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PROLOGUE


Step on your mat.

Let a river of breath sweep your arms overhead and then fold you forward, your spine pouring from your pelvis in a waterfall of muscle and bone.

Lie on your back with the soles of your feet together and your knees winged out to the side, your tender belly exposed.

Curl on the floor in a fetal position, a seed under frozen earth.

Each of these yoga poses will lead inevitably to another, each one blossoming out of the one before in a rippling wave. So where you end up will be, in some way, bound to the place you started. Don’t try to separate beginnings from endings. Your last pose will have your first pose buried within it, if you look deeply enough.


WHEN MY MOTHER was six months pregnant with me, my father walked out the door and never came back. That’s pretty much all I know about him; all I need to know, my mother says. She doesn’t like to talk about him; the few times I got up the nerve to ask, her face shut down like an iron gate clanging shut. “Not everybody has a daddy,” she used to tell me when I came home from preschool and asked where mine was. “Daddies are optional.” “He was very young,” she’d say when I got older. “We both were. He just wasn’t ready to grow up yet.”

There were no pictures of him in our scrapbooks or displayed around our home—more precisely, around any of our homes, because we moved every couple of years, trying to find a job or a city or an apartment or a boyfriend that could make my mother happy. But once, snooping around in my mother’s wallet trying to find a dollar for a candy bar, I came across a folded snapshot tucked behind an expired library card. There was my mother, impossibly young, standing on a boardwalk by the ocean beside a boy with a crooked grin and a tangle of dark curls exactly like mine. His arm was around her, but he was looking in the other direction, out to sea. She was leaning into him, tiny and blonde. She didn’t look anything like me. But even at nine years old, I recognized that her expression was mine: happy but guarded, afraid to lean into the joy and trust it to catch her. Knowing that any minute, it could be snatched away.

I never told her I found the photo. I never told her something else, either: that it isn’t true that my father left and never came back. I carry a memory around with me, as creased and hidden as my mother’s snapshot. In this memory I am very young—I couldn’t be more than three, because we were still living in the studio apartment in Los Angeles where my father had left us. It was the middle of the night. My bed was under a window in a tiny alcove off the kitchen. I woke up from a dream of a field of pumpkins growing bigger and bigger all around me, to the hum of the refrigerator and the tick of the clock and the urgent sense that someone had just been calling my name. I sat up, pulled aside the corner of the curtain, and peeked through the window into pooled moonlight and tree shadows black as spilled ink. My father was standing in the driveway below, looking at the house. Although I’d never seen him, I knew instantly who it was. But I just sat there, hidden in the shadows, watching him look up at the blank eyes of the windows. I had the feeling that if I just pulled back the curtain and stepped into the light where he could see me, he would reach out his arms to me. He would come inside, and he would not be able to go away again. But I didn’t move. After a long time, he turned away. He walked to a pickup truck on the other side of the street, got in, and drove off with no lights on.

         

I NEVER TELL this to anyone. But sometimes I think that this story is the pose that’s buried within all the poses that came after.





The student of hatha yoga should practice in a solitary place, in a temple or a hermitage, an arrow-shot away from rocks, water, and fire. The hermitage should have a small door and no windows. It should be level with the ground and have no holes in the walls. It should be neither too high nor too long, and clean and free from insects. It should be laid daily with cow dung.

—Hatha Yoga Pradipika, ca. AD 1400
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CHAPTER 1

MY CELL PHONE RANG at 6:27 a.m., ripping me out of a nightmare in which I was teaching a yoga class wearing only a bra and panties.

“Amanda? Maxine here,” snapped a voice that was not the one I was hoping for. Strange how the fantasy—maybe it’s Matt—could hijack my mind before I was even awake. I squinted blearily at the glowing red numbers on the clock. Oh, damn. I must have slept through my alarm. In exactly thirty-three minutes I was supposed to be at The Blissful Body Yoga Studio, substitute teaching the Monday Rise and Shine class. The regular teacher had called me late last night, croaking with laryngitis; I knew that I was probably seventh or eighth on her list, but still, for an aspiring yoga teacher, not even certified yet, subbing for this class was a rare honor. And here I had almost slept right through it.

“Oh, hello, Maxine.” I tried to sound as professional as possible as I scrambled out of the tangled sheets and began groping around on the floor for my yoga pants. Of course it wasn’t Matt; I’d told Matt I never wanted to speak to him again. Maxine was my editor at Bigday Books, the publishers of the For Idiots: Guides to No-Risk Adventure series, which Maxine hoped would put her mark on the publishing industry. Her book contracts were helping me pay my way—barely—through my yoga teacher training, which I was counting on to launch me into a Right Livelihood career in which I never again had to dodge calls from credit card collection agencies. I switched on the overhead, scrunching my eyes against the light. “What can I do for you?”

“I have a very important question for you.” That wasn’t surprising; all Maxine’s questions were very important. And almost all of them came extremely early in the morning. Bigday was based in Manhattan, and Maxine believed that “Pacific standard time” was just another excuse used by California writers to justify their chronic lack of work ethic.

“Lay it on me.” I picked up a turquoise camisole and sniffed the underarms.

“Amanda, what do you know about enlightenment?”

“About what?” I was pulling the shirt over my head as she spoke; the phone must have slipped. Maxine couldn’t have just asked me about enlightenment. I had cranked out two manuscripts for her in the last eighteen months. The first one, RV Camping for Idiots, had forced me to spend my entire August traveling in a rented Winnebego from state park to state park, sandwiched each night between families with screaming toddlers watching Dora the Explorer on portable televisions. The second one—The California Winecountry for Idiots—had been particularly problematic given that I was in the middle of a yoga teacher training program in which the instructor had advocated drinking nothing but lemon water with cayenne and maple syrup. “I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch that.”

“En-light-en-ment.” Her voice radiated impatience. “I know you’re into this whole yoga craze. So tell me: What is enlightenment?”

“Well…” 6:31. Would anyone notice if my socks didn’t match?

“As I understand it, enlightenment is a state of blissful awareness that’s not dependent on any external circumstances.” I tucked the phone in the crook of my neck and tugged a comb through my hair until it snagged, then gave up. “It’s the understanding that you’re not separate from anything else in the universe: the trees, the sun, the—”

“Okay, I get it. My question is, is this something that people are looking for?”

“Well, sure, I guess so. Some people, anyway.” I grabbed my rolled-up yoga mat and held the phone to my ear as I went down the creaking stairs, speaking softly so as not to wake up my housemate. Ishtar was annoyed enough about living with a writer; she claimed that when I worked my mental vibrations seeped through the wall into her bedroom, disrupting her meditations on global harmony. In retaliation, whenever I sat down at my iBook she had begun playing her tablas and singing hymns to the Earth Goddess with great hostility and volume. “I mean, it’s really the whole point of the yoga practice. It’s—”

“So where would people go to get it?”

“Oh, I don’t think you have to go anywhere.” Even I knew that. The books filled two whole rows in my bedside bookshelf, all with the same optimistic message: Be Here Now; Wherever You Go, There You Are; Present Moment, Wonderful Moment. “You can find it anywhere, like in the sound of a bell ringing, or a butterfly flapping its—”

“A-man-da??” It was her ominous voice, the one that told me that if I wasn’t careful, I’d be working at Starbucks again. “I’m talking about travel that involves No-Risk Adventure.”

“Well, if you had to go somewhere—India, I guess. I mean, that’s where yoga came from.” I grabbed my battered mountain bike from the front hall and wheeled it out the door into a swirl of morning fog mixed with the salty wind off the San Francisco Bay. I groped for a metaphor she would relate to. “It’s like going to Paris to buy your clothes, versus just getting them at Target.”

“So if we wanted to do a book about this yoga thing that really set us apart from the competitors—something a cut above all this Yoga for This and Yoga for That—we should send our writer to India to get enlightened. Am I correct?”

I slung my legs over my bike. My ancient Honda had died a few months ago—the engine finally seized up at 185,000 miles—and I hadn’t been able to afford a new one. And with my credit cards run up the way they were—charging yoga workshops, teacher trainings, an occasional dose of Xanax—no one would give me a loan. “Yes. I’d say that’s correct.” If I pedaled hard, I could still be there on time.

“Ah.” She sounded supremely satisfied. “So, Amanda. This is my concept. We send you to India. You track down this enlightenment thing, tell our readers all the places they can go to get it. We cover your expenses. When you find it, you come back, and as soon as you write the book, you’ll get the rest of the advance.”

“Um…” I was feeling a bit slow on the uptake. I coasted down the hill, past the rows of Victorians with their windows still shuttered. I’d been dreaming for years of going to India. Was Maxine actually offering to send me there to write…to write…“What is the book I’m supposed to write, exactly?”

Maxine let out a sigh. “Amanda. Have you not been listening to me? The book is ‘Enlightenment for Idiots.’ Are you on board with this? Or do I need to find someone else?”



Yoga is the cessation of the turning of thought.

—The Yoga Sutra of Patanjali, ca. 200 BC
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CHAPTER 2

INHALING, SWEEEEEP YOUR arms to the side and overhead. Exhaling, foooold forward from the hips.” I stood at the front of the yoga studio, gazing out at the faces of thirteen students and an intimidating panel of floor-to-ceiling mirrors that reflected their pastel bottoms back at me as they folded into their forward bends. “Let your body ride on the waves of your breath like seaweed on the ocean.”

I hoped I didn’t sound as nervous as I felt. I’d been in a teacher-training program for almost a year and a half, but I’d only taught a handful of real classes, and I still felt like a fraud whenever I did. I was afraid that the students would be able to see straight through my paper-thin facade of serenity to the realities of my life: a stressed-out twenty-nine-year-old galloping toward thirty with a broken-down car, no savings account, no career, and a kite’s tail of failed relationships flapping in the breeze behind her.

“Exhale, step back into Plank Pose. Inhale, opening the heart into Upward Dog.” My pretense of peace wasn’t helped by the fact that my mind was churning over my conversation with Maxine. India! I can study yoga with the greatest living masters. I’ll live so simply, so spiritually, carrying everything I need in my backpack. But first I have to buy a backpack. And an ultralight travel yoga mat. And some new yoga clothes, something that won’t wrinkle, maybe some of those rayon pants with Hindu gods printed on their butts. “Exhaling, press back to Downward Dog, and take five long, steady breaths. Feel the line of energy from your palms out through your sitting bones.” Wait till I tell Matt. He’ll be so jealous. Oh, right, I’m not talking to Matt. I’ll get enlightened, then he’ll be sorry. He’ll want to sleep with me and I’ll just smile and say, ‘I’ll always love you, but I’m really beyond all that now.’ Or maybe we will sleep together, just one time. It will be a tantric kind of thing, not just physical. I pressed into Downward Dog myself to demonstrate, looked back at my thighs, and realized that I had put on my yoga pants inside out. The long seam ran ragged and obvious down the inside of my thigh. There was probably a tag hanging out right above my tailbone.

         

I HAD STARTED doing yoga almost five years earlier, a couple of years after I graduated from San Francisco State with a BA in Creative Writing, $37,000 in student loan debt, and no discernible job-related skills. I had just moved into a shared house in the lower Haight, where I was writing and rewriting the first three paragraphs of a novel while working a collection of odd jobs—waitress, dog walker, pizza deliverer, nanny—at which I was uniformly mediocre. It was my best friend, Lori, who dragged me to my first yoga class, held in a studio a few blocks away from Golden Gate Park. “It will make you less uptight,” she’d told me. “I’m not uptight,” I had argued, folding my fingers into my palms so my bitten nails wouldn’t show. But because Lori had been for years the sanest person in my life—ever since I walked into my freshman dorm room and found her tucking her sheets into crisp corners on her bed—I went to class with her.

Ropes dangled from metal hooks on one wall. I lay on a hardwood floor with my spine draped over a bolster, my legs strapped together, canvas sandbags weighting my groin. “Draw your tailbone toward your pubic bone,” the teacher commanded. “Soften your armpits toward your shoulder blades and draw the inner borders of your shoulder blades down your spine. Let your brain drop down toward the upper palate of your mouth.” There was something immensely comforting in the precision of the instructions: a roll call for my body, letting me know that everything was there, reporting to duty.

I began going to class every day, sometimes twice a day. I went to classes in every style: The cautious, precise Iyengar classes, with their arsenal of blocks and straps and sandbags and metal folding chairs to protect students from the perils of a misaligned Triangle Pose. The feel-good Sivananda classes, with candles and incense and Indian kirtans crooning in the background. The Kundalini classes, with a wild-eyed, turbaned teacher who taught us to snort Breath of Fire and churn our bellies like washing machines.

Within about a year, I found my way into the hard-core group: the 7 a.m. Ashtanga class. Six mornings a week I’d ride my bike down the still-empty city streets, ski jacket zipped over my yoga clothes, the wind biting my ears. The studio windows would be closed, the air thick with sandalwood incense, the heat blasting—to simulate the climate in India, said the teacher, a small, stern, incongruously busty woman with military posture and knotted ropes of muscles standing out in her bare arms and legs. We’d step to the front of our mats, draw our palms together at our hearts, and chant in Sanskrit like Hindu priests in jewel-toned workout clothes: Vande gurunam charanara vinde… Then we’d sweep our arms overhead and swan-dive into our practice, our breath hissing like surf in the backs of our throats.

Our mats grew slick with sweat; the windows fogged with steam. I wrestled my legs behind my neck, balanced upside down on my forearms with my toes straining toward the crown of my head, dropped back from standing into a punishing backbend, hands groping at my heels. After class, my body tingled, throbbed, and glowed. Sometimes, later, I’d find bruises on my arms and legs from the pressure of bone against flesh. I would sneak glances at them throughout the day with a secret thrill, like bruises left after a night of hot sex.

When I’d been practicing Ashtanga about six months, I noticed a new guy in class. You couldn’t help noticing the men, of course—stripped to the waist, their muscles flexing, their skins shining with sweat. Even if I didn’t know their names, I knew the intimate territory of their bodies: the smell of their armpits and their breath, the placement of their moles and tattoos, the way their bellies hung over the top of their shorts, whether they powered through the prescribed series like guided missiles or meandered as if they were taking a stroll in the park. This one was more the guided-missile type—thin and wiry, with bands of muscles sliding under his skin. He had dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, a beaklike nose, and lips that pursed into a half kiss when he concentrated. His arms were brown but his chest was pale and hairless, lending him the illusion of vulnerability, like a turtle out of its shell. When he rolled out his mat in the corner next to mine, I could smell his musky sweat, a blend of skunk and lemons.

All that week, we flowed through the series side by side, linked in an intricate, intimate dance. His breath hissed in lockstep with mine. Tattoos of snakes writhed down his arms. After the final chant, we’d both sit quietly, eyes closed. When I’d get up to leave, he would still be sitting there, his torso tapering in a bony V down to his bare legs folded in full Lotus.

That weekend I sat at my usual table at the Bookends Café, drinking a chai and scribbling in my journal. I looked up to see the guy from yoga walking up to my table, wearing a leather jacket, with a Nikon hanging from his neck.

“I need a model for a photo series about a yogini who falls in love with a feral cat,” he said, looking me over. “Are you interested?”

“I hate posing for pictures.”

“You just have to be yourself.” He set the camera down on the table and gestured to the waiter.

“That’s the hardest thing of all,” I said.

His name was Matt, he told me as I drank another chai and he drank a double espresso. He was a freelance travel photographer for a stock photo house, just in town for a couple of months between gigs. He had just gotten back from six weeks in India. Next month he was off to Bogotá. In between he was shooting a series of artsy calendars distributed by a small press in San Francisco. The yogini cat romance would be one of them: twelve months of an unfolding photo essay, cat pose morphing into cat love with no interruption.

“So is this supposed to reveal the spiritual side of cats?” I asked.

“More like the animal side of yoga. At least the way we do it in America. You don’t know yoga at all till you’ve been to India. This stuff they’re doing here—it’s just glorified gymnastics.”

“So why are you wasting your time with it?” I asked, annoyed.

He grinned at me. “It’s a good way to meet girls.”

I took another sip of chai, trying to resist being charmed. Outside of yoga class, he didn’t strike me as particularly attractive: His face was too craggy, his body too thin, and there was something obscurely unsettling about his pale eyes fringed with dark lashes.

“Yeah, yoga classes are full of girls. Most of them are more beautiful than I am. Lots of them do better yoga. Why do you want me for this calendar?”

“That’s the problem. They’re all too beautiful. You look at them doing yoga and all you see is their hair and their breasts and their personalities and their designer yoga wear. I need a model who disappears into the poses.”

I set my cup down, too hard; chai sloshed over the edge and into the saucer. “So you’re saying you chose me because I have no breasts and no personality and bad outfits?”

He tipped back in his chair and regarded me. I realized what was odd about his eyes: One of them was gray and the other was green, giving his face an oddly unbalanced look, as if I were talking to two different people at the same time. “Look. Do you want to do this photo shoot with me, or don’t you?”

         

WE SHOT THE calendar later that week near a pond in Golden Gate Park where the cat liked to hang out—a giant gray tabby named Bigfoot with a tattered ear and a limp, a park cat belonging to everybody, or nobody. He was an uncooperative subject. He’d disappear into underbrush, climb high into redwood branches. Sometimes we sat by the pond for hours, just waiting for him to turn up. A waterfall sluiced down the rocks behind us, drowning out the sound of traffic from a nearby road. The air smelled of damp earth and redwood needles. I brought picnics for us to share—crusty sourdough bread, Stilton and Brie, sweet juicy tangerines. Some days the cat never showed at all. “Couldn’t you have found an indoor cat to photograph?” I asked Matt. He looked at me and raised one eyebrow. “What kind of yogini would fall in love with an indoor cat?” he asked.

“What I like about photography,” Matt said as we waited for the cat on a park bench by the pond in the long afternoon shadows, “is the way it makes me pay attention to everything. It’s a lot like yoga, that way.” He held his camera in his lap, his fingers playing with the lens cap. “I mean, here we are, sitting here all day, just studying the movements of a cat. Our whole agenda suspended in favor of his. It’s incredibly intimate. I’m closer to that cat right now than I am to anyone in the world.”

“Funny to think what a different day we’d be having if you were shooting a calendar about a woman who falls in love with a dog.” I picked up a tangerine and began to peel it. “We’d be tramping around through the bushes right now, finding dead things to sniff at. Or throwing a soggy tennis ball up and down a field.”

“Well, to start with, I wouldn’t be spending the day with you. I’d have cast some other woman. You are definitely a cat person.”

“I do like cats.” I pulled off a section of tangerine and popped it into my mouth. “There’s always something wild about them. You can’t entirely domesticate them.”

“See? Perfect casting. You’re in love with him already.”

“I don’t fall in love that easily.”

He reached out and picked up my hand, began running his hands lightly over the knuckles. “Don’t worry. Neither do I.”

That night we did the final shoot, me and the cat curled up together on the queen-sized loft bed in Matt’s studio apartment in the Mission, where we’d transported Bigfoot in a carrier baited with sautéed chicken livers. To create the effect of candlelight, Matt had hung lights all over the room, screened off in layers of translucent orange plastic—I was astounded at how much light it took to create the illusion of darkness. Just outside the frame, the fringes of the room were filled with rolls of duct tape, reflectors, extra gels. Matt shot in extreme close-up, the camera almost caressing my skin. Bigfoot lolled on the sheets, sated with liver into temporary quiescence.

Looking back later, I found it hard to remember where the photos stopped and the sex began. Although it was our first time together, it was strangely familiar—the rush of our breath in each others ears, the perspiration on our skin, the musky body smell, the way we lay together afterward, spent, our bodies humming. It was almost as intimate as yoga class.

“You really should go to India,” he told me, sometime past midnight. We were lying naked in a tangle of sheets, candlelight flickering on our skin. The candle was fixed to a plate on the floor next to his futon; an incense stick was stuck in the melted wax, the same sweet sandalwood we burned in class. “It would change your whole yoga practice.”

“Tell me what it’s like,” I said, just to keep him talking. I wanted to keep him awake with me for as long as possible in this bubble of intimacy, before we collapsed into separate worlds of sleep and woke up in the glare of sunlight to the sour smell of each other’s breath and the awkward realization that we didn’t really know each other at all.

“I’ll show you.” He rolled over, grabbed a folder off the floor, and began spilling pictures across the bed. I picked up one: a naked man with matted dreadlocks past his waist, covered with a film of gray powder. His forehead was marked with three orange vertical stripes. A garland of bones hung around his neck.

“This is a sadhu,” Matt told me. “It’s a yogi who’s given up everything—his home, his family, even his name. See that gray powder all over his body? That’s ash from a funeral pyre.”

“Why does he put it on himself?” I pulled the blankets tighter around my own naked breasts.

“To remind himself that he’s going to die.” He pushed aside the sadhu and picked up another picture: a tree trunk festooned with orange silk. “And look—this is the Bodhi Tree. I meditated right in this spot, right where the Buddha himself got enlightened. This is an actual leaf from that tree.” He reached for a journal lying beside his bed and opened it carefully. Between the pages lay a heart-shaped leaf, dried to translucence, its veins as delicate as a spiderweb. He held it out to me, but I shook my head. I was afraid to touch something so fragile, even when it seemed to be freely offered.

“You can lose yourself in India.” He propped himself up on one elbow and began lightly tracing the length of my spine with his fingertips, vertebra by vertebra. “You can become someone else.”

That sounded good to me. I rolled toward him.

         

MATT WAS RARELY in town for more than a few weeks at a time. He left for months at a stretch: Peru, Turkey, China, Indonesia. He’d come back burned brown from the sun, thin from bouts with foreign intestinal bugs, on fire with a new and consuming topic, and smelling of mosquito repellent, a smell that clung to his skin even after several showers. Even when we’d been lovers for years, we never moved in together. His place was too small, he told me, and it was true: just a one-room studio, a loft bed with his computer and camera equipment tucked underneath. After we made love, he’d go down there again and work late into the night, shaping his digital images, cropping them, highlighting them, polishing them until they were more real than reality itself.

In bed with him, my body hummed with a pleasure so intense it was almost painful. His touch hooked up two loose wires inside me, and I was electrified. The more I had of him, the more I wanted; as if in the very act of satisfying my craving, he was carving a deeper and deeper pit of hunger inside me. He was never around long enough to qualify as a boyfriend, a term he said he hated anyway. “Putting labels on things destroys them,” he’d say. But he was never gone long enough for me to write him off. I continued to go out with other guys from time to time, though the relationships rarely went very far—no one could compete with the intensity of my memories of Matt. I assumed he had other lovers, too, though I never asked. For the most part, I was able to tolerate the yearning I felt for him as a kind of background music that threaded through my life. Its very unsatisfactoriness—the sense of always being a little hungry—was what marked it as love.

“I love how nonattached we are,” Matt sometimes said. I’d nod: Nonattachment—wasn’t that what the spiritual path was supposed to be about? But sometimes when he said it, I’d see myself as an astronaut in a space suit, free-floating high above the green and blue earth, alone in a vast, empty sky.

         

THE YOGA CLASS I was teaching was winding to a close. The morning light slanted through steamy window panes. The room reeked of sweat, of skin lotion, of intestinal gas, of vanilla candles. “Lie down on your backs and close your eyes,” I instructed my students, as I walked among them handing out silky eyebags stuffed with flaxseeds. “Let the weight of your body surrender into the embrace of gravity.”

At the front of the room, I lay down with them in Savasana, or Corpse Pose—the little death at the end of practice that’s supposed to remind you how little control you ultimately have over anything. But my eyes wouldn’t close. I stared up at the squares of off-white acoustic tile, with a tea-colored stain directly overhead from the time the fire sprinklers went on accidentally when a teacher lit too much incense.

I remembered those pictures of Matt’s spread out on my bed: the sadhu with the necklace of bone; the cows sleeping by the side of the road; the orange-wrapped Bodhi Tree. They were probably packed away in some storage cell—along with the monks at the Shaolin temple in Japan, the artic penguins flapping across the ice…and me, arched in a deep backbend, Bigfoot poised on my belly, his haunches gathered to leap off into space.

The last time Matt and I had seen each other, three months ago, we’d had a terrible fight. I was in his apartment, watching him pack for another trip: to Alaska this time, to shoot a sled dog race. He was folding gray thermal long johns, rolling wool socks into balls. He was ignoring the telephone, which rang, insistently, every ten minutes—as if, I thought, someone were sitting on the other end of the line watching a clock and saying, In ten minutes you can try him again.

“How long do you think you’ll be in Alaska?” I asked.

“Probably just a month or so.” He stuffed a sleeping bag deep into its nylon sack.

“And when you come back? How long will you be around before you leave again?”

He slipped a glove onto his right hand, flexed the fingers experimentally, then pulled it off. “Actually, I’m not sure if I’ll come back here right away,” he said. “A friend offered me an apartment in London for a few months. I just have to take care of her fica plant and a couple of Pekinese.”

Don’t ask. But I did. “What friend is that?”

“Her name’s Cynthia. No one you know. Just someone I met when I was doing that dolphin shoot in Greece.”

A sleek blonde in a thong bikini lies on a white sand beach, sipping a gin and tonic. I said nothing.

Matt gave me a sideways grin. “Amanda. She’s twenty-five years older than me. She was the dolphin trainer. She really is just a friend.”

“I’m sure she is. Otherwise you wouldn’t have mentioned her.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Is this an issue? Because there are some friends of yours I could grill you about.”

The phone rang again, and the answering machine clicked on. I looked at Matt. “Go ahead. Turn up the volume. I dare you.”

“Amanda. Stop it.”

I walked over to the machine and slid the volume lever up to the top. A man’s voice came on: “…so anyway, if you want to pick up the memory card, it’ll be in the store behind the counter. Just give me a call when you’re coming over. See you.”

“You see,” said Matt, flatly. He stepped to the phone and switched off the ringer. “Okay if I turn this off? Or do you want to keep monitoring my calls?”

I sat down on the bed. “Oh Matt, I’m sorry. It’s just…It’s getting really hard to have you coming and going like this. I’m twenty-nine. We’ve been doing this for almost four years. Do we really want to go on living like college kids the rest of our lives?”

“You’ve known from the time we met that my work is the most important thing in my life. It’s how I know I’m alive. It’s how I make a difference in the world. I’m not going to give it up for anyone, not even you.”

“I’m not talking about giving anything up. I’m talking about adding something.”

“So what exactly is it that you want me to add?”

A diamond ring? My name tattooed on your belly? A promise you’ll be here tomorrow? I didn’t say anything.

He sat down on the bed next to me. “Look. Maybe if you had something you cared about as much as I care about photography, you wouldn’t need me so badly.”

“I do. I have my yoga practice.”

“Great. So when you start feeling like this, why don’t you go stand on your head or something instead of getting on my case?”

“Okay, fine.” I stood up. “There’s a class in a half an hour. See you when you get back from London.”

“Oh, come on, Amanda.” He caught my hand and pulled me down again. “I’m sorry. That didn’t come out right.” He put his arm around me and pulled me close. “Look. I love you. You know that, right? There’s no one else I feel this way about.”

“I know. I love you, too.” With his touch, I could feel the tight ball of anxiety in the center of my chest begin to relax. Maybe he was right; maybe I was making a big deal out of nothing. Maybe this was just another opportunity to let go of my attachment. Yogis let go of all kinds of things: their clothes, their families, their houses, their past. Maybe my relationship with Matt was a kind of spiritual practice, the modern equivalent of sitting naked in a ring of fire under a blazing sun with a boulder balanced on your head. He kissed my neck and pulled me down onto the bed. My fear began to melt into the familiar dance of skin, hands, and mouth.

With no ring to introduce it, the answering machine clicked on again: a woman’s voice, British, very young, choked with rage and tears, as close as if she were sitting on the foot of the bed, watching us. “Goddamn it, Matt. Where the hell are you? Why the fuck aren’t you calling me back?”

I pulled away. Matt rolled on his back and looked at the ceiling.

“Cynthia?” I asked.

Matt didn’t look at me. “Cynthia’s daughter.”

         

LYING ON MY back in Savasana, I could hear the hum of traffic from the street outside, the clang of a garbage truck backing up. In one corner, a student was gently snoring.

How had my relationship with Matt gone so awry? Like my life, it had teetered on the brink of being something good, then diverged in such tiny increments that I couldn’t say exactly when it went off course. I had graduated from college poised for something big that was just about to happen. Suddenly I was almost thirty, and it hadn’t happened yet.

I sat up and reached for the small Tibetan bell by my mat, ready to ring it and call my students back to the world again. I took a deep breath, willing my voice to be soothing and steady—as if I’d been lying there communing with my inner light, rather than communing with my screwed-up past.

Enlightenment for Idiots. Maybe this book would be the magic portal to the life I really wanted.
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Bound Angle Pose
 (Baddha Konasana)


Sit on the ground and place your soles together, letting your knees fall out to the sides. Clasp your toes with your hands. Drop your heart toward the opening book of your feet.

Don’t force yourself open. Wait for your unwinding core to invite you in. Release the dense, stubborn tissues that hold you bone to bone. Sense the soft organs that float inside the protective shell of your skeleton. Hear your body start to sing in its ancient language of sensation and emotion. Begin to excavate the relics of memory buried deep in this city of muscle, nerves, and bones.

Your body is made of stories. And with every breath, you will learn that the present is made of the past.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Cush_9780307407443_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
ENLIGHTENMENT
FOR IDIOTS

Anne Cushman

SEHEASYRE
AREHEART
BOOKS

N E W VAR © B REE IS





OEBPS/images/Cush_9780307407443_epub_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Cush_9780307407443_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Cush_9780307407443_epub_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Cush_9780307407443_epub_001_r1.jpg
Enlighrenme[n





OEBPS/images/Cush_9780307407443_epub_002_r1.jpg
for IdIOTS

Anne Cushman






