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Praise for Yoga for Life


“Colleen tells her story and how yoga has unraveled the knots that have been stored from different traumas and everyday life. The yoga solutions she offers are a first aid kit. This book is a must for your library of home health.”


—Mark Hyman, MD, director, Cleveland Clinic Center for Functional  Medicine, and author of The Blood Sugar Solution 10-Day Detox Diet


“Colleen Saidman Yee’s life has been a wild ride that, thankfully, led her to yoga. Her story, her insights, and her yoga sequences will improve your emotional, physical, and mental well-being, and help you onto the path of peace and freedom.”


—Frank Lipman, MD, author of Revive


“Colleen inspires me as a woman, a mother, and a girlfriend, always coming from a place of love and kindness. Her teaching is that yoga is as simple as a breath. Reading her book is like having a woman-to-woman conversation with an honest, nurturing, and encouraging friend who shares and cares with all her heart. It is a powerful wake-up call to the spirit within, with real down-to-earth strategies to empower yourself through this beautiful journey called life.”


—Donna Karan, founder and chief designer of Donna Karan New York and Urban Zen


“Here in Yoga for Life are fantastic instructions and sequences for feeling and releasing the stories and games that bind us. Colleen’s confessions and experiences teach a compassionate embrace of the shadow. I highly recommend her book to anyone wanting to be free.”


—Richard Freeman, author of The Mirror of Yoga


“Like Gandhi, Colleen is satyagraha—meaning possessed by the truth. She tells her story honestly, without pretense, no makeup—totally fearless while at the same time gracefully imbuing every word with infectious joy, gratitude, and compassion. You will find no blaming or complaining in this memoir, for this is the story of a remarkable woman who approaches life as an adventure, armed with a bewitching ability to transform obstacles into opportunities and the ordinary into something magical. She is living proof that yoga is for life.”


—Sharon Gannon, Jivamukti Yoga


“Colleen is a strong, empowering woman who I look to for sisterhood and wisdom. She has used every crazy twist and turn of her own life to find her spiritual center, and now she teaches us how to do the same. Her unfiltered honesty will break you open and give you courage to find personal freedom as you reevaluate your own stories. Colleen’s funny, moving, and compassionate approach helps women set down their shame and pick up their voices. Her work has helped me to find more joy and contentment through asana, honest self-reflection, and loving-kindness. This book is a treasure.”


—Kris Carr, author of Crazy Sexy Cancer Tips
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I dedicate this book to the strong, feisty Irishwoman  who showed me what love is.


I miss you, Mom.




What would happen if one woman told the truth about her life?


The world would split open.


—“KATHE KOLLWITZ,” MURIEL RUKEYSER
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INTRODUCTION:  KNOW YOU’RE ENOUGH



I watch women’s chests. I watch the arches of their feet. I watch the positions of their pelvises and the placement of their heads. I watch women holding it all together, afraid that if they slow down, everything will fall apart. I watch women being ashamed that they are aging and feeling unworthy of love. I watch women collapse.


I also watch women’s perfection, courage, compassion, and grace. We women can balance our heads over our lifted chests, supported by strong legs that are connected to the earth. We can raise the arches of our feet and we can soften our faces. We can carry ourselves in the world with confidence and ease.


I’ve taught yoga to thousands of women (and men) for close to two decades. Women are powerful and beautiful, and we are also in pain—physical, emotional, and psychological—stemming from past or present trauma. We’re fearful about what the future may or may not bring, personally or professionally. Women in my classes cope with addiction, body and relationship issues, mother issues, competitiveness, and an inability to tell the truth. All of these things create stagnation and tension in the body. Yoga gives us tools to overcome the obstacles that exist between us and freedom, joy, and gratitude. I see why women come to yoga; they want to reclaim something in themselves. It’s inspiring to watch women gain a different perspective and fall in love with their bodies.


I was a professional model for three decades and very confused about my value beyond my looks. I’ve experienced triumphs in life, but plenty of traumas, too. I’ve always been searching for something beyond what I can see, hear, smell, taste, and touch. I’ve had glimpses of this mystery through prayer, intense exercise, and drugs. Yet it is yoga that takes me back to myself and has made me realize that the magic that I’ve spent my lifetime searching for is right here inside of me. All I have to do is stop running from it.


My yoga journey started in 1987 when a friend convinced me to go with her to a yoga class in New York City. When I walked out, I felt different than I’d ever felt in my life. As I stepped into the street and its lights, colors, and smells—all seemed different, so crisp and so clear. Something significant had shifted, and something opened up inside of me. I felt alive in a whole new way.


I love this definition of yoga from one of my first teachers, Sharon Gannon: “Yoga is the state where nothing is missing.” When was the last time we felt nothing was missing? Maybe in utero.


The term satya means “truthfulness” in Sanskrit. So many of us are lying to ourselves; we’re putting an identity out there that we want other people to see, and we’re hiding, from ourselves and from others, who we truly are. In truthfulness as in yoga, nothing is missing. We are present, whole.


Even after all my years of practice and study, I can’t claim to know what enlightenment is, or if yoga will take me there. But I do know that yoga lowers stress, improves posture, circulation, and digestion, while keeping joints fluid and muscles toned. It may also be the best antiaging regimen we have, and it can bring us to our ideal weight. Yoga eases everyday pains and frustrations and increases kindness and compassion. It hones the body and stabilizes the mind. Yoga can illuminate our spirits and free us from the shackles of our stories, which often limit our vision of who we are and what we are capable of achieving.


When you navigate the inner landscapes of your body through breath work, mindfulness, and postures, you notice if what you have just said, done, or thought makes you feel lousy or good. One day several years ago, my four-year-old nephew, Johnny, was talking to my oldest brother, Mark. Johnny said, “Uncle Mark, I really love everyone!” Mark replied: “Really, Johnny? I don’t love everyone. In fact, I even have enemies.” Johnny shook his head and said, “That’s too bad, Uncle Mark. You must feel so bad inside.” This awareness is the first step toward right thought, right word, right action, and maybe even peace. It could be that simple.


One night, my husband, Rodney, and I were surfing YouTube videos when we stumbled on a video of a Fiona Apple concert. It was an “aha!” moment for me. I thought: This woman is telling the truth with her body. She’s not what you would typically call a good dancer, she was jerky and unconcerned about looking pretty, but something about her was raw and real. She was moving with her wounds, with her limitations—she was moving truthfully. She wasn’t hiding, and she wasn’t afraid to be vulnerable and expose herself through her voice and movements.


Her courage and honesty made her dance mesmerizing and powerful. It penetrated something deep inside me. When you bow to someone and say, “Namaste,” it means, “The deepest part of me acknowledges the deepest part of you.” Fiona Apple’s performance was a Namaste from her body to mine. I want to have the courage to be as honest in my life, my teaching, and in this book as she was in that dance.


Yoga can bring you to this kind of truth by helping you to observe, then to let go of, the habits you cling to and the stories you use to protect yourself. As you practice, you become intimate with your body, which many of us spend a lifetime either alienated from or waging war with. Yoga practice can pierce emotional places that most of us guard or avoid. Our bodies are intelligent, more a source of direct truth than our minds, but we rarely listen to the wisdom that’s buried in our beautiful chambers.


I became a yoga teacher because I have experienced the real change yoga can create. With yoga, I’m at home in my skin. Yoga has helped me to become more honest. It has helped me discover my body, and through it, my voice.


In the modern yoga world, yogis were often put into little boxes and expected to be celibate, or cult members, or tree-hugging, granola-eating hippies. I’m here to tell you that today a yogi can be anyone, even an Irish Italian girl from the heartland of Indiana.


Yoga has given me a larger family, my yoga community, a congregation of people willing to work to find the connectivity that’s sometimes hidden. It brings to the surface what we need to feel and know. The late B. K. S. Iyengar, perhaps the most influential yoga teacher of our age, said that you can only be as intimate with others as you are with yourself. Alone and in community, we use yoga to get to our essence. Yoga peels away layer after layer of debris to uncover what has been there all along. It’s like the Bob Dylan lyric: “How long, babe, will you search for what’s not lost?”


This is the story of one woman’s life, my life, in and out of yoga. It isn’t always pretty, but it’s as honest as I can be, and as memory allows. I’ve tried to extract from my journey some of the painful and exuberant lessons I’ve learned, and I’ve embodied each of them in a unique yoga sequence. For dealing with suffering, the sequences are intended to be soothing and nurturing; for dealing with growth and other life passages, the sequences are intended to be celebratory and to lead you to your own insights. The sequences I’ve designed address issues of alienation, addiction, and insecurity as well as finding one’s voice and participating in the endless potential of acceptance and love.


The goal of a yoga sequence is to create a physical effect, an emotional effect, and a spiritual effect. The key is to investigate and listen to your body, to increase intimacy with it in order to understand cause and effect. What sequence of poses, breath work, and meditation creates greater peace? (Not just peace in our joints, but peace in our guts, our hearts, our nervous systems, and our lives.) We’re all “sequencing” every day. If you need to drop the kids off at school and go to the bank, the post office, and the grocery store, you figure out an optimal order in which to complete those tasks. When it comes to the body, the same lessons apply. Yoga is skill in action; part of that skill is learning the right sequence, on and off the mat.


A beautiful yoga playground awaits you in these pages, and, I hope, the sequences I’ve created will reveal the blue sky that’s waiting inside you.


Today, I’m fifty-five years old and happily married. I don’t do drugs, and I’m a vegetarian. Instead of chasing synthetic highs, I’ve learned how to extract a high from the beauty of an ordinary day. I’ve learned that the best high exists in the joy or the sadness or the mundaneness of the present moment, unfiltered. Yoga allows me to surf the ripples and sit with the mud, all while catching glimpses of the clarity at the bottom of the lake: my true Self.


I hope this book will help you do the same. Namaste.
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Chapter 1






ROOTS



Be still, my heart, these great trees are prayers.


—“Stray Birds,” Rabindranath Tagore


A scene that’s permanently etched in my brain opens in 1967 in the kitchen of a house in a new subdivision of a small farming town called Bluffton, Indiana. Our family has recently moved here from Corning, New York. There are empty moving boxes everywhere, a new playground for hide-and-seek. I crawl into one of the boxes, which easily fits my wiry seven-year-old body. I’m secretly watching my mother, who’s standing across the room, looking out the window with a cup of coffee in one hand and a cigarette in the other. She seems to be in a trance, and big tears are sliding down her face like swollen raindrops. She’s whispering prayers as she often does when she’s alone. I’m confused. At this age, I don’t think moms are supposed to cry. She’s probably figured out that I’ve been secretly pinching my little brother Nick and stealing his toys. I’m sick of him being Mr. Goody Two-shoes. I stare at my mother helplessly, mesmerized by the smoke from her cigarette as its ash grows longer. I know that it’s my job to make her happy. I’m going to be perfect.


A few days later, I ask, as nonchalantly as I can, “Mom, what makes you so sad?”


“I miss my trees,” she says.


Today, as I stand at my own window with a cup of tea in my hand, gazing out at the beautiful, mature trees outside, I wish I could tell my mother that I understand her connection with trees. I realize now, that on that morning, Mom was doing her own form of yoga. She was practicing drishti (a soft-focused yoga gaze) out the window toward the memory of her cherished trees. She was calming herself by filling and emptying her lungs, which is like pranayama (yogic breathing exercises), except hers, unfortunately, involved a cigarette. She was repeating her own quiet prayer over and over. In yoga, we call this a mantra. Gaze, breath work, and mantra are ways to calm the mind in preparation for meditation. Mom’s tears represented her open heart, her willingness to feel and sit with her sadness, rather than mask it. Damn, my mom was a yogi. Who knew? I’d thought yoga was my discovery, quite separate from anything she taught me.


• • •


“Famiglia!” my dad would say in his fake Italian accent. “Famiglia is the most important thing in life. You always do what needs to be done for family.” The Zello roots were in Corning, New York, where my dad, Nick, was a foreman on the swing shift at the Corning Glass Works factory. It was a grueling schedule. One week he would be on the 8:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. shift, the next week it was 4:00 p.m. to midnight, and the following week was the dreaded midnight to 8:00 a.m. shift, with only a day off in between. His work schedule wreaked havoc on our family life. We were always being shushed so that we wouldn’t wake Dad. The days that he was able to be at the supper table with us were our happiest. Mom and Dad wanted more than anything in the world for Dad to work a regular shift so that we could spend time together as a family.
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The Zello family, circa 1972: (back row, from left) Dad, Peggy, Mom, Mark; (front row, from left) me (holding our dog, Poco), Ed, Nick, John, and Joe.








One day, Dad and Mom gathered us kids together in the living room. At the time, there were five of us: Mark, Joe, Peg, me, and Nick, in that order. Mark was fourteen, and the rest of us fell into line at approximately two-year intervals. “Guess what?” Dad announced. “We’re moving to Indiana. I’m going to work in another Corning plant there. I’m going to work real hours, like other dads—nine to five!” My seven-year-old mind responded, “Oh, good! We’ll be able to play during the day without Dad coming out of his bedroom yelling at us for waking him up.”


We younger kids had no idea what “moving” meant, but Mark and Joe understood, and they were pissed. Today, Joe says that leaving Corning was like being dragged from a warm sleeping bag and tossed naked into a snowbank, shocking his system into angry self-defense.


The move would take us away from our beloved hometown, where famiglia and community were everything. In Corning, we lived across the street from St. Vincent de Paul Catholic Church and School. Our lives and Corning’s Italian/Irish community revolved around St. Vincent’s. When the bells pealed on Sunday, hundreds of people would surge through the big oak doors. When Mass was over, the doors would swing open again, and everyone would spill out, dressed in their Sunday best, joking and exchanging news. My brothers were altar boys (which I was jealous of) and sold newspapers after Mass.


I was a child of the Church. When I was young, I told everyone I was going to be a nun when I grew up, just like my first-grade teacher Sister Cormac. Every Halloween I would dress up as a nun. One year, my brother Joe told me that I should put a pillow under my habit and be a pregnant nun. I didn’t see why not, and couldn’t understand why everyone laughed at me.


My mother went to Mass almost every day and never missed confession. She always had a rosary in one hand and a cigarette in the other. I was convinced she had a direct line to Virgin Mother Mary. If Mom hadn’t always been pregnant, I would have said that she was the reincarnation of Mary.


Eventually, I became disillusioned with the Catholic Church. I was brought up to believe that priests were representatives of Jesus Christ; when charges of pedophilia became rampant, I was profoundly disheartened. I also saw that the underlying doctrine, which holds that we’re all sinners meant to suffer and ask for redemption, had tormented my mother and she became riddled with guilt.


In many ways, yoga became my church, even though I don’t see it as a religion. Both create a community of people who gather for an hour or more of shared activity, which includes silence, listening to a teaching, reading, and chanting. The candles and incense are reminiscent of Mass. In the studio, I often play religious music such as “Ave Maria” or “Amazing Grace” as students lie in final relaxation (shavasana). Music brings us into the deep spaces of our own being. It’s not a coincidence that I’ve taught yoga every Sunday morning for the last seventeen years. Our Sunday best may be Lycra, but we gather to practice and contemplate how we can be loving and caring in our everyday lives. When I plan a class, I’m usually exploring a particular topic (not unlike the subject of a homily) in the yoga sequence and in a reading at the end of class. These subjects are often related to yoga’s ethical precepts (called yamas and niyamas): nonviolence, truthfulness, nonstealing, containment, nonhoarding, cleanliness, contentment, purification, self-study, and devotion.


• • •


On a hot day in August 1967 we piled into our Ford Country Squire station wagon with its faux-wood side panels and started the drive to Indiana—and our new life. Dad kept stopping so that my mom could lean out the door and throw up. Mark and I looked at each other. Uh-oh. Mom’s pregnant again. She hadn’t told us, but Mark and I knew, and Mark was furious. He was old enough to see how difficult it was for my parents to pay the bills for five children on a factory worker’s salary. Why the hell were they having more kids?


The Zellos rolled into Bluffton with our suitcases, household possessions—and all our emotional baggage. As one of only a handful of Italian families, we didn’t fit Bluffton’s prevailing ethnic type, which was German and Amish. No welcome wagons showed up to greet us. The Catholic church in Bluffton was out on the edge of town, and the congregation’s size and energy were minuscule in comparison to our church in Corning.


In yoga philosophy, seeing others as separate from ourselves is thought to be one of the main causes of suffering. The Indian spiritual teacher Nisargadatta said that if you think of someone as separate from you, you won’t be able to fully love them. Separation can create fear, fear deepens alienation, and alienation deepens fear in a vicious cycle. In retrospect, I think about how people in Bluffton created those separations. The Midwestern kids taunted us for pronouncing “a” differently and for the tan lines above our ankles from wearing socks with our sneakers in summer. Local boys began picking fights with my brothers—which they soon found out wasn’t such a good idea. Joe is incredibly smart and can cut someone down to size with a few well-chosen words. One day, the roughest, biggest guys in town were teasing Joe, and he was mouthing off right back at them. One of the mean kids took a swing at Joe. Mark stepped in and went after him. The kid head-butted Mark and knocked out his front teeth. Mark tore the chain off the guy’s motorcycle jacket and beat the crap out of the bullies with it. Let’s just say the Zello boys earned some respect.


• • •


Is violence ever warranted? In the Yoga Sutras, the first ethical precept is ahimsa—nonviolence or nonharming. This includes not only physical violence, but also the violence of thoughts and words. Ahimsa doesn’t mean “pacifism”; it means we take responsibility for our own harming behaviors and we try to prevent others from causing harm. The Bhagavad Gita, which is a poem within the epic Hindu sacred text, the Mahabharata, tells the story of a warrior, Prince Arjuna, who must go into battle because it’s his dharma—his obligation or purpose in life—to protect his people. His quandary, which he discusses with his guide, Lord Krishna, is that some of the enemies he will be forced to fight (and kill) are his relatives and teachers. Krishna tells him to buck up, that he must take action and follow through with his purpose. The important thing is that he act in a selfless spirit of sacrifice and devotion, which creates a different karmic result than if he were motivated by ego or anger.


I’ve always felt uncomfortable with how Bhagavad Gita engages the subject of violence. But I realize it has to be addressed, and there are no simple answers. If I caught someone abusing my daughter, or any child, I think I would have the potential to become violent. By acting violently, might I potentially save other children from the same fate? Sometimes violence can be a nasty look or comment. Is punching someone who is hurting a family member the same as harming your lover with abusive words? Yogis spend lifetimes contemplating ahimsa. I’m not sure if a life of nonviolence is possible, but considering our actions and being sensitive to their results is a start.


Those first couple of years in Bluffton tested practically every ethical precept in any system, whether it was the Christian commandment to “Love thy neighbor as thyself” or yoga’s yama of nonviolence. Kids regularly threw eggs at our house. One day we woke up to find our car tires slashed and a piece of paper stuck to the windshield scrawled with the words: “When tires go flat, dago wop wop wop.” (I had never heard the words dago or wop, but Mark explained them to me.) Later I heard that another sign had been posted on the bridge coming into Bluffton: “Blacks out of town BY SUNDOWN.” Although I hate violence of any kind, I agree with Bhagavad Gita: there are times when not standing up to aggression is its own form of passive violence.


• • •


Uprooting is a part of life. Stripping off our security blankets can create opportunities to experience the fresh air of the now. Most of us cling to what’s familiar, which can stifle the possibility of spiritual growth. Trying to make something permanent often creates frustration and sadness because it’s not possible. What we hold on to as fixed is in reality always changing—like trees through the seasons. The move to Bluffton jolted us out of our comfortable life in the way a meditation teacher might rap you with a stick to shock you out of daydreaming.


Fortunately, Mom and Dad created a stable home built on love. They adored each other; to this day, Dad tells the story about the first time he spotted my mom across the room at a school dance. She was a pretty sixteen-year-old Irish girl named Margaret Regina Kelly; her family and friends called her Jean. He was nineteen, had completed two years in the navy, and was finishing high school. He fell in love with her on the spot but was upset to learn she was so young. He wrote her a note, which he gave to her with a nickel and a bag of rocks. The note said that the nickel was for her to use to call him when she turned eighteen; the bag of rocks were to throw at any guy who tried to pick her up in the meantime. A year later, she sent a friend into a bar to ask my dad to come outside.


“Nick, I’m out of rocks,” she said.


They went on their first date the next day.


A few months later, Dad was preparing to go to college on the GI Bill. Mom went to say good-bye to him. His car was packed, and he would be on his way in an hour.


“Will you wait for me?” he asked her.


“I’ll be happy to see you when you’re home, but I’m not making any promises. I’m going to date other guys,” she said.


It was a no-brainer for Dad. He wasn’t going to run the risk of losing his Irish honey. He unpacked the car and stayed, giving up the opportunity of a college education. He married Jean within the year.


I grew up thinking that all parents were as madly in love as mine. Even though Dad’s work schedule was difficult, and they struggled with money issues, they had a deep and passionate relationship. He used to come up behind my mom at the dinner table, bend down, and whisper things in her ear that would make her giggle and blush. She’d pretend to swat him away. Dad used to joke, “Your mother gets pregnant every time I hang my pants on the bedpost!” For a while, my older sister, Peggy, thought that this was how babies were made.


Before long, the Zellos were legendary—an Italian Irish family with seven intelligent hippie kids in the middle of a conservative Indiana town. Teenage life in Bluffton was like a James Dean movie, with boys cruising up and down Main Street in their cars, revving their engines, and looking for girls. Our lives were filled with dates, basketball and baseball games, track-and-field events, church, and the school marching band (in which I played the drums).


Mom’s children were her be-all and end-all. She was tiny but fierce, especially when she thought someone was messing with her tribe. My brothers all had long hair, and the police in Bluffton would grab boys like them and take them to the station house, where they’d give them buzz cuts. My parents almost never left town, but when my mom’s father died and they were making plans to go to New York for the funeral, Mom marched into the police station and announced: “My sons have long hair today, and they damn well better have long hair when I get back.” And they did.


In Bluffton, I could feel my mom’s sadness despite her best efforts to conceal it. I started to internalize the feelings and focus on what I could control. I became a perfectionist, obsessed with getting good grades—both to please my parents and to be noticed in a house full of boys. By third grade, I was getting all A plusses; by the time I was eleven, I started experiencing stomach pains that were so intense they would make me double over. I was diagnosed with an ulcer.


One night when I was in junior high, my mother found me awake in my room at two in the morning, obsessively crumpling sheets of paper and rewriting my homework assignment over and over. “Colleen, there’s nothing better than an A plus,” she pleaded. “You have to go to sleep!” A few days later I came home with the assignment marked with an A++. From then on, my parents tried to bribe me to get Bs instead of As. It didn’t work.


I sensed Mom had other heartaches as well, dark feelings that lurked in the recesses of her soul. Her family had been dirt poor and her father an alcoholic. She spent much of her childhood hungry, cold, and scared. She never talked to us about it. But when her brothers would visit, I would eavesdrop and listen to them telling stories about their father coming home drunk, and how he would yell and threateningly take off his belt and chase them around the house with it. I heard about the charities that would drop off clothes at their house, and Mom being ashamed to wear them—she weighed only eighty pounds at the time, so everything was huge on her. They recalled days when each child had only one slice of bread, and how my mother would flatten it to make it last longer, and put it under her pillow, taking one little piece at a time. They talked about Grandma breaking apart the kitchen table and burning it for heat when she thought her babies might freeze to death.


Near the end of my mom’s life, I asked her if she would tell me about her childhood. She cried and said that when she would hear her father come home drunk late at night, she would hold her breath and pray that he wouldn’t drag her out of her bed and force her to play the piano for him and his drunk buddies. Some of the puzzle was starting to make sense. Mom was a beautiful pianist, although the sound of her playing was haunting because she only played when she was sad. I know that her spiritual practice was strong, but her secrets and wounds and shame were buried deep in her body. Mr. Iyengar said that each of our bodies is a road map onto which all of our experiences are engraved. I believe that my mom’s shame and heartbreak about her family history literally made her ill; she had heart disease, thyroid disease, varicose veins, colitis, and diverticulitis. Her religion didn’t heal her sorrow—or her body.


I wish I could have wrung some of that trauma out of her body with an asana practice. A seated twist would have massaged her organs and brought fresh blood to them. A restorative backbend over a yoga bolster could have relieved her aching heart and opened her closed throat. Forward bends might have eased her stress and her blood pressure; backbends might have relieved her depression. In her last years, she was beginning to understand that yoga wasn’t the devil’s work or a cult. She even practiced chair yoga with a DVD I sent her. I love to think about my mom as a yogi.







Yoga Sequence: Grounding, Opening, Nurturing


When I designed this sequence, I went into our yoga room at home and put a photograph of Mom on the Tibetan chest Rodney and I use as an altar, alongside photos of our spiritual teachers: Mother Teresa, Swami Satchidananda, Mr. Iyengar, his brother-in-law Krishnamacharya, Pattabhi Jois, and Pema Chödrön. Alongside the pictures are my mother’s and grandmother’s rosaries, and a rosary blessed by Mother Teresa. I gaze at Mom’s picture as I begin to imagine a sequence to ground us and respond to life’s themes of rooting and uprooting, permanence and impermanence, attachment and separation. Foundation poses in yoga are important because they’re the poses we keep coming back to, as to a mother. We move away from them and come back, move away and come back. We connect to the earth in these poses; when we stand in Mountain Pose, we feel the sensitivities of our own body. Which way does it sway? Where do we lose our balance? A mountain is strong, anchored, and inspiring. We look for these qualities as a foundation for our practice.


Tree Pose gives a sense of rooting and balancing while gazing. Even though my mother was uprooted geographically and emotionally, she still had strong roots in faith and her family. I’ve probably done Tree Pose ten thousand times, and I’ve felt my mom in every one.


Foundation poses inform our legs and our bodies to center us. Any time you feel off kilter is a time to do a foundation pose. If I’ve missed a flight, or if a business meeting has gone badly and I’m frustrated, I just stop and do Mountain Pose. I feel my feet. I watch my breath. It’s the connection no one can take away from me. One of the challenges of yoga poses is to find the rooting, the body’s central channel, from which flows steadiness, focus, and joy. Yet even as we find our grounding, we know we’re part of nature, and that one of the few things we can be sure of is that everything is always changing.


This is also a sequence for anyone who feels depleted, or simply needs nurturing. You’ll find yourself connecting to the ground while wringing out tension in the body. The sequence helps you see new possibilities, while you face the world with courage and tranquility.







List of Props needed for the sequences: yoga mat, 2 blocks, strap, 3 blankets, bolster (rolled-up blankets can substitute), 10-pound sandbag (or equal household weight), chair.
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Constructive Rest








Constructive Rest. Lie down on your back with your feet parallel and spread hip distance apart, knees bent and touching each other. Place your hands on your belly and watch the rise and fall of 10 breaths. For people who may be tired, this pose will ease them into the sequence. We don’t stay long in the pose, because women like my mom are always moving pretty fast, and slowing down frightens them. This first pose gives a hint of slowing down.
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Stick Pose








Stick Pose (yashtikasana). Raise your arms over your head and stretch your legs onto the floor. Reach your limbs in opposite directions until you feel a slight hollowing in your lower belly (between your pubis and navel). Continue for 5 breaths. It’s important for our back bodies to be in contact with the ground in order to feel the support and connection to the supreme mother-earth. I imagine my mother feeling grounded and held in this pose.





[image: images]

Thunderbolt Pose








Thunderbolt Pose (vajrasana). Kneel and sit back on your heels. Interlace your fingers and reach your arms overhead with the palms facing the ceiling for 3 breaths. Exhale the arms down, change the interlace so the other index finger is on top, and reach up again for 3 more breaths. This will initiate the pattern of folding the legs in preparation for Tree Pose later in the sequence.
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Mountain Pose








Mountain Pose (tadasana). Stand with your feet firmly planted, arms hanging alongside the torso. Feel how your weight subtly shifts from side to side, front to back. Feel your roots grow deeper. From the foundation of your legs, float your torso up and balance your head above your spine. Inhale, feel your feet, exhale, and feel your chest. Stay for 10 breaths.
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Volcano Pose








Volcano Pose (urdhva hastasana). In Mountain, inhale and reach your arms actively upward. This is the start of stretching up from our roots, trusting that we have a solid foundation from which to extend. Elongate from the waist and try to touch the ceiling with your fingertips. Inhale, feel how your feet contact the floor, exhale, and take your arms higher until you feel a hollow in your lower belly. Hold for 5 breaths.
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Tree Pose








Tree Pose (vrikshasana). Spend another 3 breaths in Mountain, continue to feel your feet growing down like roots into the floor. Then bend your right knee and take your right foot to the inside of your left thigh, as high as is comfortable. Reach your arms straight up alongside your ears. Keep the feeling of floating your chest and head. Watch yourself grow down through your roots into the floor while balancing on one leg. Focus on something about 6 feet in front of you that isn’t moving. My mom was a worrier, so the simplicity and challenge of balancing in this pose would have created an opportunity, in the words of Ram Dass, for her to “Be Here Now.” Don’t be rigid as you stay for 5 breaths. Lower the foot to the floor and repeat on the left side for 5 breaths.
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Staff Pose (a)
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Bent-Knee Seated Twist (b)








Sit in Staff Pose (dandasana), both legs straight and active, torso upright (a). Then move into Bent-Knee Seated Twist (marichyasana III) by folding your left leg and standing the heel as close to the left sitting bone as possible (b). Twist easily to the left and hug your left knee with your right arm. Twists serve as a form of therapeutic massage for the body’s organs of digestion and elimination. Hold for 5 breaths and repeat to the right. Then return to Staff.
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Bound Angle Pose








Bound Angle Pose (baddha konasana). Sit down and place the soles of your feet together as you drop your knees open. Draw your heels as close to your pelvis as is comfortable. As you inhale, lift your knees up slightly and firmly press the inner heels. As you exhale, press your outer heels and let the knees release. This pose is good for digestion and my mom would have benefited from it. Stay for 10 cycles of breath.
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Supported Fish Pose








Supported Fish Pose (matsyasana). Place a rolled-up blanket or bolster horizontally across your mat and lie over it with the bolster under your shoulder blades. Rest your head on the floor; if your neck is uncomfortable, place your head on a folded blanket. Take your arms out to the sides with your elbows bent and your palms facing up. When people are depressed, inhalation becomes shallow and difficult. This pose opens the chest and makes breathing easier; it’s life-affirming. Enjoy for 15 breaths.
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Legs Up Wall (a)
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Legs Up Wall Variation (b)








Legs Up the Wall (viparita karani mudra). Position a folded blanket about 3 inches from the wall and lie down with your sacrum on the blanket and your legs up the wall (a). Your sitting bones should hang in the space between the blanket and the wall, which will give your front torso a smooth arch from the pubis to the shoulders. If you have tight hamstrings, bend your knees a little or move farther from the wall (b). My mom’s legs were riddled with painful varicose veins and her heart was taxed. An inverted pose helps with the venous return of the blood from the lower body, which would have eased the pressure in her legs and improved the blood flow back to her heart. The chest is lifted so that the breath is easy. Dropping the head below a lifted chest has a calming effect on the body. I have found this to be a miraculous pose in times of stress or fatigue. Hold for about 3 minutes.





[image: images]

Final Relaxation (a)
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Final Relaxation Variation (b)








Final Relaxation (shavasana). Lie on your back with your legs straight, heels slightly apart (a). Wiggle around until you’re comfortable, then place your arms alongside your torso with your palms facing up. For optimal restoration, strap your thighs together with a belt, put sandbags or weights on them, and cover your eyes with a small pillow (b). Stay in the pose for 5 to 10 minutes, relaxing your body and letting go of all tension.





The goal of this sequence is to get us in touch with our inherent physical strength and balance, qualities that can ground us through the upheavals of life. I imagine it could have given my mother courage, support, and connectivity. Mom, you held so many of us; here is a sequence that will hold you and everyone who’s in need of steadiness and joy.
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Chapter 2






TRAUMA



Silence is an empty space,


Space is the home of the awakened mind.


—Buddha


On the Fourth of July weekend when I was fifteen years old, I was with a group of friends chicken-racing down the middle of Highway 124 at dusk. A driver coming over the rise either didn’t see us or couldn’t stop fast enough and barreled into us. The impact sent bodies flying into the air in all directions. One of my girlfriends suffered a broken back, another a fractured pelvis, and I sustained a skull fracture and a broken collarbone. When I’d landed, I skidded across the pavement, scraping most of the skin off one side of my body.


My parents had gone to a party in Angola, Indiana, about an hour and a half from Bluffton. I had recently gotten into drugs, and that afternoon my friends and I had gone to the house of a local dealer. A beautiful brunette who looked like Pocahontas opened the door. We bought some acid called “Love” and some Quaaludes.


Pretty soon we were tripping and chicken-racing. Three teams with one person on the shoulders of another were running side by side, trying to knock each other off. Laughing and careening into one another, trying to be the last one standing, we never saw the car coming.


My older brother Joe was at a party with friends that evening. Someone at the party heard there had been an accident and that I might be involved. Joe rushed to the hospital and gave the doctors permission to do more than just stop the bleeding. Drifting in and out of consciousness in the ER, I became aware that the monsignor from our church had appeared beside me. According to people who were there, he asked about administering last rites, and I said, “I’m not going to die, Monsignor. So, please, get the hell out of here.”


The only thing I remember about my stay in the hospital is screaming when the nurses changed my bandages—it was so painful. While the doctors and my family focused on my physical injuries, I was more scared about what was happening to my brain: I couldn’t remember anything. I couldn’t think clearly. The world seemed to be going along just as before, but inside I wasn’t the same.


Shortly after I was released, I went to a party (which we called a “kegger”). My head was still partly shaved where my scalp had been sutured and I was wearing an orange-and-white-checkered halter top with a shoulder harness over it that held my broken collarbone. The whole right side of my body was covered with bandages. I felt like some girl Frankenstein.


A plastic cup of beer was in my hand and I was swaying to the music. I lived for music; like all my siblings I worshiped Bob Dylan and knew the lyrics to all his songs by heart. Now I couldn’t even remember the first verse to “Blowin’ in the Wind.”


When I went back to school for my sophomore year in the fall, I had trouble concentrating. I’d been a straight-A+ student before the accident. Now, I had to study incredibly hard to get a B and sometimes even a C, which was as good as an F to me. I knew that, in some way, my brain was damaged.


Frustration in life is inescapable. We’ve all had the experience of losing something that we would desperately like to have back. The yearning creates internal anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and conflict. I wasn’t able to accept this new reality and the post-accident brain I now had. I was also suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), though no one diagnosed it at the time. For years afterward, the sound of screeching car brakes became a trigger for intense anxiety and panic. Sometimes, just lying in bed at night and hearing a car drive by would be enough to make me freeze and shake violently in terror.
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