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To my beloved teachers,
past and present,
and to the intrepid fellow travelers
I have been graced to meet along the way.



1. [image: images] Don’t Talk to the Dead

I FIRST HEARD THE VOICE in a room that was otherwise unremarkable—cream-colored walls, beige Berber carpet, bookshelves mounted on one wall, a worktable made from a salvaged door. It was our second bedroom, and my husband had designated it as my space. Initially, it was the place in the house where I could be messy, and I was messy there, until the night Tom took a couple of dinner guests through it to show them something in the storage closet beyond.

“Oh, this is Peggy’s room,” he explained as he led our friends, wide-eyed, through my chaos. Books and papers and materials for various crafts were stacked on the table and around the room on the floor, clothes (including underwear) from the last several days were piled on the two chairs, the closet door stood open. I felt outed, and outraged, but Tom had made his point. The next day I cleaned.

This room was where I worked on projects, and my latest project was learning to meditate. My hatha yoga teacher had added meditation at the end of our weekly classes, and I wanted to practice. I knew I wasn’t doing it right. I couldn’t be. It had to be more than just sitting and thinking.

I sat on the scratchy carpet in a half-lotus posture—cross-legged, with one foot under the other—closed my eyes, and took a deep breath in. I could hear the wind moving through the leaves of a tree just outside the window. I could hear the air going out through my nostrils. And behind that, in my mind, I could hear a woman’s voice, quavering but clear: Get out of my house!

I swallowed, opened my eyes, and stood up. I didn’t leave the house, but I did leave the room. I went into the kitchen and started chopping onions and garlic for dinner, all the while pondering this disembodied voice.

I was nervous, disoriented, out of my depth. I worked in the features section of a daily newspaper, and I paid attention to what I heard. When someone spoke to me, I looked for cues—the expression on their face, their gestures, the tone of their voice, the place in their body from which they spoke. All of this told me what was going on behind the words: the questions behind a statement, the statements behind a question, the level of investment this person had in what they said, the authenticity with which they spoke. And all of this helped me know how to process what I’d heard, how to relate to it, how to respond.

But to hear just the voice …

Two things I knew immediately. First, I was sure it wasn’t my imagination. I might have heard the words in my mind, but my mind had not created the words for me to hear. Why would it do such a thing? I hadn’t thought about that woman for years—which brings me to the second thing I knew immediately. I knew who it was. Or, at least, to whom that voice had once belonged.
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SEVEN YEARS EARLIER, Tom and I had purchased this property from the adult children of a couple who had built the house for their retirement. Mr. and Mrs. Carter had lived in the house for some twenty-five years, and both had died there, Mr. Carter first and his wife following, about five years later.

The small frame house seemed perfect for Tom and me, and we both loved it on sight. It was painted a gray so light it looked like weathered wood. It was a ten-minute drive from downtown Honolulu, back in Manoa Valley, on the bottommost slopes of the storied Koolaus, with hibiscus bushes in the backyard and two huge sycamores in the front.

When we first moved in, Tom and I both had the feeling the original owners were still in residence. The place hadn’t been thoroughly cleaned since Mrs. Carter’s death, and while all the furniture had been removed, the original curtains were hanging in every room. I kept discovering pockets of clutter—pots and pans in the back corner of a kitchen cabinet, old clothes hanging in the laundry room.

Each time I came across one of these caches, I had a creepy feeling, as if I’d just run my fingers through cobwebs. I finally settled down to a systematic scouring of the house, and after I’d removed what was left of the Carters’ belongings, the place began to feel as if it were truly ours. But it wasn’t ours after all. We were sharing the house with a reluctant Mrs. Carter.

It had to be her. Mrs. Carter was the only other woman to have lived in this house. That meant I was hearing the voice of someone who had died seven years before.
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I LOOKED FORWARD to talking over this experience with Tom. Between us, we’d be able to figure out what to do. At the very least, I would have an ally. It wouldn’t be just me against Mrs. Carter.

“You’re not going to believe what happened today,” I said as soon as he walked through the door. I was right about this. Tom was shocked, but not for the same reasons I had been.

When I finally paused for breath, he cut into my narrative with “You think you heard what!” It wasn’t a question. Tom isn’t the kind of person who loses his temper easily—he abhors friction of any kind—and so, while I hadn’t thought about what his response might be, I was surprised by his rage. Rage not at the thought that he was living in a haunted house but at me, personally, for suggesting that such a thing might be possible. How could I! How could I think it—I, his wife—when no reasonable person would entertain the possibility that a ghost even existed, let alone speak to it! It was in my mind. Obviously. All of it. And he didn’t want to hear another word about it.

I often bowed to what I saw as Tom’s superior intellect, his ease of articulation, his gift of argument. Initially, that night I found myself reverting to form, wishing I hadn’t heard Mrs. Carter. No doubt my life would have been easier if I hadn’t. Thinking it over later, I knew I had heard her—or had heard something—and I couldn’t pretend I hadn’t. Tom’s winning our argument didn’t make him right. He was a lawyer, after all; he was trained in argument.

I went to bed that night feeling I was worse off than I had been earlier. It wasn’t just me against Mrs. Carter; now it was also me against Tom. The next day I took my story to a more sympathetic audience.
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ROLFING IS A kind of bodywork that reaches deep into the bones. It has nothing whatsoever to do with spirit communication, yet I felt that someone involved in the healing arts might give this ghost story a hearing. With her lip liner, her manicured hair, and back issues of Cosmopolitan on her coffee table, this Rolfer wasn’t my idea of a classic healer. Her touch, however, was magic, and so I took the risk of telling her about Mrs. Carter. I was relieved when she wasn’t startled.

“This kind of thing does happen,” she said, “more often than people think. People who die when they’re very old have often gotten weaker and weaker over time. It all happens so slowly that, when they finally cross the line and the body closes down, they don’t know they’ve died. They don’t realize that anything has happened.”

She added that because they don’t see the guides who come to take them to the next plane, these unfortunate souls are trapped here. “It can be very confusing for them. There are people,” she said, “kind people, who take it upon themselves to work with the souls who don’t know their body is gone. These people explain to the lost souls what has happened to them. They tell them to look for their guides.”

“Where are they supposed to look?” I asked.

“The guides are there. They’re always there.”

She sounded certain. And the process seemed pretty straightforward. This was something I could do for Mrs. Carter. I’d always thought of myself as a kind person. I could be one of these midwives of death. I’d just be giving Mrs. Carter information—information she clearly needed.

The next afternoon, as soon as I got home from work, I sat down to meditate in the room where I’d heard what I was now calling The Voice. I went into the same posture, started the same slow breathing, and within a few minutes the same quavering voice was there: Get out of my house!

I took another deep breath and began addressing this entity in my mind: Mrs. Carter, my husband and I bought this house from your children. This was such an odd thing to be communicating. How could she not know this? I hadn’t planned what I would say, and I regretted not having given it some forethought. But I soldiered on, forming the words in my mind as slowly and clearly as I could.

Actually, you’re dead. This was the wrong approach. I could feel it.

You died a few years ago. Also wrong; maybe worse. I tried a new tack.

I know this must be confusing for you, but it’s time for you to go on now. You need to look for the guides to take you on to the next place. This sounded hopeful.

There was a moment of silence. The voice came back, louder than before: Dead! I’m not dead. You’re trying to kill me. And then, stronger in volume and power than anything said so far: I AM GOING TO KILL YOU!

I opened my eyes wide. This was not going as I’d hoped. Where were those damned guides?

This time I did leave the house, walking straight out the back sliding doors, across our covered deck, and around to the right side of the house, where, under the deck, I stored my garden tools. Crouched there beside the deck, pulling out a trowel, I felt a chill, a visceral wave of fear, pass through my body. The voice had gotten my full attention, but this was more than just words; this was a moment of tangible threat. I looked up; a huge hanging basket was directly overhead. I jumped back.

My herb and vegetable garden lay at the back of the yard, and that was where I spent the next several hours—far away from the house. I didn’t go inside until Tom got home, after seven. His being there was a comfort, although I didn’t dare tell him what had happened.

As I went to sleep that night, in some corner of my mind I heard maniacal laughter. Was I creating this drama? This was happening in my mind, certainly, but was it happening only in my mind? Was Tom right? Why would I do this to myself? I love a good story. Was I giving myself one humdinger of a story?

The next afternoon, watering the houseplants, I got to the basket of impatiens that had been over my head the day before and saw something that chilled me all over again. One of the three wire prongs holding the basket aloft had been pried loose, wrenched from its mooring, and twisted back a full three inches from its original position. This was not my imagination. This was material, it was measurable, and it was recent. The basket had been intact the last time I’d watered, three days earlier.

Since all of this had started with meditation, I called my hatha yoga teacher for a consultation.

“Of course it’s real,” he said. “There are spirits around us all the time. Most people can’t see or hear them, but if you ever do, the thing you should not do is try to communicate with them. Don’t talk to the dead! That’s rule number one.”

The normal, waking, workaday world is for the living, Rick told me. The dead aren’t supposed to manifest in this world. “The main way spirits have the power to be here,” he added, “is when we, the living, pay attention to them. You’re the one who gave this Mrs. Carter the power to go after you. Stop talking to her. Forget all about her.”

There is a classic meditation story in which a master tells a student he’ll be able to meditate as long as he doesn’t think about a monkey. Just try not to think about a monkey after that! What I did was to stop meditating in the house, and when I heard what seemed like maniacal laughter, I consciously ignored it. I trusted Rick that if I didn’t talk to Mrs. Carter, she couldn’t touch me. In that I felt safe.
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THE EXTERNALS OF my life didn’t change immediately after my encounters with Mrs. Carter, but I was never again the same. It was as if I had undergone a seismic blast that created minute cracks throughout the structure it would eventually demolish. Up to that point, I had seen life in material terms. I didn’t think about this much and spoke of it even less, but I’d held the view that in all probability death was the end of the line. Once you died, that was it. Fini. Bas. Nada. No more story.

Following a casual Episcopal childhood (going to church twice a year whether I needed to or not) and an early teen rebellion in which I decided to be rebaptized as a Disciple of Christ, at some point in my late teens I’d said to God, I’m not taking this on faith any longer. If you exist, that’s fine, but you’re going to have to show me.

It seemed a reasonable, even responsible stance, and the longer I went without some kind of psychic appearance or divine utterance to prove otherwise, the more secure I felt in my theological dispassion. I never, however, called myself an atheist. I was aware of being open to the possibility that there might be more going on here than had yet been demonstrated to me. I felt God might still show himself.

Then, in my early twenties, I married Tom, who, following a casual Jewish upbringing, did identify himself as an atheist. For seven years it had seemed as if we lived by the same philosophy, but we didn’t, at all. That became clear when I told him about our ghost.

For the first time, I recognized that an impassioned stance against the existence of spirit is, by definition, faith-based. It’s not the kind of thing that can be proven. Yet the person who looks at life from that perspective leaves no room for evidence, or even experience, to the contrary.

I, on the other hand, was now fascinated by this new world I had glimpsed—a world in which there are experiences I could perceive but not prove; in which, beyond the material reality I knew, lay a subtle reality. Of course it’s real, Rick had said.

There was a lot for me to explore.



2. [image: images] Talk Story

A FRIEND AT THE PAPER, Toni Withington, and her husband, who was, like my husband, a lawyer, left their busy life in Honolulu and moved to the relative tranquility of Hawi on the Big Island. When they came back for a few days’ visit, Tom and I and some other friends met Toni and her husband for dinner at a tiki-torch restaurant in Waikiki.

After the first flurry of settling in at the table, I caught Toni’s attention and asked her, “How did you do it?” She had always been ahead of me. She was a year ahead of me at Northwestern, a year ahead of me on the Star-Bulletin, a political reporter while I wrote society features, and here she was now, a dropout! While I was slogging away as features editor, Toni was eating papaya on the beaches of the Kohala Coast, free as a hippie.

Puzzled by my question, she asked, “Do you want to move to the Big Island?”

No, not exactly. “I know I want to make changes in my life,” I told her. “I have to. But I have no idea how to do it.”

Toni smiled. “You won’t know until it’s time,” she said. “Then you’ll know. When the time is right, you’ll know exactly what to do. And you’ll just do it.”

This was what I was looking for. Something that said, This is the change you should make. Now is the time to do it.
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THE HONOLULU STAR-BULLETIN was written and edited in a cavernous room lined with teletypes and packed with desks. Along the windows were glassed-in offices for the specialty sections, one of them being features. My desk was just inside the doorway of our office. I greeted all comers and answered the departmental phone. As a management plan this was unwise, but I saw myself as the guardian of the gates, battling the forces of stodgy tradition.

Ours had been a society section, replete with scrapbook items—stories and photos of interest to only the people involved. When I got the job, at age twenty-three, I changed the nature of the stories we ran—from society (certain successful people) to lifestyle (everyone). I felt almost evangelical about this switch in focus. I saw our section as an opportunity to broaden readers’ horizons, revolutionize their interests, and tell them the stories of people who’d made nontraditional choices. In the features section, we could write about anything—sensitivity groups, street theater, hippie communes; how to build a kite, live with a mastectomy, make marshmallows …

My enthusiasm wavered with time—I couldn’t help but see that our groundbreaking stories hadn’t noticeably improved the world—and the newspaper’s unremitting deadlines began to feel like a menace. I had a dream, repeatedly, in which the press was a huge, hungry dragon. The monster had to be fed a daily quota of stories: entertaining stories, unique and accurate stories, well-written stories, stories of the right length and offered at the right time. I was in terror that my offering would be inadequate or insufficient or, worst of all, late, because then the dragon would surely eat me. I’d wake up from this dream feeling sick with dread, an emotion that was with me, hidden, through most of my waking hours.
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MY GHOST STORY, which I never even considered recounting in the Bulletin, offered me some relief from the pressures of work. I told this story to friends and was surprised when several of them countered with ghost stories of their own—if not experiences they’d had, then stories they’d heard. Hawaiian lore is rich with such stories: sightings of warrior spirits who go on midnight marches through what are now suburban neighborhoods, or encounters with the goddess Pele, who takes the form of an old woman and appears to travelers on a roadside or in the mountains to give them a warning.

Because I was sharing a personal experience that was inexplicable and subtle, I began to have a new feeling about stories. Telling stories became a kind of exploration, a reaching out. In Hawaii there is a phrase that both celebrates the local culture’s largely oral tradition and also describes the way Hawaiian people are with one another—talk story. In this tradition, to encounter another person, under any circumstance, and walk away with no personal exchange is the height of rudeness. You always take the time to talk story, to share of yourself. It was something I had never done on deadline, something I didn’t truly know how to do. I began to learn that I had to talk story, at least with the people I knew.

The big story that was happening in my life was something I never talked about, didn’t like to admit even to myself. My marriage wasn’t working out.

I had no real reason to complain, and I knew women who did. I had a friend who wore long-sleeved blouses in the tropical sun to hide the bruises she got from her husband, a seemingly mild-mannered executive who flew into periodic violent rages. Another friend was married to a lawyer Tom knew who fondled other women at parties and, his wife told me, showed an alarming interest in their thirteen-year-old daughter. These women had lots to complain about in their husbands.

What was my husband doing? Tom wasn’t hostile, or unfaithful, or unkind. He was indifferent. He wasn’t paying enough attention to me. This was a pedestrian grievance, one that after seven years of marriage many wives, perhaps most wives, could make. Maybe if we’d had a child, or even a dog … Instead we had a cat, one cat, and he was as remote and independent as my husband.

In my waking hours at home, I was usually alone. I left for work before Tom was up and returned hours before he came home. On a good night he’d be back by seven, but if he was working on a case or writing a brief, it would be eight or even nine, and for him Saturday was also a workday.

I hung out in our comfortable, quiet little house. I did hatha yoga, I gardened, I cooked dinner, sometimes I read … Lately I’d taken up weaving on a hand loom I’d built myself with four boards and four huge nails. I made little wall hangings, explorations in wool that Tom asked me not to put up in the living room. “They’re nice,” he said, “but this is our public space. You can hang anything you want in the bedroom.”

It may not sound as if I was giving much energy to our marriage myself, but I thought about it a lot. I found it lonely to share a space with someone who didn’t seem to want to be with me. I kept trying to come up with ways to catch his attention: cook the foods he liked, make little drawings on the notes I left for him in the kitchen on some mornings, wear something enticing when he arrived home at night, come up with interesting amusements we could do together on Sundays.

And Tom would often agree to attend a lecture or take a workshop or see a movie or have dinner with another couple. The public and ceremonial parts of our marriage were in place, but what I actually wanted from my husband was a converging of our minds, and there I think I just wasn’t as interesting to him as the practice of law.

The one time of day when I could count on talking with Tom was at night, just before bed, when we shared a nightcap. I looked forward to this. I liked talking with my husband, sharing the little events of our day, comparing notes on our reactions. In these conversations sometimes I would lose myself, go into a mental space that was not quite psychedelic but not quite grounded, either. I found it lovely.

Then one day Tom bought us a television, our first, so that we could watch the evening news when he got home from work. When he walked in hugging that big box, I knew I’d been defeated. And since I spent my days in the cacophony of a newspaper office, televised news was the last thing I wanted to see before going to sleep.
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On a weekend outing in central Oahu, 1973

ONE OF THE great advantages of my job on the Bulletin was that I found out about the best concerts, classes, lectures, workshops, whatever. Tom agreed to come to this workshop, I think, because it was given by friends of ours.

For two days, a couple dozen of us sat around Theo and Mary’s living room, going through a series of exercises in which we dropped, one by one, the basic accoutrements of verbal communication. Meaning, gesture, facial expression, tone of voice—all of it went. For what seemed like hours we sat in pairs, asking each other in monotone, “Do fish swim?” or, “Do birds fly?” and responding yes, no, or maybe.

When Sunday evening came, we were paired with the person we had come with and asked to look into their eyes, saying nothing. I was nonplussed by what happened then. For the first time in my life, I could feel my heart opening. I could feel love as a sensation. This subtle, almost liquid feeling began pouring out of my body and, most particularly, out of my eyes. Love was streaming from me into Tom, into his eyes, and from his eyes back into mine. I could feel a bridge of love between us, and that love was the communication. It was the only communication that mattered.

I was overcome with wonder. So this was love. This was what people meant when they talked of loving or being in love. Love had only ever been an idea for me: a way of speaking, a tone of voice, a facial expression, a collection of actions, a sort of well-wishing. It had never been a physical experience. Not for me.

This inner event was of a higher order than anything I had ever before felt. How had it happened? All I know is that somehow, after a weekend of ever-narrowing focus, my mind sufficiently quieted to allow me to experience the state that is the goal of meditation practice—not just meditating but being in meditation.

What I knew even then was that, like The Voice, this experience was real. I don’t know of any way I could have proven that, any way my state could have been measured or recorded or verified. But when I walked out of that workshop, my subjective experience was radiant, quite different from when I had walked in. And I carried that radiance with me for at least a week, maybe longer.

Going into the office the next morning, I had a wholly new experience of people I’d known, most of them, for years. This was particularly striking with my assistant, a woman who just the week before had been my personal bête noire. Belinda looked for and often found my weakest points. She was constantly sparring with me, making verbal jabs, pointing out my faults. I knew she wanted my job, or maybe my neck, but on that day I didn’t care.

“Good morning,” she said, and, looking into her bright blue eyes, I felt nothing but love for this woman. That day I rediscovered her sparkle, her wit, her humor. I remembered why I’d hired her. Was she trying to cut me down? What did it matter! She wasn’t hurting me. In this space of the heart, nothing could hurt me. It was as if, having been asleep for the whole of my twenty-eight years, I had awakened and found myself in a celestial realm. This was the kind of story I wanted in my life.
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THE EFFECT OF the weekend workshop didn’t last. My job at the paper expanded; I was given a new section to bring into being, and I put more of myself into that section than I actually had to give. The job had to be done, so I did it the way I’d always done any job, giving it whatever I thought it needed—and losing myself in the process. Though I felt my state slip, I wasn’t worried. Tom and I were going on vacation in a month. I’d get it back then.

But I didn’t. A two-week vacation is never a panacea, and on this one I spent the first week angry. That week Tom and I were skiing in Vail. (Vacation means a change, right? Living in a tropical paradise, we opted for snow.) We went with another couple, and I didn’t realize until we got there that the men were planning to ski together and I was expected to stay on the bunny slopes with the other woman, a beginner. I didn’t particularly like this woman, but even if I had, I felt shunted off—and insulted! I insisted on skiing with the men, and when Tom pointed out that the runs they’d be tackling were perhaps a bit beyond my current capabilities, I said, “I would rather die than ski on the bunny slope.” It was not my finest hour. I skied by myself, and I vividly recall having a miserable time of it.

The second week, Tom and I took a couple of workshops at the Esalen Institute. This was our second visit to this consciousness-raising center on the California coast, and I figured, Okay, it’ll happen here. The first workshop was over a weekend, and I spent most of that time on the floor, sitting astride a huge pillow. The session leader brought in his girlfriend, along with a sense of being adrift and many of his own burning questions. It seemed as if the weekend was over before we got started, but I felt I was in good company.

The next workshop, which was to be five days, began immediately after, on Sunday evening. The leader, fatigued from his drive from San Francisco, sat in a corner and directed a dozen participants to move around the room, pretending we were animals while he played DJ and changed the music. At his command, we ran, we galloped, we skipped, we crawled, and at times we slithered around the floor on our bellies. Other people were laughing and getting into it, but this wasn’t what I wanted to be doing. I played at it, I pretended to do the animal thing, I even smiled, but under it all I was livid. I felt manipulated and frustrated and panicked. This himbo was leading us through a formulaic exercise, and he wasn’t showing us the courtesy of participating. How in hell was galloping around like a horse or crawling on my hands and knees like a bear cub going to get me back into a state of unconditional love!

Lying in bed that night, seething, I understood that I didn’t have to go back to the workshop. The next morning, I went to the office and found out I could, indeed, just be at Esalen if I chose to. I didn’t even have to stay in the room with my husband. “People do it all the time,” a woman at the front desk told me. “They get here and find they need the space to think something through.”

I could give myself that. The idea of it was thrilling. I carried my suitcase to another room, a woman freed. While Tom was in the workshop, I sat naked and alone in the Esalen baths, looking out over the unfathomable beauty of Big Sur and pondering my life.
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I HAD SPENT virtually the whole of my twenties trying to tamp down my anger—the same sort of anger I was experiencing on this very vacation. The pattern was that I would put up with something I didn’t like—skiing on bunny slopes or pretending to be a python—and then at some point erupt. Explosive volcanic eruptions involve the release of contracted, compressed power and the spewing forth of molten rock. Human anger is nearly that destructive, and when you’re the one out of control, it can be horrifying—even if you’re just yelling, even if you’re just saying mean things to someone. Actually, the eruption itself is quite satisfying; it’s dealing with the debris afterward that’s a horror. I had gone to countless sensitivity groups and encounter sessions and through five years of psychotherapy so I could do something about my anger. If I didn’t, I would lose the two things that meant the most to me—my marriage and my job. It was a given.

That day in the Esalen baths, I saw it differently. I’d been working hard, actively trying to live up to what I perceived as the requirements of my life, but what was I receiving in return? The image that came to me was a long gray corridor, like the inside hallway of some grim little hotel, with all the doors closed. I knew I had to start opening those doors. I had no idea what they represented—missed friendships? Limited scope? Stifled expression?—but I did know that the doors were closed because I had sacrificed so much for the sake of my marriage and my job. After serving those two arenas, I had no energy left for anything else. Perhaps it was one reason I was so angry. It was definitely why that luminous experience of inner love had disappeared weeks before. There was no way love could survive in the gray corridor that was now my life. I could no longer wait for a change to come; I needed to take action.

I couldn’t just leave my husband. It would be like severing a limb. I would stay with the marriage a little longer, I decided, but the job I would change as soon as I got back. I’d resign my position as section editor. No one would stop me from stepping down, not when someone qualified wanted so very much to step up. I’d go back to being a reporter. I’d be writing, telling the stories myself, putting myself on the line again. That would be good.

Was it what I wanted? I didn’t know. But if I didn’t make this move, I might never know. So that’s what I did.

Changing jobs did not, of course, immediately change my life.



3. [image: images] The Flip of a Coin

THE HIGH POINT OF MY WEEK was my hatha yoga class. About eight of us met on Thursday evenings at a local church under the guidance of Rick Bernstein, a dedicated yogi who had changed his diet, his drinking habits, his politics, and his livelihood and, besides all of that, spent several hours every day performing asanas for the love of it.

Asanas are hatha yoga postures and have earthy names like downward-facing dog, cow face, cobra, and pigeon. I had started practicing yoga several years earlier as a way of dealing with what is known in some circles as “editor’s neck.” Yoga did alleviate my physical symptoms, which mainly involved rock-tight shoulders, but the practice began to do much more than this for me. Yoga became a way of being quiet with myself.

“Let yourself rest in the posture,” Rick would say. “This isn’t a competition—not even with yourself. Go to the edge of where your body feels comfortable. Stay there.” After a few minutes, he’d say, “Now see if your body wants to go a little deeper.”

I reveled in this practice. I was long-legged and thin—actually, I’m still long-legged and thin, but at the time I was strong and supple as well. I felt satisfaction just being in a posture, being in any one of maybe twenty of the postures I preferred. I wouldn’t say I’d mastered any of them. In yoga, mastery is another level altogether. To master a posture, you have to be able to remain in that posture for three hours with ease. That means without discomfort, without frustration or impatience.

I wasn’t even trying for this. But I found I enjoyed being in the postures, and for me that was magnificent. When Tom and I were skiing, I noticed that I felt great only when I got to the bottom of the hill, whereas he felt great all the way down. For me, hatha yoga was like that: I felt great the whole time I was doing it.

This was not, however, enough. Rick told our class that hatha yoga is not an end in itself. There is a point to hatha yoga, he said, and that point is meditation. You do hatha yoga so you can meditate. Hence, the reach of our yoga class extended to include chanting Sanskrit mantras, which we would do for a few minutes before beginning the asanas, and also meditation, which we would do following the corpse pose at the end. Chanting was an activity—we were singing—and I could accept it on that basis alone, but I didn’t understand this other pursuit, the thing that was supposed to be the point of hatha yoga.

I would lie flat on my back in the final posture of our class, the corpse pose, my body humming with energy, my mind fairly quiet, when Rick would rouse us by chanting the mantra om a few times. We sat up and assumed a cross-legged posture, and at that point my reverie ended. My mind kicked in, and I would sit there for a brief eternity, thinking—half thoughts and phrases shooting through my mind, some person’s face appearing with an expression I didn’t understand … Was something else supposed to be happening? I had the feeling I should be doing something. When it was over, I felt disappointed, though when Rick asked how meditation was for us, I invariably said it was nice.

It wasn’t terrible; it just wasn’t very much. Was something supposed to happen in meditation? I had no idea. I’d had that experience with The Voice while I was trying to meditate. I was pretty sure that hearing voices from the dead wasn’t the purpose of meditating, but what was?

One day Tom pointed out to me that often I would look off, unfocused, and murmur, “I don’t know.” Then, “I wonder.”

“You say that all the time,” Tom told me. “I don’t know. I wonder. What is it you wonder?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I wonder.”

We both laughed, but I didn’t find it especially funny. There was so much I truly did not know. And I was wondering. By now I had made that shift from section editor to reporter as a leap of faith. I was watching for some sign that it was the right move, that I was headed someplace I wanted to end up being. What was coming before my screen was confusing. The most satisfying part of my life was the practice of yoga, and if yoga was only a preparation for meditation, then what was this meditation? There is a lot of confusing information around about the practice and state of meditation, and I encountered it frontally, with no way to discern what was a natural part of the process, what was unrelated, what was a direct result, what was something that might happen but was best avoided … I didn’t know. And I did wonder.

[image: images]

ONE NIGHT AT the end of yoga class, my experience of meditation was marked and astonishing. I closed my eyes and took in a breath, and the top of my head came off. It felt to me as if a cap that formed the top of my scalp was lifted from my body. In my mind’s eye, I looked up and peered out of the new opening in my head. It seemed that some force was looking down, looking in at me, and beckoning me. This wasn’t anything I actually saw; it was a feeling, an intuition, that some disembodied force was inviting me—or some level of awareness I thought of as “me”—to step out of my body. I considered the possibility. But, no, I didn’t want to take this step. A step into what? The force seemed to reach in toward me, then urge me, actually trying to pull me out. At that I hunkered down. I rooted my awareness into my tailbone, into the earth itself, and hung on as if my life depended on it. At the moment, it seemed that it did.

After a timeless space, the force was gone. I opened my eyes and found others in our circle opening their eyes, too.

Rick said, “I got the definite impression someone was hanging out with us tonight.” I was surprised, but I didn’t say anything. After a pause, he said, “I spent this afternoon with Swami … ,” and then he mentioned a name. He went on to say that this swami, who was a monk and a teacher, was in Hawaii for just one day and would be back in a few months’ time.
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