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Vinyasa has three parts: arising, abiding, and dissolving. And the dissolving of one thing is the arising of the next. Every day turns into night turns into day. Winter becomes spring becomes summer becomes autumn becomes winter. Waves roll in and slip back out; tides ebb and flow. Every breath is like this. Every life is like this.

Each flower buds, ripens, and blooms, wilts and fades away. The leaves fall to the earth and create the ground for a new plant to grow.

The Sanskrit word vinyasa means “to place in a special way.” It means that everything is connected and the sequence of things matters. It means that every action, thought, or word that arises now is planting the seed for future fruit. “In a special way” means the unfolding of life is logical. If you plant a tomato seed, you will get a tomato. If you plant an apple seed and you wait long enough, you will get an apple tree. And if you plant a hard thought, you will get a hard heart.

[image: ]

“There’s something wrong with my knees.” This thought bubbles up like a lava lamp blob pinched off from the rest of my consciousness, which is still oozing around the depths of my jet lag nap. Deep murky sleep is normal for me after I cross the international date line; but having a sideways furrow across my knees is not normal, and it hurts. My Buddhist studies have taught me that thoughts lead to action and as my mind registers this thought about pain, my body responds naturally. I reach a hand out of my fetal position to rub the tender spot and fall asleep again.

I wake up with my hand still on my knee and look around the room. The furniture makes me think of England. Lolling over onto my back, I stretch my legs straight up to the ceiling. This might not be normal for other people but most mornings you can find me somewhere in the world with my feet up in the air. I’m a yoga teacher and turning upside down is part of the gig. I slowly circle my ankles, which tend to swell on long international hauls and then, just to get a little abdominal work in, I stretch my arms up to the ceiling. Taking hold of the gathered elastic around my ankles, I pull my sweatpants down to my thighs to check out my lumpy knees. With one hand still on my ankles, my other hand reaches over to the British-y bedside table and grabs my red cat’s-eye glasses to take a closer look.

Aha. With my two upside-down legs now aligned side by side, I see a horizontal indentation tracking across both knee caps. I’m only five-foot-four-and-a-half inches tall but these Western-sized legs were too long for the leg room provided by a coach ticket on Cathay Pacific. Fifteen hours of having my knees smushed against the metal dowel lining the seat-back pocket had evidently changed the topography of my knees. Remembering how my flattened breasts always spring back into shape after a mammogram gave me hope that my crushed knee flesh would similarly re-plump, returning to normal soon. Recovering normal is part of the gig, too, when you are a traveling yoga teacher.

People think being a yoga teacher means you are always chill and never grumpy; your mental outlook is radical contentment and your body is outrageously flexible in a sexy way. But that is not the case; not for this yoga teacher anyway. Well, actually, I am extremely flexible. That part is true. But the other parts come and go, depending on how much sleep I get, what I eat for breakfast, how much money I have in the bank, what’s happening between me and my husband, David, or how many time zones I crossed in the last twenty-four hours. Perhaps that sounds quite ordinary and distinctly non-yogic, but without all that normal stuff in my life, I wouldn’t be a very good yoga teacher. How can I help others grow and transform if I haven’t done it myself?

Another thing that many people don’t realize is that yoga teachers are not born as yoga teachers. We are not born standing on our hands or doing the splits—although I did all those things in my backyard when I was a kid and then just never stopped. Many American yoga teachers, like me, are regular people who have had the great fortune to be introduced to the path of yoga in our lifetime.

For me, doing yoga is pure fun. I love twisting and bending, inverting and jumping on my yoga mat. I thrive on the hard work of standing on one leg while keeping my face soft and open. I find bending over and folding in half a delicious release. I especially enjoy the ending of each class when the teacher instructs us to lie down and rest, telling us this is the most important part of the practice. The clean, sweaty feeling I get from yoga is physically global, purifying me inside and out. Every part of my body is opened up and then put back together, reintegrated into a better shape than before yoga. From the first day of practicing, I could feel my inner organs getting toned along with my triceps and quadriceps. My heart got stronger, my stamina improved and one day I discovered that it had gotten easy to lift heavy objects over my head, such as a carry-on bag into the overhead bin of an airplane.

Most surprising is that I began to focus on the immediate experiences I was having in yoga at the same time that I was having them, a bigger view of the practice rather than just being satisfied with short-term goals, such as being able to touch my toes or turn upside down and inside out. I had been studying ballet since I was seven, so I was very familiar with extreme movement scenarios. What was different about yoga is that it isn’t really about the external activity; it’s about what’s going on inside. It’s not about what we do as much as how we do what we do. I began to understand that this is the part of yoga that really matters.

I studied yoga with as many masters as I could get to, including the great yoga master B. K. S. Iyengar, who told me and the other 899 yoga students in class that day, “I’ve spent almost my whole life observing what happens to my sternum when I press my big toe down.” In other words, yoga is about more than moving the body; it is a template for understanding that every thought really does become speech, which turns into action. If the yogi practices with this awareness, she will also become curious and conscious about the results of her actions, making her a better wife, mother, friend, and businesswoman.

Hearing my yoga teachers talk about this eventually led me to the path of Buddhist meditation, where I learned and practiced specific skills for negotiating all the different mind states that arise on any given day. That doesn’t mean I am always successful. It means I am working on it, in just the same way I am still working on becoming more adept at doing the yoga postures. I want my mind to be as flexible as my body, and my heart to be as open as my hip joints. And once you get flexible and strong, you can’t stop the work. You have to keep practicing with more refinement, more awareness, more skill in order to maintain and grow your abilities and your understanding. I know all this and have made it my long-term goal—which in yoga means lifetimes—but like anyone else, I sometimes feel defeated by circumstances.

These days there is a lot of pressure on yoga teachers. We can’t just lead people through a sequence of asanas. We are expected to always act positive, be smart, and to look, if not glamorous, at least extra-good. For one thing, people take pictures of me all the time, usually when I am bending over to adjust a student’s yoga position and my butt is looming large; or when I am exhausted and wearing my funkiest yoga clothes dragged from the bottom of the drawer; or when I am giving a precise verbal instruction that makes my brow furrow into a stern, unappealing expression. And then, of course, these candid cell phone photos are posted on someone’s Facebook page for all the world to share. Okay, okay, that was a little rant about the pressure I feel, but please don’t get me wrong! I love my gig and almost everything about it.

For the last eighteen years I’ve been a full-time yoga teacher and I’m grateful for the various opportunities that have come my way, such as being invited by the popular American Buddhist nun Pema Chödrön to lead “yoga breaks” for the nine hundred meditators attending her inspiring teachings or being hired by MTV to stand up in front of a New York hotel ballroom full of rowdy, hung-over sales reps and transform their heckling into five minutes of quiet meditation—and have them actually like it!

One time I even gave a one-on-one yoga class to Prince Andrew, who, like me, happens to be extremely flexible. He was staying with one of my private clients at her posh Sutton Place apartment in Manhattan. At first, I wasn’t sure if it was okay to touch him since he is royalty, but then I just decided that it was fine because, in that moment, I was his teacher and he was my student. It was my job to adjust his posture, so I placed my hands on his ribs and helped him deepen his twist. He was very polite and thanked me for that adjustment, which I thought was pretty nice and normal for a prince. Perhaps the monarchial decorum can be more relaxed when he is on this side of the pond.

My home base is New York City, where I teach yoga at OM yoga Center, the studio I founded in 1998. I’m convinced it was a combination of right time–right place and my particular style of rigorous, intelligent, and fun yoga classes that made my studio an immediate success. Within a few years my teaching career outside the studio also began to rise. In 2007, I was still beginning my international teaching career, but in that year alone, I taught yoga on four continents and in six countries, twelve U.S. states, and fourteen U.S. cities—and I visited my mom in Dallas five times. My recognition was growing and my jet lag was starting to add up.

I slid off the bed and managed to scuff my way over to the window with minimal knee bending. I rubbed my eyes and ran my fingers through my hair, which felt fat and curly, bloated just like my ankles. Even in the air-conditioned hotel room I could feel a bad hair day coming on, and then I remembered why. I was in Hong Kong.

My student Margie had warned me that Hong Kong in June was crazy humid; she stressed the word disgusting. A native of the place, she’d recommended staying inside at all times. But from my high window perched over the harbor I was charmed by the wooden sampans with colored sails, the kind of boats I’d only seen in black-and-white films. I wanted to get out and see magical old Hong Kong. My hotel was cushy but it wasn’t the real world; it was full of ultra-sophisticated Chinese men and women dressed in Western clothes who looked like they never had a bad hair day.

Should’ve listened to Margie. The pungent smells from street cook pots and the sticky, sweet temple incense glommed together into a noxious potion that you could almost see hanging static in the thick, polluted air. I felt sick to my stomach instantly. The 90 percent humidity caused the straps of my sandals to rub my feet raw after walking only half a block. It had been a mistake to wear new sandals anyway, but I wanted to look good for my big adventure in Asia. I’d also gotten my hair freshly cut and colored and picked up a few new summer dresses, like the one that was sticking to my sweaty thighs right now.

After dragging myself up and down crumbly stairways that seemed more decrepit than charming, I finally plopped down on a curb, between lines of hanging chickens and hanging laundry. I slipped off my sandals and put my head in my hands. As a yoga teacher, I’m an expert in breathing techniques. I wondered if it was possible to draw in slow, deep breaths without actually inhaling any of the stinky, wet air. I tried it while David went down an alley, in search of a taxi to take us back to the sanitized refuge of our hotel.

Surprisingly, the South China News reported that the air quality that week was the best it had been in quite a while. I had come to Hong Kong to be a featured presenter at the very first international yoga conference in Asia. Although there were at least thirty-five other faculty on the program, being invited to this inaugural event was significant. It meant that my work was considered valuable enough to be included in the new mix of yoga that was spreading across Asia.

No longer the exclusive domain of Indian gurus, the packed conference schedule offered five days of flowing yoga, static yoga, fusion yoga, couples yoga, power yoga, slow yoga, quiet yoga, and hot yoga. Special lectures would be given on anatomy, breathing, chakras, and meditation, as well as workshops for injury prevention or therapeutics for those who already have injuries. Yoga students could clean their innards with a day-long detox program or conquer their fears by turning upside down.

At the faculty welcome dinner the night before, I was greeted by a sari-clad woman who touched my third eye, leaving a sacred smudge on the spot between my eyebrows. Ushered past a row of red lotus candles, I stepped out onto the terrace just in time for the Hindu puja, a fire offering and supplication to the gods for an auspicious conference. Woozy from jet lag, I plopped down on a silk cushion in the back row and tried to relax without falling asleep to the gentle droning of the monks’ chanting. Following a period of silence at the end of the prayers, our conference host stood up and extended an upward palm toward the apartment’s dining room. “Please, everyone, help yourself to dinner.” Ready to escape the heat, I peeled my sweaty self off the terrace floor, walking through swirls of incense smoke on my way back indoors.

Once inside I started to perk up from the stun-gun air-conditioning and realized I probably needed to eat something. After hitting the buffet, I took my plate of Indian food over to a couch and sat down to schmooze with some of my yoga teacher buddies. For several of us, this was our third yoga conference teaching gig in as many months and we started making jokes that we were a yoga teacher touring band. Hugs, kisses, and a bit of harmless patting ourselves on the back: “Fancy meeting you here.” “Didn’t we just do this last month?” Yes, we did and I realized that attending a party in a far-off land with monks and yogis was becoming a very normal thing for me.

There were also lots of presenters I hadn’t met before from Australia, Thailand, Indonesia. It was cool to see the different ways that people presented themselves, wearing anything from luxurious silk saris to tight jeans and Ganesh T-shirts, or monks’ saffron robes. There were noses pierced with tiny diamonds and ankles tattooed with coiled serpents representing the potential for awakened energy. One woman was heavily draped in layers of white robes, and I thought she must be sweating under all that fabric. Adjusting the straps of my new summer dress, I shook hands with esteemed scholars of Sanskrit, Vedanta, and Tibetan Buddhism.

Finally our local colleagues rang a gong and officially welcomed us, telling us they were honored by our presence in Hong Kong and joking that the air was especially good that week because of all the clean, fresh energy we visiting yogis had brought to town.

It was slightly intimidating to be part of such an all-star yoga-teacher lineup and naturally I hoped to make a good impression. I knew I’d been invited because of my reputation for bringing wisdom and humor into my smart, soulful, and sweaty yoga classes. But my popularity gave me no confidence. On the outside I was friendly and positive but inside I felt bad, grumpy, and agitated; distinctly not yogi fresh. It wasn’t just the challenging climate. The problem was more about the weather in my head; a storm was going on in there. I was obsessing on my body and what people might think about it.

It was those damn mirrors everywhere—in restaurants and subways, along the hallway of our hotel, on all three sides of our bathroom. Every time I turned around, I saw my face, my hair, my belly looking back at me and I didn’t like what I saw.

Riding the mirrored elevator back up to the room after our visit to old Hong Kong the day before, I was surrounded by my reflection, showing me that my body was just not good enough. Frizzy hair was the tip of the iceberg. My appearance clearly did not measure up to the yoginis on the cover of Yoga Journal. “Maybe those models are airbrushed,” I thought, trying unsuccessfully to give myself a pep talk.

Arriving at our floor, I grabbed my upset stomach and dashed to the bathroom. As I washed my hands I saw my mirror image again, front, sides, and back. That meant I could see my butt, which somehow seemed massive. I could see my arms, which looked squishy even though I’d been doing extra workouts with my trainer!

Yogis don’t necessarily need to do other forms of exercise, but for me joining the local gym was an opportunity to work out in an anonymous setting, something I longed for those days. With the recent death of my father I had gained weight, which I knew was part of the grieving process, but I also knew it was time to move through it. To do that, I felt like I needed to be in a space other than my studio, a place where no one knew me and I could be tired and look tired and feel flabby and not care. The very first day I went to the gym I was offered a free personal training session with Smith. The thing is, I knew Smith. So much for anonymity. He had been an OM yoga student for years but it actually worked out well, because he didn’t really want to talk to me either. He didn’t want to get to know me or become buddies. He just wanted to get me into great shape.

Smith took me on as a serious project, offering to give me personal training sessions in exchange for free yoga classes. Four days a week he made me curl my biceps, dip my triceps, run for miles on the treadmill, and cycle standing up. He even had me slithering around on my elbows and dragging my belly like a lizard, an exercise I’m pretty sure he invented but which was highly effective for engaging the triceps and abs. His workouts made me sore for days, which I considered positive, having been brainwashed from an early age to appreciate what my ballet teacher called “profitable pain.”

Having a trainer was good for me in other ways, too. I teach so many people all day every day that having someone else tell me what to do and then making sure I was doing it right was nourishing for me. I was a willing and obedient trainee, completely open to whatever Smith suggested, especially since I thought it was working. But now I wasn’t so sure.

Ever ready to feed my self-critical nature, I went for a closer-up inspection in the magnifying mirror, where I discovered an unwanted line of grayness marching through my honey-colored dye job. The final insult! My roots were already showing and I’d just gone to the salon right before this trip! Arggh!

I was frustrated and mad—mad at my body for not keeping up its part of the bargain, especially since I had done everything I could:
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So, why didn’t I look better? Why couldn’t I look exactly the way I wanted to look, even for a little while?

Seeing my eyes in the mirror, I was almost shocked by the guilt, shame, and failure they reflected. Whoa. This intense state of mind was freaking me out.

As I walked back into the bedroom, David felt my vibe and asked, “What’s the matter with you?”

“I feel so fat! I’m wrinkled and I hate my hair.” I spit out the words. “I can’t stand to look at myself.”

“So…that’s why you have been so mean to me lately,” David replied. “You are being mean to yourself, too.”

Too bad I didn’t know then what I know now. I didn’t know that international travel bloats you. I didn’t know that jet lag makes for fuzzy thinking and sleep deprivation kicks up your cortisol, creating waist fatness. I didn’t know that if you just relax and drink a lot of water, things will be different in a couple of days; it’s all impermanent.

I didn’t know that none of this matters anyway. I didn’t know that trying to keep myself looking good—hair dyed, body firm, wrinkles smoothed—wasn’t going to make me any happier. It wouldn’t make people like me better or enhance my career in any meaningful way. It wouldn’t make me more attractive to my husband or bring me a drop of joy. I didn’t have a clue that worrying so much about all that stuff was actually my own personal form of self-torture; that focusing on it so much only made me feel worse, not better. I didn’t know that taking care of myself wasn’t the same as actually caring about myself. I didn’t recognize that my lifestyle tactics were just my habitual way of experiencing what my Buddhist teacher calls suffering.

Turns out that David, like all good husbands, was a better mirror than the ones on the wall, reflecting back both my outer actions and my mental state in a way that finally woke me up. Ugh. I saw this whole scenario as something way too familiar.

For my whole life, too much of my sense of self-worth has been wrapped up in how I feel about my body, a body that has never seemed quite good enough. The other day a guy friend of mine said, “You have such nice, juicy hips. Why do you hide them under tunics and baggy sweaters?” At first I waffled, defensively telling him how much I love the feeling of loose clothing and the boxy, draped silhouettes of Asian fashion. “Sure, sure,” he said, “but I still want to know why you’re hiding your beautiful bottom.” Pressed, I finally blurted out, “Because since the first day I can remember I’ve been told that big behinds must never be seen. And even though that makes me mad and sad and I don’t believe it and I applaud every woman who doesn’t go along with that baloney, I still…” And then I ran out of steam. It felt familiar to get spun up about this topic and then have nowhere to go, because, as usual, I wasn’t walking the talk. I hate admitting it but I don’t have the courage to be the first big butt on my block to not care what anybody thinks of me.

Ever since Gloria Steinem came to my high school in the seventies I’ve known this attitude sucked. Queen Anne High School towered above Seattle, perched atop the highest hill in the city. One of the many brick buildings constructed after the Seattle fire of 1889, it was so old that the steps of the up-and-down stairways were permanently indented from decades of student’s saddle shoes. This ivy-covered landmark building was built in the Classical Revival style, which I suppose was intended to tell everybody from the top of Queen Anne Hill all the way down Skid Road to Elliot Bay that Seattle boasts excellence in classical public education. You could see the school for miles in all directions. Perhaps less a matter of pride was that fact that you could also see the students every night on the local five o’clock news. The opening credits showed protesting QA high school kids burning the American flag outside the lunchroom, while the news show’s opening music played the urgent sound of a Morse code tapper. Up until 1967, the classical education was standard fare but things shifted when Mr. Hall became the principal.

I went to Queen Anne High for sophomore, junior, and senior years and those three years happened to coincide with most of Mr. Hall’s brief tenure. He was a little too radical for the parents but that was one of the main reasons we liked him. We also liked that he banished study hall. He changed it to “free period,” which I interpreted as meaning you were free to do whatever you wanted. By the time I was a senior I had manipulated my schedule to be totally free of anything resembling science or math, but I did like to go to journalism class in the morning, where I hung out with Tina. She was the front page editor of the school newspaper and I was the back page editor and together we drove our journalism teacher crazy. He complained that we were too giddy and giggly. Of course, that just made us laugh more. After journalism, I had my first free period followed by lunch followed by another free period, which added up to about three hours of doing whatever I wanted. Tina and I would usually get in my car and drive to the University district for pizza and then go to the bead store to make daisy-bead hippie bracelets.

Our first year of high school was 1968 and we were still heavily influenced by our parents: hers were strict Catholic and mine were liberal Protestant. Contrary to our journalism teacher’s impression of us, Tina and I were actually thinking girls, and in those days, there was a lot to think about for young high school women.

That didn’t mean we weren’t both excited and flattered to be asked to model for the high school fashion show. Sharing a dressing room at Jay Jacobs, a cool Seattle store that provided the clothes, we took turns trying on skirts and tops and alternately complimenting each other and criticizing ourselves. I slipped a daisy-print shift over my head and posed in front of the mirror.

“That is adorable! You look so cute in that dress!” raved Tina. I also thought I looked cute in that dress but I didn’t say so. That would simply not be acceptable.

Instead I would say something like: “Really? You think this looks okay on me?” And then she would say something like: “Yes, you should definitely model that dress.”

This kind of conversation went back and forth between us, me telling her what she looked good in and her telling me what I looked good in, and we had started to pile up the outfits we wanted to model for the show when we began to notice a lot of noise from outside. The dressing room was on the second floor with a little window that looked across the main downtown plaza toward the monorail. Pulling the curtain aside, we looked out and saw a huge, roiling crowd of people on the sidewalk below. The intense energy was exciting and scary at the same time.

“It’s an antiwar march,” said Tina.

“Oh yeah, I think my dad is down there somewhere.”

“Your dad is in a protest march?”

“Yes!” I was proud of my dad and even bragged about how, as a minister, he willingly wrote conscientious objector letters for any boy who asked him.

Tina was equally shocked when I told her that not only had my dad marched with Martin Luther King, Jr., but so had my mom! This was the same year that reproductive rights for women were recognized as a basic human right. Her Catholicism and my Protestantism clashed hard on this.

“Go home and ask your mom if she would get an abortion if she found out she was pregnant,” Tina dared me.

So I did and my mom told me that, yes, she would get an abortion.

Okay, maybe she didn’t exactly say that. I’d like to ask her about that now but she is too far gone into dementia. Even if I had asked her a few years ago when she could still remember a thing or two, I imagine she would have said, “Oh, Cyndi” in the same way she did when I was in college and I told her that I had done LSD. That particular “Oh, Cyndi” meant she didn’t believe me. She thought I was just trying to shock her, which I was, even though what I said was true.

So I must include the possibility that this memory is not 100 percent accurate. Maybe what happened is that when I asked her if she would get an abortion she said something like, “Oh God, I don’t want another kid!” But whatever she actually said, the message I heard was clear—nobody else can or should tell you what you can or can’t do with your own body.

My mom expressed that opinion often—even though she also criticized her younger, hipper coworker for never wearing a bra. And I believe Mr. Hall wanted his students to contemplate these kinds of contemporary conversations because he used his new concept of free period to bring in controversial speakers, providing a powerful, worldly education for his students. When I was sixteen and seventeen these speakers affected me deeply. I spent one week boycotting Safeway after hearing César Chávez speak about migrant workers, and when Gloria Steinem came to our school, my life was changed forever. Here again, my memory might not be 100 percent reliable. I think it was Gloria. I know for sure there was a remarkable and important woman who came to our school’s free period, and this is what I remember.

She was beautiful and smart and clear speaking. She talked about how the traditional role of women was expanding and inspired us to take advantage of any opportunity. She told us that no choice was wrong except the one that was imposed on us. She said whatever choices we made in the future—stay at home, go to college, get married and have babies, or become career women—were all valid paths for us as young women. I didn’t know exactly what I wanted to do but I knew that I did not yet want to be a housewife and a mother. I didn’t want to step around toys and tricycles, like I did when I was babysitting. I wanted to get out of the house. I wanted to see the world. I wanted to dress in pretty and sharp outfits and go to work with people who respected me and made me feel smart and valuable, just like my mom did when she went to the office every day. I had big ideas and a creative drive and a sense of undirected ambition. I was seventeen and I believed I could do anything I wanted. Since then I have done most of what I’ve wanted, but doing whatever you want and feeling however you want are not the same thing.

Somehow I got stuck in a place where being respected and liked for what I could do was important but still not enough. I never felt 100 percent satisfied with any positive feedback if it didn’t include how I looked, yet being complimented on my looks wasn’t enough either. I didn’t want to be just a pretty face but I wanted to be noticed for my pretty face. I didn’t want to be sought after for my body but I was envious of other women’s bodies that I thought were better than mine. And since jealousy is a bottomless pit, there was always a better body invading my comfort zone. Eventually I learned to control my body through dance, yoga, and politics, but I hadn’t understood that what needed to be controlled was really my mind.

Gloria Steinem knew that the main change we needed was an attitude adjustment, a re-positioning of women within our culture. That’s why she became a Playboy Bunny. Criticized for being too pretty—as if that meant she couldn’t be taken seriously as a force for women’s rights—she turned those comments upside down by getting a job where her uniform was a leotard with a puffy tail and ears on her head. By exposing the sexism of that gig she showed that women can take ownership of their own beauty, sexuality, and brains.

Of course, there’s a reason why she is Gloria Steinem; it has to do with vision, bravery, and a willingness to tirelessly spread the message that no one’s body—women, men, children, or animals—is an appropriate political war zone.

Forty years later, I understand this. I love this. I love Gloria. But back then, I was caught in a riptide that flowed in two opposing directions. One wave was moving forward, taking me and my friends and even my mom toward becoming more confident beings in the world. I set my sights on living a life that mattered to me and felt respect for all women, including those who had a different vision for their future. I was smart and I expected to be treated as an intelligent and worthwhile person, even if I was planning to have a career as a dancer and, hopefully, make a living from how I moved my body through space. And, sure, I wanted a bra when I was twelve, but by the time I went to college, that thing was long gone and I never got another one until I was fifty-five and noticed that my breasts were finally starting to droop. At which point I thought, why not? The imprints from Gloria were still there—I didn’t care if you could see my nipples through my sweaters. But I didn’t want anyone to think that meant something that it didn’t. I was free but I wasn’t cheap.

And then there it was, that other tide, the backward-moving undertow that sliced through my self-esteem and told me that what other people think about me matters. My personal perception problem was so typical that it became a completely normal part of life. My girlfriends and I talk about what is not quite right about our bodies, how we can’t wear this or that because we just don’t have the right legs or waist, or because it makes us look fat even when we aren’t fat. We are all way too good at denigrating ourselves with each other, just like Tina and I did in that Jay Jacobs dressing room when we were fifteen-year-old smart goddesses with tremendous potential to be anything we wanted. Our only obstacle was that we could only really feel good about our appearance—and in turn, ourselves—when it was confirmed by others.

This was no small thing because the seeds that were planted in my mind at that age have grown up into a full-blown adult body grudge. Most all of my friends know this syndrome well and consider it a normal thing for our self-esteem to be based on how we feel about how our body looks. Not on our actual embodied experience, which might be strong or grounded or capable, but how we feel about our physical self—the size and shape of our breasts, the firmness or not of our abs, our dress size, and how much we weigh compared with each other.

Even a woman like me, who has been always been physically active—tree-climber, cheerleader, modern dancer, aerobics instructor, yoga teacher—has spent a lifetime chipping away at my own self-confidence by comparing my body to a fictionalized PR ideal based on celebrities and fashion photos. But even though I know those images are unreal, the imprints are too deep to be easily swept away.

Why do I care so much about such shallow concerns? It’s not as if this is all I have to do or think about all day. I have serious interests, my own business to run, a committed spiritual practice, and thousands of students who look to me for guidance and inspiration. What they don’t know is that in the background there is always a grumbling, rumbling, complaining voice in my head that tells me that my body needs work.

[image: ]

As a little girl, I never really thought about my body. I was my body and my body was me. I didn’t have any brothers or sisters but I was always able to keep myself company because I had a good, strong body that took me on lots of adventures. A typical day found me scaling the apple tree in our backyard, flying down hills on my skateboard, or standing on my dad’s feet as he waltzed me around the living room. Heights and speed attracted me and even though I dislocated my elbows, skinned my knees, and even cracked my head open one time, nothing ever slowed me down. I was born to move.

When I was seven, I was secretly in love with Bill Sutton, who was a drum major for the high school band. Our families were friends, and Bill thought it was fun to have me as his little groupie. When I heard the band practicing in the school field across from our house, I was so excited that I raced across the street without looking and was hit by a car. I ended up with fifty-six deep stitches in my right calf and strict instructions from the doctor not to do anything active for the rest of the summer. That didn’t last long.

Stuck in my room, I turned my bed into a trampoline, which not only stretched my sutures, leaving me forever with a wide silver scar, but also broke the bed frame. My mother had yelled at me to stop bouncing on the bed a million times. But at this point she was grateful I was still alive. Over and over she recited, “That car could have killed you,” followed by a lot of dramatic sighing. She already knew it was a lost cause; I was never going to stay still.

More injuries were in my future: wiping out on a hairpin turn while wearing cut-off jeans on a high school ski trip landed me in the emergency room with a deep gash in my knee. One sexy college night in the southern California canyons, I busted a couple of toes when I
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