














PRAISE FOR
Motherhood Reimagined


“A beautifully written book about one woman’s journey to have a baby on her own. It’s an insightful and moving story that will inspire other women who face similar obstacles to becoming a mother. Well worth the read.”


—Jacqueline Mroz, Contributor, New York Times and author of Scattered Seeds: In Search of Family and Identity in the Sperm Donor Generation


“Sarah has provided a gift to all women considering becoming a single mother with a beautifully written book that is both achingly painful and humorously honest. In her description of all that she had to go through to ultimately achieve her dream of having a child, her book reads like a novel that you can’t put down. In the end, you realize that the peaks and valleys that she went through were in many ways a metaphor for life, one that she had no idea at the time would prepare her for her new role as a loving and patient mother.”


—Toni Weschler, MPH, author of Taking Charge of Your Fertility


“In Motherhood Reimagined, Sarah Kowalski speaks to a generation of women who were told that they could have it all—only to discover that career success often comes at an emotional and physical cost. This honest, often heartbreaking, but ultimately uplifting memoir chronicles Kowalski’s race against the ticking clock of infertility. The discoveries she makes about her body and mind translate into a compelling and poignant read . . . This book is a must-read for any women who hears the ticking of her biological clock.”


—Marika Lindholm, CEO and founder of ESME.com (Empowering Solo Moms Everywhere


“In the end, life dashed every expectation I had about how I would become a mother.’ And yet, Sarah Kowalski did become a mother— just not in the way she had imagined. In this powerful, timely, and important memoir, Kowalski reveals how difficult it is to become a mother in your forties, and yet also how the journey has served as a beautiful and transformational process for her. Best of all, she helps anyone interested in becoming a parent who might be struggling with infertility, confused about reproductive options and technology, psychologically and emotionally distressed, and/or lost in the vast jungle of online information about IVF, adoption, sperm/egg donation, and so on to navigate their way to motherhood. This book fills a gap in the literature on modern parenthood by offering wisdom, insight, and practical advice that will help you realize your dreams—one way or another.”


— Mei Mei Fox, New York Times best-selling author and contributor at Forbes


“Motherhood Reimagined is a courageous journey through familiar life lessons. Using her embodied spiritual practice, author Sarah Kowalski faces her demons with vulnerability, humility, humor and insight.”


—Elena Brower, author of Art of Attention and Practice You


“This very readable story of the author’s journey to single motherhood by choice is a must-read for anyone contemplating becoming an SMC. It feels like a good friend is letting you join her on the trip as she shares her ups and downs, disappointments and celebrations. Informative, emotionally moving, and hard to put down.”


—Jane Mattes, psychotherapist and Founder Single Mothers by Choice (SMC), author of Single Mothers by Choice


“Brave pioneers come in all sizes, shapes, ages and genders. Make no mistake, Sarah Kowalski is one of them. In her courageous memoir she opens up new territory, illuminating fresh possibilities for what it is to be an authentic dignified human being in the midst of probably the most profound life-changing event, becoming a mother, (in her case while being a single woman). She warmly, confidently and firmly draws the reader into the felt experience of all she faced, physically relationally, psychologically, financially and so on. Funny, inspiring, thought-provoking all at once. Sarah holds nothing back and opens up the chance for us to do the same in whatever we are facing in our own lives. A book for anyone living in our time and place.”


—James Flaherty, author of Coaching, Evoking Excellence in Others and Founder of New Ventures West, Integral Coaching


“Get ready for an emotional and psychological journey. Motherhood Reimagined is a fascinating and intimate look inside the world of becoming a modern-day mother. An honest look at the emotional labor and physical challenges that arise on one woman’s path to motherhood. Kowalski is relentless in her pursuit of becoming a mother, and grants us passage through her very own thick jungle of neuroses and tangles of self doubt while she bravely sharpens a machete of insight and truth to carve out her own path. A heroic and emotional journey that pulls you in and won’t let you go until both the author and reader have found complete surrender.”


—Madison Young, author of Daddy: A Memoir and The Ultimate Guide to Sex Through Pregnancy and Motherhood


“In the years that I’ve been communicating with Choice Moms, there are two things that stand out as true: 1) We don’t realize how difficult it might be to conceive, which is exhausting to discover in our late 30s and 40s; 2) We underestimate our ability as strong-minded women to “get it done,” whatever it takes. Sarah is admirably able to openly capture both the vulnerability and the strength of her story of becoming a mother — a journey that never goes according to plan, and that teaches us more about ourselves than we can ever detail on our To Do lists.”


—Mikki Morrissette, founder ChoiceMoms.org, and author of Choosing Single Motherhood: The Thinking Woman’s Guide


“In Motherhood Reimagined Sarah Kowalski has accomplished what most memoir writers can never do. She has written two memoirs seamlessly woven together. One is an amazingly informative story about infertility and what one woman did to get pregnant. You will laugh and cry at Sarah’s ability to capture the ups and downs of this saga. But she has also written a narrative about her spiritual struggles that is as interesting as her journey toward motherhood. This is one of those rare books that is not only replete with important information but it might even slip you onto your own path toward enlightenment.”


—Roy M Carlisle, Senior Editorial Consultant, The Crossroad Publishing Company


“From the moment we meet Sarah Kowalski, a successful corporate attorney ignoring her biological clock, through her passionate quest to overcome infertility, to her early days of solo motherhood, one thing is for sure: nothing will go as planned. But Kowalski proceeds with determination, dissolving every physical and emotional barrier that dares stand in her way. This book is a must-read for anyone charting an unconventional path toward parenthood.”


—Cheryl Dumesnil, author of Love Song for Baby X: How I Stayed (Almost) Sane on the Rocky Road to Parenthood
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For Aiden





dear reader,



Like many women, I spent my late twenties and early thirties climbing the corporate ladder, kicking ass in my career. I worked hard—like sixty to eighty hours a week hard—and played hard, and I loved every minute of it. When a stress-related illness sideswiped my body and sidelined my career, I transformed myself from a corporate lawyer to a life coach, Qigong teacher, and healer. Back then, when people asked me (as they so often do ask women in their thirties) if I planned to have children, I waved them off. Maybe. Eventually. Someday. I’m not sure. Even as I edged into my late thirties, I felt no particular urgency to find a mate and start a family. As an educated, career-driven, young woman, with no potential long-term mate on the horizon, I’d been led to believe that it was no big deal to conceive a baby in my forties.


I couldn’t have been more wrong.


And I am not alone. I regularly hear women lamenting how hard it is to find a partner and similarly lamenting that they waited so long to have a baby. For whatever reason—perhaps a misplaced belief in the power of modern reproductive technology, a plethora of celebrities who give birth well into their forties, and a lack of information about what it’s really like to attempt pregnancy at a later age—they feel surprised and deceived when they learn that conceiving in your forties is not easy.


Like them, I learned the hard way. I woke up in my late thirties, partnerless, on the eve of perimenopause, longing for a baby, and fully aware that if I was going to become a mom, I was going to need to do it on my own. I launched Project Baby, tumbling down the rabbit hole of infertility options. Alternative treatments, Chinese herbs, western drugs, surgical procedures, IVF, sperm donors domestic and international, egg donors domestic and international—you name it, I encountered it.


My journey toward motherhood was an alternately harrowing, humbling, liberating, and even exalting trip that reminded me, time and again, that life rarely goes according to plan. In the end, life dashed every expectation I had about how I would become a mother. In fact, sometimes it seemed that everything that could go wrong did. But through the unfolding of unexpected circumstances, I was pushed to find learning in the hardship and to let go of my firmly-held beliefs so that something else could arise.


Along the way, my skills as a one-time lawyer came into play— researching options, weighing ethical concerns, strategizing to optimize outcomes, and negotiating with various players along the way. But figuring out the logistics of conception is only half the game. Because of my background as a life coach and spiritual seeker, I left no stone unturned when it came to clearing the path for conception—physically, emotionally, and spiritually.


My only regret—if it can be called a regret—about my journey is that it took so long. If I’d had a guide to walk me through the idea that it’s possible and even simpler in some ways to raise a child alone, as well as the overwhelming information, logistics, and options for family-building, I would have saved considerable time and stress. If I’d had women to talk to—women who had walked this path before me, to share with me how they’d made the many decisions I faced, I would have moved more quickly through the process. If I’d had someone to work with who understood the emotional wrangling that comes with reimagining motherhood, I would have been spared so much time and heartache.


That’s why I wrote this book—to offer a map to the women who come after me, to share the guidance and wisdom I gained in my struggle to become a mother.


We’ve all seen the pictures on the magazine covers: celebrities, happily pregnant (with twins!) in their mid-forties. But rarely do we see behind the scenes, into what they actually went through to get there. Rarely do women give voice to their journeys—instead they remain secretive, shamed by their body’s inability. Consider this book the backstory—a real-life, messy-honest look at the journey from maternal ambivalence, to the courage to go it alone, to a no-holds-barred quest for pregnancy, to motherhood.


In it, I hope you find the inspiration, encouragement, and empowerment you need to find your own unique path toward motherhood.


I look forward to sharing my journey with you.


—Sarah





part 1: remembering
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i always knew



It was a warm, sunny West Los Angeles day in 1981. Whether summer or winter, the ocean breeze that graced the area gently drove the smog away and kept the temperature at an almost constant 70 degrees. I strolled down my block from the candy store, drinking my soda and sucking on some apple-flavored Jolly Ranchers, my usual after-school snack. As a ten-year-old growing up in an affluent area of LA called Pacific Palisades, I had few cares in the world. I waved to my neighbors, and I stopped to pet my friend’s cat. Four doors down the block from my house, I noticed a new neighbor—a woman, probably in her late thirties, with a swollen belly. She had an easy, carefree air about her in her thin, purple, flowy, sleeveless shirt, Birkenstocks, and unshaved armpits. If I had known the word then, I would have said she was hippie-ish. When she glanced at me, I put my head down and kept walking, embarrassed.


Though to her my gesture probably said “shy,” really I was plotting to befriend this very pregnant woman, not because she looked super cool (though she did), but because I wanted her baby. Yes, I was a ten-year-old baby-stalker, and thanks to my hypercritical mother, who had questioned my unabashed baby-lust more than once, I had begun to think there might be something wrong with me. So I kept my distance from my new neighbor, choosing stealth mode for the time being.


When I arrived home, I continued my after-school routine. First I watched an episode of One Day at a Time, then I did my homework. But fantasies of playing house with a real baby occupied my mind. I began strategizing how I could introduce myself to this baby mama.


That weekend, Operation Meet Mama commenced. First I played on my front lawn, staging elaborate weddings for my Barbies, after which they moved into my Barbie House and had many babies. When I got antsy, I moved on to gymnastics, practicing cartwheels and handstands, all with an eye on the house a few doors down. Even if she did come outside, I realized, it would seem a little weird if I suddenly rushed up to her the minute she emerged from her house. Clearly, I needed a plan that would place me directly in front of her house, so I could oh so casually say hello if she happened to, say, come out to get her mail.


Luckily, the stretch of road right in front of my new neighbor’s house had recently been repaved, and that extra-smooth stretch of pavement had become the prime spot for roller-skating amongst the neighborhood kids. So I ran inside, grabbed my skates with the sparkly laces, orange wheels, and green toe stop, hunted for my special sparkly silver socks, which I had nicknamed my “Pizzazium” socks, and geared up. Then I set out to roller-skate in front of her house, pretending to work on some tricks.


I followed this charade every day after school. It seemed like an eternity before I actually saw my pregnant neighbor again. But as soon as I caught sight of her, I looked away, pretending not to see her. Ugh. Why did I do that? But then, like iron filings to a magnet, my burning desire to play with that soon-to-be-born baby won over, and I made my move. “Hi,” I blurted out as I paused my roller-skating routine and rested at the curb in front of her house. “How many months pregnant are you?”


“Seven,” she replied. “It’s my first.”


Before I even found out her name was Sharon, I asked, “May I feel your belly?”


“Sure,” she said.


I rolled over to her driveway where she was standing and placed my hand on the gauzy fabric draped over her belly. I marveled at the hard, moving surface, astounded that there was a new life inside her. With Operation Meet Mama complete, it was time to launch my next offensive: I was gunning for the lead babysitter position in her household. Phase I of Operation Get Hired? I sat down on the curb, making myself comfortable, and started chatting, trying to sound like a responsible kid who a certain someone would like to have around after her baby was born. “I play with all the kids in the neighborhood,” I bragged, regaling her with my baby expertise. Sharon seemed interested, so I began daily visits to her home, intent on sealing the deal. My fantasies of playing house with a real baby were quickly coming to fruition.
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When the baby finally arrived, after two long months of anticipation, I was hovering, waiting for Sharon to return from the hospital. I doubt the new family was home for even five minutes before I bounded up their doorstep, asking to hold the precious little bundle. From that day forward, I became a constant presence at their house. In part, I hung out there because I preferred Sharon’s company to my mother’s. The two seemed polar opposites. For one, Sharon was much younger and cooler than my mom. But that was just the beginning. Sharon’s relaxed attitude and bohemian style had a calming influence on me, especially in contrast to my mother’s endless list of regimented ideas enforced by frequent yelling. I loved Sharon’s creativity, like how she had given her baby the name, Sheriden, a combination of Sharon and Dennis, the father’s name. My traditional mother, on the other hand, mocked this made-up name, calling it silly and odd. In fact, my mother mocked many of Sharon’s choices—her unshaven armpits, her diet of raw, bright green produce that my British mother generally boiled into a drab green mush. Though I had connected with Sharon so I could play with Sheridan, unexpectedly, I had gained a surrogate mother for myself.


I’d spend hours talking to Sharon, recounting the most recent drama with the girls at school or which boys I liked. If I had tried to talk to my mom about this stuff, she’d lecture me, unable to hide her exasperation, “If Kimmy didn’t invite you to her birthday party, then just stop trying to be her friend.” But I’d been in class with the same twelve girls since kindergarten. My mother didn’t understand the constantly shifting cliques and ever-flaring dramas were inevitable. She just wanted everything to go smoothly, and my distress stressed her out. Talking to Sharon, however, made me feel grown up. I could unload my feelings without fearing judgment, and I could trust her opinions and advice.


Every day, I would rush home from school, have a snack, do my homework, and run down to Sheriden’s. Sharon would sit at her kitchen table, shelling beans or folding laundry, and I’d chat with her while chasing Sheriden around the house. I took care of everything for Sheriden—fed her, changed her diapers, kissed, and cuddled her. I loved Sharon, but I also loved this baby and wanted to spend every possible moment with her.


After nearly a year, my mother and Sharon agreed to let me babysit Sheridan. I was only eleven, so it took some negotiating. But I’d been taking care of Sheridan while Sharon was home practically every day for her whole life, so obviously I knew what I was doing. At first, I’d watch her for only a few hours at a time, and only if my mother was home to call upon if anything went wrong. But before long, I’d reached my goal: I was Sheriden’s main babysitter. Not only was I thrilled to get to play house all on my own, I was getting paid $4.50 an hour for it! When Sharon had a second baby, I was doubly happy to watch both Sheriden and her little brother.


For as long as I could remember, I had known with all my heart that, more than anything in the world, I wanted to grow up and be a mother. When anyone asked how many children I wanted to have, I’d say, “Eleven.” I obviously knew nothing about what raising a gaggle of children entailed, but my devotion was clear. Loving and caring for Sharon’s children deepened my resolve to keep children in the center of my life. I was single-minded about it. Until I wasn’t.





forgetting



If my child self had peered into a crystal ball to see her future, she would not have recognized the corporate lawyer sitting in a swanky San Francisco bar with her friends, sipping a $15 glass of Zinfandel. I had continued to follow my interests in all things maternal, creating summer camps for the children on my block, babysitting throughout high school, studying women’s reproductive rights and medical anthropology in college, and writing my thesis about the medicalization of childbirth and breastfeeding in an urban aboriginal community in Australia. Though I had toyed with the idea of a career in academia, I’d chosen law school instead, hoping to make an impact on policies related to maternal health. I focused my studies on women’s autonomy over their bodies, especially during pregnancy, and I even interned as a patients’ rights advocate.


Upon graduation from law school, however, I realized that the jobs I longed for at such places like Planned Parenthood or NARAL (National Abortion and Reproductive Rights Action League) often required a pro-bono stint and/or proved so low-paying that I’d never pay off my student loans. Meanwhile, the dotcom boom had law firms heavily courting new hires, and the high pay and prestige of Silicon Valley pulled me off track. I compromised, accepting an offer at a firm with a health law department and an impressive roster of biotech clients, telling myself at least I would get exposed to interesting bioethical questions.


So here I was, thirty years old, a corporate litigator exchanging extraordinarily long hours for generous compensation. In my off-hours, I tried hard to prove to myself that it was all worth it by indulging in lavish dinners, buying expensive wine, shopping to my heart’s content, and traveling to exotic and expensive locales. Somewhere between my rocket-speed career and my jet-setting single life, I’d completely lost my resolve to have children. Though we’d all been warned about “golden handcuffs” in law school, the ridiculous figures we began earning right out of school had lured us. We’d assumed we’d be able to walk away when we were ready. I, for one, thought I could not be bought long-term.


Meanwhile, though, I could be found frequenting trendy downtown bars like this one, where my friends Joanie and Collette, whom I had known since college, and my coworker Tania had just ordered a second round of drinks. Then someone lobbed a million-dollar question to the group: “Do you guys want children?”


My closest friend and sidekick, Tania, blurted, “NO WAY!” exhaling her cigarette smoke. “I would never give up my freedom. And children are brats.” This didn’t surprise me, coming from my adventure buddy. Together, Tania and I had shaken off bad break-ups by escaping to Cuba to learn salsa dancing. Back home, we became obsessive salsa dancers, working late at the law firm, until the clubs heated up, then dancing well past midnight, then crashing for a couple hours before dragging ourselves back to work at 9:30 A.M.


Tania wasn’t like other people I’d met in college and law school, who were more conventional in their choices and lifestyle. She was incredibly intelligent, gorgeous, confident, and committed to having an interesting life and that meant no kids. I looked up to Tania in many ways, including her negative attitude toward children, and realized only in retrospect that it subtly seeped under my skin and into my psyche. She woke up something inside me that had partially died in law school. She, and salsa dancing, helped me rekindle passion and excitement when law seemed to be trying to suck me dry.


Joanie, the youngest of eight siblings, jumped in next, “I definitely want kids. And I don’t see why it has to be a choice between children and a career,” she said raising her glass. “You can always figure something out.” I believed this about Joanie. As our resident Superwoman, she seemed always to juggle a million commitments with grace. She’d worked in Africa as a raft guide, written a guidebook on Mexico, and competed—on weekends, while balancing her job at the California Attorney General’s office—in pro divisions of mountain biking and snowboarding. If anyone could find a way to blend parenthood and career, Joanie could.


Colette, meticulous as always in her Banana Republic sweater set and tasteful diamond earrings, shared her plan. “I want to be married by the time I am thirty-three and have children no later than thirty-five.” Then she joked, “And let’s throw in the white picket fence,” suddenly conscious of her absurd specificity. “But really,” she continued, “I’ve started Internet dating, and I intend to go on one date a week until I meet my husband.”


Ugh, I thought. Internet dating, a new trend at the time, was taboo to me, something I’d assumed only serious losers would do. So Colette’s revelation surprised me. She was cool and fun and not desperate. She was just . . . goal oriented. She knew what she wanted, and she was going to make it happen. Still, when I thought of online dating, I recoiled. No, thank you.


Now all eyes turned to me. “Do you want children?” Joanie asked.


Completely detached from my childhood baby-lust, I churned up a non-committal half-answer. “It depends on who I end up with,” I said. “I can’t answer that question until I meet my partner. Then we will decide together.”


“Well, so then what’s going on in your dating life? Anyone special?” Joanie pressed. Everyone’s eyes lingered on me, as if they expected some sort of big confession.


“No,” I said. “I saw Jason the other week. He’s still blowing me off. I know he’s struggling, and he says he’s not ready for a relationship, but he’s such a good guy and so hot.” My secret plan? To spend more time with Jason, so he’d realize how incredibly cool I was and how compatible we were. This was my pattern: 1) Get hung up on a guy who claims—for one reason or another—he’s “unavailable.” 2) Hang around until he realizes his mistake, which he never did.


Honestly, dating and relationships had never come easy to me, and I’d spent years at a time being single. Instead of recognizing that I needed to get back in the game quickly, I’d either pine too long or reject perfectly good mates for silly, superficial reasons. I wasn’t willing to admit that it was time to get over it and get serious about finding “the one.” But now that my friends and I were approaching our mid-thirties, the peak fertility window, I could sense that most of them had a clear goal in mind: get married and have kids. It was the driving force behind much of what they did. Somehow, I didn’t get the memo. I kept flitting around, fickle, uncommitted, and—I would later realize—refusing truly to focus on finding a partner, for fear of seeming desperate. Instead, I focused on cultivating a fun-filled, interesting life.
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A few months after that conversation at the bar, Joanie announced that she was getting married. Colette and Lori, my closest friends from college, were next. Then a cascade of friends from college and law school announced their marriages and subsequent pregnancies. Of course I was happy for my friends, but I was also starting to get worried. For one, I was losing my party buddies. But, more importantly, I was beginning to wonder about my lack of serious relationships. Why did partnership continue to elude me? Despite my growing curiosity, I never admitted, not even to myself, how badly I wanted to be partnered. Instead, I acted as though I was okay being single. I continued to follow the age-old advice, “Do what you love and the right person will show up.” I kept up my busy social life, but the partnership I longed for never materialized.


Meanwhile, my certainty about motherhood had vanished, replaced by a strange mix of ambition, fear, avoidance, and circumstance. In my mind, “Do you want children?” was a question for a couple to answer together, not one for me to answer before I met my partner, or, God forbid, for me to consider as a single woman. Rather than exploring the question for myself, I deferred it for a later time, repeating that motto, “I can’t decide until I meet my partner, then it will be a joint decision.”





a dramatic shift



A few months after my friend Joanie had announced her engagement, I woke up with a neck ache and a dull pain in my right hand. The previous month, I had billed close to three hundred hours, so a little physical tension made sense. But the symptoms grew. I tried to accommodate them, using the mouse with my left hand to relieve the pain on the right, and procuring a standing desk so I could change positions regularly. Weeks passed, and these changes did little to curb my pain, which worsened every day. Then one afternoon, as I sat at my desk, looking out the windows of my fancy downtown San Francisco office, I shook my nearly-numb hands, trying to revive the sensation. Suddenly, a strange, electric tingling traveled from my neck, down my arms, into both hands, terrifying me. Something was seriously wrong, and I needed to find out what it was.


Soon after, I was diagnosed with a repetitive strain injury called thoracic outlet syndrome (TOS) and chronic fatigue. I pushed on through the pain at work, leaving regularly for various physical therapy appointments. Despite my efforts and reasonable accommodations from my law firm, four years of pushing my limits, long hours, stress, pleasing others, and rising to the top had taken a permanent toll on my body. After a year of trying to make it work, I left my position as a litigator and filed for disability.


Many of my friends distanced themselves, disturbed that a competent, smart woman could spiral downward so quickly. Others refused to believe the intensity of my pain. “But you’re always in a good mood,” they would say. If I had acted grouchy, would they have expressed more empathy?


“I can barely wash my own hair,” I explained to one. “I have to lower my arms to take a break to get the blood flow back into my arms when I lather the shampoo.” With another I shared, “I can’t open my front door because I don’t have the grip strength to turn the key in the lock.” But just as many friends stepped up with essential support, helping me with grocery shopping and even household chores I struggled to do, like laundry and cooking. With a friend who shared my Polish American ancestry, I joked, “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to open a jar of pickles again.” She knew a pickle-less life was sad prospect. Luckily, I had help with those stubborn lids.


My dating life took the worst hit. In the cutthroat, driven, success-oriented Bay Area, stepping out of the career race at the height of the dotcom boom dropped my sexy quotient significantly. The woman I was—passionate, forward moving, insanely busy in my work and social lives—had disappeared. On a handful of first dates, describing my current life, I felt the words fizzle as they left my mouth, landing on the table with a thud. How could I convey any excitement or vivacity? I left each date feeling ashamed and boring, the exact opposite of the image I had been cultivating for years. For the time being, I gave up my hope of finding a partner and, because the two were inextricably linked in my mind, any thoughts of having a child. Who knew if I would ever be able to lift a child, much less support one financially on my meager disability compensation? My biological clock continued its relentless ticking, but I wasn’t listening.


As my social life quelled, my healing odyssey began. I sought help from all manner of healing arts—acupuncture, cranial sacral, biofeedback, massage, and Pilates. Many days, I’d have two appointments in a day. I’d spend the rest of my time doing the exercises designed to help me get better, including walking as much as possible to improve my circulation and keep the blood flowing to my hands.


Healing didn’t stop with my physical body, though. I had to say good-bye to my identity as a self-sufficient lawyer with a full and active life. I could no longer bike, ski, or snowboard much less cook or even grocery shop. Slowly, I realized that so much of who I thought myself to be was tied to my activities and interests. With those taken away from me, I had to grapple with what I wanted to do and be in this world. All my life, I had been surrounded by people who lived by the motto, “Work hard and play hard.” Both my parents and the culture at large had taught me to value a conventional, ambitious career path. But my body—and perhaps with it my spirit—refused to keep up. What would give meaning to my life now? I was in a free fall. It would be years before I could see my law career as a divergence from my original calling—my interest in health, healing alternatives, and maternal wellness.


Eventually, I would come to see this stripping away as an incredible teacher instructing me in one of the central tenants of Buddhism, the concept of no-self. Only when the ideas, interests, pursuits, and thoughts I had grasped onto in order to create an identity—or self— were stripped away, could I understand that none of them were me. From a worldly perspective, this experience of no-self looked like a scary void. Yet in that void I could recognize my true nature, my essence. In the end, I would see my illness as a homecoming to the nature that wanted to be expressed. But at the moment I couldn’t see further than the physical pain that had me in its grip. I was forced to address my immediate concerns rather than question the purpose of my life. I didn’t know yet that my quest for physical healing would lead me right to the center of the life I was meant to live.
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Even though I treated my recovery like a full-time job, I saw very little improvement in those first few years, until I attended a Feldenkrais Awareness Through Movement Lesson (ATM). On a studio floor lined with students lying on thick blankets, I followed the instructor’s lead through a detailed body scan. Then I rolled from my back to my belly, raising my arms above my head on the ground in front of me, Superman style. I’d then side bend, bringing my left shoulder and pelvis toward each other. “Notice what happens to the arms and legs resting on the ground as you side bend,” the instructor said. “Do they remain still or do they move?” I’d been so focused on the curve of my ribs and spine that I hadn’t noticed that one arm lengthened and one arm shortened in response to the movement of the spine. I alternated, curving my spine and pelvis from one side to the other, thereby moving my arms and legs. The whole group of us moving like this—we looked like a bunch of lizards slithering along the ground. I was blown away by the power of this movement, so subtle that it felt almost like I wasn’t doing anything, yet it created such a noticeable effect. By the end of the session I was captivated. I had to learn more.


As my fellow students streamed out of the studio, I eagerly approached the trainer to share my experience. I felt taller and more relaxed than I had in ages. “That was amazing. I haven’t been able to lift my arms above my head without pain in several years. I’ve tried acupuncture, Pilates, biofeedback, massage, cranial sacral, and more, but nothing has eased my pain until this moment.”


“That’s great,” he said. “It’s likely because this lesson reminds students that the arms are powered by the pelvis. I’ve seen this many times. People with repetitive strain injuries have cut off their arms from their core and they use the arms like appendages tacked onto the body.”


“Yes, exactly,” I nodded enthusiastically. “How can I learn more?”


“There’s a four-year training program starting next week,” he told me. “You should come.”


That was all it took. I enrolled as soon as I got home.
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The following week, I attended the first ten days of the four-year training program at Fort Mason Center in San Francisco, a space where exposed industrial pipes and low-pile carpet were offset by a wall of picture windows overlooking the bay. The eight-hour day alternated between Awareness Through Movement (ATM) lessons and Functional Integration (FI). During ATM lessons, we were most often laying on the ground, guided to sense subtle movements in our bodies, while following verbal instructions from the trainer. The movements were simple, like rocking my pelvis back and forth or from side to side, or lifting one arm into the air above our heads, while noticing which part of the body pushed into the ground and which raised up.


Each of these lessons featured a reference or baseline movement, something we could come back to intermittently, to see if we noticed any changes in our range of motion or if our sense of ease was shifting throughout the lesson. We might be asked to turn around to see behind us, noting how far around we could turn with ease. Then we would be directed to do other movements that could be thought of as smaller components of the reference movement, like shifting weight on the hips, twisting the ribs, or rotating the head. By directing awareness to the smaller components, the body was tricked into recognizing aspects of the reference movement that may not have been evident before. Almost always, this type of exploration lead to greater ease, range of motion, and gracefulness when we returned to the reference movement.


During an FI lesson, the trainer demonstrated movement with a student, gently touching and guiding the student’s body to move in ways that highlighted the movements we’d been verbally guided to do throughout the ATM. In this way, we were honing our ability to see movement and clarify it, so we could sense it more clearly in our own bodies when we returned to the movement in an ATM lesson.


Throughout the day, the trainer, who sat at the front of the room, kept saying, “It’s not about whether you succeed in doing the movement or moving farther, but rather about the quality of your awareness as you do the movement. Can you notice when you clench your jaw or hold your breath, even when you are doing a simple movement like raising your arm?” With this guidance, I was awakening into a different way of being, where success and achievement were based on an internal quality of ease, as opposed to getting something done or pushing myself to do more. The method constantly reminded me to notice the temptation to sacrifice ease and pleasure just to feel a sense of accomplishment, in this case performing the furthest extreme of a movement. On the outside, it looked like I was doing a body practice, but on the inside this training was challenging my deeply held beliefs. It was sneaky and profound, and it began to reduce my pain like nothing else had.
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On the seventh day of the workshop, I arrived tangled up in financial stress. How was I was going to survive? Now that I was starting to see improvement in my body, I worried that my benefits might be discontinued. The irony that feeling better could put my financial lifeline at risk threw me into a panic. How I was supposed to recover if any small improvement might jeopardize my disability benefits? My thoughts spiraled out of control, spawning visions of chronic couch surfing and homelessness.


During the Awareness Through Movement lessons that day, we focused on softening the ribs and chest. As I checked in with my body, I noticed that my shoulders had dropped what felt like several inches. My chest was soft and felt malleable. I could feel each breath expand my entire torso cavity, down to the perineum. I could also feel all of my ribs—front and back—as well as my low back moving. With each in-breath, my shoulder blades gently glided across my back. My mind filled with the image of a large paper bag, rhythmically inflating then deflating with each out-breath. It occurred to me that I’d been freezing my ribs in a static position, habitually impeding my breath. My ribs, especially those in the back, likely hadn’t moved in years, a common symptom of stress and long hours of computer use. At the same time, my fear had dissolved, replaced by a sense that I would figure it all out if I just took it one day at a time. Even when I tried to conjure up panic-inducing ideas, they simply would not stick. In their place, I felt safety and support. My mental state had transformed completely. I was amazed. My circumstances had not changed one bit, but my outlook had, all because I released the pattern of anxiety in my body.
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At some point during the training, Chris, a soft-spoken, slightly dorky English man with a receding hairline, sat beside me to watch an FI demonstration. I was fidgeting, wriggling from one position to another, trying to get comfortable. Chris, a fellow student in the training, and I had already become friendly, spending lunches together and strolling along the waterfront. He had told me that he was a Qigong instructor, but I was too embarrassed to admit to him that I had no clue what that meant. I had shyly pretended to know and quickly changed the subject. Noticing my fidgeting, Chris leaned over and whispered in my ear, “You are in pain, aren’t you? I could help you.” Before I could respond, he waved his hand behind my back between my shoulder blades. “You have a sharp pain right here, don’t you?” I nodded. How did he know? That was the exact point.


Even though he wasn’t touching my back, I could sense exactly where Chris’s hand was at any given time, almost as if he were reaching inside my back with a whisper-like touch. What is that? Am I imagining that? As I tuned in, I felt a cold sensation leaving my body, like a gentle wind flowing out of me. I felt immediately lighter, calmer, and more peaceful. Within a few minutes, my pain was alleviated completely. I was baffled.


After the demonstration, I asked Chris, “What was that? What did you just do to me?”


“It was a form of Qigong treatment,” he explained. The cold sensation was something called Binqi, which translates as “stale Qi.” It could be cold, itchy, or even prickly, and it causes pain and discomfort. Chris had been trained to sense it and remove it from the body. His teacher, who worked at a hospital in China, did these treatments as a matter of course. Nothing unusual in Chinese culture, yet Binqi was one of the most magical things I had experienced to date. “You should come to my class sometime,” Chris offered. “I can help you get out of that pain.”


I still didn’t know what Qigong was, but I took note.
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After my experience with Binqi, I was intrigued by Chris, and within a few months I found my way to one of his weekly classes, held in a little studio attached to his house in the hills of Mill Valley. There, I found ten other students chatting in small groups. Chris was not yet in the room, and I did not recognize anyone. My nervousness started to mount, until a small group of students turned to welcome me.


“How did you hear about the class?” asked a woman in her early thirties with dark hair and a big, bright smile.


“I know Chris from the Feldenkrais training,” I explained.


“Oh, right! He told us you might be joining us. Welcome!” she beamed, making me instantly feel more at ease. After a few more pleasantries, a skinny blonde woman blurted out, “We make a lot of noise during practice, but don’t be freaked out. Just ignore us.” I didn’t know what she was referring to, but I nodded and smiled.


A few minutes before class was scheduled to start, Chris entered from the adjoining house, wearing khaki cargo pants and a plain T-shirt, carrying a cup of tea. He immediately came over and gave me a big hug. “What have they been telling you about class?” he asked. “Don’t believe anything they tell you,” he joked. I was starting to wonder what in the world would happen.


When Chris took his place at the front of the room, he transformed from a casual, self-deprecating guy into a man who gently commanded attention with his clear presence. He stood simply, no posturing or grandeur, but effortlessly powerful. In his proper British accent, he directed us to stand quietly. “Just sense your body. Don’t do anything,” he said emphatically. I felt myself drop into a state of awareness that I had not experienced before. He directed us to shift our weight from our left to right legs, while noticing the pattern of pressure that traveled across our feet. These instructions were familiar, akin to a Feldenkrais ATM lesson.


“When you feel the most stable, where is the majority of your weight across your foot?” he asked, giving us time to explore and notice. “Imagine drawing a line between the second and big toes down the length of the foot. Can you place 50 percent of your weight on either side of that line? How stable does this make you feel?” I immediately noticed how much more stable I felt when I weighted my body as Chris had suggested. This orientation forced me to load through my leg in a way that made me feel solid and balanced. Upon this adjustment, my whole system seemed calmer. A stillness washed over me. I inhaled deeply, noticing the sense of relief that came with my breath.


For another fifteen minutes, Chris continued guiding us to notice small details about our bodies. I marveled at the minutia I had never been aware of before, even though I’d been training in Feldenkrais for a few months. “Now, start to bring the majority of your weight onto the ball of your foot. Avoid the temptation to lift the heel up as you do this. Experiment with the idea of taking the heel down and back toward the floor as you tip your weight forward more onto the ball of your foot,” Chris instructed. “You may start to notice that you have to change the posture of the entire body to make this possible. You must do something in your low back to make this happen. Can you tell what it is?”


I had noticed, while trying to follow Chris’s directions, how I had bent my knees and tucked my tailbone under slightly, causing my low back to lengthen gently, as opposed to its usual arching.


“The posture is like you landed after jumping or dribbling a basketball,” Chris explained as he bent over slightly and mimicked dribbling. “Try it. Try jumping and landing. Notice how you land.” He explained this was the position we were looking for, because it lowered the center of gravity in the body to the area in the belly just below the belly button called the dantien, considered the center or pump of the energetic body and meridian system.


How cool is this? I marveled. I had never even heard of the dantien, but as soon as we were instructed to draw our attention to it, most of the students in the room started yawning or burping. Some even started singing or chanting. So this was the noise they’d warned me about.


Chris answered the question I held in my mind. “Because the dantien is the powerhouse of the energetic system, people will start to have reactions when the center of gravity hits there. It’s as if we are literally kicking the dantien.” As he spoke, he wandered around the room, waving his hands in front of various students, which seemed to intensify or exaggerate whatever the student had been doing before. When he waved his arm in front of the blonde woman, who was now humming a beautiful tune, she sang even louder. As he approached someone who was swaying a bit from front to back, he made a quick sharp movement with his hand in the air in front of the student, who then started moving back and forth quite rapidly and burst out laughing. The laughter was contagious, spreading to others around the room. I expected them to quash their laughter like obedient students, but they continued. Chris smiled and carried on. Obviously, there were no rules in this light-hearted class. I felt even more welcome. I could get used to a life like this.


Chris explained, “Qigong is about developing what’re called internal forces. If you were training in martial arts, you would cultivate these forces internally and learn how to apply them externally to hurt your opponent. In Qigong, we use these forces to improve health and open up the body’s energetic pathways. When I wave my hands in front of a student, I link to their dantien and Qi and help open the pathways or meridians more fully.” We did a standing practice, in this position, for another thirty minutes before we sat for meditation.


The meditation format was unfamiliar. As we sat at the edge of our chairs, unsupported by the backrest, we did a mini Feldenkrais lesson to notice some aspects of how to sit effortlessly. Then we imagined that we were sitting on a lake and could see our reflection. I placed my mind on the reflection and imagined the body sitting on the chair was slowly melting, filling in the image in the water below us. I focused easily, feeling increasingly present, like my being was married to the ground in a way I had never experienced before.


At the end of class, Chris sat back in his chair, his warm brown eyes sparkling. “I’ll give you a few minutes of theory. Any more than that and I’ll not only confuse you but also bore you to tears.” I appreciated his teaching style—he acted dismissive, like nothing special was going on, but I was taken aback by the remarkable experience I’d just had. I was anything but bored, and my analytical mind wanted to know everything.


Chris introduced us to the three aspects of the practice— physical/biomechanical, energetic, and mental/perceptual. “These three pillars of practice are always interrelating and influencing each other,” he told us. “The biomechanical study allows the energetic system to come alive in our perception. Once we wake up the energetic system, we can start to notice shifts in our mental habits and changes in our perception.” I would later understand that this constant attention to all three systems was what made Chris’s teachings unique. But as we ended class that evening, I felt confused—many of the intricate instructions had gone over my head, and I was still unsure why other students had been making sounds during their practices. Rather than being turned off or intimidated by this confusion, a common experience amongst people new to Qigong, I was intrigued. More importantly, my pain had reduced significantly, and I was again able to hold my arms over my head for a full minute. Also, I felt clearer and calmer, less anxious. I was hooked.
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