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Om Tare Tuttare Ture Soha


A mantra is “a sound, syllable, word, or group of words that is considered capable of ‘creating transformation.’”
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WHITE TARA







Across the street, a red bra on a mannequin in the Pink Pussy Cat’s window features a naughty confluence of satin and lace and, like a siren, this bra in a San Francisco porn shop is calling my name.


Distracted, I cross Polk Street mid-block to take a closer look. I would like to imagine being less impulsive, yet here I am, standing transfixed on a soiled sidewalk littered with the cardboard remains of somebody’s bed, obsessing about ways to please my married teacher/boss/lover.


Why? Well shopping is easier than attending to my own spiritual growth, let alone emotionally reconciling the empathic dissonance created by a rich and fertile tech industry and homeless tent encampments. Such are the daily visual oppositions of this city, my place of birth.


Undeterred by this, I step inside to find the red bra’s twin on the rack and head for the dressing room. As my eyes adjust to the gloom, I shrug off my leather jacket and toss it on the floor. The black tank follows.


Strapping on the satin and lace, I assess. My thick brown hair grazes my derriere in skin-tight jeans. Pretty good. Not perfect. As if that matters when it comes to wielding my power; it does not. It’s the stepping out from under my teacher’s professional shadow that is freaking me out.


And, yes, I do get that this is actually a changing room. I do know better. I know the rules. Girl code 101: Thou shalt not fuck another woman’s man. But right now, I can’t seem to resist either the man himself or my own need to obsess over him, and—as if on autopilot—I therefore head to the register.


“Hope he’s worth it,” says the woman behind the counter in a voice that sounds like tires on gravel.


I smile carefully and cough up the bucks and change that I shouldn’t be spending on anything, let alone another piece of lingerie, and walk out the door feeling that weird anxious high that comes from not listening to my better self.


As I pass Polk Gulch Books with its faded sign claiming, “HEREIN LIES THE METAPHYSICAL,” my boot catches on that same sticky edge of broken sidewalk that the city never seems to fix—this feels like a sign. I push the door open. Inside, a guy sits on a stool in back of the cash register. Despite the clatter of a cowbell hanging from the doorknob, signaling my arrival, he does not bother to look up from his phone.


What a place. Shelves are stuffed with crystals and pendulums, everything covered in dust. I gag on the scent of sandalwood. It doesn’t look like anyone has run a rag over this joint since before I was born, in my father’s summer of love. And of course, there are books on subjects arcane and esoteric that, in spite of my interest in metaphysics, I have neither the time nor the inclination to read.


The Bay Area may still be ground zero for the New Age, but I’m really just a single mom trying to cultivate some professional leadership skills. My problem? My attachment to my massage therapist teacher. Who in this relationship is leading whom? I wonder a hundred times a day.


As I take a few more steps into the inner sanctum, something flickers in my peripheral vision. I turn to my left and look. Sitting on a shelf next to a bunch of tarot cards is a goddess with a little blue oval tag stuck to her base. Rimmed in silver, her tag reads Made in India.


I’m about to turn around and leave when another flash catches my eye, this time from the side of her nose. I lean in closer but can’t find anything to account for the tiny spark; sunlight igniting a random piece of glitter?


Intrigued by the goddess, I pick her up and turn her around in my hands. Small but heavy, she is about eight inches tall, made of clay, and hand painted. Golden necklaces dangle between white breasts. Low-slung, neon-hued harem pants drape her crotch and lower extremities.


I turn back to Metro Man engrossed in his book beside the front door and ask, “Do you know the name of this goddess?”


He glances up briefly, moves his head to indicate his bored negativity.


I look back at the goddess resting in my hands. She has five small eyes—one each on her forehead, hands, and feet. She sits in full lotus, a position that—despite years of half-assed yoga—I still aspire to.


I put her back down on the shelf, pull my phone out of my back pocket, and intuitively Google the search words Tibetan goddess. An image loads with a picture not unlike the little figure sitting in front of me. Her name is White Tara. I read on to learn that she is the mother of all Buddhas, a tenth-stage bodhisattva, one of those enlightened beings. She represents the wisdom lineage of compassion.


Compassion.


OK, true confessions. It would seem I don’t have much to spare these days. Recently, I made a disparaging comment about a female massage student named Star Child, accusing her of being “desperate.” My daughter, India, called out my bad attitude. I apologized for my weakness of character, embarrassed that my kid had to give me advice on how to model healthy self-authority.


Then, as I shove my phone back into my jacket, a story pops into my head about a friend of my dad’s, a man with no savings, who went to Wilkes Bashford, bought an umbrella for all he had left in his checking account—a material acquisition that represented the sum total of his liquidity. Why is it that I too have this irresistible urge twice in one day to abandon myself to shopping? Like right now? But most especially when it defies all healthy choice points.


White Tara blinks. I stare and stare, but she doesn’t blink again. Excited by what I think I’ve seen, I instantly visualize her sitting in the massage studio across the Golden Gate in Marin—the one I rent from my lover/teacher/landlord in the Mill Valley neighborhood known as Tam Junction.


I turn her upside down and see that her ancient price tag reads fifteen bucks, a bargain! I obviously cannot afford not to buy this goddess!


My inner compass thus momentarily recalibrated, I head for the register and make my purchase. This time the clerk actually looks up and smiles.


“Want a bag?”


“Nope,” I say, “save a tree,” as I tuck the goddess away in my backpack cuddled up next to my sexy, new, red bra.
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VERA







The next day, Sunday, I lay splayed across the flannel sheet on the massage table at my teacher’s midcentury modern wood-and-glass compound up north in western Marin County, plotting my next move.


The acrid scent of Redwood Empire, “the only whiskey distilled in Graton, California,” as my lover, Ernesto Archer, is fond of saying, competes with the scents of sage and melting wax from the white votive candles lining the windowsills. A view of redwood trees and grass fills the windows of the warm massage classroom, an independent structure complete with kitchen and dining rooms and communal Japanese soaking tub, built on a hillside with windows that open out onto a distant view of Tomales Bay. The whiskey in the cut crystal glass in Ernesto’s hand catches the light as he sits there watching, waiting.


I inhale and roll up onto my knees. “I’m going to slip into something more comfortable.”


Just shy of six feet, with curly brown hair flecked with silver, Ernesto sprawls on the massage chair as his black eyes appraise me, a look of raw appreciation spreading across his face. “Naked isn’t comfortable, Vera?”


I don’t answer. Instead, I swing my legs off the table and walk outside, barefoot, along a small stone path, twitching my ass purposefully. The gray Northern California afternoon nips at my skin, wet air waking my body up from its languor.


I enter a weathered yurt, lean over, and find what I am looking for. I strap on my new red bra first. A red union suit with its legs cut off comes next. Sliding the onesie over toned calves and thighs glistening with a massage lotion famous for its glide, I leave a strategic number of buttons undone for maximum cleavage. So too the back flap.


Rooting around in my makeup bag, I finger a tube of winged eyeliner but choose a charcoal-colored eye pencil instead. I stand up and heavily outline my pale green eyes, smudging my handiwork with my little finger without the aid of a mirror. Then, after shoving bare feet into my motorcycle boots, I stick my signature hat with its scorpion pin on my head and walk back to the massage room, ready to play.


As I walk through the door, Ernesto catches sight of my reflection in the floor-to-ceiling mirror along the entire back wall. Turning to face me, he rocks back in a pair of snug-fitting jeans. His features are alive. He’s waiting to see what I’m up to.


I notice that he has taken down a picture of his wife, Jean, that usually hangs beside the door. The photograph is leaning against the wall on the floor, facing away. In it—as I know, having memorized the image—Jean’s tall pale body is sheathed in black. Her face, framed by fair Pre-Raphaelite curls, can watch over us no longer. I can’t help feeling the sensation the French call la culpabilité.


I cram my guilt, filed under Daddy Issues, Unresolved, focusing instead on my leggy reflection looking back at me. I want to give him plenty of time to appreciate me before I walk past him toward the massage table that stands at an angle in the middle of the room.


When I arrive at my destination, I bend over the still-warm flannel sheets with my fanny in the air, presenting him with a good view of my honestly lovely ass. We gaze into our mutual reflections in the mirror, before he walks over to the wall and selects a belt with a small holster off a hook. The belt holds a bottle of massage lotion, one of the tools of our profession. A massage therapist—bodyworker—by trade, Ernesto prefers to fuck with a bottle of massage lotion slung on his hips.


As he returns, I hear his soft grunt as he snaps it on and gives the bottle a solid pump. Hot hands move through the back flap of my onesie to encircle my waist, before he runs the lotion firmly down the crack of my ass, and up across my raison d’être.


He pauses and then gives my butt a swift stinging smack. Skin tingles as he unzips his fly. He enters me and sighs audibly using his feet to spread my legs even wider. I squeeze hard on each thrust. “C’mon baby, give it to me. Louder this time. Louder!” he orders, alternating between stroking me and slapping my ass until I yell, “Shaman! Yes!”


We look at each other in the wall-sized mirror, panting, laughing.


“I know I said ‘louder,’ but I think they heard that one in Kansas. This woman is changing the nature of the human condition, singlehandedly, one orgasm at a time.”


He is still rock-hard inside me. “The human condition needs all the help it can get,” I say, sucking in air before rolling each hand into a fist, and extending both thumbs skyward making the thumbs-up sign.


“What the hell is that?”


“Double thumbs up mudra.”


“You’re too much. How did you know?”


“Know what?”


“Know that I have a thing for the Tool Calendar Girls I’d find in an auto body shop. The red union suit, the bra, the boots, the whole rig.” He refocuses on fondling my ass again. “You’ve got such a great southern hemisphere, Vera. How do you always know?”


“Little bird?”


“Smart bird.” He says as he slaps me again. I watch as he admires the white turning to red imprint that has most certainly been left by his hand.


“C’mon baby,” he demands. “Again.”


My hands grip the other side of the table for purchase.


“Tell me,” he orders.


“Tell you what?”


He slams into me gently, fucking me in that way he knows how to do.


“Want me to stop?”


“No.”


“Tell me.”


“Why?”


“You ask me that question one more time, and I’m going to give it to you up the ass. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”


I would, but I don’t say it.


My ass. My cunt. Oh god. I am so close, I’m mewing. I can barely speak English when out of nowhere my orgasm, like a powerful wave, washes over me and knocks me sideways. Impaled, I clutch the table, arch my back and claim it. “Hell, yeah!”


In tandem response, he comes. Our bodies go limp except for the dick. I can still feel it pulsating inside of me.


When he eventually pulls out of me, I stand up and turn to him immensely satisfied. I’ve never had a man meet me like this before, one who so gets me. In doing so, our sex has become secret and insatiable hunger.


“Here,” he says, unbuttoning my union suit, “Let me free you, Tex.”


“Tex? What is that?”


He pulls a shank of my hair out of my eyes and sticks it behind my ear. “Your new nickname. Tex. It’s a good one, isn’t it? It took me a while, but after this last performance I finally get your alter ego.”


He peels the suit off my shoulders, down over my legs, and throws it aside before he unhooks the back of the red bra and releases my breasts. He picks me up and lays me down with my head closest to the mirror. My boots are still on as he says, “Now, except for the boots, you look just like a Modigliani.”


“Aren’t you going to take them off me?”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“Because Tex likes to fuck with her boots on.”


“You sound pretty sure about this aspect of Tex’s persona.” “Right,” he says, “as it’s exactly what I love about you.”


I smile and roll onto my side to watch him undress with the compact agility of a ripped guy who enjoys being in his body. Save for his gorgeous black eyes, he’s not a conventionally handsome man; no one would wow over seeing him walking down the street. He has something better, something more primal, less cerebral.


He drops his jeans, pulls a tight T-shirt off over his head, and tosses it on the floor.


He joins me and wraps his arms around me, rolling over onto his back and pulling me up onto his chest. As I move deeper into the cut musculature of his shoulders, I feel the flames that might be coming off them, like hallowed light, in the mirror’s reflection, but right now I’m too lazy to mention it. As someone who channels—meaning I easily experience past life regression and altered states of reality, all this drug free—I have difficulty at times sorting out my intuitive gifts, and Ernesto is the first person who has ever tried to help me use my abilities in an organized way. I like to think he really does get me. Or at least wants to try.


He whispers, “I like my nickname too.”


“The name Shaman suits you. Hell, screw the massage school. Why don’t you just open a sexual healing institute? It’s what you’re doing most of the time anyway. I bet you’d have a lot of takers.”


I feel him hold me even tighter. I know there is truth to my statement. I believe he is the real deal, that he is, in fact, a healer. A shaman: having access to, or influence in, the world of good and evil spirits. This is truly Ernesto, who works both sides of the human condition, the dark as well as the light. One of his specialties, among other things, is sexual healing.


“Why do you think the breasts and the genitals are taboo?” I ask him suddenly. “When I work across the pubis and breasts, women love it. I always ask first and will use the sheet if they want me to, but either way, they always say what a relief it is to have me honor their whole body—they get that it’s all connected. People need to understand that there is a difference between sensuality and sexuality. Shouldn’t we be more evolved as a species by now?”


I wait for him to respond, but he doesn’t. Leaning up on one arm, I poke him.


“Somebody has to do it. A lot of people need this sort of help. Most people have never been taught how to be in their body, let alone enjoy it. We can do this, Ernesto. Run a clinic.”


He pulls me back down on top of him. “You do know we’re healing one another, right Vera?”


He’s right. But I don’t like admitting it. It makes me feel even more vulnerable than I already do.


Vulnerability is everything. Instead, I say, “You remember our past life in Mongolia. But you also say we go even further back than that. I don’t remember the primordial part, but I definitely remember Mongolia. To collide with you again? Like this?” I spread my arms wide trying to take in the quantum enormity of our current human assignment. “What woman ever gets lucky enough to re-encounter her lover in another lifetime?” I pull him to me, kissing him deeply in gratitude. “I still can’t believe you actually claimed me as your professional work partner during class,” I add. “Thank you, Ernesto. This is a huge opportunity for me.”


He did this. He’d suddenly called me his professional work partner while we were winding up the class last week. It happened toward the end of a demo with one of the students. I was standing right next to him, assisting when he singled me out. His wife, Jean, had come in late from teaching yoga and was sitting in on a vacant massage table off to the side when it happened. She managed to look detached as she received what was clearly a demotion. In the same instant, I was both proud, honored, and sorry for Jean.


She stood up and stretched, her lean legs looking fit. She’s an older woman, maybe further into her forties than she looks, clearly not pleased about sharing the limelight with me. She shot me a look before she tossed her hair and swept out of the room.


If Jean was pissed off, it’s understandable. She is, after all, the one who does all the grunt work for Ernesto, handling the books and bookings and details. It could actually even be her inheritance that built this place. She is the one who really deserves to be the magician’s assistant. But here then is my secret: I don’t want to be Ernesto’s assistant—I want to be the magician.


Now as he runs his hand through his thick hair, he says, “I don’t know. I must be insane, but I believe in you. You are a talented practitioner. Somehow, it felt like it was time to say it, out loud and in public, even if it was in front of Jean. Plus, I wanted to finally grab your hand and jump over that proverbial broomstick of yours.”


I know what he means by my broomstick, jumping the broomstick being a rite of passage for marriage in some cultures. By claiming me professionally, he has created a formal bond with me in our work together, that ours is a marriage-like partnership.


But Jean has been his work partner and wife of many years. The same wife who’ll arrive here shortly, so I don’t have to take care of this man one hundred percent of the time.


There are some serious perks to having an affair, this being one of them. I don’t have to get too close. I have my freedom. At least this is my convenient excuse when I’m lonely. I must have issues with human intimacy, or I wouldn’t be fucking a married man, this being behavior, in fact, of which I do not actually approve.


“How do you think Jean is going to deal with it?”


“I don’t really know. It won’t be easy, but I’ll make it up to her somehow,” he answers as he cups a warm hand over my pussy, my flirty first chakra. “Call me an asshole, but right now, I’m more interested in this.” He strokes me, enjoying my arousal, the nature of my instant response.


Once again, we each must work to push aside our guilt about his wife’s feelings. At this moment, it feels good to be the center of his world. I really feel like I need his help to activate myself, but I’m not so sure how much I would like it if I had it seven days a week, 365 days a year. The only marriage I’ve ever had—the one that produced India—was a drive-by. I tried, but the guy just could not show up in any real way. I don’t know what was worse, the lack of libido or the love affair with weed. I got out of our crappy studio in the Tendernob—this being the slum where the Tenderloin and Nob Hill converge—and moved back into my dad’s house, on an alley off Polk. Two months later, in my childhood bedroom and hardly an adult myself, I gave birth to my daughter, India, with the help of a midwife. Not long after that, her father left town; we never heard from him again. Did this break my heart? Maybe. I was too involved in taking care of my infant daughter to really notice.


“Do you realize,” I say, “that the word collaborative is the first word I wrote down on the list of qualities I was looking for in a lover?”


“When did you make the list?”


“A while back.”


“What was the second quality?”


“Sexy forearms.”


He extends and flexes his right forearm, musculature rippling beneath the dark soft hair.


“This pass the test?”


I grab his proffered forearm, bite down, and give it a juicy suck before looking up at the clock on the wall that reads 1:55 p.m. Reluctantly, I sit up.


“I’m late. Motherhood calls, and your wife is coming home to do your bidding.”


“I won’t let you go.” He pins me with his arms.


I relax into his grasp. “You are a genuine polygamist trapped in a conventional marriage. I’m not the first, either, as we both know. Why didn’t you two figure this part out a long time ago? It would have saved both of you so much pain.”


“That I don’t know.”


“OK. Say I’m still here when Jean shows up, then what? We come clean about our affair? We all move in together? One big, happy polyamorous family?”


I don’t think he actually, truly yet gets that Ernesto-and-Jean remain the package deal that no one will pull asunder. It’s not just about him being center stage. It’s about them being married in the old-fashioned sense of the word, their being a real twosome, where—honestly—there is no room for me.


“I’m open to what happens. Maybe she could be too? I’m a lot,” he says. “Even she knows that.”


“You’re fooling yourself if you think Jean might be into this. But OK, then, let’s fantasize. You build me another yurt on the back forty. I’ll furnish it with skins and pillows and ride in on my Mongolian pony sometimes, yelling, ‘Honey, I’m home.’ It won’t matter when I’m here or not because I don’t want to live in the big house. I’ll want you to fuck me, but I need my freedom too. Like it?”


“You’re making me hard.”


I wrap my hand around his stiff cock. “Be nice to Jean. She works her ass off for you. I don’t have time for all that. I told India I’d make dinner, so as usual, she’s home waiting for me to magically reappear with a bag of take-out.”


I let go of him and swing my legs back off the table. I grab my costume; then I walk back outside along the stone path to the old yurt where I’ve left my bag. Part office and part toolshed, it serves as Ernesto’s man cave.


I find my jeans and black tuxedo shirt. The shirt has just enough ruffles to semi-conceal my erect nipples. Indolent, I go commando.


I have one arm in my leather jacket as Shaman walks in. He pulls me onto his lap into a chair by the wood burning stove and says, “I want you to listen to something before you go.” He pulls his phone out of his pocket, types in the passcode and puts it on speakerphone.


I hear my own voice humming. There is silence, and then out of nowhere, I begin to belt out, “She’ll Be Comin’ ’Round the Mountain When She Comes.” The sounds of my singing accompany what sounds like me washing dishes. I’ve butt dialed him by accident.


I laugh so hard I slide down between his legs onto the floor. He throws the phone aside, leans over me and says, “Say it, Tex.”


“Say what?” I know full well what he wants to hear.


“Say it, honey.” He leans over farther and wraps his arms around my waist.


“Ever play the piano?” Before I can answer, he says, “It goes like this,” and begins tickling me.


“Stop!”


“Say it, baby. And loud.” He tortures my ribcage.


“What? That I am yours?”


“Goes without saying. And?”


“And what?”


“And?” he digs in harder.


“OK! It’s the best sex I’ve ever had. Is that what you want to hear?” “Yes. That is exactly what I want to hear.” He pulls me back up onto his lap and kisses me tenderly. Then pushes me back up to a standing position. I am about to pull the rest of my jacket on when he stops me. He puts his hands on either side of my face and kisses me again before stopping to take a long look at me with warm hands still in place. Finally, he lets them go and says, “Here, let me help you with that.” He slips on the sleeve and picks up my bag as I walk out ahead of him wearing my old slouchy brown felt hat. A small Navajo silver pin in the shape of a scorpion is pinned to the hatband, a fat chunk of turquoise on its tail.


I am tall, my posture’s perfect, and I love the sound of my own long purposeful stride. My boots crunch the gravel as I call, “Francisco!” Two dogs hurtle across the meadow toward us. Picking up the little one, I place my mongrel Frank’s short legs on his Mexican blanket on the passenger seat of my ancient hybrid and get in.


My shaman grabs the collar of his big yellow dog named Luna. He restrains her from jumping on the car door as he throws my gear in the back.


He says, “Jean’s dog. Isn’t she a hypoallergenic stunner?”


I know what he’s doing. He is trying to keep my exit lite. Something has shifted. We’ve both entered the liminal space of departure.


Still, I play the game and banter back. “Not my flavor, bestiality being exactly where I draw the line.”


Ernesto leans into the window and kisses me hard, his dark whiskers welcome sandpaper against my lips. “Me too. See you in the Astral,” he says, serious. He slaps my car as if this Toyota is the rump of my Mongolian pony because it is true—we actually do meet up sometimes in our dreams.


“But what shall we wear?” I ask, not waiting for an answer. I depress the silver switch and roll up my window as I watch him look at me through the glass. Sexual fantasy is a powerful tool. I love the foreplay, the after-play, and the in-between play, but here’s the thing:


I love my freedom too.
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JEAN







I almost make a clean getaway when who should swing into the driveway but Jean, who rolls toward me behind the wheel. Embedded underneath the impending chrome grill of her Subaru is a vanity plate emblazoned with the word: MAVRICK.


According to Shaman’s earlier calculations, she is at least two hours ahead of schedule. I snatch a glance in the rearview mirror, relieved to find him still standing in the driveway behind me. As he begins to walk our way, I depress the brake in order to buy myself some time before her arrival.


She pulls up alongside and stops. Once again, I find myself intimidated by this woman’s luminosity. Earrings dangle like chandeliers from her shapely white earlobes. Pale freckles, like a light celestial dusting of stars, fan out across her nose and cheekbones.


She opens her window forcing me to do the same. “Hello, Vera,” she purrs. “What are you still doing here?”


I hear Ernesto’s voice through the open window. “We were just going over a few things.”


Jean’s gray eyes continue to speculate. “Really?” She arches one perfect imperial eyebrow.


Before I can respond, Ernesto leans his head in her car window and kisses her hello. I watch as she takes one delicate hand off the wheel and brings it to the back of his head. Long fingers caress his curls with oval nails polished silver, shimmering like five moons in the weak light. She murmurs something I can’t hear as she kisses him more deeply, and I’m thinking, Thank god he didn’t just go down on me. As I take my foot off the break, Jean cuts the kiss short, releases him. “Drive safely, Vera,” she says, as she glares at me.


“Thank you,” I reply. I hit the gas and get the hell out of there.


It doesn’t take a UN interpreter to translate the woman speak. Bitch. My man. Not yours. I want to excuse my behavior with, I’m just borrowing him so he can help me reconcile a few daddy issues—nothing about this says permanent condition. But this, of course, like so many of our thoughts, is best left unarticulated. Once out of the gate, I swing south and settle into the unraveling stitching of the leather seat. As I turn up Kendrick Lamar’s “LOVE,” singing along to Lamar’s poetry, “damn love or lust, damn all of us,” my still warm and rosy posterior is now in intimate connectivity with every imperfection on this road.


I look over at my dog and tell him, “Frank, the path to enlightenment is full of potholes, and our shocks are shot, and we need a new set of tires.”


His limpid brown eyes look up at me while he keeps his head planted on the seat, thinking, Tell me something I don’t already know.


The road is circuitous and bumpy until Francisco and I come to a halt in front of the green Highway One sign that reads “San Rafael, San Francisco,” the arrow pointing south.


Shortly before I met Ernesto, I had a dream about a man and a woman from some ancient place—Mongolia?—where almost immediately this dream couple began making love. Their passion was so hot that I half woke up and began touching myself. I was the one doing the masturbating, but the inspiration to do so had not been generated by me. After I came, I sat back, convinced that this orgasm had just changed something in me, my planetary consciousness had been altered—anytime I’ve been on the receiving end of the multidimensional, I’ve ended up different. When the same thing happened the next night, I lay back a second time, feeling stunned. WTF!—this was the best sex I’d ever had, and I was having it alone. I sanctioned the use of my body as the instrument of the couple’s cosmic communion, not that I felt that I had any choice in the matter. This love from another dimension—call it astral if you like—contained a force far greater than whatever dimension powers me.


A few days later, as I began to work with him, Ernesto described a chronic dream he was having about a man and woman in Mongolia. He told me, “It’s uncanny but the whole thing feels so familiar.…” He looked at me questioningly. I didn’t answer.


Later still, he confessed that the man and the woman were actually making love, that the power of this same dream was waking him up in the night too. Our nocturnal synchronicity was so profound that later I told him we were dreaming the same dream, aware that our truth as well as our desire would compromise me.


Now I’ve also done everything I told myself I wasn’t ever going to do. Firstly, having an affair with a married man. Worse, waiting around for him to resurface from his marriage for the five or six days a month he works with clients in our studio called the T Room in Tam Junction.


Or even worse, leaning on him to help ignite my career. And far worse, causing his wife’s feelings of jealously and insecurity. Particularly because she is on the cusp of being no longer young, I know this can’t be easy for her. I assuage this last concern by reminding myself this man has a history of being unfaithful, that I’m just one more notch on the bedpost. Even so, none of this stuff can be good for me, karmically speaking.


After slightly more than an hour, I cross the Golden Gate Bridge and enter the north side of San Francisco. I gun it up Lombard, turn right onto Polk, and take a quick left into Pompeii. Our street is a tiny dead end at the base of Russian Hill.


At the corner, I catch sight of a man with a dirty blanket slung over his shoulders, lost and derelict, peeing on the base of a tree recently planted by the Urban Forest, the nonprofit India volunteers for.


Five houses in on the right-hand side, number sixteen sits back a little from the sidewalk. Francisco and I park in front of our little Victorian painted the color of dirt with some sooty white trim. I grew up in this house. Back in the day, one of my dad’s sometime conquests left the infant me in a basket on this very same doorstep and—such as in a fairy tale—poof! Disappeared, never heard from again. Nor have I ever tried to find her. Despite the fact he was fifty-one when I was born and people mistook him for my grandfather, my dad raised me here right off Polk and left this now dilapidated house to me when he died. It’s the only real home India and I have ever known.


Francisco and I run up the stairs and stop in front of the chipped front door to slide the key into the lock. I put my shoulder into it, but it’s stuck. Frank waits while I kick open our door and then trots in ahead of me. Getting this door planed, along with a million other things, is on my deferred maintenance list.


“Hey you,” I call. I take my boots off and walk barefoot into our large kitchen. Illuminated by the glow of her computer screen, my daughter sits in front of a huge plank of redwood resting on two trestles covered with books, sketch pads, and old coffee cans from my dad full of pens and pencils. Thick and burled, the cross-section of an old-growth redwood tree, the table he had made is surrounded by a bunch of mismatched chairs.


Unusually wide for a Victorian, my father made this room even bigger by knocking down walls in order to turn the first floor into an art studio. A potter by trade, he stuck a wedging table in front of the stove in lieu of a kitchen island. Later he set up a kick wheel with a small electric kiln in one corner of the room and stuck an electric wheel in another. He trimmed all his pieces out on our back deck, but I still grew up eating clay dust.


That’s my childhood. I’m a free-range product of one of my dad’s one-night stands, born on summer solstice, June 21st, the longest day of the year. Motherless, I was raised by him alone—regardless of his endless string of girlfriends—an atheistic, great, but alcoholic artist with limited family bucks who managed to make some cash as a potter in a more artistic freewheeling San Francisco of bygone days.


By the time I was a preteen, I’d learned to take care of myself, if imperfectly: self-care is something I haven’t always been good at. I don’t always make the best decisions or do things in a good, orderly direction, no matter how hard I might try. Like marriage. Like love. Like my professional life. Let’s just say I didn’t have great examples. But I did get one thing right: India, my beloved fourteen-year-old daughter.
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