

[image: e9781602396395_cover.jpg]







enLIGHTened

How I Lost 40 Pounds with a Yoga Mat, Fresh Pineapples, and a Beagle Pointer



Jessica Berger Gross





Copyright © 2009 by Jessica Berger Gross.



 Portions of chapter six first appeared in Yoga+ magazine, 
November 2002, “The Fruits of Fasting,” www.yogaplus.org. 
Reprinted with permission.



 All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 555 Eighth Avenue, Suite 903, New York, NY 10018.



 Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 555 Eighth Avenue, Suite 903, New York, NY 10018 or info @skyhorsepublishing.com.



 www.skyhorsepublishing.com



 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1



 Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data



 Gross, Jessica Berger.

Enlightened : how I lost 40 pounds with a yoga mat, fresh pineapples, and a beagle-pointer / Jessica Berger Gross.

p. cm.

9781602396395

1. Weight loss. 2. Yoga. 3. Self-control. I. Title.

RM222.2.G736 2009

613.2’5--dc22

2009000237



 Printed in the United States of America





For Lucien




Table of Contents


Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication


Preface

A Note to the Reader

1 - why i needed to get enlightened

2 - the rinse cycle

3 - truthfulness (satya)

4 - moderation (brahmacarya)

5 - discipline and zeal ( tapas )

6 - purity, cleanliness (sauca)

7 - nonviolence (ahimsa)

8 - self-study and introspection (svadhyaya)

9 - touching enlightenment (santosa, samadhi)

an enLIGHTened reading list

an enLIGHTened resource list

an enLIGHTened playlist

an enLIGHTened restaurant guide

an enLIGHTened author

acknowledgments






Preface

Twenty of us teenagers—converging from penthouse apartments on Park Avenue and public housing in the Bronx, from “broken” homes in Montclair, New Jersey, and small towns in West Virginia—sat together on the hardwood floor of a community hall in rural Pennsylvania. We’d come to attend a summer drama program for high school students.

Tara, the school’s movement teacher, wore a long brown braid down her back. Movement class made me nervous. I was overweight and awkward in my body. One morning early on, Tara stood up at the front of the group of students and teachers and began demonstrating a series of exercises. Without music or counts, led only by her breath, she folded forward, bringing her head down to her knees, jumped back into a push-up, slid her chest up, climbed back into an inverted V-shape, and then stepped forward, first with her right leg and then her left, before landing back and folding forward once more.

This was 1987. I was from Long Island, and I had no idea what on earth Tara was doing. Was this some sort of religious cult I’d wandered into? Tara looked like she might be praying; there was something sacred-seeming about her movements. After watching Tara go through them once more, we tried them ourselves. She broke the components down one by one. Here, the forward bend. There, what she called a “downward dog.”

Over the coming weeks, we learned to link our breath to the postures and to call them “sun salutations.” With a big breath in we’d sweep our arms up overhead and exhale as we bent forward. Another inhalation to arch our backs and look up and then an exhalation to propel us back into a plank position and on from there. Soon, I was flying. It didn’t matter how much I weighed.

For the first time in my life, at age fourteen, I felt whole. I wouldn’t rediscover that feeling of wholeness for years, but when I did—more or less by accident—I recognized it immediately. This is what would save me, what would heal me.

This was yoga.
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The next time I encountered the sun salutations I was twenty and spending a college semester abroad in Nepal. I’d seen a flyer for a yoga center on the other side of Katmandu. One Saturday afternoon, a friend and I decided to go. The class, taught by a young man from India, was attended by middle-class and middle-aged Nepalese—teachers and accountants and stay-at-home moms looking to cure run-of-the-mill aches and pains.

We began with the sun salutations. Afterward, our teacher taught us some of the standing poses: tree pose, triangle pose, and then seated forward bends and twists like cobbler’s pose and a simple seated twist. Ahh. There it was again. That feeling. That sense of belonging in my body—a sense of light— ness. All those comforting tuna melts and plates of french fries; the parties and joints and beers; the misguided crushes and tentative sexual encounters—nothing could compare.

[image: e9781602396395_i0003.jpg]


Fast-forward five more years. I was twenty-five and living in New York City. My boyfriend had dumped me, and my relationship with my family was as dysfunctional as ever. I was this close to becoming seriously can’t-get-out-of-bed, about-togain-a-bunch-more-weight depressed. Somehow, instead of picking up a dinner of bagels and cream cheese and crawling onto my couch as I usually did when I was sad or stressed out, I used what willpower I could muster and dragged myself to a yoga center I’d been eyeing in my East Village neighborhood. Some part of me remembered those sun salutations and how they’d made me feel.

I was scared about going because I’d seen a lot of glamorous, thin types hanging out by the entryway doors. I hadn’t worked out in over a year. Feeling self-conscious, I walked up the stairs, paid my attendance fee, and signed my name to the class roster. Cubbies were filled with coats and shoes—tall brown boots and Converse sneakers and other assorted downtown footwear. Farther in, the walls of the center were painted purple and turquoise and bright pink. In each of the practice rooms there was an altar decorated with framed photographs. An image of Gandhi, photos of Kennedy and Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., another of the Dalai Lama—and pictures of a bunch of Indian men and women I didn’t recognize. Were they saints? Teachers? Some advanced-looking students wearing Sanskrit-inscribed scarves and silver jewelry were drinking tea in a narrow hallway. I waited with the others who, like me, had come for the beginners’ class. Our young, curly-haired teacher entered the room with a bunch of flowers, placed them at the altar, and lit a stick of incense, turning the lights down before taking her seat on the floor.

“OMMMM,” the teacher chanted.

“Ommmm,” the class responded in a low hum.

“Om,” I whispered.

Again came the sun salutations I’d learned from Tara. Next were the standing poses, like warrior and tree pose, and the forward bends—all of which I’d encountered in Katmandu. My body remembered. Toward the end of class we paired up with classmates and worked on beginning backbends. My partner, a decidedly dewy woman I imagined to be an actress or dancer, and who didn’t seem much like a “beginner” at all, encouraged me as I lay on my back, bent my knees, and held my ankles with my hands before lifting my chest up into a bridge pose.

The feeling of my breath and the opening up of my body was once again a revelation. (Yes, I’m a slow learner.) It wasn’t simply that my body felt good in the stretches but that I felt like I was tapping into something special, something mystical.

“Is this really your first class?” my partner asked. “You’re a natural.”

I smiled back. I’d never felt like a natural at anything before.

All the bad stuff disappeared in that backbend—for the moment, at least. There was more to me than my depression, my struggles with weight, and my troubled relationships. I returned to class two days later. And again, two days after that. Every time I went, my om grew a little louder.

Eventually, my life changed, and my world—my heart—opened up. Yours can, too. This is the story of how studying yoga—not just the physical poses, but the philosophy behind them—helped me lose forty pounds, overcome my battle with depression, and change my life for good. In the coming chapters I’ll share with you the basic principles of everyday living, eating, and moving that a decade of practicing yoga (and teaching it on and off) has taught me. Integrating these lessons into your life can lead you down the path of weight loss, help you find a sense of inner peace and contentment, and even—just maybe—a little bit of enlightenment.




A Note to the Reader

Some of my favorite yoga teachers begin class with brief discussions of yoga philosophy. The key text of yoga philosophy is called the Yoga Sutras, and it was written many years ago by a guru named Patañjali. The Sutras were originally written in the ancient language of Sanskrit, but they’ve been translated into English and other languages by contemporary yoga philosophers, who often add their own commentaries.

I begin each chapter of this book with a sutra in the original Sanskrit (minus the accents), so you can get a sense for what it looks and sounds like. Then I follow it up with a modern-day translation. Each translation puts its own spin on the teaching.




1

why i needed to get enlightened

SUTRA 1.1: ATHA YOGA NUSANAM

With prayers for divine blessings, now 
begins an exposition of the sacred art 
of yoga.

—B. K. S. lyengar





 In second grade, a boy in my class dubbed me “Bubble Berger.” It was a terrible nickname, but in many ways it was fitting. I spent most of my childhood encased in a bubble of extra fat.

I grew up in the suburbs. My dad worked at a community college and my mom was an English teacher in our local public school. Life was hectic for my parents, and it took a toll on what we ate. All of us—including my two older brothers—struggled with weight. Two full-time jobs, plus ferrying three kids around from activity to activity, meant that mealtime was about filling up quickly on whatever was easiest for my mother to prepare. Some nights we’d have meat and a starch: meatballs and spaghetti; hamburger patties or hot dogs on a bun; chicken or meatloaf or stuffed cabbage and baked potatoes or frozen fries. Other nights, when my mom was particularly tired or harried, dinner was what she called “catch as catch can”—usually a huge quantity of pasta with tomato sauce served straight out of the can. Sometimes we did takeout—pizza or Chinese food. Snacks filled up the kitchen pantry for the hungry afterschool hours. Our cupboards were stocked with pretzels, potato chips, and cookies; our freezer, with ice cream and frozen pizza.

FEATURED POSE: Child’s Pose (Adho Mukha Virasana)
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Sit on your heels, bring your feet together, and spread your knees apart. Lower your torso between your knees, and stretch your arms forward on the floor. Rest your forehead on the floor. (If it’s difficult for you to be in this position comfortably, place your forehead on a folded blanket. You may also roll a blanket and place it between the back of your thighs and heels for extra support.)


I realized later that our diet wasn’t all about convenience. Home wasn’t a happy place. My father had a temper, and though much of the time he was a sweet and involved parent, buying me ballet shoes and driving me home from Hebrew school, on other days he turned mean. He hit me, and he hit my mother sometimes, too.

My mother, willing to do anything to keep her marriage intact, stayed. For her, as for me, eating was a form of comfort. Those simple carbohydrates acted like an anesthetic, and the fat we wore was a protective layer against the physical and emotional pain.

Hershey’s Kisses, Pretzel Rods, and Phil Donahue

During the school year, my mother would come home from teaching completely drained. With the back screen door propped open, she’d carry groceries in from the car and, in a tired and slightly annoyed voice, ask me to take in the garbage cans from the street, walk the dog, help her put away the food. There was always something to do, and she was desperate for a break. She found it in junk food. Instead of consciously deciding on a snack and placing the food on a plate—where she’d be able to see exactly how much she was about to eat—she’d open a bag of pretzel rods and another of chocolate kisses, setting them beside her as she tucked herself into the couch for her favorite talk shows. Without taking her gaze off the television screen, she’d reach her hand into the bags for just a little something to tide her over before she had to start cooking dinner, a comforting treat to reward herself for a hard day at work. Before she knew it, she’d made a huge dent in each bag—and eaten many hundreds of calories. Stuffed, ashamed of having overindulged, and with her diet blown, she hardly felt like getting up to go make a healthy and satisfying dinner. And so, compounding the self-defeating cycle, she’d resign herself to putting up some water for a box of pasta and head back to the couch for more TV before starting her grading.

From a young age, I was a chubby kid. I avoided sports and playground activities and spent my recesses sitting on a tree stump reading novels. (The ballet shoes my father bought me didn’t get much use.) I never made the connection between what was going on at home, my eating habits, and my expanding waistline. Since my parents were overweight, and both of my brothers were a bit on the husky side, I figured it was my unhappy genetic destiny to carry around extra pounds.

Then one day in eighth grade, I came across The Sweet Dreams Body Book: A Guide to Diet, Nutrition, and Exercise by Julie Davis. Davis advocated portion control, exercise, and increasing your intake of fruits and vegetables. I’m not sure how the book landed in my hands. Maybe my mother bought it for me? I do remember staying up all night glued to its every word. There seemed to be a way out of my bubbly misery!

Over the next few months, the book became my bible. I ate carrot sticks and rice cakes and watched my portions. And I lost a lot of weight—about twenty pounds. My mother, delighted and proud of the new pretty me, took me shopping for new clothes. Adorned in my fitted black stirrup pants, I came out of my shell at school and made more friends.

Although I loved, loved, loved being thin, I didn’t manage to stay that way for long. My Sweet Dreams diet was just that—a diet, a temporary fix. I didn’t know how to maintain the change long-term. Underneath the new clothes and slim body, I was still the same old unhappy me with the same set of problems.
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My mother went on periodic diets, too. Her weight would creep up higher and higher until she had to shop in the special section of her favorite department store where they kept the plus sizes. Eventually, she’d sign up for Weight Watchers, attending weekly meetings and weigh-ins, and she’d make the switch from pasta to turkey burgers—hold the bun—and chicken with steamed broccoli—sauce on the side—from the local Chinese takeout. After a couple of months of dedication and deprivation, the pounds would fall away. My mother’s spirit seemed lighter when she lost weight, and she looked younger, too. She colored her graying hair a light brown and bought a stylish new wardrobe from the “regular” women’s section—lots of Liz Claiborne—in sizes 10 and 12 and 14.

But then the once-weekly special treat—a chocolate frozen yogurt dessert (low in calories but high in sugars and carbohydrates)—would become a daily, and then twice-daily, fixture, and pasta would wind its way back into the dinner rotation. It didn’t take long for my mom to return to her old ways. She’d slide back up the scale and out of the clothes she’d splurged on.

Unconsciously, I mimicked her behavior. When I was between diets in elementary and middle school, my guilty pleasure was chocolate ice cream or potato chips or pistachio nuts—fattening, comforting foods I’d pour into bowls downstairs in the kitchen and then run up to my room to eat in private. Since the snacks were in my family’s pantry, it didn’t seem like they could be that bad for me.

As a teenager I yo-yoed between normal and chubby and just plain fat. I made friends with the older, thin, stylish drama club girls in high school, emulating them in all sorts of ways but never learning to copy their eating habits. After school, I’d come home and snack on bagels and cream cheese. Occasionally, I’d have an apple or some grapes, but the idea of basing my diet on fruits and vegetables and whole grains couldn’t have been further from my mind. I was just trying to survive high school, and my family. The Sweet Dreams Body Book was aimed at preteens, and I jammed it toward the back of my bookshelf. At night I’d sit in my bedroom, stuffing myself with chips, smoking cigarettes out the window, reading novels, studying, and memorizing my guidebook to college admissions, which seemed to be the only ticket out of my parents’ house.

Meanwhile, there were plenty of opportunities for overeating. I worked as a cashier at a Japanese restaurant. During my shift, I’d grab handfuls of rice cracker mix from the bar when nobody was looking. When we closed for the night I’d go to town on the free meal offered to the staff. Who could pass up free teriyaki and tempura? (Never mind that it was my second dinner of the day.) Similarly, when my friends and I weren’t caging wine coolers and cans of Bud from the local Dairy Barn drive-through window, we’d spend nights out at the Golden Reef Diner—a classic greasy spoon coffee shop, New York style—where I ate mozzarella sticks or cheese fries between cigarettes. I poured whole milk and gobs of sugar into bottomless cups of coffee. Once we could drive, a friend and I made a ritual of weekly dinners at Pizzeria Uno, meals that began with a large platter of cheese nachos and went on from there.

By twelfth grade, the clothes in my closet no longer fit. I had trouble coming up with workable outfits in the morning and went on an embarrassed solo mission to the mall to buy oversized baggy jeans from the men’s section of the Gap. I hid in them and in long flowing skirts and big black mock-turtleneck tops.

Around this time my mother started having health troubles. No one said it aloud, but my brothers and I knew that the problem was her weight. One morning she was rushed to the hospital complaining of heart palpitations and chest pain and was diagnosed with high blood pressure, a heart condition, and type 2 diabetes. That summer I ate my way through the pain and grief and fear of losing her. I left for college at the end of the summer, thirty pounds overweight.
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At Vassar, I made friends with the cool New York City private school girls. I wasn’t sure why they included me in their group—I always felt like the frumpy fat friend. (And then there was my financial aid package and work-study job, which further set me apart.) Despite my friends’ example, I didn’t do anything to change my diet, and my weight continued to yo-yo. But I figured that the pizza I ate several nights a week couldn’t be much of a problem since my skinny roommate was eating it, too. Never mind that I ate twice as much as she did. When she’d have a slice or two, I’d have three. Okay, maybe four.

At lunch I ordered french fries to go with my sandwich, and no weekend morning was complete without bagels and eggs, college-cafeteria style. Even when I ate Sunday brunch with my one super-healthy and together friend, Jenna, a dancer, I’d pile onto my tray mounds of cream cheese, a toasted bagel or two, and a plate with a cheese omelet and hash browns. I took a women’s studies class, became convinced that fat was a feminist issue, and vowed never to subscribe to any patriarchal beauty myth. I protested sexism one french fry at a time.

Of course, I did care. My weight went up and down the scale, depending on my mood and pizza consumption, who I was or wasn’t dating, and how bad things were going with my family back home—but I was always fifteen to forty pounds heavier than I should have been. When I was a sophomore in college, my eldest brother got married. I was a bridesmaid in his fancy wedding at the Rainbow Room in New York wearing a size-16 dress that had to be special-ordered.

Everything changed for me when I signed up for spring semester abroad during my junior year. I wanted adventure, to go to a developing country in Africa or Asia. My mother wanted me to be safe. We compromised on what was, at the time, the peaceful nation of Nepal, sandwiched between India and China.

I packed my black-on-black wardrobe and my poetry journals. Although I did some reading on Nepali culture, I really had no idea what to expect. When I got to the airport to meet up with my fellow students in the program, it dawned on me that there might be a reason why they all had hiking boots and polar fleece paraphernalia. The mountains in Nepal were serious business, and most of my classmates had chosen Nepal because they wanted to trek through the Himalayas.

The idea of the program was that we students were to travel around the country by bus and by foot, getting to know Nepal, its language, culture, and people. After a short time in the Katmandu Valley, we began the trek to the village where we’d all be doing homestays. Like many places in the Nepali countryside, it was only accessible by footpath. We took a bus until the road ended, and then started walking. I seriously thought I might die—not because trekking in Nepal was dangerous but because I’d never walked that much in my life. We spent day after day hiking, bunking at teahouses along the way. Lucky for me, the other students took me under their wings, and rather than resent me for slowing the group down, they cheered me on. Stopping for breaks only prolonged the trip, so I put one foot in front of the next and slowly made my way up and down those mountains.

That first trek was just the beginning. In Nepal, walking was a fact of life. My Katmandu homestay family lived next to the Monkey Temple, more than an hour’s walk from the schoolhouse where I took daily classes. Later, I trekked for five full days and back, just me and a local guide, to a Buddhist nunnery. Not only did I get thin, even better, I got strong and healthy.

Meanwhile, my diet couldn’t have been healthier if a personal chef from the Canyon Ranch health spa had accompanied me abroad. The typical Nepali meal of dahl baht—eaten for lunch and dinner—consists of generous heaps of simply prepared vegetables and rice and lentils, sometimes with a thin whole wheat bread, or chapatti, thrown in for good measure.

My program mates also cajoled me into cutting down my smoking dramatically—from a pack to a cigarette or two a day. My efforts here were helped along by Nepali custom, as it wasn’t acceptable for a young woman to be seen smoking in public. (Who knew patriarchy could sometimes work in your favor?) We didn’t do much drinking, either.

Here’s a recipe for a mild but flavorful dahl—or lentil dish—to make at home that comes from Chindi Varadarajulu, the owner of my favorite neighborhood Indian restaurant, Chutney Villa, in Vancouver, British Columbia. You’ll need to shop at an Indian grocery store for some of the ingredients.

Dahl with Spinach

1 cup of mung beans (moong dahl), rinsed thoroughly 
1 bunch of spinach 
6 cloves of garlic, crushed with skin on 
1 teaspoon black mustard seed 
1 teaspoon fennel seeds 
2 sprigs of curry leaves 
1 medium onion (thinly sliced) 
2 tablespoons coconut oil or vegetable oil 
2 sprigs of cilantro






After rinsing the beans, put them in a pot with 3 or 4 cups of water. Add the garlic. Bring to a rolling boil for about 5 minutes and then turn down the heat and let simmer till the dahl is cooked soft. This will take about 20 minutes. By now most of the water should be gone and the dahl should have a very thick, porridge-like consistency. Chop your spinach and add it to the dahl; add salt to taste. Simmer for 5 minutes more and remove from stove.

In a pan heat the oil. When hot add the mustard and fennel seeds. When the seeds start to pop, add the onion and curry leaves. Cook till the onions turn a nice golden brown. Remove from the stove and pour this over the dahl mixture and give it a stir. Garnish with cilantro and serve with rice (or roti for the advanced—a thin, whole wheat, tortilla-like Indian bread).


I fell in love with the feeling that came from moving my body, with the high of eating a healthy meal after a long, physically-active, emotionally-satisfying day. I hiked through the countryside with my classmates and teachers and attended that yoga class in Katmandu. Back in the schoolhouse, my friend and I practiced the movements we’d learned in class.

Between the trekking, the daily walks, my new vegetarian diet, and the yoga, I couldn’t help but lose weight. Soon my culturally appropriate long skirts fell off my hips, and I drowned in my formerly fitted T-shirts. I emerged from that semester certifiably, unequivocally, and for the first time since I was twelve—thin.

Something else happened, too. Trekking one day on my own, after a hard morning’s climb, the sun shining, the green hills dotted with grazing animals, my body more vital and alive than ever before, something touched me. It was something deep within me yet simultaneously beaming down from that blue sky. This might sound crazy to some, but I felt at one with God. I felt wrapped up in love and had the sense that, although my family life might be troubled, I would somehow, eventually, find a way out.
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Back at Vassar my senior year, the reaction to the new, thin me was more overwhelming than I could have imagined. My friends and acquaintances were shocked at the change. I’d lost close to thirty pounds and people, particularly straight men, treated me differently. Guys who hadn’t been interested in me for three years were suddenly having a second look. I tried to take it all in and worked to keep up my healthy, active habits. During my senior year, and for a year or so after graduation, while traveling and working abroad, I hiked and walked and ate moderately and consciously. I managed to keep the weight off.

Then, I moved to New York. It wasn’t as easy to stay healthy in the city. The ups and downs of the life of a twenty-something, the smoking and drinking with my friends (which I’d taken up again after leaving Nepal), a not-so-good-forme boyfriend, a bout of unemployment, the complicated and dysfunctional relationship with my parents, and the fact that it seemed cheaper and easier to grab a bagel or make a bowl of pasta for dinner than to prepare a vegetable stir-fry in my minuscule kitchen all contributed to my gaining back the weight I’d lost.

After a couple of years of serious floundering when it came to my health, career, and relationships, I found myself at that yoga center one winter day. In that first class there was so much sweet silence. (Plus, I kept seeing celebrities like Christy Turlington, Russell Simmons, and Woody Harrelson in class, which didn’t hurt either.) I kept going back for more. I quit smoking and became fanatical about going to class three times a week.

Soon after, I moved to Madison, Wisconsin, to attend graduate school. In Madison I continued practicing yoga and even began teaching small, informal classes—first to my friends at my hippie housing cooperative and then at a women’s health club near campus. I made new friends who didn’t obsess about the size of their clothes (they found most of them secondhand at thrift stores anyway) but were interested in eating good, local, mostly vegetarian food. During this time I was at a healthy weight—about a size eight—thanks to yoga, biking around town, and eating vegetarian. But I also smoked pot before bed almost every night to relax and got drunk most weekends. Although I had acquired some aspects of a healthy lifestyle, I didn’t have my emotional life in order. I didn’t yet understand that yoga wasn’t just about doing the asana (the physical poses); it was also about following a broader set of principles and practices that would help me live consciously, with self-awareness.

During my second year in Madison I fell in love, for good, with Neil, a man as kind and as thoughtful as he was brilliant. We met in a sociology seminar where I initially developed a crush on our unavailable, much older professor. Despite the distraction of the crush, I managed to see that Neil was cute, and I was impressed by his comments in class—though I didn’t always catch some of his more obscure intellectual references. But Neil had mentioned something about a girlfriend, and anyway, I really did like that professor.

When nothing, thankfully, came of that (not that I didn’t try), Neil e-mailed me after winter break (by then he was single) and asked if I’d like to meet him for a coffee. He phoned that night, and we talked for more than an hour. His voice was kind, he got most of my references—except the pop culture ones—and he was a good listener, too.

“What did you do between 1996 and 1998?” he—seriously—wanted to know. Generally, the guys I’d dated couldn’t have cared less about what I’d done that morning much less two years before.

We skipped the coffee and went sledding on our first date, taking turns sliding down a hill on a makeshift sled—a plastic piece from a dish rack Neil had rigged up. On the way home, it didn’t matter that the heat in his car was broken or that my jeans were drenched from the snow. On our second date Neil took me to a free classical music concert at the university and then to a gay dance club in town that was having an eighties music night. We shared our first kiss in the middle of the dance floor. That weekend I invited him over to hang out with me at my co-op, and we stayed up all night, talking and kissing, going out for breakfast the next morning.

We’d marry two years later. Neil, I would later discover, is the rare kind of man who cooks, shares in child care, and manages to hold down a successful career, too. (His secret? Very little sleep and infrequent trips to the dentist.) Not that Neil’s perfect; he needs to be convinced to do the bare minimum of self-care like a toenail trim or buying a new pair of jeans when his are literally in shreds. But he’s funny and generous and—skip this if you’re one of his academic colleagues—the best possible person to watch reality television with. He’s an A+ husband.

Even though I’d lucked out in meeting Neil, I soon discovered that a good relationship is not a cure for unresolved emotional issues. Several months after we started dating, I crashed. Sometimes, things just have to get worse before they can get better. I was about to hit rock bottom, and my highest weight yet.
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