed out on the 

sidewalk at the electrical pole. Having found the correct breaker switch within a 

tangled web of wires all the colors of the rainbow, I’d then flip the right one 

(usually). Often as soon as I finished the task and got back indoors, I’d be right 

back out at the rainbow pole to switch-flip again. I was out there in all manner of 

attire as was everyone else. The most trying instances were in the middle of the 

night. “Do I even bother, it’s 2:30 AM?” “I’ll just grope my way to the bathroom 

and switch-flip when I get up.” That’s what I’d usually say to myself. You just 

can’t make this shit up! It was incredible!! From a comfy, cozy dollhouse of a 

home in the high desert of Northern Nevada, to switch-flipping on the sidewalk 

wearing pajamas in the desert of Iraq. There would be umpteen more trials, some 

as amusing as this one and others earth shattering.  

To tell you a little bit more about Cole, he was a long-time ESL teaching 

expat. He was also was an entrepreneur burning a hefty candle at both ends and 

in the middle. Cole’s ESL adventure began in Afghanistan where he worked many 

years, and more than earned his stripes as an overseas English instructor. How 

precisely he migrated to Iraq was never entirely clear. My understanding, 

however, was that personal safety ended up being the overriding factor in his 

decision to get out of Afghanistan. Cole was well networked in the ESL expat 

arena, and seemed to know just about everyone who had anything to do with 

English teaching, be it at universities or schools. When I met him, he was in the 

midst of establishing a private English language institute together with a Kurdish 

partner. Cole was laser-focused about this start-up. His blend of quick wit, 

flexibility, organization, and energy were a rarity. It’s also noteworthy that he 

never asked me to pay one cent towards utilities or rent. This was particularly 

impressive considering the enormous outlay to get his institute off the ground. 

He’d obtained a lease on the entrance level of the building where he lived, and 

during a tour, it became apparent that the investment would be substantial. He 

was approximately halfway through a total gutting and build-out of the space. It 

required everything from electrical wiring, to walls, to plumbing, to flooring, to 
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furnishings. Additionally, he didn’t have any sort of hidden agenda with me 

either. Cole lived by the golden rule as he understood it and I was indeed a very 

fortunate beneficiary.  

Getting back to the hot, warm, and cold ESL teaching leads. Not 

surprisingly finances were dwindling dangerously. In fact, my situation became 

so dire that I accepted financial help from a friend. It was the ultimate humiliation 

for me, having never before resorted to this. Nonetheless, the kind and selfless 

favor was an immense blessing, and am forever in this person’s debt.  

It didn’t take long to land an interview with a middle-eastern-based 

international school. I investigated best I could both via colleagues and the World 

Wide Web. Obviously, I was in no position to be unduly picky. At the same time, 

I also couldn’t afford (literally) to strike out yet again. The institution looked 

promising and I felt confident about the scheduled interview. Portfolio at the 

ready I polished my professional dress shoes, tugged on my nylon stockings in 

the hot afternoon air (yuck and yuck), donned my trusted interview suit, wore 

minimal cosmetics, pulled my hair up into a neat bun, put on a pair of simple, 

pearl earrings. I was off to the races yet again.  

As one of my private drivers took me to the school, I broiled underneath 

the polyester clothing - - a minor price to pay to look the part. The interview was 

conducted at one of the institutions’ satellite campuses which served adult 

learners, although I was being considered to teach youngsters. AMEI’s (a 

disguised anacronym for A Middle Eastern Institute) interview lasted several 

hours. I met staff members and was given a tour before the structured 

questioning began. The bulk of the process was left to a bright and engaging 

area director. She was really capable, and it was evident from the get-go that this 

woman knew her stuff, all aspects: academics, human resources, negotiating, 

demonstrating a good nose for sniffing out B.S., and putting the candidate at 

ease. When the driver returned to collect me, I expressed to him that I was really 

encouraged by the interview. Back at my temporary lodgings, I swiftly shed the 
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sweaty interview uniform, had a prayer break, rested a while, then met some 

friends to relax over dinner. The matter was now turned over to a higher power, 

as I’d pretty much exhausted all the local job openings by the time I went to 

AMEI.  

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

One of the most difficult things for us imperfect humans to do is let go 

and simply be still. To sit in the silence for a while. To pause. To take a few 

relaxing, long, deep breaths. Instead, we often feel compelled to hang on even 

tighter. No doubt, letting go feels uncomfortable, counterintuitive even. The Bible 

has a lovely passage on this subject, and I encourage you to contemplate Psalm 

Forty-Six when you have a few minutes to spare. Please bear in mind that letting 

go is not at all like being irresponsible. It isn’t giving up either. It definitely is not 

about being aimless without goals or a clear direction. It also doesn’t consist of 

letting go of your dreams and vision for the future. And it certainly doesn’t 

consist of being unrealistic, and forgetting to meticulously weigh both the pros 

and cons. We can be mindful and choose the correct progression of steps to get 

around those gigantic boulders, scale towering mountains, and navigate 

turbulent seas, while at the same time releasing the interminable weight of our 

burdens to the One who can ultimately guide us through - - God. It’s more about 

letting the light of the Holy Spirit in and letting the dark, chaotic, cacophony of 

clatter out. Holy Scripture had aided me in more ways than I could possibly 

innumerate. Some Bible verses that embrace this topic and have been 

inspirational to me over the years are as follows: 2 Corinthians 4:6; Ephesians 

5:13-14; John 1:5-7; John 8:12; Proverbs 4:18; Matthew 5:16; Samuel 22:29, and 

Psalms 119:105. Regardless of your religious or spiritual proclivities these 

passages are likely to hold value for you.  
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To address a parallel concept, the Bible can most certainly be applied 

within a twenty-first century context (which is essential). As I’d often done before, 

during my stay in Iraq, I immersed myself in both the Old Testament Book of 

Psalms and Book of Proverbs. When placing a current, real-world overlay (like an 

old-style overhead projector transparency) on top of thousands-year-old-wisdom, 

a believer can arrive at a place that is gimmick-free and not some shallow self-

help scheme. If I’ve learned one valuable lesson from misfortune it’s that short 

cuts usually backfire. Thoughtless quick fixes so often dig us further into our 

problems. That website link promising a quick and easy fix will be an empty 

promise. The latest informercial craze guaranteeing instant happiness is a detour 

leading to the wrong road, causing us to lose our way. This is one of the hardest 

lessons we can learn. What then regrettably occurs is that on top of the difficulties 

we’re weighed down by, we have unintentionally compounded the dilemma many 

times over, by now having to struggle even harder to get back on the right road.  

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

 Having read this far I trust you’ve been able to take some pauses and 

contemplate Living Light. I’m so glad you kept on reading, even if some of what 

you’ve discovered doesn’t pertain to your life or the life of someone dear to you. 

At the very least perhaps you don’t feel quite so alone in your struggles. Or it 

could be that you feel a deeper connectedness with the world around you. Maybe 

you’ve lightened up a bit on yourself and engaged in more self-caring behaviors. 

Possibly you have gained a greater awareness of your own role in tripping 

yourself up. We can irrefutably be our own worst enemy sometimes, and 

hopefully Living Light has crystalized some of these important perspectives.  

 Self-fulfilling prophecies can work for us or against us. In returning to the 

math anxiety story from chapter one, I carried this stumbling block with me into 

undergraduate school. The more energy I gave my fear of failure the worse I did 
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in mathematics classes. It followed me like a pesky shadow. I repeatedly got in 

my own way until I absolutely had to do well in statistics or jeopardize my studies. 

I adjusted my attitude, advanced a realistic plan of action, and stopped getting 

in my own way. Are there some instances in your life where you may have gotten 

in your own way? Perhaps did things that would surely lead to an undesirable 

situation, yet moved forward with those decisions anyway? As you look back on 

one instance, what would you have done differently that might have resulted in 

a better outcome? The Reflective Moments page below can be used for this 

optional activity, or you can make notations in your journal. 
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~ ~ Reflective Moments ~ ~  
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 Whenever I reach a point in my life when circumstances appear hopeless, I 

commune with God and rely on The Word. I also reflect on the lives of notable 

champions who have risen above unthinkable obstacles. Some of these 

inspirational giants include the following: Viktor Frankl, Pope John Paul II, 

Mohandas Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, Mother Theresa, The Dali Lama, and 

Reverend Billy Graham. I also reflect on what my father endured when his 

homeland of Poland was lost to Hitler and he became stateless. Additionally, I 

think about the lives of people such as Christopher Reeves who became an 

inspiration to the world - - from a celluloid Superman to a real Superman. 

 I’ll conclude chapter five with an abundance of encouragement for you to 

seek out a place of worship, a sacred community, a religious family, a spiritual 

home - - that is if you do not already have one. All the better if it is a legitimate, 

nationally or internationally recognized religion. I emphasize this because sadly 

some churches are not what they appear to be, hence sticking with well-

established faiths that have demonstrated a good track record is the wisest 

approach. Unfortunately, there exist some highly questionable congregations 

with virtually no oversight, no firm centralized administration, no solid 

accountability, that are rife with poorly qualified leaders possessing hidden 

agendas. To share a specific instance, in my travels I’ve had the very good fortune 

of visiting many different places of worship. It’s always been an uplifting and 

enlightening experience. I was guest once at a hotel located near a famous 

church. The senior minister was nationally known and to some extent had an 

international following. In fact, the campus was often visited by non-members 

because it was so architecturally captivating. I attended a Sunday service while in 

the area, and although impressed by the sheer grandeur of the place I felt uneasy. 

I’d not had this experience before in a place of worship. Fast-forward many years 

and as it turns out, the ministers and leadership of the congregation had been 

scamming congregants, bilking them out of millions of dollars. The senior 

minister stepped down, the church ended up folding, and eventually the entire 

property (disgracefully) was liquidated and sold.  
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 If you are settled in a faith community that has been highly beneficial to 

you and your loved ones, do remain involved! If you’ve been a practicing Christian 

Scientist, Jehovah’s Witness, Catholic, Hindu, Mormon, Buddhist, Orthodox Jew, 

or Muslim for many years that’s wonderful. Again, the goal of Living Light, isn’t 

to convert anyone. If we were meant to all subscribe to the same religion, that 

would indeed be the case. It is not. Finding strength in a higher power is key to 

living a fulfilling, stable, healthy, meaningful, happy, and loving life. If I had been 

brought up in the Hindu tradition Living Light would have a different emphasis. 

If I’d been raised in a Muslim family - - different yet again. The overarching 

concept is simply that God did not create us to be alone. Since the beginning of 

human history, we’ve lived in community with one another. Religious faiths 

critical to the success of humankind have existed for thousands of years. 

Whatever your missteps. Whatever your tragedies. Whatever your errors of 

judgement. Whatever your problems, please don’t ever think you have to go it 

alone. My decades of living have taught me incalculable lessons. The most 

lifesaving and life-enhancing one is the existence of a higher power. A universal 

intelligence. A divine energy - - God. The One, who is so much greater and vast 

than we are, transforming our lives into magnificence. To tap into this will yield 

untold blessings for you and those you care about, if it hasn’t done so already.   
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Chapter Six 

 

Experiencing an Iraqi Drama 

 
Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine  

and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock.  

The rain came down, the streams rose,  

and the winds blew and beat against that house;  

yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock.  

But everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into  

practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand.  

The rain came down, the streams rose,  

and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a great crash.   

 

Mathew 7:24-27 
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 In limbo in Iraq. Grateful for the generosity of Cole. Dealing with feelings 

of failure. At the same time, though, I was presented with a unique opportunity 

to meet more interesting people. Every expat in Iraq has a story, and the diversity 

of people working there from throughout the globe was fascinating. A few doors 

from Cole’s apartment lived a pleasant couple from Africa. During unscheduled 

time I’d often pop round to visit, and were it not for their cat, I would have stayed 

for longer periods of time. We shared meals, enjoyed discussions over wine or 

tea, and listened to their extensive music collection. I often entertained their cat 

- - an adorable tabby - - with a dizzying array of colorful toys, scattered in just 

about every conceivable area of their apartment. They were (understandably) a 

tad guarded about how they came to be in Kurdistan. She had a word-of-mouth 

house cleaning service under the table, so to speak. Her partner was up before 

the sun to work in a nearby bakery, making pita bread that was such a staple for 

Iraqis. They were an engaging and vivacious couple. We shared interesting 

stories, laughed a lot, chatted about our plans for the future, and did so while 

recognizing the importance of confidentiality in such an environment.  

 Few expats where in Iraq permanently. Most of us had one of two primary 

reasons for living there. One being the adventure. The other to sock away a bunch 

of money and return home. A few, however, combined the two such as a handful 

of security consultants I’d become acquainted with. As my social network grew, 

it was phenomenal the range of people I crossed paths with, the get-togethers I 

attended, and the homes I visited. Before long I’d be closing the circle, meeting 

friends and co-workers of someone whom I’d met weeks, or even months prior. 

This was the so-called sexy side of living in such an environment: conversing with 

heads of NGO’s and corporations, sharing stories with governmental officials and 

ministers, meeting Blackwater contractors, and rubbing shoulders with 

journalists every once in a while.   

 There was an undefined edge to life in Kurdistan. It was technically a war 

zone yet as safe as could possibly be in Iraq. There wasn’t the sort of reckless 

abandon so often the case in a high-intensity combat situation, settings where 
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you may die tomorrow so live in wild excess today. At the time I was there it could 

probably best be described as a subdued live-good-while-you-can atmosphere, 

because tomorrow - - who knows? Here was this former dean of students and 

professor, and social services professional living on the fringes of a fascinating 

cultural collage. What a tremendous blessing!  

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

 Anyhow, back to the not so exhilarating stuff and AMEI. The plot thickened, 

as the expression goes, when I learned that Howard was under investigation for 

suspicion of being a pedophile. Can you believe it? There is no way could I make 

this stuff up even if you paid me to! As a result, during this in between phase of 

life in Kurdistan, I found myself sitting in the offices of the Kurdish equivalent of 

the FBI. I couldn’t totally wrap my mind around what the *#@#%**/#@!\\#* I’d 

stepped into. Once in the building, two investigators walked me to their office 

through a drab, echo-chamber of an institutional-looking hallway. They ushered 

me toward some chairs as I entered the room. Their office wasn’t any cheerier 

than the hallway that had led to it. Their workspace was sparsely furnished with 

outdated and well-worn chairs, desks, file cabinets, bookshelves, and the 

occasional neglected potted plant. I wondered afterwards if they’d acquired the 

furnishings from U.S. contacts, perhaps from an NGO that was upgrading theirs, 

since they resembled 1960’s American furnishings. To be sure, the room was 

neat and orderly and it appeared as if more than just the two agents utilized the 

space. The men motioned me towards two chairs directly opposite them that 

were separated by a low rectangular table. I can’t say I was nervous, though I 

can’t say I was comfortable either. I suppose appropriately apprehensive is an apt 

description.  

 The agents carried on with their professional, deliberate, and courteous 

demeanor, and as things proceeded, I could easily envision them being calm 
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under the most intense of pressure. I’d estimate that they were approximately 

fifty years-of-age. Their questioning was well-timed, clear, concise, and not at all 

leading. One man did most of the talking - - his English being excellent. As mutual 

rapport was built, although in a calculated and measured fashion, they revealed 

an unexpected amount of information about Howard, AMEI, and the case they 

were building. The sanitized version is that I was one of a number of people who 

had observed questionable goings on at Howard’s school. From the unstable 

running of it, to the flakey background of its owner, to reports of how too many 

pieces of the puzzle just didn’t fit together. When I’d become yet another 

concerned witness, a substantial case had been building for quite some time. As 

I understood it with the limited information the investigators were permitted to 

disclose, their agency badly needed more actionable specifics. After uncovering 

those details, they’d be able to press forward swiftly and bring charges against 

Howard. Wisely the agency was biding their time, since in most cases of this type 

the perpetrator eventually fumbles and shows his hand, at which point its game 

is over. 

 The two officials were effusively thankful, stating they were appreciative 

I’d taken the risks involved in being interviewed. With Erbil being such a small 

city, it was indeed worrisome that it could become widely known that I was now 

a witness of record. There was no way to know the ramifications of being 

questioned. This, notwithstanding, my many experiences of doing the right thing 

and having it backfire made me wary. Just because I have a robust moral compass 

doesn’t mean everyone else does. As I made my way out of the building towards 

my waiting driver, I felt a mite unsteady. I was soon broiling in my polyester, navy 

blue, pin stripe suit, and as I climbed into the car it was glued to me. My eye liner 

and mascara had also begun to smudge, and beads of sweat bled through the 

thin film of facial powder I’d applied hours earlier.  

Relevant to the Kurdish FBI-flavored story, is another noteworthy reference 

to sand dunes. I’ve had more than a couple of occasions to traverse some 

relatively tame ones. These were nothing like the classic images seen in National 
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Geographic media, major motion pictures, or on the Discovery Channel. The 

predominant sensation as you make your way through the dunes, is that of being 

unsteady because the ground beneath you slips and moves. While walking on 

sand dunes there is a constant struggle to maintain your balance. There exists a 

continuous effort to be acutely mindful of where and how you tread, least you 

slip and fall. It might be best described as being in a state of relaxed vigilance. If 

you are too tense and unable to flex and yield to the movement beneath you, it’s 

likely you’ll fall. Inversely, if you are lackadaisical and slapdash about journeying 

through the dunes you will probably trip and take a tumble.  There is, though, a 

way to achieve a rhythmic flow - - a harmonious state - - while navigating terrain 

of this type, wherein you find yourself shaky or unsettled. It can be done by 

finding your center (true north if you prefer). By being focused. By rallying helpful 

resources. By remaining relaxed yet collected. And by adopting a clarity about 

where you need to go.   

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

Once back at Cole’s place I spent a quiet afternoon and evening indoors, 

had a light dinner, and took it easy. I would never learn of the final disposition 

of the case and that is probably just as well. There is a centuries-old axiom that 

says although one door closes others will open. To my sheer delight a vital door 

did open, when AMEI offered me a position teaching the U.S. equivalent of 

middle-school. By the grace of God, I applied during a period that AMEI was 

conducting a major recruitment campaign. It was a considerable relief to settle 

into the on-campus apartments along with teachers who would become my close 

colleagues. We were from Australia, Canada, England, and the U.S. Together we 

attended a comprehensive orientation and training course which taught us the 

AMEI way. The school was an intensive college-prep-style academy. The expat 

teachers were split up into three groups: kindergarten, middle-school, and high 
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school (by way of American equivalency). We would be with our students for the 

entire school day (save for non-academic instruction they would receive), and 

were fully responsible for instructing the learners in English, mathematics, 

reading, and science. It was an exciting undertaking. Specialist teachers (not 

necessarily from western countries) handled subjects such as the arts and 

physical education. I felt an enormous responsibility having a room full of thirty 

youngsters. The curriculum was full immersion. This meant we conducted the 

classes entirely in English.  

 The teaching assistant assigned to me was a bright, soft-spoken, Kurdish 

woman. She and her family had recently returned from living in New Zealand. 

They were part of an international effort to take in displaced Iraqis who had fallen 

victim to the long, blistering, and ruinous conflict in their country. Some refugees 

whose skill sets were needed in the employment sector would remain. Many 

others were only permitted to stay temporarily, and my assistant wasn’t at all 

pleased to be back in Iraq. She spoke often and fondly of her time in New Zealand, 

and how she dearly wished it could have been a permanent arrangement. My 

young aide ended up being an absolute delight to work with. We were blessed 

from the start with an uncommon working chemistry. I can’t conceive of how I 

could have selected someone better, given the opportunity to do so. As the weeks 

and months elapsed, Shazwar (a made-up name) and I became a well-oiled 

machine. We eventually shared an easy-going rhythm, wherein often all I had to 

do was get her attention and gesture, and she’d know exactly what to do and 

vice versa. In short order we developed a deep respect and mutual admiration for 

one another.  

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

 Teaching is rarely an eight to five gig with young learners. Lesson planning, 

gathering resources, inventing demonstration props, tweaking things to near-
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perfection, and much more is an ongoing process. AMEI’s standards were tough, 

as were expectations for the student’s behavior. Acting up wasn’t tolerated. 

Discipline issues were handled swiftly by specially assigned personnel. The 

parents paid a premium for this comprehensive and accelerated approach. For 

the most part it was the deciding factor in enrolling their children at AMEI. While 

administrative staff dealt with the parents, this freed up teachers to devote their 

time and talent to the craft of instruction. Short of basic niceties with family 

members walking children to class in the morning and collecting them in the 

afternoon, parents received behavioral and academic information from 

designated advisors. It was their dedicated job to carefully monitor an assigned 

student case load and note progress (or the lack thereof). They conferred with 

parents about the following: semester objectives, weekly achievements, exam 

scores, semester grading, health issues, disability matters, behavioral problems, 

and academic planning as their child moved up each grade level. 

 To their credit, AMEI placed a high value on the arts as well as physical 

education. Throughout each semester the arts instructors (usually of middle 

eastern descent) engaged students in classroom activities culminating with an 

all-school theatrical production. Parents played a vital role in this by way of 

volunteering time at AMEI, coaching their child (or children) at home, providing 

materials and other resources, and contributing financially to the extra costs 

involved. It’s fair to say that that were productions they orchestrated made my 

public middle school’s annual theater performance seem amateurish. As casual 

and fun-loving as I appeared in the classroom, I took my responsibilities 

seriously. The position in its entirety involved shaping the future architects, 

educators, computer technicians, nurses, lawyers, store merchants, physicians, 

farmers, and governmental leaders of Iraqi Kurdistan. Each one would be a vital 

link in the living chain of Kurdistan’s remarkable, bolstered, emerging 

independence and stability.  

 For the most part the teachers at AMEI were provided with all we needed 

to teach a high-quality class. Unlike the U.S. public education system, where 
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teachers commonly spend hundreds of dollars out-of-pocket for supplies each 

semester, I spent a dollar here and a dollar there for optional items. I decided 

from day one, that the approach I would take would be to create and maintain a 

fun learning environment. The subject matter and pace were so incredibly 

demanding, that I concluded if the students didn’t look forward to showing up 

for class each day, I’d be placing myself permanently behind the eight ball. 

Thankfully those instincts paid off, and parents would rave about our class. The 

parents had never seen their precious little ones so eager to get to school before. 

Most of the students were from AMEI’s kindergarten. Exceptions included those 

who were grade-level re-dos or transfers from another school. Facing the 

students at the start of each instructional day in their assigned seats, with their 

neatly pressed, sharp-looking uniforms on, and wearing wide smiles as well, was 

a high unlike any other. We enjoyed warm-up activities first thing to get us all 

energized and on the same page (pun intended), and there were strategies for 

the afternoons when things would feel as if they were endlessly dragging, and 

the children (not surprisingly) became tired.  

Instructor breaks were built into each workday when the specialization 

instructors took the students to drama, ballet, music, physical education, or art 

classes. This allowed Shazwar and I the main break of the day, as well as a little 

administrative time. Although expat teachers were well compensated, to ensure 

a top-notch class we generally worked at least six days a week (weekends were 

Friday and Saturday). Once I began to feel the negative impact of, as the motto 

goes, all work and no play, I endeavored at a minimum to take Saturdays off. 

About fifty percent of the time If I did manage an entire Saturday to myself, I’d 

generally have to double up on my efforts several days beforehand. And since we 

resided on campus in a residential wing, this was made easy for us. I would often 

be found in the kindergarten and middle school building at 8:00 at night, often 

the only teacher there. It was an ideal opportunity do some instructional 

prepping, update bulletin boards (ours were lauded as the best in the building), 

and rummage through the teacher’s supply closet. The closet was jam-packed 
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with some really nifty stuff, from plastic models, to wooden puzzles, to science 

project items, to arts and crafts materials for fun time. The effort paid dividends 

when ours became the demonstration classroom in the building for visiting 

media, politicians, community leaders, and parents. In fact, the Kurdistan 

minister of education visited us twice. I loved the environment, and in time fell 

in love with the students as well. This includes those that had substantial 

behavior problems. With patience, creativity, and guidance, they eventually all 

shined like stars.  

 

~ ~ ~ ~  

 

 With regard to the non-work side of my life, all in all I assimilated nicely 

into the Kurdish culture, as well as the culture of the campus. The teachers lived 

in spacious, modern, well-appointed apartments. They were equipped with 

massive balconies, compact, efficient kitchens, ample storage, comfortable 

furnishings, international satellite television, and every modern convenience. The 

laundry facilities were well maintained and free to use. There was an attractive 

common area, somewhat like a very large family room combination games room. 

The teachers also had their own (albeit small) gym, and we were permitted to use 

the student’s basketball courts when classes were not in session. We were not 

allowed, however, to utilize the Olympic-sized swimming pool for safety reasons. 

Bummer! The campus grounds were sprawling, architecturally pleasing, and 

interspersed with many landscaped spaces. I suppose you could liken the entire 

complex to what it would be like living at a small university. The campus was 

encircled by high walls complete with strategically located guard towers. They 

were manned twenty-four hours a day by the Kurdish military called Peshmerga, 

which translates as follows: Those who face death. The main gatehouse, the only 

way in and out, had considerable security. It was no easy task for an unauthorized 

person to gain access to the campus. In fact, each time one of my drivers brought 
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me back, in order for him to drop me off directly at the dormitory complex, the 

car was thoroughly searched, complete with the use of an undercarriage vehicle 

inspection mirror. This was after all Iraq.  

As I eluded to earlier, thankfully at the time I lived there Erbil and the 

surrounding villages were conflict-free. Incredibly, the military action in Baghdad 

and other hot spots, widely broadcast on news channels the world over, had little 

impact on us. I would learn much to my dismay many years on, that these 

peaceful conditions would not continue, and in time the region would destabilize. 

Oftentimes after I’d left Iraq, I would ache when learning of more bad news 

through the media. My mind would skip back to many wonderful memories I had 

of time spent with the Kurdish people as well as my students. Although the initial 

plan was to live there for several years, as so often is the case when God is in 

control, it would turn out that this was not meant to be. And as devastated as I 

was about this, my life very well may have been saved by the series of unfortunate 

events that would result in necessitating a departure from Iraq.  

 

      ~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

Most theologians will argue that God has a plan for all of us, sappy as that 

may sound to some. Our dreams may turn into tiny, splintered shards crumbling 

all around us, and it simply isn’t fair. Once time has elapsed and we’ve moved 

through disillusionment and loss, the fuller picture is usually revealed to us. I 

haven’t a doubt that most readers have experienced gut-wrenching 

disappointment, even deep despair from which you couldn’t fathom a way out 

of. Let’s take some time to dissect this.  

If you are like many adults, you may have had a vision for a loving marriage 

and it fell apart. It could have been a career you’d been aiming for, yet your 

academic performance prevented that from coming to fruition. Or it perhaps it 

was something you deeply desired for your child and finances couldn’t support 
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it. Maybe you had goals for retirement, however, your life-partner didn’t see it 

the same way. Possibly there’d been an educational institution that you would 

have given just about anything to be accepted to - - no dice! Or perchance, similar 

to an instance early in my life, when I didn’t make the final cut on a baseball 

team, you’ve also experienced the disillusionment of not getting accepted on a 

team. What’s one let-down from your past that readily comes to mind? How did 

things turn out? Could you have handled the matter any more effectively than 

you did at the time, given all the circumstances? The optional Reflective 

Moments page or your journal can be used to note your thoughts on this topic.  
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~ ~ Reflective Moments ~ ~  
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 To say that Iraq was a complicated place to live is surely an 

understatement. I’m no historian, military strategist, or politician, and you’ve 

likely read volumes about those perspectives on Iraq anyhow. Nutty as it might 

sound, it’s safe to say that being in Iraq on a work visa, and knowing precious 

little about the country was at first ignorance is bliss, as the adage goes. I lived 

a fairly contained existence there, and between the comfortable set-up at AMEI 

and my two trusted drivers I did just fine. When one of them wasn’t available the 

other always was, and I tipped generously yet did not flash cash around like a 

bigshot. Often, I deferred to them as they knew the ropes best and I clearly did 

not, additionally it was in their best interest to look after me. I was a reliable 

source of income for them and their family, as well as being congenial, and I liked 

them both equally.  

 As you’ve probably already gathered, socially my life in Iraq was 

stimulating yet secure. Boredom certainly wasn’t in my vocabulary (even today it 

rarely is). I found the Kurdish people to be exceptionally genuine and 

unassuming. I didn’t sense much of a class difference either when interacting 

with locals, yet clearly some were upper class and others were not. Just about 

everywhere I went the Kurds raved about America. Being invited into their homes 

was a special honor. The Kurdish people I encountered went out of their way to 

make guests feel at home. Whether I was on my own or accompanied by others, 

the same pattern repeated itself time and time again. This happened regardless 

if the home was extremely modest or in an upscale locale. Tea, usually heavily 

sweetened, is the social lubricant there much as coffee is in the United States. 

Conversations flowed easily over a casual offering of tea, together with festive 

plates of cookies, assorted pastries, dates, and candy. Or I may have been treated 

to a lavish lamb stew or kabob, rice pilaf, pita bread, hummus, and tomato-

cucumber salad feast. It was all wonderful and I always had difficulty when the 

time came to leave. It was often as if I was saying goodbye to old friends, with 

the added dimension that in most cases we’d not cross paths again.   
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 As for living on campus that was both good and not so good. Convenient, 

you bet. Comfortable with few complaints, absolutely. A healthy sense of privacy, 

not so much. As good as the relationships were with my colleagues, it was 

problematic maintaining a suitable balance between the professional and the 

personal realms. Alas, this would remain a pitfall the entire time I was there. 

Generally speaking, the teachers were respectful of one another’s private space. 

After all, we were in the same boat bobbing around in the same middle eastern 

sea. For me, it was a necessity to establish healthy boundaries fairly early on, 

even though this wasn’t the most popular undertaking.  

To offer a classic example, I didn’t partake in the caravan-style shopping 

outings sponsored by AMEI. While I thought it was a generous perk, living and 

working in such close proximity to colleagues was enough for me. The last thing 

I needed was to spend the little, precious off time I had going out with people I 

was with almost 24/7. This isn’t to say I was antisocial - - quite the contrary. 

Visiting with co-workers in their apartments and vice versa was fun. Some of the 

best times I had while in Iraq were spent this way. When it came to off-campus 

activities though, it was necessary for me to either do that on my own or with 

non-work-related companions. I also believed that it was entirely in my purview, 

to not answer the door when I was having some rare and much needed downtime. 

Some may feel as if they are being inconsiderate in this regard - - guilty even. Not 

me! It was all about keeping an eye on that pie!! Another consideration was that 

several cliques of teachers engaged in heavy-duty partying and that wasn’t my 

style. It took a while for my co-workers to figure out that declining an invitation 

to get “wasted” wasn’t me being unfriendly. An uptight prude I’ve never been. 

Health-minded and into establishing the right parameters, now that’s more like 

it!  

 Regardless of what one’s circumstances are, creating appropriate 

boundaries is a central feature of living a successful life. Weather married, 

engaged, divorced, or single, gay or straight, parent or not, liberal or 

conservative, employed, retired, or independently wealthy, female or male, 
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everyone needs the right dose of personal space. I’m not suggesting that this is 

at all an easy task. It isn’t. I do know that the absence of healthy boundaries will 

eventually wreak havoc on most people’s lives. 

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

 It’s safe to assume that the majority of readers haven’t lived I Iraq, nor lived 

at their place of employment either. The same principal of self-care applies to all 

of us, however. And as counterintuitive as it might appear, the more our 

responsibilities weight us down, the more reasons accumulate to be ever mindful 

of taking good care of ourselves.  

Let’s liken this to a non-monetary bank account. You can deplete the 

account only so much before it accrues a negative balance. If this isn’t averted, 

you’ll have an energy-deficit. Your energy-bank-account will eventually end up 

empty. When this happens, obviously you’ll face the additional dilemma of fees, 

surcharges, and dings against your credit rating for insufficient funds. This 

quandary costs so much more in the long run. How do you manage your energy-

bank-account? What happens when your personal energy-bank-account becomes 

dangerously depleted? How does this impact your pie? Take a few minutes please, 

and identify which items in your toolkit are the best to use in order to keep your 

account balanced. Make a note your ideas on the optional Reflective Moments 

page or in your journal.  
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~ ~ Reflective Moments ~ ~  
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 After much trial and error regarding the work and personal life issue, it felt 

great to have finally achieved equilibrium. Although some of my tactics may have 

been discombobulating to others, as we’ve all no doubt heard before, the truism 

that you can’t please all of the people all of the time certainly did apply. Not to 

be misunderstood, however, I take zero pride in alienating people. As a point of 

fact, it goes against my DNA so to speak. Do you remember I shared in chapter 

one about little peacekeeper me, in a household with far more than an average 

amount of dysfunction? Setting appropriate limits tends to stir up issues for 

others. It’s fertile ground for people to project their own insecurities or 

distortions of reality onto you. Tricky territory no doubt. With experience this can 

be finessed to aid in alleviating most unintended bad feelings. Yet at the end of 

the day, as that new expression goes, we are unequivocally not responsible for 

other people’s faulty reasoning.  

 As the workload at AMEI increased, I incorporated occasional weekend 

escapes into my schedule. There was a scenic resort town not too far from 

campus where the complete change of pace ensured the best possible sizes for 

my pie slices. Although I had to deftly plan in advance so I’d be all ready for 

classes the following week, it was well worth the extra effort. This new diversion 

was a charming, wooden bungalow with a combined front room, dining area, and 

kitchen nook. The main living space was surrounded by large windows opening 

out to the deck. There was a cheerfully decorated bedroom, adjoining bathroom, 

and adequate closet space for necessities. Since the kitchen was well stocked 

with basic implements, pans, and dishes, all I needed to do was bring easy-to-

pack items such as tea, biscuits, jam, and canned food, then purchase 

perishables from local merchants. The resort provided a hot breakfast tailored to 

expats and the occasional tourist, so that made meal preparation even simpler. 

The deck fast became a treasured spot to savor a cup of coffee or tea, and delight 

in the birds twittering and fluttering around. There were quaint shops to explore, 

historic cultural sights, a plethora of restaurants serving fresh, authentic cuisine, 
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and several nearby lakes. Two days of R&R - - it was a splendid place for a short 

get-away. 

 I soaked up the atmosphere every time I rented the cottage, never certain 

when or if I’d return. As stable as the overall region was, I didn’t lose sight of the 

reality of where I was living. Sometimes I’d revel in a weekend of solitude and 

other times I’d rendezvous with friends, either way it was precious time. 

Generally, after returning to campus late Saturday afternoon, I switched gears 

and zipped through my class stuff to ensure all was in order for Sunday. Then I 

would chill for a few hours in front of the television, sometimes call a few friends, 

read some scripture and my favorite devotional publication, then hit the sack 

early.  

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

 As for the teaching side of life at AMEI, all proceeded very nicely. With my 

increased competency in the classroom, more kudos came my way. Our class 

became a regular stop on the campus tour circuit. After a month or so of this, 

the visits weren’t as much of a distraction to the students. The tours, in fact, 

developed into a motivator for us to continue raising the bar. The students were 

now aware that there was something distinctive about us, and it was a pride and 

confidence builder for them. I ensured the children understood that our success 

was the result of cooperative teamwork. We functioned within what can best be 

described as a synergistic, level playing field, where nobody was superior and a 

high value was placed on mutual respect. If the students experienced any strike-

outs while trying to hit a curve ball, they were cushioned within the supportive 

milieu of our class. This high regard for and consideration of classmates 

extended into non-academic activities as well. To offer typical examples, when 

we went for walks to the playground or for academic outdoor activities during 

winter, the children would spontaneously assist one another with putting on their 
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outerwear. They’d also look out for each another as we walked to the playground 

for recess, making sure no one got separated from the group (AKA team). This 

occurred even though Shazwar and I watched over them like . . . . well . . . . 

hawks!! 

 As the school year progressed parents (and other relatives) would remark 

about how their children couldn’t wait to get to school in the morning. How they’d 

observed positive changes in their overall attitude and behavior. How their 

precious little ones were maturing right before their eyes in unanticipated ways. 

These unsolicited comments were the best paycheck any teacher could possibly 

hope for. A major delight of working at AMEI was that the children were so eager 

- - exploding with curiosity and creativity. When we reached a palpable level of 

teamwork (flow if you will), unofficial class leaders began to spontaneously help 

their fellow students. As an example, when a more advanced child completed 

their assignment or project properly, after getting an okay from me or Shazwar, 

they were free to assist (not provide answers to) others who were struggling. It 

was a beautiful thing to behold. This wasn’t in AMEI’s curriculum, it evolved 

through the children’s concern for one another. Our unwritten class code could 

best be summed up as the following: cooperation not competition.  

 There are enough fond memories of my time with the AMEI students to fill 

a book all its own. One of the more striking of them is imprinted in my mind from 

an outdoor walk we went on. This was a particularly chilly, breezy winter day and 

everyone was bundled up. The objective of the activity was tied to the science 

curriculum. It was the learner’s task to make as many observations of natural 

phenomenon as possible. It was a liberating activity for the class, as ninety 

percent of an average day was spent indoors. The students were captivated, able 

to link what had been covered in books and classroom projects to the real world. 

This allowed their learning experience to revolve to a full circle. At one point 

during our explorations, we were traversing a central plaza towards the entrance 

of the campus. This meant that we were spaced out over several patios 

interspersed with landscaping. Some sections had pergolas draped with foliage. 
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Others included sheltered passageways and open patios. About halfway through 

our allotted time we were milling about and descending upon us like a surreal, 

living cloud were dozens of butterflies, in winter! You couldn’t stage a more 

enchanting scene in a motion picture. The children were lit up with wonder and 

amazement. Some chased after the delicate animals. Others stood motionless 

and allowed the colorful, dainty and wispy creatures to engulf them. A few tried 

zealously to catch one as it fluttered by. While several others ran about flapping 

their arms being butterflies themselves. It was a watershed moment for our class. 

We became even more cohesive after this serendipitous experience.  

 Does anything in particular jump right out at you from our butterfly-in-

winter adventure? An emotion? A sensation? A wish? An image? Please take a 

reading break and respond to these optional questions on the Reflective 

Moments page or in your journal.   
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~ ~ Reflective Moments ~ ~  
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 When working so closely with children it’s hard to not have favorites. 

Through their innocent, spontaneous, and naturally curious nature they just tug 

at your heart strings. Every class segment presented new avenues for exploration. 

It didn’t matter if it was science, math, an informal art activity, English, reading, 

or what came to be known as free expression time, it was all good. So, although 

teamwork ruled, and each student was an important link, two stand out as 

examples worth sharing. Iliana and Hakeem (fictitious names) were polar 

opposites. Hakeem was re-taking the grade level due to behavior problems. The 

U.S. vernacular for his situation may have been acting out. He was rambunctious, 

quick, intelligent, and obstinate. Often it was as if he would deliberately insist on 

no, when all twenty-nine of his classmates saw the obvious choice as being yes. 

Hakeem was routinely referred to his assigned advisor, since his antics had such 

a deleterious impact on the class. By contrast, Iliana was a subdued, gentle, 

eager, and cooperative child. All smiles, she was attentive in class and one of the 

most excited to arrive each morning. Whereas Hakeem struggled to be quiet, 

Iliana did not speak. Her mother who usually brought her to class was a lovely 

and disarming woman, and her concern for her daughter’s welfare was tangible.  

AMEI’s policies were such that teachers were never privy to particulars 

about their student’s personal lives, short of the basics. The rationale for this 

was to prevent negative bias on the one hand, and overt favoritism on the other. 

In reality though, over many months of contact with both the learners and family, 

a clearer picture of each child would emerge. You can’t forbid children to trust 

you (thank God). You also can’t order parents to never have spontaneous 

discussions with you. Although each student received equal consideration to 

ensure their success, these two future leaders of Iraqi Kurdistan did require some 

special attention from both Shazwar and me. I specify future leaders, because 

whether you lead others at an accounting department, a women’s boutique, a 

public works division, a health clinic, a vehicle repair shop, a home and garden 

center, a restaurant, a large-scale construction project, or in your own family, 
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leadership plays a fundamental role. The demanding curriculum and accelerated 

pace at AMEI existed to refine just such talent.   

 

~ ~ ~ ~  

 

 Please indulge me in a relevant digression with regard to leaders. With 

organizational leadership being the concentration area of my doctoral studies in 

education (equivalent to a master’s degree major), all research was conducted on 

this subject. The dissertation culminated in “Leadership 2020” a curriculum 

piloted with male jail inmates in Northern Nevada, then subsequently 

implemented with female domestic abuse survivors at a shelter. There are 

understandably misnomers that leadership is necessarily about being a Fortune 

500 CEO, a colonel in the military, a senior vascular surgeon, the chief technology 

officer of a high-tech start-up, a senator, a girl scout troupe leader, a minister, or 

even a baseball coach! Truth be told most of us function as leaders every day, we 

just don’t recognize this as such. “Leadership 2020” empowered both the women 

and inmates to discover leadership talents they didn’t realize they possessed. 

Participants in the program also grew into their personal leadership styles 

throughout my instruction with them. The gradual, session-by-session progress 

they made, enabled the attendees to perceive themselves as leaders for the first 

time in their lives. “Leadership 2020” was so successful that by the time the 

dissertation research was completed, it proved to be a statistically significant 

benefit to the domestic violence survivors. 

 Leadership is a core capability for a successful life. History abounds with 

effective leaders, famous and not, who have made the world a better place in 

ways both large and small. Some leaders who have positively influenced my life 

include university professors, ministers, mentors, and historical figures. Some of 

these individuals include the following: Abraham Lincoln, Elanor Roosevelt, Indira 

Gandhi, Katherine Graham, Margaret Thatcher, President Jimmy Carter, Angela 
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Merkel, and of course, Jesus. Which leaders (alive or deceased) have aided in 

positively shaping your life? What characteristics do they embody that made a 

lasting and meaningful impression on you? On the optional Reflective Moments 

page or in your journal, please list as many as you can.     
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~ ~ Reflective Moments ~ ~  
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 Back to future leaders Hakeem and Iliana. Hakeem continued to struggle 

controlling his antics and at the same time there was measurable progress. Iliana 

was maturing nicely as well. Hakeem’s ability to complete the classwork improved 

so significantly, that he often finished fast and was able to serve as an aide to his 

slower classmates. From a little terror to a class leader, a teacher couldn’t 

possibly ask for more. Now rather than having difficulties sitting still while 

waiting for others, Hakeem’s nervous energy had found a productive outlet. This 

bolstered his self-esteem which in turn reduced his acting out. It was a miraculous 

virtuous cycle. His peers appreciated this and the entire mood of the class 

eventually shifted. Hakeem together with several other students became regular 

class helpers. What a turn-around for all of them in a few months. Due to the 

highly cooperative and supportive team culture of the class, in time Iliana 

emerged from her shell. She progressed from speaking single words to short 

sentences, then advanced to more complex multi-sentence communication. By 

way of background information, the students in the class had been taught English 

in kindergarten. AMEI’s immersion-style curriculum was instructed almost 

exclusively in English. We were permitted limited translation by our classroom 

assistants in critical situations only (emergencies, illness, safety matters).   

 I don’t recall the precise moment when Iliana spoke. I do, however, recall 

the pride that flowed through me - - a visceral sensation. I exclaimed something 

along the lines of: “Wow!” “Good for you!!” Iliana looked up at me with that sweet 

face of hers and grinned from ear to ear. I beamed. Nearby students cheered. A 

few jumped up and down or danced. A couple even walked over to Iliana’s desk 

to give her a hug. What in her past led to her silence I never found out and I was 

totally okay about that, just as I wasn’t privy to the reasons behind Hakeem’s 

oppositional behavior. My role wasn’t to play amateur child psychologist. I met 

every student exactly where they were, and nudged them along towards greater 

and greater victory. This brings to mind a snippet I read many years ago in a 

religious publication. On a single, full, page there was a photograph of a group 

of people. They surrounded a massive, shiny, elegant grand piano in a stately 
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room. The photographer of this image cleverly captured the moment, just as the 

team began to move the piano by human means only - - no hand truck or other 

mechanical assist. The caption below the image read as follows: “Lift where you 

stand.” 

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

 As with any learning environment positive regard for others is paramount 

and respectful interactions necessary. This creates a win-win atmosphere all the 

way around. The students expand their knowledge base and abilities, the teacher 

grows and learns along with them, the family is rewarded by their child’s 

development, and the school’s reputation is strengthened. Obviously the same 

constructive, supportive environment applies to adult learners as well as to 

employees in the workplace. When upper management and direct-line 

supervisory personnel foster a win-win culture, the benefits increase 

exponentially. Every worker is a unique and vital link in the organization, not an 

impersonal, numbered code on the payroll matrix. Likewise, every volunteer is 

essential to the particular endeavor they are committed to.  

Leadership in the workplace. Leadership in your personal sphere. 

Leadership at home. Leadership in your community. Leadership at your place of 

worship. Which segments of your life (think pie) present opportunities for you to 

deploy your leadership capabilities? If you are already using leadership skills 

frequently, can those contributions be enhanced? Do you have an interest in 

becoming a more effective leader? What are the most valuable leadership traits 

you possess? What one person do you presently most admire that exhibits superb 

leadership abilities? The optional Reflective Moments page below or your journal 

can be used to record your thoughts.  
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~ ~ Reflective Moments ~ ~  
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 As things would pan out, leadership at AMEI would not be as impressive as 

it appeared from the outside looking in. I hadn’t a clue how dysfunctional AMEI 

was and what I’d eventually get tangled up in. Thank God my immediate 

supervisor and I had a sound, collegial working relationship. Dr. Hollings 

(fictitious) had initially interviewed me which was a real bonus. It was her 

responsibility to monitor AMEI’s classes, and she did so methodically. Teachers 

received regular constructive input both verbally and in writing. Dr. Hollings’ 

leadership enabled us to build on our strengths at the same time we improved 

weak areas. A truly gifted academician with a stellar professional background, 

Dr. Hollings was a pillar supporting the foundation of our classes, and she left 

the architecture entirely to us, provided we complied with AMEI’s guidelines. 

What would become apparent over time, was that the local institutional 

composition of AMEI was rife with inept upper management, and they short-

changed principle aspects of instruction. The start of the loosening of this shoe 

began innocuously by way of test proctoring. To minimize favoritism teachers 

did not administer exams in their own classes. We were assigned to proctor one 

another’s exams and our teaching assistants remained in their assigned 

classrooms to ensure continuity. On the face of it this was an excellent policy. 

Was I ever in for a shock though, during my first experience with this process in 

the class across the hallway.  

 Teachers were given a packet of standardized instructions to follow. No 

deviation was permitted. The class I was assigned to can best be described as 

disorganized both physically and by way of student behavior. Just sorting out and 

distributing supplies (pencils, scratch paper, erasers, test materials) was a 

disaster. The entire exam process resulted in a muddled mess. It seemed as if 

the aide was either not very intelligent or poorly trained, and the class was largely 

out of control. I spoke English and she spoke primarily Kurdish. Many students 

were up and wandering around the room. Others were seen peeking at 

classmate’s answer sheets, and several requested a toilet break when they had 

all just been given one. Additionally, a few children were crying and to top it off 
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there was the occasional tantrum. To say the communication between me and 

the aide was poor is putting it very mildly. Between broken pencil leads, dropped 

erasers, torn test booklets, outbursts, and the rest of the pandemonium, it was 

a perfect storm for a class full of failed exams. As the clocked ticked away it 

became glaringly apparent that fifty percent or so of the children were not going 

to complete the exam. I did the only thing I was able to do, continue to follow 

the proctoring regulation and let the chips fall where they may. Whereas the aide, 

unbelievably, was providing some children with the answers, and at times was 

seen erasing and correcting some student’s work herself. I was mortified. 

 Once the circus ended and I dutifully returned the exams to the building 

monitor, I made my way back to Shazwar and our students. It was like stepping 

into a surreal motion picture scene. The room was quiet, peaceful even. Students 

were contentedly absorbed in optional activities, each calmly working at their 

desk. Some glanced up at me and gently smiled. Others were so engrossed with 

what they were doing they continued on with their reading, drawing, puzzles, 

clay work, or desk organizing. I had stepped a few short yards from a tornado 

directly into the quiet eye of a storm. Never had I appreciated my students more. 

We had no doubt created something remarkable together, all thirty-two of us. 

Rather than hurrying immediately into the next hour of instruction, I allowed 

myself to sit down (not permitted in class per AMEI policies) and absorb the 

atmosphere. I let Shazwar take a brief unofficial break and I just to soaked up the 

blessing that was our class. A profound pause. Letting the stillness settle around 

me. I had to fight back tears.  

Not surprisingly, when the test scores were given to the teachers our class 

broke a record. Most students had perfect or near-perfect scores. The few who 

didn’t (those learning disabled or otherwise slightly behind), had done 

remarkably well considering their limits. Pride oozed out of every pour in my 

body. I was overwhelmed with joy. Shazwar was also filled with glee. This was a 

riveting example of what teamwork can achieve. Any students who may have had 

a few strikes in our class stepped right back up to the plate during the next 
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inning, bat firmly in hand, centered over the base, determined to contribute to 

the team and ensure success. If everyone in our class was not successful 

together, no single person could have been.  

 With this bizarre experience now behind me I did wonder about the next 

exam, and the ones after that. What to do about the cheating classroom? Given 

everything you have read up to this point, how do you think you would have 

handled this conundrum? It’s impossible to know with absolute certainty isn’t it? 

We can, nevertheless, put ourselves in the position of another in order to 

approximate things. This is actually a very empathic behavior and it is promoted 

by every major religion. In today’s world plagued by what I call whistlebloweritis, 

does doing the right thing necessarily pay off? Is it always worth it to step up and 

do the ethical thing? With your viewpoint of right and wrong, your outlook on 

acceptable versus unacceptable behavior, hypothetically how would you have 

dealt with this quandary? Please grab your journal for this optional activity or use 

the Reflective Moments page to jot down your thoughts.   
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~ ~ Reflective Moments ~ ~  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 LIVING LIGHT 
 

 
152 

 

 Most of you are familiar with the following motto: Choose your battles 

carefully. It would be easy for me to let this breach of AMEI’s policy slip by 

unreported. I certainly faced a risk in doing the right thing, yet had I’d done 

nothing, the likelihood of the same policy violation happening again was 

probable. I weighed my options while holding emotions at bay. Naturally, given 

some of the things I’d undergone I was reluctant now to report this to 

management. Nonetheless, I reasoned that if I swept the offence under the rug 

and it happened again, I’d in essence be complicit. So, I reached deep down 

within myself, plucked up the courage, squared my shoulders, and walked to the 

office of the assistant director of the campus. My outreach to the office was well 

received and afterwards I felt a tremendous surge of relief. Great, I thought, the 

other shoe wasn’t going to drop after all. Everything seemed per usual after the 

meeting and I didn’t give the matter second thought. Little did I know that the 

backlash for doing the right thing would be brutal.  

Several weeks after I met with the campus assistant director, a campaign 

to discredit me ensued and the source of this was the highest office on campus, 

that of the director. The director, C.W. (not actual initials) definitely had her work 

cut out for her. I came to AMEI with an impressive portfolio of letters of 

recommendation, certificates, awards, and sealed university transcripts. The 

interview, hiring, and medical screening process had gone exceedingly well. I’d 

also successfully completed AMEI’s in-house orientation and training program 

with no difficulties. I was well-liked by my colleagues and got along with everyone 

on campus, from the Pakistani maintenance workers to an international team of 

department heads. The lengths that C.W. went to in order to oust me were 

extraordinary. It was near-impossible to terminate my contract. Dr. Hollings had 

completed evaluations of me which were superior although they included 

suggestions for improvement (thankfully). Additionally, she and I had an 

excellent professional chemistry. Dr. Hollings’ classroom visits were meticulous 

and exacting, and she regularly observed everything that Shazwar and I did.  
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 The first thing that C.W. sprung on me was to quash the morning free time 

the students delighted in prior to the start of formal instruction. With so many 

students arriving far in advance of the start of class, Shazwar and I had to keep 

them busy. Our approach evolved over time as we got to know our students and 

established a culture in the class. We set up non-academic activities for them to 

do as they arrived and settled in to begin the school day. This strategy kept their 

young minds occupied (not an easy feat under the best of circumstances), 

instituted order in the class, and permitted Shazwar and I adequate time for final 

morning preparations. The instructional day at AMEI was long, and it was 

important to employ entertaining approaches to warm the students up both 

cognitively and emotionally. One thing we did was have them watch select scenes 

of high-quality, age-appropriate movies. They loved this part of their day, and it 

was incredibly effective in getting the children to rapidly stash belongings in their 

cubby holes, hang up their coats, hats, and scarves, wash up, get their school 

supplies ready, and then remain in their seats. Shazwar and I kept them engaged 

with other types of diversions as well so there was good variety, however, this 

fast became a favorite.  

 One rainy morning (yes it does rain in Iraq) out of the blue, C.W. flew into 

the classroom. She barked orders in a reprimanding tone about us being 

forbidden to show DVDS - - even educational ones. The students, some at their 

desks viewing one while others were in varying stages of getting themselves 

sorted out, looked over at C.W. bewildered and befuddled. A few began to ask 

her questions. Some conversed among themselves in muted tones. And a number 

of them began to softly sob looking to me and Shazwar for validation. The only 

answer C.W. offered the children was a curt reprise of what she’d first stated. 

Then she twirled around to face the door and left as abruptly as she had arrived. 

I shot a knowing glance of disbelief across the room at Shazwar and that was 

that.  

 Children are extraordinarily intuitive and sensitive. And unfortunately, 

something shifted that day. It was as if C.W. sucked the joy right out of our class. 
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As it would turn out, this was precisely her devious intent. Our class soldiered 

on. And although a little rattled, we were so tight by then that in time the young 

learners would adapt. Some of the fall-out included questions from the students 

such as the following: “Why doesn’t C.W. like us anymore?” “What did we do 

wrong?” “The movies are so nice, you mean C.W. won’t let us watch them 

anymore, ever?” How can a teacher diplomatically address questions like that to 

such innocent minds? Shazwar and I were stumped. We privately conferred during 

rare snippets of time being mindful we weren’t overheard. After this incident 

things started to slide downhill. C.W. began visiting our class regularly, which 

was actually a very irregular thing to do. Dr. Hollings was more than adept this 

not to mention that it was her in her job description as a primary function. And 

wouldn’t you think a director of a college-prep-style campus with thousands of 

students had more important matters to tend to?  During her visits C.W.’s 

demeanor was brusque and intimidating. Upon her entering the room some 

students would flinch especially those closest to the door. It didn’t take long for 

the tone of the class to begin to erode. Everything we had built together as a 

team was being dismantled. I was horrified. Shazwar was upset and increasingly 

in tears. The children were deeply hurt.  

 The inventive and caring educators that we were, Shazwar and I worked 

liked troopers around the many additional restrictions C.W. senselessly imposed 

on our class. One of the activities that she almost axed was what we referred to 

as free dance time. How this came to be I don’t exactly recall, though I expect it 

emanated from the frequent, spontaneous, joy-filled moments our class shared. 

It’s a bit difficult to describe so please do bear with me. Shazwar and I would play 

music CDs some mornings and the students would just start to move. It’s 

important to keep in mind the children were never forced into this activity, and 

did have options available to them. When all (most) of us were up moving it was 

just beautiful. We’d move together. We’d move separately. We’d move in circles. 

We’d move in squares. We’d move in lines, we’d dance in groups, and we’d dance 

in pairs. Sometimes we would dance the limbo, and other times we would dance 
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in a conga line or do-si-do square dance style. On occasion we would take on the 

persona of an animal. Some examples included a whale moving majestically 

through the sea, a rabbit hopping, a mouse scurrying, and even a turtle 

sauntering along. Others were of a spider or centipede crawling, a horse 

galloping, and even a bird soaring high in the sky. The result? Fantastic! The 

anxious students calmed down. The drowsy ones woke up. The shy children 

increased their confidence. Shazwar and I had a blast and everybody got a healthy 

jolt of positive vibes. By a stroke of good fortune C.W. could never totally shut 

down that activity. Hooray!! 

 Another ploy of C.W.’s was a frontal assault on my credentials - - 

questioning their authenticity. As with the unexpected removal of our movie time 

plus other assorted stunts, this torpedo came from nowhere and to her chagrin 

it didn’t hold a single drop of water. This ploy was out and out psychological 

warfare and every week or so I’d get blasted again. Obviously, this would be 

enough to drive even the most seasoned and toughest professional nearly out of 

their mind, let alone all that had preceded it before moving to Iraq. Wait though, 

things would get unfathomably worse.  

One week I began to feel poorly and chalked it up to stress (who wouldn’t?). 

Not long afterwards a student in my class came down with chicken pox. I said to 

myself: “Oh no!” “No way.” “This just can’t be!!” I saw a physician promptly and 

was informed that it was a common skin rash. Well. That’s right. You guessed it. 

Misdiagnosed by an incompetent doctor in a clinic that didn’t even observe 

universal precautions. As a result of this I became far more ill. Finally, one work-

day morning I woke up and could hardly get out of bed. I phoned one of my 

trusted drivers and without delay he arranged a medical appointment with 

another physician. I would have never been able to coordinate it myself. He was 

caring, concerned, and extremely protective of me. After he got me to the 

hospital I was diagnosed correctly in mere seconds, collected a bottle of 

medication from the pharmacy, and also required injections for several days 

thereafter at the hospital. Not surprisingly I was laid up in my apartment for quite 
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some time. I could hardly eat, I struggled to concentrate on the simplest of tasks, 

and I could barely walk or bathe myself. It was extremely troublesome. After the 

recovery period I was saddled with a fair amount of scaring. I felt immensely 

grateful, though, just to feel normal again and be back in the classroom. And as 

the years have passed, fortunately the scaring has faded away.    

 The next minefield I had to negotiate thanks to C.W. was a doozy. How she 

dreamed up these machinations I never knew. Neither did the countless people 

on campus (staff and students alike) who witnessed these goings on, felt horribly 

bad for me, and were helpless to come to my aid - - least they be the next victim. 

To her credit Dr. Hollings went to bat for me time and time again. I could not 

have possibly asked for a better supervisor. She did what she was able to which 

was considerable, and likely prevented me from coming completely unhinged. 

She’s one of the most incredible individuals I’ve ever known. To be sure, the 

world sorely needs more virtuous and honorable souls such as she. The next 

attack C.W. promulgated against me was providing very little advance notice to 

substitute teach a high school English class. I was utterly unfamiliar with the high 

school curriculum and C.W. had access to far better qualified instructors than 

me. Nonetheless, it was an order from the campus director and non-negotiable. 

I madly threw together a lesson plan from the scant materials I was provided with 

the day before, and thankfully was able to adroitly enlist the support of a few 

student leaders in the class. To say it was stressful would be insufficient. The 

important thing though was that the students and I pulled it off. As a point of 

further elaboration, the high schoolers were amazingly understanding of my 

plight, and the trial would serve as an uplifting experience once the several-day 

subbing was completed. Although by now worn down by C.W.’s campaign, I held 

out hope that I’d once again proven myself to be the consummate professional 

that I was.    

 By now Shazwar had been claimed as a collateral victim. She’d become 

depressed and increasingly anxious. Her demeanor in class was noticeably 

despondent. Neither she nor I could have possibly foreseen the depth of 
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malevolence that C.W. was capable of. It was truly scandalous. Shazwar stood up 

for me on more than several occasions - - much to her possible demise. Through 

these acts of selflessness, I felt supported and cared about. To some extent this 

offset the mistreatment I had been enduring for months. Just about when it 

seemed as if C.W.’s reckless abuse of power couldn’t get any worse the next 

barrage would be launched. Men were seen patrolling my side of the apartments 

that none of the teachers had noticed before. We conferred amongst ourselves 

and compared notes, so to speak. It was disconcerting and totally out of character 

with the usual, day-to-day routines we’d all become accustomed to. This 

development was also without provocation as nothing different had been going 

on with any of us. In other words, everyone in our immediate block of apartments 

had been conducting themselves as they always had. There hadn’t been any loud, 

wild parties. There hadn’t been any misuse of common areas. There hadn’t been 

any conflicts or arguments between us. Nothing! It was definitely perplexing.    

 Anyone in my situation would suspect that this was not a coincidence, as 

it started up after my stellar performance substituting the high school class. 

Some of the thoughts that understandably ran through my mind were: Is this a 

fishing expedition to dig up non-existent dirt on me? Was this an intimidation 

tactic? Was I yet again being set up, this time for a long and treacherous fall? In 

response to this occurrence I immediately ceased having friends and colleagues 

over to my apartment. After the tricks N.N.L. and her ex-spouse played on me in 

the southern U.S., I’d learned in the hardest possible way that someone with 

untoward intent can instigate something that has no basis in reality. This can 

occur even if in no other way than to intimidate and harass. I wasn’t about to take 

even one seemingly innocuous chance since far too much was riding on 

successfully remaining in Iraq. This was in my long-range plans, and considerable 

thought had gone into the decision. It was what I dearly wanted to do, and now 

especially after having spent so much time with the Kurdish people I was really 

liking Kurdistan.  
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 Dr. Hollings and I remained in regular contact, albeit now more often via 

text, phone, and email. Neither of us wanted her to get implicated in some bizarre 

quagmire. Better I end up the ultimate fall guy rather than her or Shazwar as well, 

for that matter, losing their jobs and subsequently their reputations in the close-

knit Erbil community. By now my anxiety level had justifiably reached an 

unhealthy level. I’d begun to experience difficulty getting a good night’s sleep. I 

adopted an uncharacteristically wary outlook on things and was increasingly edgy 

- - second guessing my every move and activity. Before engaging in something 

other than work and normal shopping routines I would often say to myself: “Will 

this be misconstrued?” “Is this something that might look suspicious although it 

is entirely harmless?” “Could this outing or pastime draw unnecessary attention 

to me?” “If I hang out with this friend will they unwittingly get dragged into C.W.’s 

web of illicit, prefabricated, intrigue?” Not at all a normal way to live! Ultimately, 

I decided to press forward, what other choice did I have? 

 Carrying on as best as I could, I’d now resorted to taking valium which was 

available in pharmacies without a prescription, although the amounts dispensed 

were closely monitored. I knew full well with my background as a licensed alcohol 

and drug abuse counselor that this crutch could be no more than a temporary, 

stop-gap measure. I even resisted purchasing it out of concern for the drawbacks 

inherent in its use. Yet as the situation had become so dire, my intention was to 

use the medication for a very short duration, hopeful that this preposterous 

campaign would merely peter out. C.W. had absolutely nothing on me. All my 

evaluations were superb. The class was a raging success. I still got along well 

with everybody on campus, and my credentials remained impeccable. Then it 

happened. The final incursion. The unthinkable. C.W. removed Shazwar from my 

class and replaced her with a considerably less capable aide, who’s English was 

substandard, who was immature, and who wasn’t proficient as Shazwar had been 

in Kurdish, Arabic, as well as English. C.W. had now decimated my class and I was 

unmistakably doomed.  
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What happened next wasn’t at all pretty and I’ll spare you the gruesome 

details. Suffice it to say I just about became hysterical. Thankfully all the while I 

had been reading several back issues of my favorite daily devotional. In addition, 

I had my trusted Bible with me and referred to it often. Although regular exercise 

had been problematic due to the excessive heat, I’d had more than adequate 

R&R, plus my social life was outstanding. My diet remained healthy (quite the 

challenge), and although at the time I was still a wine drinker, I definitely wasn’t 

about to drown my sorrows in alcohol. That had never been my style anyhow. My 

sense of humor, always an asset, remained intact. I also regularly monitored my 

pie, ensuring that I was taking the best possible care of myself under 

extraordinarily grueling conditions. Facing the crisis straight on I garnered the 

courage necessary, and with Dr. Hollings’ okay resigned, closed out my bank 

account, negotiated a one-way airline ticket to the United States (not a simple 

task), packed up only one of the two large suit cases plus the small roller bag, 

and left campus. My driver, who was incredible throughout the entire ordeal, took 

me to a high-security hotel where I checked in for a few days to get my wits about 

me - - distancing myself from the convoluted madness. I secured a really nice, 

high-floor room that included a bath tub, something I’d not had access to for a 

long while. I soaked. Went on long, relaxing strolls around the grounds, took 

advantage of the lounge and restaurant that catered to a sophisticated, 

international clientele, and did I ever rest and do absolutely nothing. 

There were so many unknowns. I was returning home, yet I was without a 

home. I had zero strategy. I didn’t even know where I would stay when I got back. 

There was no one to run to my aid and rescue me. God, though, had been there 

for me before, and it made no sense at all that this wouldn’t continue to be the 

case. In essence, I’d been rescued time and time again and lifted up out of 

astonishingly treacherous territory. I placed my full faith in the Lord and although 

badly shaken, felt secure in my decision to leave Iraq. The day of the departure I 

transited through Turkey. Having the better part of a day to sightsee, I enjoyed a 

scrumptious dinner in an upscale restaurant, soaked in yet another bath, watched 
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the international news channel, and after time spent reading scripture drifted off 

in a fluffy, cozy, oversized bed with fine linens into a peaceful sleep.       
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Chapter Seven 

 

Viewing American and Polish Scenes 

 
Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world,  

but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. 

 

 

Romans 12:2 

 

 

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

 

Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud  

of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders  

and the sin that so easily entangles,  

and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us. 

 

 

Hebrews 12:1 
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 Returning to the United States felt indescribably good. Even with no clear 

path before me just being back on American soil was tremendous. With no family 

support any longer, no one I could move in with temporarily, no massive savings 

account, and no substantial safety net to speak of, I set up shop in a centrally 

located motel. It was a well-known, price-competitive, and comfortable chain 

nearby essential resources, and most importantly it had Internet. No grass grew 

under my feet that’s for sure. Each day I labored away at job search. To cut the 

long, boring story very short, nothing suitable that offered a living wage in 

California (with arguably the highest cost of living in the nation) presented itself. 

Hence, here we go . . . . toot, toot . . . . toot, toot . . . . all aboard . . . . chug, 

chug, chug, chug . . . . let’s jump back on the overseas ESL job search train. So, 

winding my way through the maze of overseas offerings, back on that excursion 

I was. Alas, having much experience with this firmly tucked under my belt, I 

swiftly eliminated the less desirable postings through a well-thought-out 

prioritizing system. This process took into consideration numerous factors such 

as the employment start date, geographic locale, type of employer, the total 

benefit package, and the job description itself.   

One up side was that the situation offered an opportunity to catch up with 

friends and visit some of my favorite haunts. Having no vehicle, though, 

restricted how often I could do this type of fun stuff. I did my best under the 

circumstances, melding a little R&R in between the drudgery of yet another job 

search bonanza. The location of the motel made errands convenient including 

trips to the grocers, the post office and bank, a host of variety stores, the 

pharmacy, and all the health-related appointments I was now delinquent on. I was 

also able to purchase athletic shoes, as well as those much-needed women’s 

undergarments - - whoopie! 

What about this part of the journey can you identify with the most? Have 

you ever had the experience of feeling so under-the-gun that it was almost 

unbearable? Maybe your greatest hurdle was a legal matter. It might have been a 

long, drawn-out family crisis. Have your medical insurance premiums ever 
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become so prohibitive that you were no longer able to make the monthly 

payments? Perhaps your overwhelming difficulty was trying to complete a 

rigorous educational program. Or it may have been one of your children falling 

into some type of serious trouble. You might have been whacked with an 

unexpected health-related challenge. Have you or a family member ever lost a 

job with no or very little advance notice? You could have once found yourself 

having to move due to a drastic rent increase. Then again like many of us, you 

may have been dragged through a nasty divorce. Were you at one time ever 

responsible for a seriously ill loved one? Or was there a time in the past when 

you felt as if you failed miserably at something, then really had to struggle to 

regain your self-esteem? 

As it so happens, the most arduous trials seem to occur when we are 

already maxed out, resulting in feelings of desperation, depression, 

hopelessness, and anxiety. Please spend some uninterrupted time identifying 

such an instance, being mindful to select one wherein you successfully reached 

the other side. Using our metaphor, once again, of being on the shore of that 

rough and tumble sea, and looking out at the overwhelming vastness of it all. 

Then knowing that somehow you must successfully reach the shore on the other 

side. What tools from the toolkit you had with you at that time aided you the 

most? Are those resources, strategies, behaviors, and perspectives still relevant 

today? If some are not, what can you replace them with to best prepare for your 

next seafaring journey, or climb to yet another mountain top, or trek through 

one more unwelcoming and brutal sand-filled desert? An optional Reflective 

Moments page is included below or you are also free to record your thoughts in 

your journal.  
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~ ~ Reflective Moments ~ ~  
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 I’m reminded of a hike I went on some years back. For the most part I was 

in good physical shape. I hadn’t, however, trained for this specific event. It was a 

gorgeous day - - not too hot, not too cold. There was the gentlest of breezes at 

the start of the climb. Light, feathery clouds were painted atop an exquisite blue 

sky, and most of the sounds were not of human origin. Wind tickled the leaves 

and pine needles into laughing at us with delightful sounds, and we were 

enchanted throughout our climb by animal noises of all types - - hawks even! 

 The hike began well enough, having not properly prepared for the day 

though, the pace we set ended up being too fast although we didn’t realize this 

at the time. We also didn’t take enough rest, hydration, and snack breaks as we 

made our way to the top of the mountain. Additionally, I’d not gotten enough 

sleep the night before since we set out so early that morning, and I didn’t limber 

up either prior to our ascent. Any way you look at it I hadn’t laid the correct 

foundation for the climb to be a success.  

 The several hours it took for us to arrive at the summit were problem-free. 

I was a little fatigued yet all seemed fine. The time spent at the summit without 

any other climbers was a truly exceptional experience. I’d never before seen a 

totally unobstructed, 360-degree view of endless valleys and peaks. It gave new 

meaning to the expression “natural high.” We rested, lunched, snapped a bunch 

of photographs, and stood in awe of a breathtaking sight we were likely to not 

see again in the near future. It wasn’t until our rest was over and I began to walk 

around that I noticed how wobbly I felt. I reckoned it would pass after I got 

moving again. We’d descended roughly fifty percent of the way when I felt a weird 

sensation in my legs. It was as if they might give out right underneath me. This 

startled both me and my hiking partner, and as a result, we decided to reduce 

the speed of our decent as well as increase our breaks. Unfortunately, it was too 

late for this strategy as I’d evidently already overdone it. So here we were with 

nighttime closing in and a chilly wind picking up. What would then ensue was a 

frightening race against time.  
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 Before long we were forced to slow to a crawl as I’d become dizzy. My 

hiking buddy and I kept an upbeat conversation going, and this not only 

improved our attitude it also kept me from drifting off, tripping, and injuring 

myself. I had deteriorated to such a such extreme that he considered carrying me 

piggy-back style. After considerable deliberation though, we decided against it - 

- least he stumble and I fall. I’m definitely not a petite person! On we trudged and 

my legs were now feeling like jelly. I was so depleted, that in retrospect I’m not 

entirely sure what sustained me. Waves of mild nausea added to the mix and I 

felt increasingly faint. With just a few hundred yards to get to the parking lot I 

felt something (someone) take over. I was still excruciatingly weak and terribly 

scared, yet this inexplicable calm confidence flooded me. It was as if someone 

was doing all of the heavy lifting, so to speak. I was lucid and aware of my 

surroundings, and at the same time there was this otherworldly sensation 

present. I surrendered to it.  

 When we reached our vehicle, it was nighttime and it was cold. We rested, 

sorted out our belongings, and got our bearings. Then came the several hour 

drive back. I can’t say that I felt great, in fact I felt downright lousy, yet at the 

same time I was doing wonderfully on a spiritual level. The physical sensations 

of not feeling well would continue throughout the majority of the evening. They 

were paired with feelings of elation which made for a distinctive combination. I 

awoke the next morning to my astonishment not all that worse for the wear. 

Unsurprisingly I had a few minor muscle strains and a blister or two. My knees 

felt a little sore and I didn’t have a very happy tummy, yet with all of that I was 

doing splendidly! I said to myself: “Could I possibly be more blessed?” As it would 

turn out, I hadn’t done any permanent damage to my body. I did take it easy and 

pampered myself that day while gathering up items to prepare for work on 

Monday. My question to the reader is would you attribute this to astonishingly 

good luck? Do you think it was some sort of a biological survival mechanism that 

kicked in towards the end? Was it the benefits of our increased snacking, 

hydration, and rest breaks we implemented during the decent? What do you think 
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about the possibility of it being just adrenaline during the final leg of the descent? 

There is no way to definitively know is there? There isn’t a way to prove beyond 

a doubt what happened to me that day. I am reminded though, of the wisdom of 

scripture read, contemplated, and acted upon for generations by billions of 

blessed souls on this phenomenal planet. Bible verses that speak to this theme 

include the following: Isiah 41:10-13; Philippians 4:11-13; Mathew 19:26; 

Romans 15:4-5; Psalms 40:1-2; Psalms 37:24, and Isiah 40:29-31. Treat yourself 

to a little bit of time to reflect on these words of wisdom. You’ll be glad you did!    

 The takeaway from the hiking encounter includes seven key features. In 

life as in hiking, it is essential that we traverse an enduring, robust, and rock-

solid path. That we need to be willing to step out of our confining comfort 

bubbles, and take on newfound and well-thought-out endeavors. That God can 

lift us up out of seemingly unsolvable quandaries. That Holy Spirit can strengthen 

us in unforeseen ways. That there are incalculable treasures to be discovered and 

enjoyed in life. That although we may stumble from time to time, God remains 

near and helps us not to fall. And that metaphorically speaking, scripture can 

reveal to us ways in which we can soar as the hawks and eagles do.  

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

 In returning to the Los Angeles motel, after considering numerous 

attractive offers I decided on an ESL instructor position in Ukraine - - this 

occurring long before the now much publicized struggle there. The method to 

the madness was to place myself near family in Europe. And as European ESL 

teaching opportunities are highly sought after and fiercely competitive, frankly, 

Ukraine was the only acceptable offer in the region. It most certainly was not my 

first choice, I thought, though, given the extraordinary circumstances I was in, 

overall, it would be a suitable option. The school sent the requisite paperwork, 

and as it didn’t matter which Ukrainian embassy I went to, it made sense to make 
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my way to Poland and deal with their embassy there. Geographically the two 

countries were neighbors and this would appear to streamline the process. As I 

prepared for my departure, I jettisoned even more belongings to comply with 

baggage restrictions. The motel housekeepers had been wonderful, so I gladly 

handed off many of my nicest things that simply were not necessities and could 

readily be replaced in Europe. The women were delighted and I had the benefit 

of feeling all warm and fuzzy! With finances so precarious, I wasn’t able to tip 

them as generously as is my normal practice, this therefore was the next best 

alternative. Abbreviating the dull and wearisome features of this chronicle, I set 

in motion plans to vacation with my Polish relatives before going onto Ukraine. 

There was a Ukrainian embassy relatively near my family, located in Warsaw, 

hence the thinking was that once all the formalities were settled, all I’d have to 

do was take a short train trip across the border. 

  

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

 Time spent with my father’s side of the family was great. After years of 

shuffling around, there was a comfort being in a home where Polish was the 

primary language and regional customs were observed. It was incredibly 

grounding. My family lived in a beautiful, rural suburb. They owned a multi-level 

house they’d saved up for over the years and then had built - - a dream home by 

anyone’s standards. It just happened to be my good fortune that it was 

summertime and everything in their garden was lush and in bloom, from trees to 

shrubs, to flowers, to herbs, vegetables, and fruit. They set me up in a guest 

room with a view of the rear garden. It was small, very comfortable, and equipped 

with a fold-out bed, a mahogany armoire and an ornate, antique writing table 

with matching chair. I could not have been more pleased. On the surface of it one 

would assume that they were a wealthy family, this was not the case though. 

Hardworking Christians, my cousins had raised two beautiful children - - a 
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daughter and son - - who were well educated and held down high-level 

professional jobs. The mother was a nurse, and the father an electrical contractor. 

They were extremely busy people, and once off to work in the morning I rattled 

around the place by myself.  

 When they were at home, we enjoyed a great deal of quality time together. 

We would linger over sumptuous traditional meals when time permitted. We 

relaxed outdoors on one of two large verandas or the garden patio. And 

eventually we settled into a bit of a routine. I’d often watch the evening television 

programming with them in their spacious living room. It had polished hardwood 

flooring, as did the entire house, large picture windows that looked out on the 

garden, and high beamed ceilings. It was one of the nicest rooms in the entire 

house. Although I didn’t understand much Polish, I liked the television 

programming. My cousins would translate from time to time, and with much of 

what we watched, I was able to discern a lot from body language and other visual 

cues. The village was full of charming local merchants which provided every 

necessity, and they were all walking distance. One of my favorite pastimes when 

my cousins were at work, was to stroll the many and varied bakeries, butchers, 

florists, stationers, candy and book sellers, garden centers, boutiques, and 

churches. There were many beautiful parks, public squares, and thoroughfares, 

and it was delightful to breathe in the atmosphere - - particularly the slower pace 

(as compared to Los Angeles).  

 When the time came to drive to the Ukrainian embassy, one of my second 

cousin’s generously took the entire day off from work. All required documents in 

hand, we dutifully waited in line, got to the service window, and after much back 

and forth with my cousin translating, had my entry into the Ukraine denied. I had 

every conceivable form of documentation with me to ensure that the process 

would be a seamless one. No dice! We both left utterly deflated and 

flabbergasted, having not really received a reasonable, definitive explanation. As 

the entire family talked amongst ourselves in the ensuing days, we concluded 

that there was a strong likelihood that the school - - an adult learning institute - 
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- was not legitimate. Talk about having to do some fancy footwork. This was a 

debacle that none of us needed to be saddled with. So here I was having been 

thrown another curve ball, and had struck out once again. The fact is though, 

this happens to everyone and we are indeed still in the race! We remain an 

important part of the human race, and continue to be essential links working 

together to make the world complete.    

 

      ~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

 By the grace of God, the lower level of the house was cabled for Internet, 

and there was a dedicated computer area that I could use. This would minimize 

interference with other family member’s daily activities. They were all incredibly 

busy individuals, and the last thing I wanted to do was be even more of a burden 

than I felt I already was. As successful and well-established as all my Polish 

relatives were, they had zero connections in the education field. Thus, it was 

much like starting job search all over again with the added drawback of imposing 

on my extended family. I was really worried, though I made a deliberate decision 

to not beat myself up over the matter. Everything I learned about while in 

California pointed to the direction that obtaining the visa while in Europe would 

be the way to go. I could not have foreseen this, and it is entirely likely that I may 

have gotten the visa from the Ukrainian embassy in Los Angeles, then ended up 

in another strange country at yet another flaky school. I was already grossly 

overextended financially, and the ongoing drain of this seemingly endless 

quagmire of obstacles was taking its toll on me emotionally. And now to top it 

off, I was inconveniencing my relatives who had gone out of their way to host me 

for a short vacation. Short being the operative word here!! 

 The initial strategy which made total sense to us all, was to find an English 

teaching position in Poland - - preferably near my relatives. I didn’t mind if I was 

would be teaching beginning adults, business professionals, young children, high 
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schoolers, advanced university students, or tutoring one-on-one. I just wanted to 

stay put, be gainfully employed again, and now had the added motivation to try 

to remain in Poland which I was rapidly falling in love with in a very big way. Since 

English teaching in Europe is insanely competitive, expat teachers tend to dig in 

and stay for extended periods of time. It didn’t take long for me to exhaust the 

market, and oh was I ever bummed. I got my hopes up a couple of times over 

some jobs that would have been ideal in every conceivable way. I managed two 

interviews and believed that I really did quite well. Both schools conducted 

extended tours and in-depth meetings. They were high-caliber children’s 

academies in great areas, and both included housing options and competitive 

wages. When no offers came my way, although disappointed, I can’t say that it 

was a total waste of time. I saw more of Poland while taking the train to the 

academies, and finding my way around without speaking Polish was an 

adventure.  If reading about one let down after another has begun to make you 

weary, imagine my state of mind. It’s true that I could not have been stuck, so to 

speak, under better circumstances, yet the pressure was on for me to get 

working, and fast! Family was unbelievably accommodating and generous, 

beyond what anyone could possibly expect. I’d settled into a pleasant daily patter 

of activity, and as it’s been my lifelong practice, made the very best of it. One 

thing is certain, the weather remained glorious plus I still had some money to 

contribute a little bit to the now growing household expenses. 

 

~ ~ ~ ~ 

 

 Several things interceded to prevent me from panicking. My family’s church 

was within walking distance from their home and there were other exquisite, 

historic churches in the area. I’d often duck into one during the week while out 

and about on errands or just enjoying a walk. On most Sundays the family went 

to church. They were devoted Catholics, and although by then I’d been primarily 
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following the Episcopal faith, I’d been baptized Catholic as a child, and therefore 

familiar with the format of the services. What I was most stuck by was that it was 

generally standing room only on Sunday. The faithful lined the walls along both 

the left and right isles, as well as gathering in the rear of the sanctuary. Sundays 

were some of the best time I spent with family while in Poland. Although as a 

child my mother and I regularly attended the Episcopal, with my father never 

being much of a churchgoer, going to church with family was truly special. I’ve 

found that when I’m in a space full of believers there is an uplifting energy, a 

distinctive common bond unlike anything else. I’ve felt it regularly attending 

services in my home church in America. I’ve felt it worshiping elsewhere while 

I’ve traveled the U.S. And I felt it in Iraq, where I didn’t even understand a word 

of what was being spoken in the service. A common faith foundation has a way 

of bringing people together in amazing ways and to experience incredible, 

sometimes even mysterious things.  

 When you think about current global events. When you contemplate what 

is happening in your own community. When you reflect on life in your immediate 

neighborhood. And when you ponder your personal, family, and work life. What 

comes to mind as being critically absent - - lacking? What common refrains do 

you find yourself hearing and reading about? What are some of the most 

prominent concerns that surface over coffee and tea with friends, or at your 

dinner table? What do you find yourself praying about the most in your 

synagogue, church, mosque, or temple? What would make the world a better 

place for everyone - - without question? And what role could you play in these 

transformations? The optional Reflective Moments page can be used to compose 

your thoughts, or you can utilize your journal.       
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~ ~ Reflective Moments ~ ~  
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 Thus far we’ve been on quite a journey together. It is my sincere desire 

that you or someone you care about has benefitted, even if in just some small 

way, from spending some time thinking about Living Light. When disclosing so 

much personal information, it’s always a balancing act to discern what to include 

that will yield the greatest constructive impact on the reader. I’ve been thought-

full in what I’ve shared as the intent, of course, has been to help inspire, inform, 

motivate, and empower you - - the reader. As with any non-fiction work, one size 

can never fit everyone. We’re such wonderous, unique creations, and our biology, 

history, preferences, perspectives, as well as values define us. 

You are unlike anybody else on this precious planet of ours (past or 

present). This is what makes living astonishingly magnificent to me. You shine 

your light. Others people shine theirs. Still other sentient beings from birds, to 

dogs, to fish, to butterflies shine theirs as well. And together link by link we craft 

extraordinary moments and fantastic creations. Whatever your religious and 

spiritual outlook, do maintain that ever important toolkit. It’s a central and 

evolving element in Living Light. Spend time regularly examining and adjusting 

your pie. You will realize rewards that you cannot conceive of at the moment. Be 

mindful of sand traps. They are one of the last things that a golfer wants to end 

up in, and the last thing any of us need to be derailed by. Life’s many adversities 

can likewise trap us, yet with a keenly maintained toolkit we can minimize the 

times we stumble into them.  

Lighten your burdens. Lighten your outlook. Lighten up on yourself. You’ll 

have plenty of opportunities between now and the next installment of Living 

Light. We have many more enlightening miles to travel together on this journey 

including to Asia, Central Mexico, and more of the European continent. I’m 

looking forward to spending more time with you. Until then, do keep in mind that 

it’s all about Living Light. 
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Final Reflections 

 
 We have discussed clouds, trees, fish, and birds. We’ve journeyed to 

mountain tops, lakes, the sea shore, and along narrow roads. We have pondered 

the ways in which all things throughout the globe are linked together. We have 

also explored light, rock, and sand. 

 

 In the often negative, sinister, and cynical neighborhood where I reside, 

glimmers of hope and shimmers of light can be revealed. However, as in all of 

life’s journeys we must remain observant, and sieve the sand of all debris and 

detritus to reach its untarnished form.  

 

 A mere stone’s throw from where I live amongst the drug deals, 

prostitution, and vandalism there are several shopkeepers who sell religious and 

spiritually-oriented merchandise. From jade buddhas and onyx pyramids, to dried 

sage and essential oils, to crystals, rosaries, and crucifixes. Some years ago, I 

happened upon one delightful store and ducked inside, stepping out from the 

harried crowds. I found myself surrounded by soothing music and every 

imaginable Christian trinket and icon.  

 

 During my explorations I scanned a display of colorful prayer cards from 

Italy. My fingers deftly searching through them with their imaginative and artistic 

renderings. Among them I discovered one with an anonymous verse familiar to 

millions the world over. I keep this treasured item tucked in my Bible, and it is 

most fitting to share it with you as we conclude this installment of Living Light. 

 

 



 LIVING LIGHT 
 

 
177 

 

Footprints 
 

One night a man had a dream. He dreamed he was walking along 
the beach with the Lord. 

 

Across the sky flashed scenes from his life. For each scene, he 
noticed two sets of footprints in the sand; one belonging to him, and the 

other to the Lord. 

 

When the last scene of his life flashed before him, he looked back at 
the footprints in the sand. He noticed that many times along the path of 

his life there was only one set of footprints. He also noticed that it 
happened at the very lowest and saddest times in his life. 

 

This really bothered him and he questioned the Lord about it. 
“Lord, you said that once I decided to follow you, you’d walk with me all 
the way. But I have noticed that during the most troublesome times in 

my life, there is only one set of footprints. I don’t understand why when I 
needed you most you would leave me.” 

 

The Lord replied, “My precious, precious child., I love you and 
would never leave you. During your times of trial and suffering, when 

you see only one set of footprints, it was then that I carried you.” 
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Epilog 

 
 It has been a deeply moving and profound experience completing the 

writing of Living Light during the maelstrom that is the COVID-19 pandemic. If 

ever there was a time to pause and contemplate the interconnectedness of all 

humanity across the globe, this surely is it. 

 

 As with the links between all of life, from glaciers to oceans and microbes 

to whales. From wind to electricity and the wheat fields to the dining table. From 

inspiration to art and the classroom to government. From our intellect to our 

heart and our prayers to our actions. Here again one grain of sand impacting the 

other. Each imperceptible force shifting the whole. Each storm toppling yet 

another ridge - - the ridge becoming the valley. The confusion. The fear. The loss. 

We are shaken.  

 

 Reality as with sand shifted, and for a moment we lost our footing. Yet link 

by link humanity’s resilience proves miraculous. A wonder. A blessing. A light. It 

extinguished the darkness and transformed into Living Light.  
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