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Author’s Note


No yoga instructors of my acquaintance were hurt in the writing of this book …or used as models for characters. I had to seek out others’ experiences to research less positive experiences than I’ve had. Like all the characters in my books, these are not based on real people, but are the product of my fevered imagination. I confess, some of that imagining happens during yoga class.


DAY ONE


MONDAY

CHAPTER ONE


It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.

It was the heart-soaring beginning with all things possible, it was the first step in a seven-thousand-mile walk through the desert without water.

It was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair.

I had everything before me, I had nothing before me…

The everything before me was that it was nearly time to leave for my yin yoga class.

Our instructor, Liz, said we should feel at the end as if we’d had a cross between a structured nap and a massage. Who couldn’t use a nap and a massage?

Especially because I’d been wrestling with nothing before me for hours, producing a few pathetic words insufficient to make a reader try the next paragraph, never mind a novel.

Yes, I was trying to write a novel. Specifically, a romance novel.

But, considering I just riffed off the opening of A Tale of Two Cities, I worried Charles Dickens had wormed his way deep into my subconscious and my ending might echo Sydney Carton’s trip to the guillotine.

No matter what Hollywood thinks (have you seen some of the things they call romance?), cutting off the hero’s head is not the route to a happy ending.

That much I knew.

Okay, okay, Carton wasn’t the romantic lead of A Tale of Two Cities. He still ended up a hero and lost his head. I’ve never forgiven Dickens.

I wasn’t going to do that to my readers.

If I ever had any, since I was trying to write a book for the first time.

Which would surprise the heck out of millions who considered me the author of the iconic megahit Abandon All.

The catch was, I didn’t write Abandon All.

My great-aunt Kit did.

She’d masterminded my playing the public persona of Abandon All, investing our earnings, then ending our arrangement. She’s a masterminding kind of person.

I’d happily left the Abandon All persona in Manhattan, re-emerging as Sheila Mackey in Haines Tavern, Kentucky, just over the Ohio River from Cincinnati.

Now I was trying to actually write.

How was it going?

Worst of times, desert marathon without water, winter of despair, nothing before me.

“What are you doing?”

I closed the laptop in front of me with extreme nonchalance.

“Nothing,” I told Teague O’Donnell in an even, reasonable tone despite his sneaking up on me in the dining room of my own home.

He was a friend — acquaintance, really — from the Torrid Avenue Dog Park.

It was our dogs who were truly best buds, my Gracie and his Murphy, along with a third dog, LuLu, and her owner Clara.

But that wasn’t why Teague was in my house on this early Monday evening.

He was here in his role as a carpenter.

When he’d finished building shelves for me a few months back, we’d agreed he would next reconfigure two bedroom’s closets in my post-World War II colonial.

He hadn’t been able to start on the project until now because he had another role — substitute teacher. Apparently, teachers developed as bad a case of spring fever as their students, so he was busy subbing right up until the school year ended.

Today was his first day on the closet job.

Based on previous experience with his methods, this day and a couple more would be devoted to measuring, planning, re-remeasuring, going over the plan, then checking his remeasurements, before, finally, writing a list of needed supplies.

“If you’re doing nothing, why did you slam the computer closed?” he asked.

“I didn’t slam it closed.” The man clearly didn’t recognize extreme nonchalance when it was right in front of him.

“You did.”

“Didn’t.”

He leaned back against the door frame of my dining room and considered me.

Being considered by Teague O’Donnell was not the most comfortable experience. He had a way of turning his head, first one way, then the other, without shifting his gaze away, making me feel as if he were zeroing in an X-Ray machine to see below my surface. Did I mention he used to be a police detective?

And I have a few secrets I’d like to keep, starting with that Abandon All business.

To preserve Sheila Mackey’s laid-back privacy in Haines Tavern, she — I — could not be connected to Abandon All. Especially if I ever hoped to write and publish without a circus.

Yeah, definitely needed to keep that secret from Teague O’Donnell, former detective.

He continued to regard me as he said, “You going to tell me next it’s not your laptop?”

“Why on earth would I say it’s not my laptop?”

“When I was on patrol, we’d find drugs in somebody’s pants pocket and they’d say it wasn’t theirs because the pants they were wearing weren’t theirs. The Not-My-Pants excuse also applied to purses and underwear — men’s and women’s.”

“Ewww. They were wearing someone else’s underwear? Sure hope—”

“They were saying they were wearing someone else’s underwear.”

“—it was clean.”

“It wasn’t clean. It had drugs in it.”

“Different definition of clean. I wonder how dirty and clean came to be applied to drugs.”

“No idea. And a different subject from slamming your laptop closed. Anyway, why aren’t you using your office? Afraid I’d see what you were doing on the computer?”

I mentioned the guy had been a police detective, right? He must have been a pretty good one.

What he was not, at the moment, was a good shaver. He had scruff on his chin. Possibly a symptom of Alice Cooper’s “School’s Out for Summer/School’s Out Forever” fever.

“Of course not.” I’d thought the stairs would give me warning of his approach that I wouldn’t have in the office … and then I’d missed his approach anyway. “I thought you’d be making lots of noise upstairs.”

He turned his head, adjusting the angle of his considering look.

Not an improvement, from my point of view.

“Told you I’d take a couple days to get the scope of the job since you’ve been changing what you want. So you knew—”

“Tweaks.”

“—you could have worked in the office today. But if you don’t want to tell me what you’re doing on the laptop, say you don’t want to tell me. Unless it’s something to do with changing these closets. Again. That you have to tell me.”

A few little design alterations, all improvements, and he hadn’t even started work, so what was he complaining about?

This project started when I realized two bedroom closets sat side by side, making them deep, but too narrow for adequate hanging space.

We were going to trade depth for width by taking out the side wall dividing the closets, then building a long wall to make them back to back. In each bedroom, double doors would open to hanging space twice as wide as provided now.

“No changes — no major changes. I did find a better register for the vent. It’s flush with the floor and matches the wood.”

He groaned.

I pretended not to notice. I also changed the subject.

“Tomorrow, Clara and I are taking the dogs to the park after yoga class. Want me to take Murphy when I swing by here for Gracie? Should be early afternoon.”

Two sets of dog ears perked up at the word park. And, again, at each of their names.

Two, because I’d told Teague to bring Murphy whenever he came to work here. No sense leaving the poor dog alone in an apartment. Besides, Murphy visiting was like giving Gracie the best toy ever.

At the moment, Gracie and Murphy were lying side by side on the rug in front of the front door, chewing on opposite ends of a rawhide, watching the humans, and looking adorable.

Gracie has an edge in the adorable stakes, being a beautiful sable and white collie with more than a passing resemblance to Lassie. And being mine, adopted from the regional collie rescue group.

Murphy, a sweet-natured lab mix, was also far above average on the cuteness scale. He just had the handicap of lying next to Gracie.

“I thought you had class this evening — the contortionist yoga you guys do.”

“It’s yin. Not contortionist. You should try it.”

He ignored that. “Besides, Clara told me you two were taking the dogs to the park before class to get in the habit of going earlier for when the real heat of summer hits.”

“That was on Tuesdays. We tried, but it didn’t work out.” It didn’t work out because we arrived at yoga hot, sweaty, and smelling of dogs. After getting a lot of side looks for one class, we dumped the plan.

“Confusing.”

“Not at all. Classes are Monday nights, Tuesdays lunchtime.”

“Same thing two days in a row? Why not take a different class?”

“We like yin. We’re discussing adding another kind, but need to figure out which one.” I checked my watch. “I better go or I’ll be late picking up Clara.”

“I’ll wait until tomorrow about having you two take Murph to the park. Your schedules will change seven times before then.”

He wasn’t far off. You’d think, since neither Clara nor I had a job — Clara temporarily and me permanently — scheduling would not be an issue. But it got surprisingly complicated.

“Lock up, okay?” I instructed him as I picked up my yoga bag.

“Sure. Break a leg.”

He thought he was so funny.


CHAPTER TWO


We weren’t late for class.

In fact, we were the first ones there. Just the way we liked.

It let us secure our favorite corner spots and provided a few extra minutes on our mats, letting the real world dissipate. Or, in my case, the fictional world stuck at a few words old.

But tonight, we couldn’t get inside. The door was locked.

This was strange.

Our instructor, Liz, faithfully came early and opened the door for students to stretch, meditate, chat, snooze, or otherwise settle in before class.

The Beguiling Way Yoga Studio is — not surprisingly — on Beguiling Way, an alley until town leaders turned it into a no-cars pedestrian passage and loftily renamed it years ago.

It’s west of the town square (which, it delights me to report, is not square but rectangular.)

The post office, library, and a hardware store occupy the first block west of one of the narrower ends of the town square. Behind them comes Tanner Street, with various historic storefronts and a café.

Next is Beguiling Way, with its no-vehicles policy. For some reason, Clara and I habitually park where aromas from the café and a nearby bakery waft around us so strongly that we almost always succumb after class.

Being at the back of a historic structure, and therefore not as regulated as the front, the studio has a large picture window and glass door. Both sport shades, allowing filtered light inside while obscuring the view of potential gawkers. A good thing, since more than a few yoga poses qualify as “Not flattering positions for photos or other viewing.”

Clara peered into the window, focusing on the crack where two screens met. “This is weird.”

“Liz’s just running late.” I set my bag, holding my rolled-up mat, towel, water, and hair clips on the sidewalk and studied a list of upcoming classes posted on the inside of the door’s glass.

This yin class wasn’t what you might associate with yoga if your mental images center on whippet thin bodies in perfect Warrior One, Two, Three and up, reverently pronouncing Sanskrit, completing pretzel-making maneuvers, all while demonstrating supreme spirituality, allowing no wrinkles in their high-fashion yoga attire, and displaying killer pedicures.

I haven’t taken every offering at Beguiling Way Yoga Studio, so I couldn’t say there weren’t any such classes, but so far, so good.

Plus, yin itself is different.

Aunt Kit introduced me to it in New York. She said it reached the seat of authors’ aches — sitting too many hours in a row, for too many years. It involves getting into positions with deliberation, supporting yourself with props, then remaining for minutes, with the goal of releasing connective tissue called fascia and easing seldom-stretched muscles.

“Let gravity and time do the work,” Liz often said.

I’m good with that, especially with the nap and massage elements added in.

Clara twisted her neck to alter the angle of her view through the crack.

“There’s somebody inside. It’s not Liz,” she reported. “Do you think she’s sick? She acted a little strange last time.”

Our instructor, Liz, was a tall, solid young woman who exuded calm. I could imagine the character of Ma Walton from the old TV series The Waltons being a lot like Liz in her younger days. Pleasant, but no-nonsense. Perhaps a little shy.

During last week’s class, Clara had poked me while I was relaxing into a pose called Sleeping Swan that sort of feels like the splits with one knee bent.

It feels better than it sounds. At least for me. I understand other people hate the pose. Sort of the way I feel about Dragon, which should be against the Geneva Conventions.

After Clara’s poke, I’d looked up at this blatant break in yoga protocol.

She whispered, “Look.” Her head tip directed my focus.

Tears slid down Liz’s cheeks as she listened to the soft words of the soundtrack she played at every class. The song was about a guy saying he’d always loved this girl. But, it turns out, he’d let her go. Now she’d found someone new and was happy, and here he came, back into her life, saying, “Oopsie, let’s have do-overs.” And he’s all heartbroken the girl won’t dump the good guy who’s treating her well for his self-centered ass.

Not my favorite on her play list, in case you can’t tell.

If it made Liz cry, maybe not her favorite, either.

But after those mid-class tears, she’d seemed to bounce back.

After class, Clara and I commented to each other about her tears, but it was otherwise forgotten in the days since.

“You think her crying last week—?”

My question ended as the door swung open abruptly.

“Hello! We have early birds! Welcome! Wonderful to have eager beavers. I’m so looking forward to this class. A rare opportunity to spread my yin wings and lead you all in a practice embracing calm and restoration. I’m Xanthe. I’ll be your instructor tonight for this hour of spiritual and meditative movement.”

“Is Liz okay?”

“Nothing serious from what I understand, but not attuned enough to the universe at the moment to guide you all on your journeys this evening. She needs to become realigned herself first. And your names are?”

I clenched my muscles to keep from looking at Clara.

Among Liz’s positives as a yoga instructor, we’d often listed not talking spiritual among the top. We respect people being spiritual, but talking it all over the place? No, thank you.

There was also something faintly … salesy about Xanthe’s delivery, the verbal highs and lows artificially placed for impact.

On top of that, this instructor had frazzled my rhythm.

There’s a pulse-slowing, breath-deepening rhythm to yin. In the first few months, I’d found it during classes, then gradually learned to extend it after class. Recently, I’d found myself slipping into it on the way to class.

Even with today’s futile writing attempt, I’d found it on the way here today.

Until Xanthe.

She was high speed, when I wanted mellow.

Xanthe had dashed behind the minimalist desk and had her fingers poised expectantly over a laptop keyboard.

The desk stood directly in front of us. On the wall to our right was a bulletin board. On the opposite end wall of this vestibule area, stacked cubes waited for students to leave accoutrements of the outside world, like phones, shoes, and wallets. To the right of the cubes and across from the front window, double glass doors opened into the studio itself.

We gave Xanthe our names, with Clara smiling back with her blazing smile.

Her smile-o-rama multiplied as Xanthe greeted the next pair of students, a harried looking young woman and one several years older who’d taken thin to extremes.

I was happy to enter the studio area through the double glass doors.

An open rectangular space stretched before us, with raw brick covered by mirrors on the long wall to our right and white-painted drywall with a barre on our left. Another mosaic of cubbies in the corner diagonally from the doors held studio-provided equipment — bolsters, blocks, straps, weights, balls, and more.

We headed straight ahead. We favored this corner formed by the barre wall and a wall to the restroom. It was no coincidence it was one of the rare areas not captured in the mirrors.

While Clara selected a bolster, block, and blanket from the cubbies, I left my bag in my usual spot in the corner, next to her mat, and went to the restroom.

In this utilitarian space, not only was the one wall left as original brick, but someone had taken the time and effort to center the sink in front of a bricked-in archway. It was as if the brickwork had been made to frame sink and mirror. Nice touch.

I came out a moment later to find Clara, holding an armload of props and staring at two women I didn’t recognize, who were in the act of pushing my bag and Clara’s things from where we’d left them into the aisle between the back and front rows.

Clara, clearly, was rendered speechless by such rudeness.

Not me.

“Excuse me—” and if my tone said there was no excuse for them, I’d live with it. “—you’ve taken our spots.”

They continued busily spreading their mats where our gear had been a moment ago.

“Oh, no. We couldn’t have, because no one was here,” said the blonde woman who was several years younger than her dark-haired companion.

“Our belongings were here. You know that, because you moved them.”

The dark-haired woman cast an aren’t-we-naughty look at the blonde. “Oh, are those yours? We thought someone left them from a previous class.”

Lying to me is one thing. Not even trying to hide you are lying is another.

I took hold of my bag’s straps and swung it forward, into the space where I’d left it, stepping in behind it.

The blonde woman tackled me.

Really, there’s no other term for it.

It wasn’t a nudge or a push or a hip check. She got her shoulder into the side of my rib cage and shoved me back. I quick-stepped to keep my balance, reaching for the support of the props’ cubbies.

By the time I had caught myself, the bag swinging wildly from my gyrations, Clara was at my side, reaching out a helpful hand, and the two women were sitting side-by-side on their mats.

In our spots.

“Those are our spots. What do you—?”

“Did you put a deposit down? Have a lease? Hold the deed? I didn’t think so. Besides, we’re here now. Quit making a fuss,” the blonde said, then turned to her companion. “You were telling me about your daughter’s wedding plans…”

The dark-haired woman tittered, but cut it short to accept the implicit invitation. “Oh, yes. I’ve been working so hard on it. If other people would cooperate, I’d be much further along with our wedding.”

“They can’t do this,” Clara said to me.

“They have done it.”

My time in North Bend County had left me out of practice. I’d gotten soft. I hadn’t reacted fast enough.

If Liz had been teaching, I might have asked her to arbitrate. Or asked her to kick them out. Certainly out of our spots, probably out of the class, maybe out of the county.

But this unknown, cheerful, spiritual instructor, being as much a stranger to us as we were to her, would have no idea if Clara and I were justifiably irked or whiny crybabies. Chances were, she’d default to the latter.

I said to Clara, loudly enough to be overheard, “We’ll be the grown-ups and take those spots.” I nodded to the two spaces next to the spot-stealers.

Mostly grown-up, anyway.

The one drawback to the corner was the security system panel on the wall of the furnace room across from the restroom, flickering bright colors that could distract someone not entirely concentrated on the practice of yin.

I hoped they’d drive the tackler crazy.

We settled in.

Sort of.


CHAPTER THREE


I might have let irritation at the corner-stealers’ rudeness prevent me from settling in mentally, but didn’t have a chance to find out because the conversation next to us splashed loudly onto our mats.

“…can’t make a single decision on the menu without me. I have a refined palate and so many followers on my Yelp reviews that restaurants all over the region know my name.”

I bet they did. Probably slapped up the “Closed” sign if they saw her coming.

“What they try to pass off as suitable fare for our wedding…”

I found myself debating which of the blonde tackler’s sins were worse — spot stealing or encouraging this annoying mother of the bride to babble on. The blonde didn’t appear to enjoy it any more than I did, because she kept fiddling with her yoga bag in the corner where mine belonged.

As a few regulars trickled in, Clara and I received questioning glances that slid to the corner.

Berrie, a woman we knew from the dog park, stopped to voice the question, “Why aren’t you two in your usual spots? And what’s with Liz not being here?”

When I say we knew her, I didn’t mean we were close friends.

We’d been surprised when she started attending yoga six weeks ago. From what we’d heard, her previous financial situation hadn’t allowed for yoga classes. Plus, the studio didn’t allow dogs and it was downright strange to see her without a pack of Boston terriers, also known as Berrie’s Boston Terrors.

Donna, the all-knowing godmother of the dog park, had told us Berrie was picking up a significant number of dog training gigs. Good for her budget. Bad for dog comportment at the Torrid Avenue park.

“Liz is probably sick,” was my restatement of the obvious.

“She didn’t look sick when I saw her with a guy today. But what about you two?”

I pretended not to hear Berrie’s repeated question. Clara said in a conspiratorially low voice, “We’ll tell you later.”

She needn’t have bothered with discretion. The blonde tackler fidgeted with her bag while nods and uh-huhs encouraged the brunette mother-of-the-bride’s soliloquy. Neither paid attention to anyone else.

“…plus, they tried to foist burlap-covered table card holders off on us. Burlap. Can you imagine? For our wedding? I mean, we might as well use the standard ones the venue offers for free.”

Our wedding. Not a slip of the tongue. She clearly considered it partly — mostly? — hers. Did the bride and groom realize their duet had become a trio?

Berrie wasn’t done with us.

“What do you think of this substitute, huh?”

“It’s nice of her to fill in so we could still have a class when Liz is sick.”

“She didn’t look sick when I saw her with a guy today.”

Clara rolled her eyes at Berrie’s repetition.

I bent forward from the waist over one leg to stretch the hamstring and to hide my grin at Clara’s reaction. Also, possibly, to encourage Berrie to move on. Even with my face practically in my knee, however, the mother of the bride’s voice penetrated.

“And my poor, sweet daughter would have fallen for it, too. I told her simple does not have to be shoddy and…”

The glances from the other arrivals at the interloping pair became increasingly pointed and irritated. Except for the harried looking young woman, who apparently was too tired to look around.

I switched to stretching the other leg. The move helped the hamstring, but did nothing to drown out MOTB.

“…sweet porcelain rose on top with the bridal couple engraved on the column holding it up. Something substantial. Something the guests will take home and keep forever.”

Wanna bet? Half get left at the reception. Half of the rest get thrown out at home. The final ones get tossed in a drawer to chip, shatter, and age before they, too, are thrown out.

If the equation is that the greater the temptation to say something smart-assy, the greater the honor in suppressing it, I shot up to the top of the temptation-resisting honor roll.

“And when they can’t even get the table settings right, I don’t know how one could ever rely on the menu being—”

The blonde popped up. “Oh. I still have my sunglasses on. Hold my spot while I put them away.”

So even she needed a break from MOTB drivel.

The dark-haired mother of the bride dramatically reached an arm and leg out to rest on the blonde’s mat, clearly expecting from us the same lowlife behavior she’d displayed.

I know.

Not very Zen-like thoughts.

I never said I was acing this yoga stuff.

For a few moments it was blessedly quiet. Or nearly quiet. One demonstrative breather in the front row almost blocked out the murmur of the blonde woman talking with the instructor in the vestibule.

Then she returned and the wedding planning spigot turned back on, still stuck on table card holders.

“They set a tone. A brand for our wedding. Elegance. Not burlap or feed sacks or…”

A second later, the instructor came in, closing the double doors behind her.

“Hello and good evening. Welcome to tonight’s meditative journey through our practice together, in this special, spiritual community, of yin yoga. I think I met everyone already, but just in case, I’m Xanthe and I’ll be leading you tonight, substituting for Liz.”

A murmur of return hellos rose up like a flock of birds, then settled back into silence.

Except for the louder-than-a-murmur in the corner where Clara and I should have been by rights.

Xanthe glanced toward the corner as she walked to the center of the front row. “I hope you’re all looking forward to this next hour on your mats as much as I am.” She pitched the words to reach the corner.

Even with a spattering of new people, there was more room between mats than usual. We were usually close to capacity for Liz’s yin yoga class. Massage and a nap, remember?

This substitute, however, seemed the type to rap the knuckles of anyone caught napping — metaphorically. She was far too cheerful and perky to actually rap anyone’s knuckles.

Cheerful. Perky.

Two things to dread in any yoga instructor. Almost as bad as spiritual and skinny.

I had a bad feeling about this.

“You forgot to dim the lights,” a regular said from the other end of the studio.

Liz always dimmed them, leaving on a string of Christmas lights in front of the mirrors. It was soothing, pretty, and prevented any fellow students who might not be minding their own asanas — which the instructors told us was Sanskrit for positions — from being able to see if you went ass over asana.

“We’re going to leave the lights on tonight. Brighten us up. Keep us moving. While at the same time sharing a deeply spiritual experience. Right?” she said chirpily.

No one responded, too horrified to speak … unless that was projecting my reaction.

Nor did her forceful words quiet the mother-of-the-bride.

“…put my foot down to get something appropriate for the table card holders, and then the next second this so-called wedding planner is trying to pass off—”

“Good evening,” the instructor repeated, louder.

Most heads turned toward the MOTB, but with her back to the rest of the class she was immune to peer pressure.

I kept my eyes on Xanthe.

She reached for her yoga bag beside the speaker that instructors plugged their phones into to play music during classes.

“—what she calls rustic — Rustic! for my daughter and our wedding — and I call tacky—”

Clang!

The unexpected sound of metal bouncing off the hardwood floor, then against something else metal, sounded harsh in the nearly quiet room.

The two metal loops at one end of the yoga strap were there to create a cinch … or one heck of a racket when bounced off the floor and each other.

The mother of the bride jerked her head around to finally focus on the instructor.

Xanthe smiled. In the brightly lit studio, her smile looked even more salesy than I’d thought her voice was. “Sorry about dropping the strap by accident—”

I strongly suspected it hadn’t been an accident. Surely fibbing went against spirituality rules.

“—but I am glad to have all of us now ready to begin our practice. To be present here, our minds and bodies together, embarking on a spiritual journey, bounded by the edges of our mat, with no thought of anything else for the complete hour.”

Keeping my head aimed at the instructor, I shifted my eyes to the side enough to pick up Mother of the Bride and Blonde Tackler sitting passively on their mats. Though MOTB’s mouth was open, presumably ready to resume at first opportunity.

“This time on your mat is to bring your awareness inside and by doing so will bring us to the infinite. To the eternal. If thoughts come into your mind, simply send them away. They are not welcomed now here.”

Considering I’d previously used quiet time in this class to contemplate ins and outs of a murder, I was unlikely to be the star pupil in this category.

On the other hand, Xanthe couldn’t know what was in my head. Or that I rebelliously welcomed thinking.

“I know when Liz leads you, you do mostly floor work,” Xanthe said. “But me filling in for her gives us an opportunity for something different. We want movement, don’t we? Of course, we do.”

“No, we don’t,” muttered Clara.

The woman on the other side of Clara nodded. I saw a ripple of agreement from a few more nearby.

Xanthe sailed on. “The movement activates our chakras’ energy. The energy flows from the movement into our fascia. Opening, expanding, invigorating.”

“Invigorating.” Clara repeated the word in a bitter undertone.

“Everyone stand and we’ll start with a simple sun salutation—”

“That shouldn’t be so bad,” I muttered back to Clara, even though sun salutation is part of the more active yoga classes this studio called flow. It had never before been included in a yin class I’d taken here or in New York.

“—repetition sequence.”

Clara side-eyed me in a markedly un-Zen reproach for my optimism.

I couldn’t blame her.

The sun salutation sounds benign. Like raising an arm and waving toward the sky. Maybe standing at attention to make it more official.

And that’s how it starts. Standing straight and still, then reaching overhead with both arms.

From there, things go where the sun doesn’t shine … unless the sun shines from your knees or the tops of your feet. Because you bend over — a forward fold in yoga-ese — come partway up, fold again. Sometimes rinse and repeat. Sometimes on to less sunny doings.

That means you transition to plank, essentially a straight-legged pushup with your toes tucked under. I was worried about doing the pushup … until Xanthe perkily suggested, instead of “merely” stepping back into plank, we jump into it.

Right.

My worries about jumping leapfrogged — so to speak — my worries about doing a pushup.

Two independent-minded regulars stayed the forward fold. A few others ignored the suggested modification and stepped back. The rest of us resembled jumping beans struggling to cope with triple gravity. The blonde tackler was particularly awkward as she still fidgeted with her bag. The mother of the bride said something unnuptial under her breath, proving she could speak quietly.

“Bend those elbows,” Xanthe caroled joyfully.

You bend your elbows and hold there in what’s called chaturanga, which sounds like a tasty Tex-Mex dish, but isn’t. It’s actually a way to make you miss plank.

Cobra is next. It’s named after a big, old deadly snake, but at this point, you welcome it, because most of your body gets to be on the mat. Your torso and head are raised, creating a backbend — no fair pressing into your hands.

Again. Right.

Then you lever yourself off your mat into downward facing dog, where your body and the mat form a triangle, with your derriere the apex and the only part facing the sun.

Xanthe cheerily invited us to jump from there back into another forward fold — we weren’t falling for jumping this time — then straighten to reach overhead and finally get a look back up toward the sun … if we weren’t inside a building.

Oh, yes, and you’re supposed to move fluidly and gracefully from position to position, making it a unified whole.

Once more. Right.

Most flow classes I’ve been in had us do three of these cycles. Xanthe said, “Let’s do a fourth to be sure we’re well warmed up.”

We were past warmed up and into the gasping for air stage.

“Now we consciously come to our mats and our easy seats. With deliberate gracefulness,” she added.

Too late.

For most of the class our descents resembled unconscious collapse. Only the too thin woman in the front row with toothpick arms and legs managed even half of the gracefully aspect. I identified her as the demonstrative breather from earlier.

“Recognize a ball of warmth and light residing inside you,” Xanthe said. “Under your collarbone, inside your heart, at the center of your chest, even behind your third eye…”

I can’t hear references to the third eye — an area of the forehead between and slightly above the eyebrows — as the opening to enlightenment without hearing Aunt Kit in my head.

“Third eye?” she’d told a shell-shocked instructor at a tony studio in Manhattan. “Sure, there’s a third eye. In certain iguanas, lizards, and other lower vertebrates, which have a pineal eye — colloquially a third eye. It’s a kind of receptor in the same relative position. But what grownup human aspires to something lizards need because they’re badly shorted on brains.”

I folded my lips to hold in a grin.

The instructor continued, unaware of Kit joining her class through my decidedly thinking thoughts.

“Wherever this ball of warmth and light lives in you, melt into it. Welcome it. Draw it wider. Spread it throughout your body. For this hour, encourage and welcome its journey throughout you until it’s the focus of your entire being. Now, bring all your focus to the second toe of your right foot and breathe through it to—”

She broke off, interrupted by the sound of the street door opening.

That had never happened before during a class. With the cubes in the vestibule holding wallets, phones, keys, and other valuables, instructors locked the street door before they began class.

Xanthe must have forgotten.

She popped up as if this interruption were the one thing lacking to make her life perfect and trotted to the glass doors. As she exited, she pulled the doors partly closed behind her, but held onto the handles.

“May I help you?” she asked.

A man’s voice came clearly, though he remained out of sight. Either the angle of the doors caught and broadcast his voice into the studio area or he was speaking quite loudly.

“Just wanted to let you know everything’s— Hey. What the—? What are you doing here?”

The last part was even louder, but also faster and carrying surprise, perhaps even shock.

But why?

A woman dressed in yoga clothes in a yoga studio? Why would he be confused about what she was doing here?

“I’m teaching a class.” Not so bouncy and joy-filled. “What do you want?”

“Uh, you— somebody called about, uh, water running. Just wanted to let you know it was okay. And it is. It’s okay. No more water. Everything’s all set.”

“The call wasn’t from here. There was no water running. The owner would have let me know. She’s very organized. You need to go. We’re in session.”

“Sure, sure. As long as you know it’s okay.”

“Yes. Fine.” She released the doorknobs, ushering him ahead of her with a gesture and moving out of sight from my angle. “Good-bye.”

The sound of the street door’s lock being turned came to us clearly in the listening silence. Presumably with the intruder on the outside.

Xanthe pulled the double doors closed with her back to us, drew in a slow breath, then turned with a bright smile and most of her pep back.

“Okay, now. We shake off the interruption. Come back to our breath. Breathe through that second toe. There’s only here. On your mat. Nothing beyond it. There’s only now. Not the past. Not even the future. Only now.”


CHAPTER FOUR


Clara and I didn’t linger after class as we sometimes did, chatting with Liz.

The toothpick-limbed woman and the younger woman with her hair tumbling down and a tank on inside out beneath a blotched-with-something orange t-shirt, waited to talk to Xanthe. The instructor currently was being battered by Berrie’s barrage of words.

Or, perhaps, we didn’t linger because of the lure of the café. I swear I’d picked up a sweetly delicious scent from there during class, despite the distance and multiple brick walls in between.

Clara sniffed in as we walked.

“Strawberry pie. Mmmm. Reminds me, I have a dental appointment the day after tomorrow and it’s supposed to be hot that day. Could you take LuLu to the park with Gracie in the morning if I drop her off at your place? Otherwise I don’t think she’ll get any exercise. Poor baby.”

Also, poor Clara and poor Ned, her husband. I’d seen LuLu when she hadn’t had exercise. Closely resembled my Gracie.

“Of course.”

As we turned toward the café, I looked back and saw the Tackler and MOTB coming up Beguiling Way toward us. I hustled Clara away from the possibility of encountering them and toward the delicious aroma.

Though, in a way, the two spot-stealers did follow us, because we griped about them and the un-yin-like yin class as we awaited our orders.

“Sure hope Liz’s back tomorrow,” Clara said.

“Most of my muscles agree with you.”

Our griping ceased when we were served fresh strawberry pie. Hard to gripe while saying yum.

Clara, however, did not look as cheerful as usual.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

She streamed out a long breath. “I need to find a job.”

It was a variation of my recent mental lament that I needed to find something to do — which had sparked my laughable string of words this afternoon.

“Ned’s tired of you hanging around the house?” I could ask because I was sure it wasn’t true, from the times I’d met Ned as well as everything Clara said about him. He was the kind of guy who watched her adoringly, said Don’t work so hard, honey, and when she didn’t listen, stood and collected the dishes himself. “Because I know LuLu loves it.”

“She’d be fine with me spending all day, every day petting her with timeouts for feeding her and taking her to the dog park.”

I laughed. “What dog wouldn’t love that schedule?”

“And Ned’s a saint. He’s the one who said I should take this break after caring for his mom and he keeps saying it’s not time yet and we’re fine financially. But I should contribute to the household finances. Who knows when we might need an extra cushion.”

“What would you like to do?”

“Stay home,” she said promptly.

“Because LuLu wants it, or…?”

“Even putting aside LuLu’s wants, strictly on my own account, I want to stay home. I don’t mind working, but I don’t want to get dressed up and be stuck someplace to do it.”

“How about something online?”

“Like what? It’s not like I can teach online courses — I’m not expert enough in any one thing. I know how to do a little of a lot of things.”

“Let’s think about your skills. You’re organized and dependable and trustworthy and friendly—”

“I feel like a cross between a Girl Scout and a Labrador retriever.”

I grinned, but didn’t let her slow me. “You know I’ve talked about my relative who’s an author, right? Well, she has a lot of author friends and I’ve talked with them and spent time with them. There’s this whole network of writers the rest of the world doesn’t know about and—”


The StarFont font is created by BB eBooks Co., Ltd., a registered company in the Kingdom of Thailand. This font is intended to supplement glyphs in various eBooks. It is freeware and may be used either for commercial or personal use.

http://bbebooksthailand.com 


OEBPS/cover.jpg
SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS

PATRICIA
McLINN

SECRET SLEUTH ~ %

////‘
BEGUILING





