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	(Day 1)


	

	Candles . . . Check.


	Music . . . Check.


	Corset, thigh-highs, whip, hat, and cowgirl boots . . .


	Really?


	Had it already come to this?


	Apparently so. Embarrassing as it was, I felt desperate to get Tripp’s attention. To feel close to him. To recreate the electricity and attraction that had made us sprint to the altar in the first place. It wasn’t long ago that he would dash home from the office for a quick “lunch” with me. Surprise weekend getaways were standard then, always at some pet-friendly hotel overlooking the Pacific. Tripp never forgot to include my dog, Billy, in the beginning. And the horses—he loved to watch me ride. Some nights, we’d sneak into his family’s stables where their racehorses were groomed for glory. He didn’t even care if his mother got wind of it.


	But lately things had started to change. One evening, I’d slipped my arms around him and whispered, “Let’s go for a ride in the moonlight tonight.” He was standing with his back to me, staring out the French doors into darkness.


	“Sorry, what?” He stepped away from me, pulling the curtains closed.


	“A ride,” I said. “You and me.”


	He turned and walked past me, one half of his button-down un-tucked, his tie hanging loose and off-center.


	“Tripp, honey? Hello?” He was back to staring out the window, this time over the kitchen sink. “Where are you right now? Come on, ride with me. I’ll let you be the cowboy,” I teased. But he didn’t laugh. He didn’t even smile.


	“Babe, it’s like we’re on different planets, and I’m two feet away from you.” I walked over and peered with him into the night. “Someone getting naked out there?” Nothing.


	“I can’t explain it, Alex. I feel like there’s more than this.” He turned and gestured vaguely to the room.


	I looked around. We were standing in the kitchen of our Craftsman “cottage” which, by any standards outside Marin County, California, would be considered a palatial shrine to Frank Lloyd Wright.


	“More than . . . our house?” He couldn’t be having an existential crisis, could he? We were newlyweds.


	“No, I mean all this.” He waved his arm in a bigger arc.


	“Oh. Well, yeah. Of course,” I said and hopped up on the counter, hoping to distract him. “The world is a mysterious place. And I am game for exploring all of it with you.” I smiled and reached for him with my feet, trying to pull him toward me. He took a step back and shook his head again.


	“I’m going through something, Al. I need space.”


	“Maybe it’s all that yoga you’ve been doing. Too much standing on your head. Let’s take a vacation. A real vacation. No conference calls, no early classes at the Club. Let me take care of you. Maybe Jamaica? We’ll ride horses through the surf . . . ”


	“Alex.”


	“Okay,” I said with a shrug, attempting to look unfazed. “Just trying to help.” Resting my heels on the drawer pulls, I leaned forward onto my elbows as if sitting on a fence. “So,” I said casually.


	“So,” Tripp replied, glazing over.


	My stomach tightened. What was going on here? Tripp was usually so direct and engaging.


	“Is there anything I can—” I started.


	“No, Alex. I just wanted you to know that I’m operating from a deeper place now.” He nodded solemnly. I looked at him, my gorgeous, take-charge, marry-me, won’t-take-no-for-an-answer husband.


	“So is Deepak Chopra a new client or something?” I tried one last time for a laugh, a kiss, a tousle, anything, but he just looked at me blankly. “Babe?”


	“Okay.” He clasped his hands together. “I’ve got to go pack.”


	He left the next morning for what I thought was a business trip in Atlanta. Initially, Tripp didn’t correct me, but eventually he confessed that it was, in fact, a retreat. A spiritual retreat: yoga, meditation, healing . . . And as unenlightened as it sounded, I felt like he was cheating on me. With himself.


	“I want to be with you. Could I come?” I said from our massive bed as I watched him get dressed. Tripp’s interest in yoga had been a shock to me, despite the fact that it had long since become the world’s trendiest fitness obsession, one I myself had resisted. Regardless of the latest celebrity testimonial, to me, yoga would always be my mother’s thing, New Age-y and fringe-y. But in those moments before he left, it was beginning to feel like a deal breaker. “Really.” I’d almost convinced myself. “I want to come.”


	Tripp remained focused on his packing.


	“Honestly, I’m not sure you’re ready for this kind of work, Alex. Just enjoy the solitude. I think you could benefit from some time alone with your thoughts.” He came over to kiss me goodbye, and I sat up, letting the zillion-thread count sheet fall away from me. But he was gone too quick to notice.


	***


	Billy and I met Tripp at Mount Bachelor, Central Oregon’s favorite ski destination, where I was working a weekend shift as the on-mountain concierge. Mostly, I directed harried parents to the nearest restroom. It was something of a rebound job, having recently returned from what I assumed was a stereotypical attempt at living in New York. My morale was fragile at best and my bank account was drained. That afternoon, Billy was curled at my feet as Tripp approached the desk with his client.


	“Hi.”


	He rested his elbow casually on the mahogany counter between us. His eyes sparkled. And when he smiled, I melted. I honestly did.


	“Hi.” I smiled back, feeling like I had gained a thousand feet of altitude.


	“Can you recommend a restaurant for us this evening?” He kept his eyes on mine.


	“And by us, you mean?” I nodded toward a man I assumed was his friend, who was leafing through a ‘High Desert Museum’ pamphlet, decked head to toe in fresh-from-the-box Patagonia. The mountain’s ragtag ski lodge crew always mocked out-of-town weekend warriors, but I found them fascinating. They reminded me that the world was a big place and gave me hope that, although New York had not worked out, I too, might someday, somehow, avoid a lifetime of county fairs in good ol’ Sisters, Oregon.


	“Yep, that would be my date,” he replied, his blinding smile drawing me in. I tore my eyes away to look over at his friend.


	“Well, he sure looks ready for some action out there,” I said in a low voice.


	Tripp twisted around to look at him over his shoulder.


	“She likes your goggles, man.” He turned back to me. “So. Dinner,” he said with a little smile. His eyes were as blue as the sky behind him.


	Go for it, Alex. Just do it.


	I leaned forward.


	“Yes?” he asked.


	“It’s about your date. My guess is that two hours in this powder, and he’ll be glued to the wet bar in his room tonight. Are you sure you don’t want to reconsider? Mount Bachelor’s got some pretty cute lifties, and I think Skye’s on this afternoon.” I pretended to scan a list of lift operators on duty.


	Tripp leaned toward me, his eyes glittering with amusement. “That ‘date’ is worth over half a billion dollars. Makes the glare of his one-piece ski suit a little more endearing.” We considered the spectacle for a moment. The Ski Magazine cover boy looked up from his map of downtown Bend.


	“Okay, okay. I can hear you over there. Could you hurry it up, Edwards? I’m suffocating in this damn suit. Tell you what, man, next time I pick the meeting place. Cabo.” He ripped off his goggles and looked at them, then held them up for me to see. “These are pretty awesome though, right?” They both laughed. I liked these guys. Unlike most of the resort’s seasonal millionaires, they seemed to have a sense of humor about themselves.


	“Alright,” I said, looking back at Tripp. “Let’s find you boys a restaurant before your friend passes out.” I considered my choice of words. These ‘boys’ had at least ten years on me. I looked down at my list of endorsed restaurants and then set it aside. “My favorite place in town is Sushi Max, but if you don’t like sushi—”


	Tripp interrupted me. “Sushi’s perfect.”


	I waited for him to check with his friend. He didn’t. Instead he continued to stare at me, making my heart race. I began to move things around on the desk. What was going on? Guys didn’t intimidate me. Jeff Otto, Garth Merck, Chris Cotton—my big brother Jackson’s high school posse—all my life they were relentless, but not once was I ever thrown by their teasing, harassing, or flirting. And those guys were rodeo stars. If they didn’t knock me off center, no one could. Right? I looked up again at Tripp’s blue eyes and shock of blond hair, and felt weak. I cleared my throat.


	“Okay, here’s a map.” All business, I circled the restaurant and pointed out the route. My hand grazed his, and it felt like a current was coursing between us. I’d never experienced anything like it.


	“You like sushi, Alex?” Tripp asked, glancing down at my nametag.


	I looked down to catch my breath, then recapped my highlighter pen and looked into his eyes. “Of course. I’m from the High Desert. Don’t you know we’re renowned for our land fish?” Bad joke.


	He laughed.


	His friend called over again. “Tripp. Seriously. I am dying over here.” He now had plopped, spread-legged, onto one of the leather armchairs. Tripp appeared not to hear him, and kept his eyes on mine. He put his hand over the map.


	“Why don’t you join me, then.” It wasn’t a question.


	Standing there, his body so close to mine, I felt like I might just fall into a heap on the floor. Everything about him was irresistible: the light in his eyes, the sound of his voice, the way he smelled. It was like the first time I saw a pack of wild mustangs. The world felt infinite.


	“What about your friend?” I asked, ignoring the pulse in my ears.


	“He’s got plans. Right, Jim?”


	Jim gave him a half-wave. “I don’t care what you do, Edwards. Just get me to The Lodge for some Scotch and a soak.”


	Tripp turned to me. “Yeah, he’s got plans.”


	I looked at him: tall, powerful, perfectly groomed, but still slightly rugged. A thoroughbred. He carried himself like he owned the place, but it didn’t seem like arrogance, just conviction. And I loved him for it right away.


	“So we’re clear,” I said. “I’m not responsible for your sugar daddy over there pulling the plug on his account with you.”


	“Ah, Jim’s been a client forever. He’s not going anywhere. I’m a pretty likeable guy.” That smile again. I couldn’t breathe.


	“Well,” I said, feigning reluctance and bending down to pet Billy, who grounded me in any situation. “I guess I could join you then.”


	“Is that your dog?” he asked.


	“Sure is.” I stroked Billy’s head, and he leaned against my knee.


	“What happened to him?”


	For a second, I didn’t know what he was talking about. I was so accustomed to Billy’s one ear. “Oh. His ear? I think it was a gang initiation. Isn’t that awful? I found him at a shelter in New York.”


	“Does he have Pitt Bull in him?” Tripp took a step back.


	I burst out laughing. “No, he’s a Jack Russell-Beagle mix. Does he look especially ferocious? I hope you’re not afraid of dogs,” I teased, “because Billy and I are a package deal.”


	Tripp bent down and cautiously pet his good ear. “Does Billy like sushi, too?”


	“Yep. Loves it,” I answered. It was sweet to see this self-assured man be tentative around a creature as harmless as Billy.


	“Okay, then. A table for three. I’ll book it.” He pulled out his phone. “And tell me where you live, so I can have my driver pick you up.”


	“Driver? Are you serious?”


	He leaned in. “It’s all show. For the clients.”


	“Oh, right.” I smirked. “I can see that you don’t enjoy it at all.”


	“Think you can handle a driver for one night?”


	“I suppose,” I answered, flirtatiously drawing out the syllables. For a second there, I did wonder about giving a stranger my address. But who was I kidding? I was back in Central Oregon, once again desperate for some excitement. “It’s 35 Old Post Road in Sisters. And tell your driver that the chickens are even fiercer than Billy, so he may want to wait in the car.”


	Looking down, Tripp smiled as he typed and said, “You’re a funny girl.” Then he slipped his phone back into his pocket, patted the counter twice, grinned at me one last time, and said, “See you tonight.”


	I watched him walk away and felt like I was floating.


	What just happened?


	All afternoon, I couldn’t stop smiling, thinking about him, and replaying our conversation. As my shift was about to end, I was lost in full-blown fantasy about our imminent date when I began to consider the cold, harsh, un-sexy reality of my life: twenty-five years old and broke, living at home in a small mountain town, three hours from the nearest city, which was Portland, of all places. Self-doubt began to creep in; there was no disguising my lack of direction from Tripp, or my parents. In fact, just the night before, they were dropping hints at the dinner table.


	“So Alex,” Dad had said over the fondue pot. “This could be the perfect time for you to look into vet school. Fulfill that childhood dream of yours.”


	“Mm-hmm.” I’d twirled my fork and fought the urge to remind us all that I was no longer a child.


	“You do have a rare gift with animals, honey,” Mom had agreed. “You could even take classes right here at COCC.” She’d looked over and smiled expectantly. “Just something to think about.”


	“Hmm,” I’d said again, glad to have a mouthful that made answering impossible.


	They were clearly thrilled to have me home and seemed to think I should stay in Sisters forever. But I held out hope that a fulfilling life was waiting for me somewhere else, somewhere far, far away.


	An employee shuttle bus dropped me off on the main road. Walking up our long dirt driveway, I could hear Mom mending tack in the barn. Normally, I would visit the stable after a long day at work, but instead I scooped Billy up and tiptoed through the side gate, across the back deck, and in through the sliding glass door. Once in my room, I threw open the closet and proceeded to try on its entire contents at least three times. I left a note on the kitchen table, ducked out the front door, and went back down by the road to wait for Tripp’s town car. When I arrived at Sushi Max, he was standing outside. He opened the door and escorted me out of the car like I was royalty.


	“What, no Billy?” he teased.


	Tara Duncan, the former captain of Pioneer High’s cheering squad, was crossing the parking lot with her husband, Bruce, doggie bag in hand. They stared at the car and then at me, but I slipped behind Tripp, not wanting to make awkward conversation. This was embarrassing, actually, as I had been Pioneer’s Eco-League president, and was known for riding my bike everywhere. Also, I hadn’t really broadcast the news about my return from New York.


	We were seated at a table with an orchid and one small candle. When our server placed a complimentary appetizer between us, Tripp leaned forward to examine it. I watched as he squinted, smiled, and said something funny. He was even more gorgeous than I remembered.


	“So you went to Reed College. Good school. Steve Jobs and all. You said you brought your horses?” Tripp sipped his wine, something French that he’d ordered with perfect pronunciation.


	“Just horse. Singular. Winger. I think that was the hardest part of being away in New York, having to leave Winger here,” I said, taking a bite of tuna roll smothered in wasabi. I blinked and couldn’t help fanning my mouth.


	Tripp watched me, smiling. “Do you still have him?”


	“Yep. He’s fourteen. I used to rush home from school to ride him. He was the first horse I was allowed to train on my own.” I took another bite, avoiding the wasabi this time.


	“Our family owns horses as well,” Tripp said. “Racehorses.”


	I looked up suddenly. Racehorses were notoriously mistreated.


	“Don’t worry,” he said as if reading my thoughts. “The Edwards Family herd is cared for very well to say the least.” Tripp placed his chopsticks on the small square plate in front of him. “We’ve had horses for generations. They were my father’s passion. He used to take me out to groom the new ones.”


	“Don’t you have groomers?”


	He shrugged. “It was something my dad and I used to do together. My mother didn’t even know about it.” He looked out the window for a moment. “Sometimes, we even rode together.”


	“Rode your racehorses?” The idea sent actual chills up my spine.


	“My dad wasn’t one to follow the rules.” He looked back at me.


	I struggled to stay focused. “Where do your parents live?” I asked.


	“My mother lives in Marin. My father passed away.” He took another sip of his wine.


	“I’m sorry.” I put down my glass.


	“It was a while ago. Summer before junior year at Andover. I never went back,” he said.


	I waited for him to say something else, but he was quiet.


	“Do you have any siblings?” I asked carefully.


	“Two brothers and a sister. We all went to Stanford and stayed in the Bay Area. Tatum’s a doctor. The rest of us are in finance,” he recounted casually.


	“But what about your mother? Did she remarry? Is she . . . okay?”


	“Louise?” Tripp’s laugh surprised me. “I guess you could say that my mom is the Edwards family CEO. It keeps her very busy, which she loves. Now.” He leaned back and placed his napkin on the table. “Your turn. Tell me about New York.”


	I hesitated, overwhelmed by the details of his world. A world I’d observed in New York as if through a thick pane of glass.


	“Well, there’s not much to tell, really. It didn’t work out,” I finally answered before finishing the sake in my cup. Tripp refilled it.


	“And why is that?” he asked, looking into my eyes for a long moment.


	I considered my answer. “I guess I was just along for the ride.”


	It was supposed to be an adventure. Our great escape from small town life in the Pacific Northwest. My best friend, Haley, had been planning it ever since I could remember. We’d met the day she blew into town, riding shotgun in her mother’s convertible Chrysler. At the beginning of what was supposed to be a cross-country road trip, they’d stopped at Pappy’s Pizza for lunch and directions. Trish noticed that the place was filled with handsome cowboys, found a rental on the community bulletin board, and decided they should just stay put right there in Sisters. Haley was beside herself and swore she’d make it to New York if it was the last thing she did. I was there when it all happened, eating a slice at the counter. We made eye contact but didn’t talk. Two weeks later, she recognized me on the school bus and sat next to me. I was part of her plan from that day forward. We were twelve.


	In New York, it made perfect sense that Haley floated like cream to the top. She’d been preparing for years. When I did 4-H, she studied French. And while I was focused on roping and riding, she was all about fashion and film. She did try to help me, though, assigning books and articles and movies to get me in a ‘New York state of mind,’ but I never had time for all that. My life at the ranch was busy and full. And later, in college, I was consumed with playing catch-up, learning about social issues and global crises and all the other realities I’d been sheltered from. Still, Haley emailed me regularly, sending links and counting down the days ‘til graduation and our triumphant move to the Big Apple.


	But.


	No matter how much black I wore, no matter how much or little I said, how hot, cool, aloof or impassioned I was: I wasn’t a New Yorker. Eventually, the neighborhood pickpockets and purse-snatchers really got me down, especially after Haley moved to her boyfriend’s place uptown. And one night after work, I found the words “Go home” spray painted in fluorescent green on my apartment door. I went in and packed my bags.


	“You still with me?” Tripp asked. I blinked and looked up at him.


	“Sorry.” I shook my head and laughed. “Yeah. New York. I guess I didn’t have it in me. Wasn’t hungry enough. Isn’t that what they say?”


	Once again he held my eyes. “What are you hungry for, Alex?” His gaze was penetrating.


	Gulp.


	I felt my whole body respond. I blushed, coughed, and took a sip of water. I had to look away to compose myself.


	What am I hungry for?


	Yesterday, I had no idea. But in that moment, I couldn’t imagine wanting anything more than what was sitting across from me. Watching me. Waiting for this dinner to be finished so we could leave. Together.


	“Oh, the usual,” I said instead.


	He twirled the wine in his glass.


	“So, were you working in New York?” he prompted.


	“I worked for Hill Holiday. A friend found the job for me.” One of Haley’s mom’s ex-boyfriends, to be exact.


	“That’s a great firm. Did you work with Mike Salmon or Keith Hutton?”


	I laughed. Those men were executives. Michael Salmon was the CFO, and Keith was the chairman of the board. I was on the thirteenth floor in a cubicle that faced the bathroom.


	“No, not much contact with those guys. If we had crossed paths, though, I’m sure they would have appreciated the turquoise, studded cowboy hat I wore on my first day.” I raised my glass and smiled.


	“You didn’t.”


	“Oh, yes, I did.”


	Tripp clapped, threw his head back, and laughed, making my gaffe seem charming.


	“New York can be tough on your own,” he acknowledged.


	“Actually, I went with a friend. She’s still there. Loves it.” I wondered how Haley was doing. We rarely saw each other once she married Karl, and hadn’t spoken since I moved home several months ago.


	“Well, it’s not for everyone. I did my time there, too. Couldn’t wait to get back to California,” he said in a tone that made feel me that I was being let off the hook. I sat back in my seat, sighed, and smiled at him.


	“Come to Marin next weekend.”


	“Are you serious?” I asked.


	“Yes. I want to take you riding.”


	I flew to Marin the following Friday, first class, Billy with his own seat in a carrier beside me. Tripp and I were engaged three months later.


	We got married two months after that.


	***


	Now here I was, eleven months to the day after we met, naked and pacing in my favorite fancy boots, awaiting Tripp’s return. It seemed Ray LaMontagne was crooning too mournfully, so I clomped over to skip the song. “Let’s try something a little more light-hearted,” I said to the in-wall sound system. Next up was Van Morrison’s ‘Tupelo Honey.’ Moody, but definitely romantic. It would have to do. I’d combed my memory for every fantasy, idea, and desire Tripp had ever expressed. Tonight, I vowed, we’d do it all. With determination, I readjusted my stockings, put on the turquoise cowboy hat, and cracked my whip.


	When I saw headlights illuminating the garage door, I bolted back to our bedroom (clomp, clomp, clomp), dimmed the lights, and propped myself against the king pillows. The whip’s handle poked my side. “Ouch!”


	Legs crossed. Hat tilted.


	Hair to the side. No, forward.


	I was sweating.


	Two minutes went by. Then five. Then eight. Tripp was rustling around in the kitchen, and I heard Billy bark outside. I was about to get up when he finally walked into the bedroom with Billy at his heels, flicked on the lights, and tossed a pile of magazines and papers on the bed. Without a word, he opened the French doors and said, “Back outside, Bill.”


	He dropped onto the banquette at the foot of our bed with his back to me.


	“I’m exhausted,” he said, loosening his tie and unbuttoning his shirt. Tripp always dressed formally when he traveled, whatever the destination. He stood and walked to the closet without looking at me, then turned to go into the bathroom.


	“So, how was it?” I called, taking off the hat and then putting it back on.


	Tripp emerged and leaned against the nine-foot, cherry wood doorframe, toothbrush in hand. He looked around the room as if he didn’t recognize it. Finally, his eyes rested on me for a second. I cocked my head to the side and started to say my big line—‘Care to climb on, cowboy?’—when Tripp interrupted.


	“Did you ride today?” He was back to gazing at something through the French doors, although it was dark outside.


	“No,” I replied.


	“What’s with the outfit?” He still wasn’t looking at me.


	“I was attempting to seduce you,” I said, tossing my hat on the floor. “But something tells me you’re not in the mood.”


	He looked at me again. “Cute.”


	“Clearly not,” I said, reaching for a cashmere throw to cover myself.


	“Al, just let me take a shower. I need a few minutes.”


	“Okay,” I said. Allowing myself to feel hopeful again, I posed for him one last time and said, “So do you want The Cowgirl, or just a gorgeous naked woman in your bed?”


	He offered a meager smile and said, “Just my wife, please,” then disappeared into the bathroom.


	I threw myself back and sprawled on the bed. It was time to rethink my strategy. I sat up and winced at my reflection, ridiculous in the glare of overhead light. Then it dawned on me: Tripp said it himself. He didn’t want some cartoonish seduction; he just wanted me, his wife. Maybe that was the problem: I was trying too hard, and Tripp just wanted the real thing. I peeled off my costume and slipped into the steamy shower beside him. Inhaling the scent of sandalwood soap, I watched the curves of his back for a moment.


	Then I reached for him.


	“Alex!” He jumped forward and bumped the shower nozzle. Gripping his head, he spun toward me. “What are you doing?”


	Stunned by his response, I wondered the same thing. Tripp leaned over and turned on the second showerhead, clearly indicating that I should move over. I dutifully stepped under the other downpour of water and turned to face Tripp, who was consumed with the task of lathering himself. The sight of him inspired my determination.


	“We should name our house Twin Falls,” I joked.


	Tripp didn’t say anything, but the pounding of water was loud, so maybe he didn’t hear me.


	“Here we are, alone together,” I tried in a louder voice. “Tell you what, king-sized beds and double showers aren’t doing anything for marriage these days . . . ”


	Tripp looked over at me without saying anything. He was soaping his chest now, and I was succumbing to frustration.


	“Well, babe, can’t wait to hear about your adventure. Must have been pretty intense ‘cause you’ve barely said a word to me. I’ve missed you, you know.”


	I paused; then, against my better instincts, I reached for him again, suddenly self-conscious. Tripp stepped back, this time hitting the back of his head.


	“Shit!” he said.


	“Forget it. This was clearly a bad idea.”


	Tripp grabbed for my hand.


	“Sorry. Let’s just talk when I get out.”


	We looked at each other for a second.


	Talk?


	When Tripp finally turned off the water, I had retreated back to the bed. I thought about trying to look sexy, but my track record had been so horrendous that I went for an attempt at cute. Tripp liked the pink cashmere robe, so I threw it on, failing to dry myself completely. It felt like being wrapped in saran wrap and smelled like the barn after a rainstorm. I wanted to pull the covers over my head. Instead, I cinched the robe and put on some lip balm, reasoning with myself. He was exhausted. He just needed space. I leaned against the pillows and grabbed a magazine from the stack Tripp had deposited on the bed. It was Yoga Journal.


	Yoga Journal?


	I opened to a page that had been dog-eared.


	Dog-eared?


	
		Anusara in Atlanta:

	
		Yogini Lauren Gates on visualization, playful practice, and the benefits of aromatherapy.




	I proceeded to leaf through what was basically a ten-page centerfold spread, the voluptuous model performing what could only be called contortion yoga. My heart sank as I scanned the pictures, a leg behind her head here, a perfect backbend there. I pulled the robe tighter across my chest. Tripp obviously had studied these pictures.


	Then I saw the post-it.


	“lgates@cosmicabundance.com” was printed in purple felt-tip pen with the words “Come back soon, Warrior!” written underneath.


	I gasped.


	My stomach flipped.


	I jumped to my feet and began pacing again, a thousand awful scenarios racing through my head. Just then, Tripp strolled out of the bathroom looking so hot that I wanted to scream. His towel hung from his waist and the muscles of his perfectly toned abs were tan. Tan? Why was he tan? And what were those red circles all over his torso? He looked liked he’d been in a fight with a mechanical tennis tutor.


	“Tripp, are you tan?” I squinted. “And what are all those marks on your chest?”


	He was riffling through the blue-shirt section of his closet. Stopping for a moment, he looked down at his sudden case of gargantuan hives and sighed.


	“Cupping, Alex,” he said, annoyed by my scrutiny.


	“I’m sorry, what?” My towel turban flopped to the side.


	“Cupping.”


	Yes, Tripp, I heard you the first time.


	“What’s ‘cupping’? I thought you were doing a meditation seminar or something.”


	“I was on wellness retreat,” he emphasized the words as if I’d have trouble understanding. When had our communication broken down so completely?


	“Okay, so is ‘cupping’ part of your new enlightenment strategy?” I asked.


	Tripp hated when I was sarcastic, but he was being just plain shady. Sarcasm was more than deserved. I mean, you can’t switch the Wall Street Journal for yoga porn and think your wife won’t ask questions. Not to mention the mysterious tan and suspicious skin condition. It was like Invasion of the Body Snatchers. Sarcasm was more than deserved.


	“Cupping, Alex, happens to be an ancient acupressure technique that opens your energy channels. You ought to try it. You seem stuck.”


	Stuck? Was he being sarcastic now? Who did he think was trying to get things moving here?


	“My energy channels are open,” I retorted, not sure what that even meant. He was speaking a vaguely familiar language that I associated with my mom.


	He sighed again. “Alex,” He spoke to the row of gleaming shoes that lined his closet floor. “You’re a beautiful woman. And I love you. But I don’t think that you . . . ” He hesitated, then turned to meet my eyes. “I don’t think that we’re at the same place in our lives.”


	My throat was suddenly very dry.


	“Do you understand what I’m trying to say, Alex?”


	I swallowed hard and croaked, “Would you please stop using my name?”


	He stood in front of me and put his hands on my shoulders. I felt like a trapped animal. My eyes darted around our bedroom. What was happening? The Oriental rug, the hardwood floors, the Pratesi sheets and Cartier alarm clock. What once had seemed so impressive suddenly seemed only menacing.


	“Alex, I’m leaving.”


	I gagged on a wisp of highlighted hair that had sprung from the towel and stuck to my lip balm. Tripp liked my hair blonde. I’d had it done that day.


	“What?” I sputtered.


	“I’ll let you take a minute.” He turned and walked into the bathroom.


	I followed him, stumbling over a pile by the door: boots, corset, thigh highs . . .


	“What do you mean ‘you’re leaving’?”


	Tripp turned from the mirror where he was preparing to shave as if nothing had happened. As he stared at me, I felt like one-eared Billy at a dog show. Flawed. Judged.


	“Stop looking at me like that! You can’t tell me it’s over and then look at me like that!” I yelled. He smiled mildly.


	“Alex, you need to connect to your Truth. I can’t tell you how. That’s your journey. I can only tell you that I can’t follow this path with you anymore. My truth isn’t here. I found my Authentic Self.” I was beyond insulted. It was one thing to hear this stuff from my mother, who, if nothing else, lived her mundane ‘truth’ day after day, but not from a man who has eight sets of identical platinum cufflinks.


	“You found what, where?”


	“My Truth is in Atlanta, Alex. I found a place where my spirit can truly soar.” He started shaving.


	The light bulb went on, and with the flip of a switch, I went from pissed to full on enraged.


	“Wait a minute—your piece of ass is in Atlanta! Let’s not get confused here. Would your ‘Truth’ happen to be a contortionist with perfect boobs? Holy shit, Tripp, are you sleeping with—with Lauren—Lauren—” I spun around, looking for the magazine.


	“This isn’t about sex, Alex. Lauren and I are united at a soul level, which I don’t expect you to understand. We’ve traveled through many lifetimes together.” He put the razor down and rubbed his smooth jaw line.


	“What? Are you talking past lives with me, Tripp? Six months ago, you believed ‘God’ was a nickname for Microsoft. Can you please speak the actual truth here?”


	“Like I said, I don’t expect you to understand. I found my path. Yoga has taken me to my true self, my higher self. None of this stuff really matters.” He was looking at himself in the mirror. “Lauren has been my guide.”


	I looked at him in cross-eyed disbelief, then ran to grab the Yoga Journal. Panting, I returned to the bathroom, opened to the dog-eared page, and shoved it in his face.


	“This woman opened your soul with some . . . ” I pulled the magazine back, furiously scanning the article. “Lavender and eucalyptus?” I was seething. “Seriously?”


	I threw the magazine at his face and missed. It hit his chest pathetically and flopped to the floor. He stepped over it and went back to the bedroom, slid into his jeans commando-style, and picked up his suitcase, still packed.


	“Alex, I’m sorry it has to be this way, but there is no talking to you about this.”


	No talking to me?


	“How are we supposed to talk when you are never here?” I cried.


	“This was a mistake, and I haven’t known how to tell you. I’m leaving, Alex.”


	I ran down the hall after him, caught my robe on a drawer pull, and lost the entire thing. Who makes robes out of cashmere anyway? When I finally wrestled it back on and reached the door, Tripp’s black Range Rover was sailing down the street, a large sticker on the rear window proclaiming, “Namaste.”
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	(Same day)


	

	I scrambled for my phone and ran back to the porch. After twelve voicemails, I gave up. It was New York all over again, only this time my heart was broken. I stood there trembling, my mouth and robe hanging open. I was as terrified and confused as a calf before the branding iron, devastated that her trusted companion should deal such a searing blow.


	What had just happened?


	Wave after wave of shock, panic, and shame swelled and smacked me over until I sank to the floor, my bare rear-end perched upon the very threshold Tripp had carried me over. My eyes were fixed on the spot where his car had disappeared, and I doubt I blinked once until Nancy’s convertible SL rolled into the light of a street lamp in front of our house.


	Nancy was my fifty-ish neighbor who seemed to possess some ancient secret to life. Her cleavage was perky, diamonds blinding, and smile unfaltering; yet there was nothing vacuous about her. She meditated daily and spouted Buddhism like a monk—if Goldie Hawn were a monk, that is. We had grown close through “over-the-hedge” conversations. Nancy spent a few hours every morning tending to her rose bushes while I pretended to do the same, sporting my Smith and Hawken clogs and wide-brimmed hat. My mother-in-law, Louise, had hired a gardening crew for us, so there was never much for me to do. But women in Marin seemed to garden, so I pretended to prune.


	Nancy had a grounds staff also, but never allowed them to touch her flowers. She said things like, “A woman must stay close to the earth,” which always reminded me of my mom and made me feel safe. So one day, I asked Nancy if it was normal for investment bankers to have meetings at midnight and if they all traveled as much as Tripp. She had taken off her gloves, moved a stray hair from her face, and looked at me with compassionate eyes.


	“Honey, the universe has a plan for us all. Trust in its unfolding.” Then she spritzed her face with Evian, put her gloves back on, and went back to work. “Take my recent upgrades,” she looked down at her chest with delight. “Had Dr. Ryan not been hopelessly lost up in Napa the very weekend I was tasting at Jordan, these gifts would never have come to pass.” As always, she seemed delighted by the absurdity and truth in what she was saying. Like she was on the verge of laughter every time she spoke.


	“Nancy, I have a feeling you could make anything come to pass,” I said.


	“Anything and anyone, my darling. It’s all about intention, and—ahem—opening yourself to possibility.” She continued to pluck dry petals from each rose, looked up for a moment and wrinkled her nose. “If you know what I mean.”


	I think that’s when I plotted the cowgirl seduction scene. If only I’d just swallowed my pride and struck a yoga pose.


	***


	“Everything okay?” Nancy called breezily, shifting into park.


	“Huh?” I swiveled my head in slow motion.


	“Sweetie? Are you alright?” she asked.


	We looked at each other for a long moment before I replied, “Uh huh.”


	“Are you sure? Because your bare derrière is telling a different story.” She covered her mouth in mock horror. I looked over my left shoulder and noticed the majority of my bathrobe was tucked into the belt. I pulled the hem over my knees.


	“Oh, no darling, don’t cover yourself. It’s refreshing. Let it all hang out. I do.” When she didn’t get so much as a smile, Nancy furrowed her brow. “Would you like me to come in?” she asked, turning off her ignition.


	I shook my head.


	She continued to look at me, puzzled. “Alright. Do you need anything while I’m out?”


	My husband please.


	My voice wouldn’t work, like in those dreams where you’re panicked but can’t yell for help. I waved my hands in what probably looked like an attempt to say “no thanks,” “don’t worry,” or perhaps “goodbye.” Unconvinced, Nancy unbuckled her seatbelt and reached for the door handle.


	“No!” I blurted. “Please, Nancy, I’m fine.” I couldn’t do it; I couldn’t talk about it. “I just got some bad news. I need a minute to process. I’ll see you tomorrow. In the garden,” I said, hoping that would suffice.


	Nancy reluctantly re-buckled her seat belt and said slowly, “Okay. Well . . . I’ll be waiting.” She was still watching me in the rearview mirror as her car crawled down the street, a rectangle of light across her eyes.


	“Bye,” I said to no one.


	Bye. 


	He didn’t even say goodbye. He didn’t even say goodbye!


	I turned back toward the house, suddenly hot with rage, then an instant later, freezing cold. Where was Billy? Pulling the robe around myself, I cinched the belt so tight that I could barely breathe.


	I tripped on the doorway, stubbing my toe. “Arrgh!” I screamed, swiping a neat stack of mail off the circular front hallway table. After a year of behaving as I believed an Edwards should, I had quite a bit of pent-up self-expression. Storming from room to room, I screamed and swore, pounding my fists against every soft surface I could find. Soon I was hyperventilating, running around frantically looking for Billy.


	But instead I found Tripp.


	In our wedding pictures. In the cant of his rolling office chair. In his running shoes by the back door. And his damp bath towel, shed and left behind without so much as a backward glance. At the sight of it, my knees gave out, and I fell into a heap, face buried in the soggy terry cloth. My sobs were so loud I could barely hear Billy, who yipped with his nose pressed against the glass. I crawled over to let him in and put my arms around him. Carefully, I picked him up and carried him into the living room. I sank in slow motion onto the couch and curled myself tightly around him. Indulging my need for closeness, Billy steadied himself in my embrace, digging his nails into the cream silk upholstery, something I had scolded him for over a dozen times. I pulled him even closer. He could shred the thing to bits for all I cared.


	***


	Tripp hadn’t shown much interest in Billy after we got married; the two seemed to quietly tolerate each other. Louise, on the other hand, could never hide her disdain. This was clear from the first time we met at the Edwards Family’s fourth and favorite home on the shore of North Lake Tahoe.


	“Tripp, honey, run in and phone Animal Control. There’s a maimed stray by the hammock,” she called from the expansive wrap-around porch. We had just arrived. “Those strays. I don’t know where they all come from,” she complained while rearranging some potted plants. “Don’t our tax dollars take care of such nuisances?” I slowly registered that she was talking about my dog, and had yet to introduce herself.


	“Mother, that’s Alex’s dog,” Tripp called from the trunk, where he was retrieving my bag.


	Louise looked long and hard at me and then said, “Oh, dear. Well, why don’t you all come in? Tripp, Allen will get the bags.” She walked back into the house without a hug or a handshake. Billy scurried to my side, tail wagging. I knelt down beside him and surveyed the enormous lodge Tripp had called a “cabin in the woods.”


	“Don’t worry, Bill. She’ll love you once she knows you,” I told him, feeling rattled. I wanted to adore Tripp’s mom as he did, but this was not a promising start. Still, stubborn as a barn mule, I refused to give up, and at our next meeting, I recounted for Louise the tragic story about Billy’s ear, hoping she’d embrace him for his courage and plight. Instead, she just became obsessed with getting it fixed, constantly dropping hints about “surgical options.” It made me furious—like he needed to endure any more pain. One morning, a few weeks after our wedding, she dropped by unannounced to deliver a Baccarat fruit bowl from her bridge club. One glance at Billy, and she started right in on it.


	When I protested, she snapped, “Your decision. But let me remind you, Alex, that you’re long way from the backwoods of Oregon, and those doe eyes don’t fool me for a minute. It’s only a matter of time for you and that thing. So don’t get too comfortable.” She walked toward the door, stopping to glance at her reflection in the mirror, giving me a minute to gather my wits. How dare she!


	“What’s that supposed to mean? In case you forgot, I married your son because he loves me.”


	She took out her lipstick and applied with precision. “You and that dog may have charmed Tripp, but I’ll have you know, you will not see a penny when this little love affair runs dry. And it will.” With that, she dropped her lipstick in her purse and left. I stood there, choking on her perfume, trying to gather my jaw up off the floor.


	I never shared that conversation with Tripp, afraid that there might be truth in what Louise had said. So our battle went on silently. I ignored her comments and scowls, and even brought Billy to the Edwards Charity Golf Tournament and Thanksgiving in Tahoe. For Tripp, I agreed to wear the ugly, pale blue monogrammed shirts worn by all family members as mandated by Louise. But I refused to leave Billy behind. He was the one area for which I would not compromise. But looking around me now, it was clear that I’d compromised far more than I had realized. Not one thing in that living room was mine. My tears blurred Tripp’s yoga mat, which leaned against the built-ins. Louise would be thrilled. She had won, but it was yoga that had thrown me out. My Tripp had chosen New Age dogma and a yoga Barbie over me, down-to-earth, tell-it-like-it-is me. I was drowning in self-pity.


	The cruel irony was I had given Tripp that yoga mat for his fortieth birthday two months earlier. I’d walked down to Chi-Chi, Marin’s elegant ‘wellness boutique,’ and purchased the world’s most expensive pad. With a limitless Amex and a Visa Black to back it up, I’d thought nothing of its outrageous price tag. It was obnoxious, really. But that day, all I could think was that marrying Tripp Edwards was the best decision I had ever made. Not because of the house or the Amex, but because he was the whole package. He was my friend, funny, and fun. He was smart, sophisticated, and gorgeous. And he loved the backcountry girl in me. At least I thought he did.


	Even Haley had been envious.


	What prompted me to buy him a mat in the first place was yet another evening of frustrating disconnect. Tripp had gotten home late for the third night in a row, having attended a yoga class from seven to eight-thirty. I was two glasses into some collectors-item Chardonnay, and the ‘sole meuniere’ on our plates was withered and cold.


	“Class was incredible.” Tripp dropped his keys and cell phone on the counter. “I can’t believe how long it took me to try this.” He leafed through a pile of mail before coming to the table. Then he sat, poured a glass of wine, and leaned back in his chair. “Seriously, Al, you feel like you’ve been wrung out afterwards. They say it’s the key to longevity.”


	“I suppose next you’ll be doing wheatgrass fasts and joining Nancy’s colonic club,” I said flatly, waving my wineglass to no one in particular.


	He paused mid-bite. “I forgot to call.”


	“Again,” I said.


	“How about you just assume I’m going to hit a class after work,” he said.


	“Tripp, I barely see you as it is.”


	“Well, then meet me at the class.”


	“I told you, Tripp. Not my thing,” I said. If you wanted to sit around and let the universe decide your fate, sure, do yoga. But we were making our own destiny. Weren’t we?


	“Alex, I don’t understand why you’re so against trying it,” Tripp said. I was loading dishes in one of our two silent dishwashers.


	“And I don’t understand why it matters so much. I have tried it. With my mother.”


	“Yes, and you were twelve years old. I’m just asking you to give it a chance. Tucker said Jenny goes to a class every day. You could go with her.” Tucker was Tripp’s business partner, and Jenny was Tucker’s wife. “It might help you with your lack of direction,” he said, opening the latest Forbes magazine and stretching out on the overstuffed couch.


	“I’m sorry, my what?” I turned and stared at him. “I spent two hours this afternoon perfecting a French dish that I’ve never even heard of. I spent twice that time searching for window treatments to protect Louise’s paintings from the sun in the ‘sun room’ AND I sent out all sixty-three hand-addressed invitations to your wine tasting. I have plenty of direction, thank you. I just want to spend a few un-directed minutes with my husband, and I don’t want to talk about yoga! I was never a cheerleader, never a ballet dancer, Tripp. The whole lovely, graceful, princess thing? Not for me.” I flicked off the garbage disposal and glanced up. Tripp was smirking. We looked at each other for a minute then burst out laughing.


	“You done?” he asked.


	“Yes,” I said, my pouty glare unconvincing.


	“Come here,” Tripp said, putting down his wineglass. Slowly, I dried my hands and went to him, pretending to drag my feet. “Sounds to me like you’re intimidated.” He reached up to put his hands on my waist and pull me onto his lap. Resistance was futile. Overcome with desire, I wrapped my arms around him.


	“No fair triggering my competitiveness to win this one,” I spoke into the soft space between his neck and shoulder. I inhaled his evening scent, clean but worn-out. He pressed his body against mine. I felt the defined muscles through his shirt, my hands roaming from his shoulders to his back. Maybe there were some benefits to yoga. I began unbuttoning him, feeling like the luckiest woman in the world.


	The next day I went to Chi Chi. I’d hoped buying the mat would say, “I support your interests. I am over my issue,” without actually having to go to a yoga class. Now I stared at it, the only piece of clutter in our expansive home, forgotten and left behind in Tripp’s hurry to get out the door.
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	(One month later)


	

	Turns out I was pretty good at being depressed. I slept sixteen hours a day with Billy snuggled next to me. My hair was so greasy I could form tiny cornrows, like a show pony. Between teary Lifetime movies, reruns of Oprah, and my own personal CSI: Tripp, I really had no reason to leave the house.


	During the first couple weeks, I went through every drawer, file, and pants pocket I could find. I was searching for evidence, information to help me understand what had happened. But my investigation went off the rails when I found a file containing the deed to our house. I scanned the document for my name and discovered it was never added to the title as promised. Louise owned our home, and I was merely a tenant. Soon to be evicted, no doubt. I wanted to kick myself. No, I wanted to kick Louise.


	After that, I committed myself completely to TV. It proved the best way to block out visions of Tripp and Lauren, which were torturing me. The thing that truly dulled my pain, though, was pizza. Pizza with wine. I’d choose some precious bottle from Tripp’s collection, pour myself one glass, and then dump the rest. If I wanted more, I just opened another bottle and repeated the process. Empty bottles were thrown behind the couch. It was like a graveyard back there, a landscape to match my mood. I was getting seriously comfortable in my melancholy and wanted to stay like that forever. Tripp’s wine cellar was huge, so why not? Until one afternoon when I went to make my regular four o’clock call to Stefano’s Pizza . . .


	“Stefano’s, how can I help you?”


	“An extra-large veggie, please,” I ordered. And yes, I was planning to eat the whole thing.


	“That’ll be twenty-two ninety-five,” he said.


	I read him my debit card number.


	“Sorry, do you have another card? This one was declined.”


	Declined? 


	“Are you sure?” I asked, trying not to sound panicked.


	“I ran it through twice. Do you still want the pizza?”


	“I . . . No. No thanks.” Heart racing, I hung up the phone. I was confused, and the glass of 2007 Jarvis wasn’t helping. I picked up the phone again and dialed Tripp’s number, gearing up to leave a vicious message. My hand was shaking.


	He answered.


	“Hi, Alex.”


	Gulp.


	I could barely speak. I was not expecting to hear his voice.


	“My . . . my . . . ” My life is in a mess! My heart is crushed! “My card was declined!” I sputtered. “I’m trying to order a pizza and they won’t take my card! Why? Why?”


	“Alex. Calm down.”


	His voice . . . My throat tightened. I hated myself for it, but I wanted him back. I wanted to live out the fairytale.


	“Why are you ordering pizza, Alex? You don’t even like pizza.”


	“That’s what you’re going to say to me? Really? Really?” I was losing it. I felt sobs and screams swelling like a tsunami. “And, yes, I do, Tripp! I actually love pizza. Just because you don’t eat carbs doesn’t mean the rest of the world doesn’t like them! Not that it’s your business anymore! The point is,” I floundered, furious with myself for falling apart. I took a big breath and demanded, “Why was my card declined?”


	“Let’s calm down here, Alex. It’s not what you think.” He was using a tone reserved for panicked investors. GOD, I hated him. God, I loved him. I pressed my hand to my forehead and squeezed my eyes shut.


	“What do you mean, it’s not what I think? They told me I couldn’t use the card,” I yelled into the receiver. What I wanted to scream was “HOW COULD YOU LEAVE ME?”


	“You can use the other card. Mom just thought it would be easier if we started consolidating some of our spending, and, you know—”


	“Your mom, Tripp? I didn’t marry your mom!” I shouted.


	“Alex, my mother has been nothing but generous.”


	“Oh and how is that, Tripp? Because she let me live in her house? Because she threw me a shower with all her friends? Because she demanded that I look and dress and talk like an Edwards?” I sounded ungrateful and juvenile, but I couldn’t help it.


	Tripp was silent.


	“I think you should start looking for a place to live.”


	Now I was silent. A place to live? But . . . It was all happening too fast. He had only left a week ago. Or two? What day was it?


	“Alex?”


	I slammed down the phone, slid out of the chair and onto the floor.


	Here I am again.


	For a long time I lay motionless, staring up close at a turned mahogany table leg. The echo of Tripp’s words was like a hurricane in my head.


	Then in a distant corner of my mind, I heard my mom’s voice, quiet yet clear.


	“When your fall from your horse, brush off and get back to it.”


	I sniffed.


	Mom had repeated this over and over when I was a kid, making me burn with irritation. Now I repeated her words in my head, willing them to drown out Tripp’s voice, willing myself not to call him back. I crawled up off the floor.


	Get back to it.


	Back to what?


	Quick. Anything.


	Food?


	Sure.


	I opened the pantry for the third time that day and found the same black olives, stale Ritz, and cooking sherry that had been there since our first week of marriage. I cut the mold off some crusty Brie and gulped down the rest with an airplane packet of Chex mix.


	“Get back to it, Bill,” I said through a mouthful, and dropped some pretzels on the floor. “We better enjoy what’s left because the well’s about to run dry.”


	Then I remembered what Tripp said: I still had use of the Amex. I hated that Louise could track my purchases, but whatever. I grabbed my wallet, called Stefano’s, and ordered again, successfully this time. Comforted by this small victory in an otherwise bleak existence, I felt happy for a moment and dialed my mom’s number, quickly hanging up before the first ring. We hadn’t spoken since Tripp left, and I was still too ashamed to admit what had happened. Yes, she was compassionate, but she was also judgmental of my choices in life, and I felt as determined as ever to prove there was a life worth living beyond our fenced pastures. It’s just that my argument wasn’t too convincing anymore.


	I maintained this bleary-eyed, white-flour existence in isolation. I turned off my phone; I let the plants die; and to be honest, it felt great to be absorbed in self-pity. In fact, if it hadn’t been for Nancy’s persistence, I might never have come to the surface, might even have made it through all ten seasons of Project Runway, hiding under the cashmere throw.


	“Knock, knock,” a muffled voice called from the front porch.


	I pulled the throw over my head and muted the television. Billy jumped to his feet. I peeked out, ready to shush him, but was overcome with guilt. He loved people.


	“Oh, fine. I’ll get the door,” I said, pausing Heidi Klum mid-tirade. I brushed the Chex mix off my shirt, put in a hair tie, and checked my reflection in the microwave. Scary.


	Another knock.


	“I know you’re in there, honey. It’s time to come out,” a bright voice called through the oversized pane of wavy glass. The face was obscured, but I knew by her blonde head and deep tan that it was Nancy. “I can see you moving around in there.” I thought about running back to the couch, but had learned enough to know that her next move would be breaking and entering.


	I reached for the doorknob and took a deep breath.


	“Hi, Nancy,” I croaked.


	“There you are. Oh, honey. Let me give you a hug.” She pushed through the door on a cloud of Marc Jacobs Daisy and embraced me, swaying her body and making us dance like we were at an eighth grade formal. When she finally let go, she fanned the air and exclaimed, “Phew, sweet thing, when was the last time you showered?” Then she glided past me, waving a hand in front of her face and scanning my living room. Empty wine bottles, grease-stained pizza boxes, and tissues covered every surface.


	“I know this seems intrusive, but honey, I just couldn’t stand it anymore: papers piling up, the shades all drawn. I don’t know the last time I heard a splash in your pool. Frankly, I was worried.” She began gathering the tissues and placing them in an open pizza box. “Of course, I know all about what happened,” she stepped forward and gripped my arms. Then she whispered, “I’ve been there.”


	“You have?” I asked. I couldn’t imagine Nancy ever having been in my situation. When I wasn’t feeling so self-consumed, I wanted to hear more about that. I looked down at the wide plank floor, surprised I could still see my feet.


	“Sure! Honey, life is just a series of opportunities or setbacks. Depends on how you look at it. Pardon my French, but that Tripp’s an ass! He’s got mommy issues.” I was surprised by her candor and considered smiling, but it took too much effort.


	“Now I know you want to hear that he’s a spoiled-rotten, overgrown mama’s boy who will live to regret having left his darling, loyal wife for some flimsy yoga pin-up.” I had to give it to her, she did know all the details. “But listen, everyone’s got their stuff. And right now, you need to pull yourself together for this sweet dog of yours.” Nancy loved Billy as much as my mom did.


	“I’ve been taking very good care of him.” I said defensively. Somehow Nancy knew the best way to get through to me was by questioning the health and well-being of Billy.


	She clicked her tongue and said, “Come here, you,” putting her face in front of his. “Well, I hope you’re both taking vitamin D, because neither of you has seen the light of day in weeks. That Tripp’s a fool, do you hear me? You’re a lovely girl. And it’s time to join the land of the living. Get out those cute clothes I always see you in. Let’s grab a bite.” I looked down at my crusty sweatpants and Tripp’s once-white button down and cringed. The idea of squeezing my deep-dish, double-cheese body into a pair of jeans was too much.


	“Oh, no, Nancy, I’m not feeling well. I think I have the flu.”


	“We’ll go out for tea, then. Echinacea, perhaps?”


	“I really haven’t been sleeping well. I need to get to bed early tonight.”


	“Let’s go now. We’ll only be an hour.”


	I had run out of excuses, so in an effort to end the conversation, I promised Nancy I would leave the house the next morning. She looked at me skeptically.


	“Okay, dear, eight o’clock sharp. I want to see that garage door open. Go someplace. Fill your cup.”


	Damn.


	When she was just about down the steps, I called, “Hey Nancy, how’d you hear?”


	“Your friend Jenny knocked on my door. Sweet girl. She was worried, and when you wouldn’t answer her calls or the door, she put me on it. I am tenacious, darling. And we women must stick together.” She turned and continued down the steps. “Eight o’clock. And take a shower. You’ll feel better.”
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	(One month and one day)


	

	My fear of Nancy’s return got me up and out at 7:56 the next morning. I was dressed for the gym, but what I really wanted was to grab some donuts and go home. No. Scratch that. I wanted Winger and a wide-open field, or a plunge in the icy Deschutes River. The Marin Club’s sauna would have to do, despite the humiliation of showing my body in public. I glanced down at my muffin top. Yep. Time to stop the madness and get a grip on the situation. My dog was depending on me. I had to get healthy. I steered my car toward the club.


	“But I refuse to use the treadmill,” I spoke firmly to Billy who looked at me and blinked. Running on a machine to get nowhere was like doing laps in an irrigation pond. I had to draw the line somewhere.


	I pulled into the lot of the fanciest “gym” in Marin, which was lined with lemon trees and luxury SUVs. I saw the usual crew of dogs hanging in their rigs, waiting for their owners to finish working out. For a second, I considered dognapping them all; we could run away and start a liberated dog colony, with Billy leading the charge.


	“Sorry buddy, I almost forgot. Here you go.” I reached into my purse and gave him the last peanut butter dog biscuit. “I promise we’ll stop by Whole Foods and get more. And don’t worry, something nutritious for me, too.”


	Sweet Billy. He didn’t care how tight my waistband had become, whether I liked yoga or knew about fancy wine. I looked him in the eye. “Love you, pal. Thanks for hangin’ in there with me. I’ll get back on my feet, starting with this workout. ‘Healthy body, healthy mind,’ right?” I quoted my mom again. I was finding it much easier to fabricate a conversation in my head than to just pick up the phone and call her. But each time I mustered the courage to tell her what happened, one shameful memory stopped me in my tracks.


	We’d invited my parents and Louise to Sonoma, intending to surprise them with the news of our engagement at a friend’s winery. Mom insisted she couldn’t get away because two of her sheep were lambing, and Theo, our retired Appaloosa, had cut his leg on some barbed wire. As a compromise, she reluctantly agreed to drive with Dad and meet us in Portland for dinner. Although clearly not charmed by Louise, Mom managed to be gracious as always, air-kissing her cheeks and exchanging pleasantries at the discovery they would be mothers-in-law. Then right before dessert, she followed me to the bathroom.


	“Honey, you know you can take your time.” She was watching me in the mirror as we washed our hands. “There’s no need to rush into this.” Mom dried her hands with a pressed linen towel from the basket beside her. “You’ve only known him for few months, and for goodness sake, you’re only twenty-five.”


	“Mom, aren’t you even happy for me?”


	“Of course, Alex, but this doesn’t,” she hesitated, “feel right to me. I don’t understand why you can’t give it more time.”


	I felt a surge of adrenaline. “Mom, when will you understand that I am not you? I don’t want to spend the rest of my life mending fences and knitting blankets. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have an engagement to celebrate.”


	At the time, I couldn’t admit to my mom, or even myself, that it did feel like I was racing with the clock. Any minute, Tripp could decide that he had made a mistake, and deep down, I was afraid he had: why in the world had he picked me? Instead, I told her Tripp made big decisions every day and acted quickly because his time was so valuable. Now I cringed, remembering how I’d waved my ring around like Princess Kate and insisted our wedding “couldn’t possibly be at the farm,” because the venue should reflect that our life was “moving forward.” Groan. If it would help me outrun the memory of that behavior, maybe I would do some treadmill training.


	I walked toward the club entrance, fighting the urge to turn and run with every step. I decided on a fifty-minute Spin class that started in ten minutes. I put my head down as I approached the large crowd outside the yoga room.


	“Alex, is that you?” a high-pitched voice called.


	Oh no.


	“Yes, it’s me,” I sheepishly scanned the group of bright-eyed, black-clad women waiting to get into “The Zen Room.”


	“Are you here for yoga?” Jenny appeared at my side. She was bouncing with excitement. “Oh, it’s so good to see you.” She leaned forward and gave me a hug.


	I liked Jenny. I really did, but she was Tripp’s best friend’s wife, and honestly, it was excruciating to see her. True, she was my closest friend in Marin, but the fact was we never spent time together without our husbands. Typically, we’d meet up on a Friday night at the dog park then grab dinner together at Sushi Ran. Tripp and Tucker talked squash and market trends, while Jenny and I stuck to fashion and mild gossip. Now that I was the gossip, I tried to steer the conversation away from me and toward her dogs, her house, her haircut, anything. Her expression was soft and concerned.


	“Are you okay? I called at least thirty times and I stopped by,” she whispered, her hand on my arm. “I figured you went back to see your family.”


	I felt tears and looked away quickly. I cleared my throat and pointed.


	“What’s going on over here? The Dalai Lama in town?”


	Thirty or so women and a couple stray men stood in line and looked like they were waiting for a benediction. I knew full well it was “the yoga class” everyone talked about. But I was relying on the fact that any mention of it would unleash a conversation-monopolizing cascade of praise for the teacher and his techniques.


	Please Jenny, talk about anything but me. Even yoga.


	“Ha! You’re so funny. No, this is Galen’s class! The one I’ve wanted you to try. Are you coming in?”


	I scanned the crowd. Some people were elaborately contorting their bodies, while others chatted casually. I thought of Mom’s impromptu yoga classes when I was a kid and her embarrassing information table at the 4H Community Fair. Her homemade posters were printed with long, strange words that accompanied photos of her demonstrating “Various Classic Yoga Poses.” It was mortifying, especially in the eighth grade when Nicole Barnes circulated a note that read, “Mrs. Greene is into Voodoo.” Haley later made a public statement in the cafeteria that Nicole’s mother was a frumpy bore, and she was clearly jealous. By that time, Haley had gotten used my mother and her New Agey-ness. I, on the other hand, continued to beg her to find a new hobby.


	“No, Jenny, I haven’t changed my mind. I’m taking a Spin class next door,” I replied, backing away from her and her yoga mat that was beginning to look like a weapon.


	“Oh, you’ve got to try Galen’s class. It’s amazing. He’s the teacher everyone’s talking about. We’re so lucky that the Club snagged him to teach here once a week and bring his magic to Marin. Please, Alex? You can’t know ‘til you try it.” Two women on either side of Jenny bobbed their heads up and down in agreement.


	I’m sorry, but “magic”? I had to wonder if there was some sort of David Koresh syndrome going on. Even Tripp was under some sort of patchouli oil spell that drained him of all his common sense. The tide of my indignation was rising, first as shame, then anger, then a gripping heartache that made me want to sprint for the door, my couch, and my remote. I steadied myself on the wall next to me.


	Jenny squeezed my arm. “You stay here. I’ll run down to sign you up. Trust me. You’ll love it. You need it—especially after all you’ve been through. Hip-opening poses are great for emotional trauma.” Her voice lowered to a whisper again, and she took a step forward to close the gap I had put between us. “You guys will work it out. Come on. Give yoga a shot. For your marriage.”


	I felt like I’d been kicked in the gut. Was she suggesting that my acceptance of yoga and its miraculous gifts could have prevented all this?


	“Really, thanks, Jenny, but I just want to work out. You know, sweat and get out of my head.”


	“Alex, if you want to get out of your head and sweat, believe me, yoga is what you need.” I was clearly losing this battle. “You’ll learn about non-attachment. Those thoughts you’re thinking aren’t really YOU anyway. The real you is in here.” She placed both hands over her heart. Now I was starting to feel embarrassed for her, too, but our audience seemed to share her sentiments.


	Jenny reached behind her and grabbed a woman holding a bottle of some very murky drink. “Alex, you remember my friend Tessa? She just went through something very similar to what you did, and the asana—that’s Sanskrit for poses,” she said smiling at Tessa, “really helped her let go of stress and find a way back to her Authentic Self.”


	‘Authentic Self’? I flashed back to the bathroom with Tripp. His half-naked Authentic Self, telling me to find mine. I felt like screaming. Tessa smiled, reached out, squeezed my hand and whispered, “You will love Galen. He has changed my life. Oops, did I spill on you?” It smelled like vinegar and feet.


	I tried to wipe it off. “What is that?”


	“Kombucha. Speeds the metabolism and restores alkaline balance,” she answered, offering me a sip. I shook my head and forced a smile, trying to avoid the smell; maybe this was the potion that had everyone under a spell. I looked at my watch. I was about to miss my Spin class. Or worse, end up in back by the mirror, faced with my ever-expanding thighs.


	“Okay, then, girls. Enjoy your class. I’ll be next door,” I said firmly, freeing myself from Tessa’s grasp.


	“I’ll call you soon, Alex. Answer!” called Jenny as I ducked through the crowd.
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	(One month, 3 days)


	

	Rebound.com said I was in the “What did I do wrong?” phase, studying every photo album and begging Tripp’s picture to reconsider. Pathetic didn’t begin to cover it; especially since I’d gotten only one e-mail. It said, “Alex, we both need time and space. Love, Tripp.” Inspired by a four hundred-dollar wine, I’d written back page upon scathing page, but heard nothing in return.


	Finally, I realized that no one was going to rescue me from this clichéd unraveling. I needed to get my bearings again, and that wasn’t going to happen in Marin where everything reminded me of Tripp. My mom would have known what to do, but it was growing harder and harder to contact her with each passing day.


	Jenny called as I backed down the driveway. She was inviting me to Sunday brunch at the dog park with her friends. It was a sweet gesture, but being around women in yoga pants and Tiffany jewelry just reminded me of how much I didn’t fit in here. So I thanked her and said that I needed to do a few things in the city.


	“Time to get some groceries and get on with my life,” I tried to joke.


	“But, Alex, why go to the city for that? Whole Foods is two seconds from your house. And the new Whole Foods is only three blocks from that one.” Jenny was confused. Aside from their various yoga pilgrimages, she and her friends rarely found reason to leave Marin. And why would they? It was perfect, after all. Everything I had ever dreamed.


	I coughed. I needed some air. And chocolate. Without signaling, I pulled into the Starbucks parking lot.


	“You know, Jenny, I just love the farmer’s market at the Embarcadero, and honestly, I can’t remember the last time I was there. Also,” I stalled for impact, “I think I need to go somewhere that doesn’t remind me of Tripp.” I hoped this would let me off the hook.


	She paused, then whispered, “Okay.” The line was quiet, as if her dogs were listening, too. Suddenly, she brightened again. “Hey, while you’re down there, why don’t you check out the Yoga Garden? Everyone is so excited for you to try Galen’s class!” Everyone?


	“Jenny, that’s really sweet. But I think I’m going to stick to the farmer’s market. Say hi to the—” I stopped myself. I’d come up with a name for this strange new breed of fancy pants yoga devotees: “yogarillas.” But I wasn’t a hundred percent sure that Jenny would appreciate it. “I mean, say hi to your friends for me.”


	“Alex, they are your friends now, too. We’re your kula. That means community. And we’re ready to embrace you!”


	“Okay,” I said, except it came out sounding like a question. “Hey, Jenny . . . ” I hesitated. “Do you and Tucker do yoga together?”


	“Tuck and I? Sure!” She answered with enthusiasm then must have reconsidered. “I mean, when we can.” Silence. “Sorry, Alex.”


	Ugh. Would I forever be ‘Sorry Alex’?


	“It’s okay, Jenny. I’ll grab that schedule,” I said, trying to make her feel better.


	***


	For once, I was right. The city was definitely what I needed. And aside from my mocha exploding all over me, the ride in was heaven. I’d put the top down in the Starbucks parking lot, and the wind over the Golden Gate Bridge was invigorating. Unfortunately, I forgot to bring a hair tie, so my hair whipped around quite a bit. Still, I felt sure the effect was impressive, wild, and cinematic. I could practically hear the shutters clicking. After parking, I threw my shoulders back and sauntered over to the lot attendant, determined to find some remnants of self-confidence.


	“Here you go.” Attempting my best Haley, I did an irresistible hair flip and held out the keys to my car. The name on his tag read “Zac.” He was cute-ish in an awkward kind of way, but I did not like the way he was looking at me. Clearly, he did not think I was irresistible.


	“What?” I demanded. Zac’s mouth hung open. “What is it?” Indignant, I sought my reflection in the attendant booth’s door. What stood before me was nothing short of horrifying, with hair twisted into snakes on end, and a large, brown circle of mocha seeping outward from crotch to knees. Apparently, I wasn’t successful at mopping it up. I looked like a prison or psych ward escapee.


	In an attempt to salvage some dignity, I tried another hair flip and said, “Surely you’ve spilled your coffee before.” But poor Zac looked at me wordlessly, eyes wide with fear (or revulsion). Mortified, I placed my oversized tote in front the spill, shoved a wad of cash into his hand and stomped off. I had become a freak.


	“Ma’am?” Zac shouted in my direction. I walked faster. “Ma’am?” I heard him running after me and reluctantly turned to face him. “I need your keys.”


	“Oh. Here.” I trudged back, abandoning any pretense of being smooth, or cinematic, for that matter.


	I emerged onto the street hiding behind my tote and scanned for a clothing store. I didn’t care what it was. I would just buy a new pair of pants, wash my hands, and forget that any of this happened. I looked up the street. There was a store one block up. Yes! But as I got closer, I read the sign: ‘ZEAL.’ Seriously? ZEAL was the nation’s largest and most successful yoga outfitter. I felt like I was being hunted.


	I stopped directly outside the large glass doors. It was huge and well-stocked, and the only hope of pants in a block’s radius. Brightly colored tanks, jog bras, and Lycra pants decorated an army of manikins. Inside, I found a salesperson with a body uncannily similar to the manufactured models. She was young and enthusiastic, and her nametag said ‘Tammy.’


	“Hi there! Let’s get you started. First, I need your name and your bust size.” She had a clipboard.


	“Would you mind if I used your bathroom first?” I was so not ready to be giving out my sizes. I actually wasn’t sure what they were anymore.


	“Oh, sure! Right back there to the left. I’ll just start assembling some things for you based on your coloring.”


	“You don’t need to do that. I just need pair of pants.”


	“Fun! New pants. We just got our fall line in.” She smiled, all of her blinding white teeth showing. Was everyone who did yoga on some sort of aphrodisiac? I remembered Tessa’s Kombucha and shuddered.


	In the bathroom, I washed my hands and glanced in the mirror. My normally olive skin looked grey, so I splashed some water on my face, then turned to grab a towel. There, above the towel dispenser, was Lauren. A poster-sized version of pornographic Gumby with a caption that read, “Embody your dreams.” I felt my mocha threatening to resurface. Make a run for it? Yes, run. I pushed my way out of the bathroom and headed straight for the door. Peppy Tammy cut me off, holding up some shirts.


	“This one will really bring out your eyes, and it’s great for inversions because it won’t ride up. And it will really hoist your chest.” Hadn’t I asked for pants?


	“Does my chest need hoisting?” I glanced down. Why was I even entertaining this conversation? Looking up, I saw that Lauren’s image was everywhere. Now, I felt dizzy. I sat down on a big cube directly behind me.


	“Everyone’s chest needs hoisting.” Tammy giggled. “Wait, though, I have one more.” She pulled the last tank from behind her back. “Ta-da! This one’s made of vorlon. You can sweat, and it won’t get wet. It actually stays dry and prevents you from sweating. It’s like antiperspirant for your entire body!”


	“Is that even healthy?” I asked, but Tammy was too busy grabbing my hand and dragging me to a dressing room decorated with rainbows and bubble letters that spelled my name. Before I knew it, I was locked in.


	“Tammy,” I tried. “I don’t do yoga.” She didn’t answer.


	I sat on the bench in the dressing room, looking from my own clothes to the new clothes, then back to my own again. I looked like hell. Stained sweats, orange clogs, and Tripp’s old college tee. What had happened to me? Fine, I would buy a yoga top. Then I could get out of here. I chose the chest-hoisting tank and a pair of very tight black pants. I turned to the mirror and tried to smooth my hair. Not too bad, actually. The top was cut low enough to be slightly sexy, but high enough to keep everything in. I tried on the “wrap” Tammy had snuck into my pile and stepped out of the dressing room. She was waiting right beyond the door. When she saw me, she slapped her hands on her cheeks and gasped.


	“You look amazing! So much better!” She continued to admire me. “Are you on your way to class right now? Where do you practice?” She started writing something on her clipboard.


	“Practice what?”


	“Yoga, silly. What are you into? Bikram, Ashtanga, Iyengar, Kundalini, Vinyasa, Anusara, Bhakti, Yin—”


	I had to interrupt her. “I told you. I don’t.”


	“What? Why?” She stopped writing, looking confused and almost hurt.


	“I don’t know. It’s not for me.” I kept my mouth shut about the fact that yoga had:


	
		a) brainwashed my husband and ruined my life,

	
		b) overtaken my family’s living room exactly when “Dawson’s Creek” reruns were on after school,

	
		c) most definitely seemed like some sort of cult, and

	
		d) required a size two frame and D-cup breasts, according to Tripp’s Yoga Journal.




	“But, Alex, yoga is for everyone.” She looked at me sympathetically. I was one-eared Billy again. How did I end up in here?


	“I’m not sure I agree with you, Tammy.” I felt myself heating up. I looked around, hoping there was another customer to interrupt us.


	“Have you tried it?”


	“Not really,” I started.


	“Then how do you know it’s not for you?” She was so pleasant. I couldn’t fight with this woman if I tried. Why were all these yoga people so calm? It wasn’t natural.


	“Listen, I appreciate your help. But if you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to pay.”


	Tammy stood looking at me for another long second, then smiled. “Of course.”


	We moved to the register. I pulled each tag from the wrap, tank, and pants, and handed them to her. As she rang me up, I tried to keep my eyes on the counter, but I couldn’t do it. I sensed Lauren there, looming above me, and had to look. There were at least twenty images of her, blown up to terrifying proportions. I could barely breathe. My cheeks burned. Tammy must have noticed.


	“That’s Lauren Gates.” She smiled even more brightly. “I’m sure even you have heard of her. Isn’t she beautiful? She is truly the most inspiring teacher I have ever practiced with.” She looked just like Tripp as she said this. Was Tammy in love with Lauren too?


	I pulled out my wallet, needing a diversion, a reason to look down. “What’s so inspiring about her?” Did I really just ask that question? Yes, please torture me, Tammy. Tell me all about how amazing my husband’s girlfriend is.


	“It’s just her whole being. She’s so connected. I mean, you just know that you’re in the presence of someone who’s connected to her light.” I felt sick again.


	“Isn’t she in Atlanta?” I was having a hard time keeping my voice steady, not to mention my hands.


	“Oh, no. She does retreats all over the country. I think her home is in Kauai, but she’s almost never there. I guess her home is everywhere.” Tammy shrugged gleefully. “She’s actually coming here in a few months.” Okay, now I was going to vomit. I brought my focus back to the counter. It was covered with cheesy sayings. Trust your truth. Find your inner light and shine. Open to your potential. Friends are more important than money.


	“Okay, that will be $694.40.” She winked at me. “You got lucky. The wrap was on sale.”


	That woke me up. “I’m sorry. I just wanted the tank, the wrap, and the pants.” I was sure there had been some sort of mistake. A skimpy tank, some tights, and a scarf? Louise’s lockdown on my bank account meant I was essentially broke. The Amex was still working, but I knew it was just a matter of time.


	“Right. The tank was $140, and normally the wraps are $305, but you got it for $295 and the pants are $205. And then there’s tax.” She said it like I should know this, that yoga is not only the most annoying phenomenon in the world, it is also the most expensive. I thought of Tripp’s trillion dollar fortieth birthday mat bought just a few months before. Back then, I hadn’t noticed or cared. In fact, I had loved that I could do it—buy something outrageously expensive without hesitation. Now I wasn’t sure what horrified me more: who I had become, or the price of these clothes.


	“I’ll just take the tank and the pants,” I said weakly.


	I took off the wrap and handed it back to her, feeling an instant chill. Tammy appraised me, surveying the fit. “You’re going to be cold out there. Want me to grab your clothes from the dressing room?”


	Tripp’s t-shirt. The one I’d worn in his hotel room our first night together. The one he had insisted I wear every night after that. The one he said made me look insanely sexy. I wanted to run back and get it, to feel its soft, worn fabric between my fingers and against my cheek. Then I saw Lauren, gazing down at me.


	“Toss ‘em,” I shouted. Tammy recoiled slightly, but quickly regained her cherubic giddiness.


	“Well, okay, then. Have a great day. Oh, and here’s a Yoga Garden brochure just in case. Galen is fantastic, and Lauren does her San Francisco workshops there.” She handed me a piece of cardboard with Lotus Flowers all over it. “And this is a pamphlet on the benefits of yoga. Psychological and physical. Just in case.” She beamed at me. I walked to the door, leaving Tripp’s t-shirt, and Lauren, behind.


	***


	Outside it was cool but sunny. And despite all the talk about yoga and Lauren, I did feel slightly liberated, almost like I was skinny-dipping. For a minute, I worried my new outfit was too skimpy, but standing there on the bustling sidewalk, I realized no one cared. I surrendered to the current of pedestrians and let myself be carried toward the square. It was bright and welcoming like the outdoor markets of my childhood. Nostalgia washed over me, and I couldn’t help but wonder if things could have been different for Tripp and me. Not if I’d caved and done yoga, but if we had gotten married on the farm, if I hadn’t been so intent on running away.


	I stepped off the curb to cross the four-lane boulevard. Halfway across, I was lost in thought, somewhere between Sisters and Marin, when a woman shrieked from behind me, “Watch out!” A loud honk and swoosh of air nearly knocked me off my feet. I leapt back onto the median as a bus barreled past, nearly taking off my nose. An advertisement printed across its entire height and length read: “You’re in SF: GOT YOGA?”


	Are you kidding me? 


	I flopped down on the bus stop bench, unable to make it any farther. Then right there in the middle of the road, my very fragile psyche exploded into a thousand little pieces. Where was I? What was I doing? Who had I become? My body shook as I grieved for my marriage and my childhood. I missed my family, my home, my dreams. How had I gotten so far off track? I mean, I barely spoke to my parents, managing to call once or twice a month. It just seemed like there was never much to say after I married Tripp. I knew no one approved, not even Jackson, and when I heard myself describe my life to anyone in my family, I felt ridiculous. So I would fall back on “They just don’t understand,” and avoid the calls. Now my ego was making it nearly impossible for me to reconnect.


	Alex, you are completely alone. And it’s all your fault.


	Thought designer furniture would keep you company? Think again. 


	“Shut up!” I shouted, not caring how absolutely insane I looked. I hid my face with my hands, imagining the headlines. “Marin Divorcee Makes Home on Farmer’s Market Bench” and “Homeless Woman Struck Dead by Yoga Bus.” Suddenly, I was aware of someone sitting next to me. I slid over without looking up.


	“Apple?” the body next to me asked.


	I peered at the ground through my fingers. I could see the bottom half of a leg covered by faded jeans and a worn-out, black Converse All-Star. Was he talking to me? I turned my head and rested it on my hand. There, sitting next me, a guy smiled and held out an apple. Even in my state, he was noticeably cute.


	“No thanks.” I sniffed, still not lifting my head. “Sorry, I just . . . don’t like apples.” I said to the ground.


	He laughed. “I don’t buy that for a second. A healthy girl like you? Come on. It’s organic.”


	I sat up and surveyed his disheveled golden brown hair, his shining brown eyes. My own eyes were practically swollen shut. What could he possibly be smiling at?


	“Let me guess. You do yoga,” I said, wiping my cheeks.


	“What?”


	“Never mind.” I dried my hands on my new pants and reached for the apple. He bent down to grab another from the box at his feet. He took a huge bite, spraying apple everywhere.


	“Uh, thanks,” I said, wiping my face again.


	“For the apple or for the spray?” He laughed through a mouthful. We sat for a minute, crunching and chewing. He seemed perfectly happy to sit in silence. I, on the other hand, was conflicted. Withdrawn but lonely, nauseous but starving, sad but happy if only for a moment . . .


	“So, thanks for the apple.” I stood, turned toward him, and extended my hand. “I’m going to head over to the farmer’s market.”


	He bent down and picked up his box of apples.


	“Me too. I’ll walk you across the street. That was a close one a few minutes ago. It would appear you need an escort.” He was smiling. I felt warmth creeping up my neck. The walk signal blinked. We both stepped off the curb and crossed the street side by side.


	“Anything in particular you’re into?” he said when we got to the other side. What the—? So that was it! He was some urban sex fiend—what did I look like?


	“I’m not looking for anything! For your information,” I looked around and took a step closer, “my husband just left me,” I whispered. “I’m not homeless. Or crazy. At least not yet. I was just . . . thinking about something and got turned around. Now, if you don’t mind, I am going to find myself some produce!” I turned to walk away.


	“I meant were you looking for anything in particular at the market?” he said, sounding amused.


	“Oh.” Please, large earthquake, right now. Did I just tell a complete stranger my husband just left me? Something was seriously wrong with me. “No, I . . . I,” Shoot! Nothing was coming. “Okay, well, bye.” I put my head down and walked as fast as I could into the chaos of the market. What was the matter with me? I felt like I was either going to explode or die of humiliation.


	Breathe, Alex. Get back to it.


	I let the fruits and vegetables engulf me. I focused on the colors, the brilliant reds of the tomatoes, the vibrant greens, the purples of the turnips and cabbages, and began to calm down. I loaded my bags with lettuce, leeks, oranges, and jicama, anticipating the simple, healthy meals I would make for myself. An hour passed, and my arms were beginning to ache. Up ahead, I saw a flower vendor and, finally, actually smiled. I would buy a bouquet. Give some life and color to my now very stale house. As I passed the large stand directly adjacent to the flowers, I heard a familiar voice.


	“Hey, you need a cart?” There, behind the artichokes, was the apple guy. Now that my adrenalin was under control, I could at least attempt to redeem myself. I walked closer.


	“Do you work here?”


	“Sure do.” He smiled and started unloading squashes from the truck behind him. “And you? Always that crazy? Or did I catch you on a bad day?” He kept working, talking to me like we had known each other for years.


	“Bad week. Actually, bad year.” This time, I laughed for what I think was the first time since Tripp left. “And why am I crazy when you’re the one handing apples to strangers on the verge of a nervous breakdown?”


	“Cute strangers.” He looked up from the squashes he was stacking and gave me another little smile.


	“Oh, come on. I look like I should be on Dancing with the Stars,” I said, referring to my windblown hair and slinky ZEAL halter.


	“Yeah, maybe. But that deer-in-headlights-thing you’ve got going makes up for the outfit.” He smirked and went back to arranging his squashes.


	How did someone earn a living doing this? Maybe he slept in his truck. I watched his hands. They were strong and dirty, very different from Tripp’s, which were big, but always perfectly clean and groomed. He said hands were important, especially when you shook them as much as he did. I blinked and tried to erase Tripp from my thoughts.


	“What ‘cha thinking about? Same thing that almost got you killed crossing the street?” He spoke pleasantly without looking up. I pictured him curled up under the steering wheel in a Denny’s parking lot off the five-eighty.


	“I was thinking I should get back to Marin.”


	“That’s not what you were thinking, but alright.”


	“And how do you know what I was thinking?”


	“I guess I don’t. Hey, could you do me a quick favor?” He glanced up from the table.


	“Sure, but I really—”


	“It’ll just take a minute. Come back here.” I moved to the back of the table where he stood. What was I doing? This guy could be a lunatic, but part of me wanted to stay. It sure beat going back to Marin, anyway. He handed me a knife, a cutting board, and some toothpicks. “I need samples, and the kid that usually helps me had a soccer game. Just cut the oranges in eighths and the apples in cubes.” He turned and started to walk away. Then he stopped and came back toward me. “I’m Andy.” He extended his hand. He looked at me, waiting. “And you are?”


	“Oh. Sorry. Alex.” I shook his hand.


	He smiled. “Thanks for the help.” He nodded his head toward the stack of fruit he had left for me, then walked away. Wait!


	“Andy!” I shouted. He kept walking.


	“Excuse me, dear? Can I pay you for these?” A woman in her sixties held up two spaghetti squashes.


	“Uh,” I looked around for someone to help me. “I mean, yes. I guess. Do you know how much they are?” Where had Andy gone? He was probably off getting stoned or something. What a pushover I was.


	“The sign says two for five dollars.” She handed me a five-dollar bill, which I took and stuffed in my pocket. I started cutting the orange, muttering swears with each stroke of the knife. So why was I staying? Just when I’d convinced myself that he was never coming back, that I was going to have to call the vendor, have them come retrieve their stuff, and tell them that they’d hired an irresponsible flirt, Andy walked back with two cups in his hands.


	“Here, take a break and have some tea with me.”


	He sat on an overturned milk crate and motioned for me to join him. I looked around for a sign to tell me if hanging out with this kid was a good idea.


	“How old are you anyway?” I asked.


	“If I tell you, will you sit down? You are one of the most stressed out people I have ever met. I thought chopping the fruit would help.”


	“I am not stressed out!”


	“Oh, sorry. Must have read you wrong.” He rolled his eyes.


	I took the cup of tea and perched on another crate.


	“For the record, people-reader, I drink coffee.”


	He smiled and said, “I’m twenty-eight.”


	“Liar,” I said, and took a sip of tea. It was actually good.


	“Why would I lie?” He was looking directly at me. I felt my palms begin to sweat.


	“I don’t know, Andy. I can’t figure any of this out. Did you make a pact with yourself to do a good deed today? And what am I doing here? I clearly have not one ounce of a life, standing around cutting fruit for a stranger.” I stood up and put my tea on the table—a little too hard.


	“Not stressed out, huh?” He smirked again.


	“I am not stressed!” I was so flustered; I just needed to get out of there. “Nice to meet you. Have a good afternoon.” I stuck out my hand. He thought this was hilarious. I tried to resist looking over my shoulder as I scurried away, but of course I did, and I could see that he was still smiling. I was flushed with embarrassment.


	Back at the garage, there was a new parking attendant. About time I had some good luck. The Saturday afternoon traffic was slow getting home, but I didn’t mind. I was alone in my car, and for the first time in weeks, I was thinking about something other than Tripp.






              
          



    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		The Botox Stare

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	(One month, 7 days)


	

	“Hey Jenny, it’s Alex.” Mercifully, Tucker hadn’t answered.


	“Oh my God! I’m so glad you called!”


	“Hey, what time is that class in the city tomorrow?”


	“The YOGA class?” she shrieked.


	“Uh huh.”


	“Oh my God, Alex! I am so glad you finally decided to come. You are going to LOVE it! Galen is just amazing. You won’t believe his energy.”


	“Uh huh. I remember you said that.” The scrap of open-mindedness that inspired me to call was dissolving quickly.


	“Oh, right. Sorry. I’m just sure it will make you feel so much better.”


	Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. I tried to backpedal.


	“Actually, why don’t we just meet for chai at the Lift when you get back.”


	“What? No! Alex, you are coming with me! Let’s go have chai now and do class together tomorrow.” Jenny said.


	I glanced at the classifieds in front of me. Do people even find jobs in the paper anymore? “Okay. The Lift in twenty?”


	It was Jenny’s favorite spot, with hundreds of teas and an oxygen bar. I always joked that she should just move to Oregon. The fresh air was much less expensive.


	“Perfect! See you in there!”


	I confess Jenny’s kindness confused me. I assumed she and Tucker would have joined Tripp’s team, but I was grateful that she hadn’t. Hanging up the phone, I vowed to become a better friend. And daughter. I might even call my family this afternoon. I felt a lump in my throat.


	“Come on, buddy!” Billy wagged furiously as we sprinted into town, my flip-flops smacking.


	“Alex!” Jenny called and waved from the other side of Miller Street. She crossed over and gave me a hug. “I’m so glad we finally have a chance to talk.” She took Billy’s leash and linked her arm through mine for our stroll to The Lift.


	“Have you ever been in there?” She pointed at the pounded steel Chi-Chi sign as we passed. It was suspended over a large stone fountain.


	“Yeah, once.” I tried to sound casual, but the thought of Tripp’s mat made my heart hurt. We walked into the café and found a table by the window. I kept an eye on Billy, tied to a bike rack outside, while Jenny went to the counter to order. I checked to see if I’d missed a call from Tripp. Nothing.


	“Alex?”


	I felt a ghostly tap on my shoulder and spun around.


	Louise. I almost fainted.


	“Hello, Alex. I saw that dog of yours outside. How are you?” She filled her voice with fake sympathy, because her face was frozen with Botox.


	“Hi, Louise. I’m fine. Doing fine.” I couldn’t breathe.


	“Well, I am glad to hear that. I’ve been trying to give you some time, but we really do need to work out the details of this thing.” Right here? In the middle of The Lift, she wanted to talk about my divorce?


	I flashed back to the last time that I’d seen her. We were at a luncheon for the Stanford board of Trustees. Louise and Tripp, both members, were gliding around the Palo Alto Polo Club lounge, schmoozing and strategizing with effortless poise and charm. I’d tried to stay by Tripp’s elbow but grew tired of being invisible. So I took my chardonnay and wandered off, looking at oil paintings and contemplating how I might win Louise over. Find a cure for cancer? Start a jewelry line? Or maybe I should apply for a Stanford MBA, too? I’d hated thinking like such a sellout, especially since I couldn’t stand the woman, but deep down, I’d desperately wanted her approval. At least I didn’t need to worry about that anymore.


	“Can we talk about it another time, Louise? I’m here with a friend.”


	Louise looked around.


	“Oh, on a social call are you? I assumed you’d be out looking for a job. Or have you already found one?”


	“Yes, Louise, didn’t you hear? I’m the new CFO of Oracle.”


	She cocked her head. “Humor, Alex, can only get you so far, as I imagine you are beginning to realize. I’ll be by the house to continue this conversation. In the meantime, no need to contact us. Please let Luz know if you need anything. You must be feeling very alone so far from home. Oh, and use the service line.” She repositioned her sunglasses, then turned to walk out, sealing me off from any further association with the Edwards Family. I was permitted to contact the housekeeper only.


	“Alex? What happened?” Jenny stood next to me, looking out the window that Louise had just slithered past. “What are we staring at?”


	“I just saw Louise.”


	“Oh my God. Let’s get out of here. You need some air.” Outside, she untied Billy, and walked us both to the nearest park bench. Billy curled up quietly underneath us and rested his chin on my foot.


	“Are you okay?” asked Jenny.


	“Well . . . ” I stared into the sunlit plaza and said, “I think a pooper scooper at the Rodeo Day parade has more of a purpose than I do right now.”


	Jenny covered her mouth and laughed. “Alex!”


	I cracked a slight smile. “It’s true, Jenny. I mean, I have no idea why you’re so nice to me.”


	She looked up, surprised. “Because you’re special, Alex. A real breath of fresh air around here.”


	I winced. “You mean I don’t belong.”


	“No, I mean that in a good way. You’re funny and real and smart, and honestly, I’d rather spend time with you than any of the other girls around here. You have perspective. You’re interesting.” She patted my hand. “Plus, I’d hope that if anything like this ever happened in my life, someone would be there for me, too.” We sat quietly for a moment.


	“Where are you from, Jenny?” I asked, realizing how little I knew about her. Since moving here, I’d stuck only to Marin-sanctioned topics of conversation: wine, weather, holidays, etc.


	“Tucker and I both grew up here, and he loves it. Otherwise, I’d move us in a heartbeat.” This shocked me; Jenny always seemed so content.


	“Really? Where would you go?”


	“Not far, probably just the city. Marin feels small sometimes.”


	“Try Sisters, Oregon.”


	“See, that sounds romantic to me,” she said.


	“Tractors and Stetsons, real romantic.”


	We both laughed. Then Jenny drew a deep breath.


	“Okay, what did she say?”


	“Who?”


	“Louise.”


	“Oh.” I reached down to pet Billy. “I can’t remember. She came in, stood in front of me, and froze me to the core with her Botox stare. Wait, I do remember. She said something like, ‘You must be terribly lonely so far from home.’”


	“Like this isn’t your home? That wasn’t very nice.”


	“Yeah, I think she was not-so-subtly suggesting that I’m a squatter in her house. And she’s right.”


	Jenny turned to look at me.


	“What?” I asked.


	“I’ve met her.”


	“Who, Louise?”


	“No, Alex. Lauren. I’ve met her. Tripp introduced us to her at yoga.”


	My ears started ringing and I couldn’t feel my arms. I stammered over a question that wouldn’t formulate. I knew who she was. I knew what she looked like. I knew where they met and how “they connected.” And then it came to me, a single word.


	“Why?” I whispered.


	Jenny shook her head and squinted into the distance.


	“You know why, Alex? Tucker would kill me for saying this, but I think Tripp’s mother has completely ruined him. She’s way too involved, and always has been. You should be proud; you’re the only one who ever got close to helping him cut that cord.” She opened her beautiful purse and handed me a tissue.


	“What about Lauren?” I blew my nose.


	“I don’t understand this Lauren thing, but to be honest, we do think that yoga is the best thing for him.” Jenny said. I burst into tears all over again. Jenny looked panicked. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. This is about you, not him.” I didn’t want it to be about me, but I was so trapped in my own drama that I couldn’t find my way out.


	For an hour we sat there, on a bench in the sun. Jenny consoled me ‘til I stopped crying, then made me laugh with unflattering stories about Tripp, like the time they’d all gone to Tahoe and he spent a whole hour “primping” for a casual Mexican dinner. I knew she was exaggerating, but I appreciated her determination. I could go to a yoga class with her. I would go to a yoga class with her.


	“I’m really glad you’re coming tomorrow, Alex. You are so ready for it. And once you master yoga, we’ll start the meditation classes.”


	“One thing at a time, please.”


	She elbowed me. “I’ll pick you up at seven. No excuses.”


	Here we go.


	***


	I walked home slowly. “I surrender,” I thought. All I wanted was to lie in the sun. I trudged up the front steps, dropped my purse, and faced the closet where I’d buried Tripp’s mat. I pulled it out and tossed it on the bench by the door. At least I could get some use out of it.


	I stripped off my clothes, left them in a pile, and walked out to the patio. I swam across the pool, crawled out, and fell onto the very chaise Tripp and I once shared. The day our patio furniture was delivered, his skin was warm against mine. He kissed me, and we made love . . . I felt my chest tighten. I concentrated on the warmth of the sun. The sun, the sun, the sun.


	I managed to relax for about thirty seconds, but couldn’t get the parade of memories out of my head. I looked up and around, squinting at the trees, then twisted my neck to check out my butt. Light brown and soft. Like whole wheat bread dough. Not like Jenny’s or Nancy’s, for that matter. If tomorrow’s yoga class did nothing more than address the bread dough issue, I’d be happy.


	No sooner had the image of Nancy’s lovely butt entered my mind than she popped her head over the garden wall and called, “Helloooooo, anybody home? Woo hoo! Look at you! Sunning like the stars!”


	“Hi, Nancy. Here I am, exposed again.”


	“Since you’re out here in all your glory, would you like me to shut your front door? It’s wide open.”


	Did I really leave the door open? “Uh, yes. Thank you. And would you mind bringing me a towel from the laundry room?”


	She emerged holding a plush paisley towel in one hand and Tripp’s yoga mat in the other. “And what is this?”


	“Yes, Nancy,” I answered, wrapping myself up. “It is the tattoo of the occult. A yoga mat. If you can’t beat ‘em . . . ”


	“Great Goddess! You, Alex, who doesn’t do yoga. Wonder of all wonders!” She sat on the chaise next to mine.


	I shifted the towel around me and raised an eyebrow. “Yes. Well. Don’t get too excited, Nance. I’m trying one class. One.”


	“I understand your reluctance, darling. But you are joining the collective consciousness. And I think you’ll find that it’s a loving and supportive place.”


	I waved away an imaginary fly. “Eh, yeah. I’m sure you’re right.”


	“It’s all about letting your guard down. Connecting with yourself and other people.” She peered at me meaningfully over her large Versace sunglasses. “Well, anyhoo, I’m just delighted. Aren’t you glad we came and dragged you out into the light of day? Now here you are, splendid as the day you were born! And when does your yoga journey begin?”


	“My friend Jenny is picking me up really early for some class in the city.”


	“Jenny, that sweet girl who enlisted me to excavate you from the rubble of your marriage?”


	“Your poetry is disturbingly accurate, Nancy.”


	She laughed and leaned back. “Darling, we build and break down countless times in our lives. Not to worry. I do hope it’s Galen’s class you’ll be attending?”


	“I think so; is he the guy that teaches at the Club sometimes? Lines around the block, people in trances?”


	“You tease all you want, but I could not have handpicked a more perfect guide. Galen is simply . . . well, divine. I try to never miss his class at the Club.” Then, like a dancer, Nancy swung both legs to the side of her chaise and stood up. She walked over to give me a hug before leaving. “Trust me, you will be enchanted.”


	I didn’t need enchantment. I needed a new life and a new butt. Either that, or for my husband to come back.






              
          



    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		YOGARILLAS

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	(One month, 8 days)


	

	I was dreaming that Louise had hammered an eviction notice on my front door. I sat up with a start and looked at the clock. 7:05am. Shoot! It was Jenny knocking at patient intervals. Heart racing, I scrambled across the hardwood floors to let her in.


	“Oh my gosh. I’m so sorry. Let me just . . . I just have to . . . ” I was running around, looking for I don’t know what. “I’ll just go get dressed.”


	“Here, take this. It was hanging on the doorknob outside.” Jenny handed me a shopping bag with sage green tissue paper peeking out. It was from Chi Chi. A note inside said, “Love to Alex, from Nancy. Have a ball!” Piece by piece, I pulled out a gorgeous yoga outfit. I looked at Jenny. “Well, go put it on!” she said.


	I dashed to the bedroom, ripped off the tags, and yanked on the stretchy clothes. I plucked, pulled, and jumped to get all the seams in the right places, then ran gracelessly to the mirror. I stopped dead in my tracks.


	“Look at that!” I said to Billy. My butt was lifted, my thighs smooth. It was a miracle.


	“I’ve got your mat for you,” Jenny called from the living room.


	“Great, thanks!”


	I felt lighter than I had in months. With a quick brush and splash, I was ready to go. There was no time to stop or I would lose my nerve.


	“I am so sorry, Jenny,” I said as I flapped toward her Mini Cooper waiting in the street.


	“We’re actually okay. Or we should be, anyway. Parking is always a nightmare because of the Saturday market, but there’s a big retreat at Green Gulch this weekend, so I’m hoping the usual masses don’t show. Plus we’re two hours early.”


	Huh? I looked at her, slack-jawed, from the passenger seat.


	“Oh, I know, it’s crazy, right? Here.” She handed me a steaming chai and sipped her own before putting it in the cup holder. “People start lining up for Galen’s class before sunrise. But just wait. You’ll get it.”


	We rode in silence along the empty highway listening to KFOG’s Acoustic Sunrise, and I pondered the absurdity of my situation. I hate yoga. Sip. My husband left me for yoga. Sip. I’m riding with his best friend’s wife to a yoga class at the crack of dawn. Sip. Broke, homeless, and wearing a $500 yoga outfit. Sip. I looked out the window. We were crossing the Golden Gate Bridge, and for a minute, I was distracted from my identity crisis. Sunlight set the city ablaze and the bay was calm. The vast blue Pacific Ocean stretched on and on forever outside my window.


	If I could just stay right here, in this moment, everything would be okay . . .


	“If it’s okay with you, I’ll drop you off at the studio to hold our place in line while I find parking.” There was a look of determination I’d never seen on Jenny’s face before, and she was gripping the wheel.


	“Um, okay.”


	“You’ll take both mats. If they open the doors before I get there, whatever you do, don’t wait for me. Go inside and unroll our mats as quickly as you can. Anywhere. But not in back right by the stereo. He never goes back there, and we want adjustments.”


	Adjustments?


	“Are you okay?” I asked.


	“Oh yeah! Totally, totally. It’s just game on, baby! Ya know?” She looked at me with intensity. “Okay, this is it.” We stopped at the curb in front of a very plain building.


	In a line that wrapped around the end of the block and out of sight, I saw ponytails gleaming and lip gloss shining; they were all but pawing the ground. These were the real Yogarillas. Mats were carried in slings and bags, and on every face was that same look of intensity that Jenny had, which terrified me. Tripp was right; this was intimidating. I opened the car door and climbed out, awkwardly hoisting our two rolled mats before leaning over to look pleadingly at Jenny through the fogged-up window. She drove off before I could make eye contact. I straightened up and watched her peel down Valencia without a backward glance. I thought of my first barrel race. The fear, the rush. If only I had a horse to get me out of here.


	Still clinging to my chai, I wandered toward the end of the line. Some women were texting while others gazed into their compacts. Some were stretching like Olympians before a race, and others had actually unrolled their mats, taking up major sidewalk real estate. I shuffled along, feeling conspicuous, especially when people looked up to watch me and my fancy outfit as we passed. Some flashed Tammy from ZEAL’s blinding smile, but most of them remained eerily expressionless and went right back to what they were doing.


	It turned out that my place in line was behind one of the mat-unrollers. She sat bolt upright, Indian-style, except her feet were contorted on top of her thighs instead of tucked underneath. Her eyes were closed, so she didn’t acknowledge me when I parked myself a foot behind her “zone” or force field or whatever. Within five minutes, I was not alone; about twenty more people were lined up behind me, greeting each other and chattering ecstatically. Finally, I could ask someone to hold my spot in line. That chai had gone right through me, and I was dying. I turned around to face the girl behind me.


	“Um, hi. Do you mind keeping an eye on my stuff while I dash in to,” I shrugged and gestured, “You know.” Smile.


	“Dash in to what?” Frown.


	“Ahhhh, well . . . Use the little cowgirl’s room?” She looked at me blankly. “I’ve really got to go, you know? Twenty-ounce chai latte. So ridiculous, right?” I forced a self-deprecating laugh. “Ha ha!”


	Pause.


	“Well, you’re really not allowed. The Space is supposed to be neutral, empty of vibration for two hours before we enter for class.” Say what? “Galen wouldn’t like it.”


	Seriously? Who was this guy Galen with his claim on all things rational in the universe?


	“Well, I guess I’ll risk it. Do you mind?”


	Her eyebrows shot up and she shook her head sternly, stepping back as if to distance herself from me and my terrible fate. “Whatever,” she said.


	“Thanks,” I muttered, dropping our two rolls onto Gandhi’s mat in front of me. She scowled up at me.


	I wanted to shout “What’s the matter with you people???” but instead I smiled and arranged my cargo six inches from her border.


	Jenny, where the heck are you?


	I walked toward the head of the line and felt like a salmon against the current, pushed back with every step. Head down. Focus.


	When I reached the front door and was about to open it, a petite woman with a bobbed hairdo said, “Stop, you can’t go in yet.”


	“Oh, I know. I’m just gonna trot in real quick to use the bathroom. My stuff is back there.” I gestured to the back of the line.


	“No. You can’t go in before eight-fifty. That’s the rule,” her friend chimed in. A Kombucha drinker, for sure.


	“I’m not going IN in, I just need to pee. I’m coming right back out.”


	“There’s a Starbucks three blocks that way.” She pointed humorlessly in the direction that Jenny had driven off. No less than ten other people at the head of the line nodded in agreement. They were all—coincidentally?—wearing a similar magenta color, cut in different mutations of sexy, stylish, and sporty athletic tops, like J. Crew bridesmaids, for yoga. Clearly, The Bob was the self-appointed gatekeeper. She actually folded her arms and blocked the door, reminding me of our first mule. There was no getting past her, either. Unless, of course, you had a peppermint. I shifted my weight and contemplated Starbucks, but at this point there was no way I’d make it. Then suddenly, in a bizarre turn of events, a peppermint appeared. The gatekeeper (named “Crystal”—her mat bag was monogrammed) smiled and bowed her head.


	“Namaste, Galen-ji,” she whispered sweetly.


	I turned and saw hotty-yoga-teacher-man ambling toward the entrance.


	“Namaste, Crystal.” He, too, bowed his head. “What’s up? I detect a disturbance in your aura,” he teased.


	The word “OM” was stretched across her cleavage. Breathless, she said, “There seems to have been . . . an unfortunate misunderstanding as this . . . uninitiated person thought she could . . . enter the building to use the . . . facilities before class, and I was . . . just explaining that we mustn’t—” OM om OM om OM om OM om, her boobs chanted silently.


	“Thank you, Crystal.” He smiled then looked at me. “Normally we try to hold the practice space in a heightened state of vibrational purity.” I must have looked like a person emerging from anesthesia, so he elaborated, “You know, in silence.”


	“Oh, yeah, right, right. Well, I promise I won’t make a lot of noise.” I really meant it.


	At this, he threw his head back and laughed joyously at the sky. Although confused, I did stand a bit taller and stole a glance at Crystal whose mouth was now in a straight line. The word ‘OM’ screamed from her chest.


	“Just this once, okay?” He smiled and held the door open for me.


	“Scout’s honor!” I replied, first bounding, then catching myself, and tiptoeing up the stairs.


	The reception area was amazingly quiet. Somehow, all the noise from the sorority rush scene outside didn’t penetrate the glass windows or door. Low lighting made the subtle orange walls glow. Plush pink cushions were piled invitingly on top of mahogany benches that housed square cubbies, for shoes and purses, I assumed. I looked around, loving the colors and calm. I thought about taking a seat to contemplate the décor until I remembered Galen, who stood watching me. He pointed up another stairwell and nodded his head. I nodded back and said in an exaggerated stage whisper, “Okay, great! Thanks!” He pressed his hands together like a Christmas angel, bowed his head, and then smiled at me before disappearing through a mysterious, carved wooden door.


	I climbed the stairs two steps at a time into the vast, empty studio and found a miniscule bathroom painted periwinkle blue. Flipping on the light switch, I was horrified to discover there was no fan. Nothing to muffle or mask the sound of Niagara Falls which no doubt would echo thunderously throughout the “sacred silence” all the way down to Galen in his secret sanctuary. Weighing my options, I decided to go for it. I peeled down my Chi Chi yoga pants and tried to perch in such a way that I wouldn’t sound like a fire hose. Relieved, I washed my hands before skipping down the stairs and pushing my way out the door, smiling at Crystal.


	Jenny had found our mats and was waiting for me when I got back. She was doubled over, but I was not concerned because I had already seen twenty other people in line doing the same thing; therefore, I didn’t worry she was about to pass out from the exertion of finding a parking spot and sprinting like a maniac to get back here in time for what I expected would resemble some sort of stampede. Which is precisely what it did.


	I guess we were about thirty-ninth and fortieth in line. At approximately twelve minutes to the hour, pawing of the ground began in earnest. Heads were tossed and the air was sniffed. Jenny braced herself.


	“It’s starting,” she said, deathly serious.


	“What? What’s starting?” I widened my stance. I always feared San Francisco’s next “Big One” would strike on that random day I was outdoors amidst its skyscrapers.


	“We’re going in.”


	Sure enough, in seconds, mats were rolled up, lips were licked, and everyone was set to move. I looked around nervously.


	“Jeez, Jenny,” I whispered.


	“Shh. Just stay with me.”


	“Okay.” I pressed myself up behind her.


	“Ready?”


	The anticipation was excruciating. We could see people ahead of us moving forward, a great thrust of blond highlighted humanity. When the surge reached us, Jenny said, “GO!”


	We lurched forward to the sound of two hundred shuffling Havaianas. Scurrying, scurrying, we made our way along the sidewalk.


	“This is insane!” I laughed. I mean, you had to laugh, right?


	“Just stay with me!” Jenny shot back. We were very near the door at this point. Like a command officer, she gave clear directives: take off your shoes, put them in my bag, hold my hand, stay with me . . .


	Up the stairs we dashed, again, two steps at a time. I was glad to be vaguely familiar with my surroundings. Jenny was still pulling me along by the hand into the studio when she stopped abruptly and said, “Here.” She was already on her knees, unrolling her mat. “Here!” she said with more force, pointing to the space next to her. Sure enough, there were already people on all sides, preparing to claim a spot.


	“Sorry. I . . . I’m . . . This is my . . . ” I turned around in circles like Billy. Jenny grabbed my mat and unrolled it for me.


	“Just wedge yourself in,” she said, “and do what I do.” She knelt down and curled into a ball, reaching her arms out in front of her.


	“Okay.” I looked around. Everybody was doing the same thing. After much shifting and peeking, I got into a position that I thought approximated Jenny’s.


	“Child’s pose,” she whispered under her armpit. “This is called child’s pose. It’s our resting pose.”


	Resting pose? My knees were on fire. I turned my head to whisper back when I caught a glimpse of my armpits. “Shoot!”


	“What’s the matter?” Jenny looked up.


	“I didn’t shave!” I mouthed in horror.


	A small sympathetic shrug said, “What can you do now?”


	Then someone banged a gong, and the whole room sucked in a deep breath. I looked up to make sure I was still doing the right thing and saw Galen’s reflection in the mirror. He was shirtless now, and wandered among the rows of women bowed over their mats like they were worshipping at an altar. When he busted me watching him, I quickly put my head back down.


	“In and out,” he finally spoke. “In and out.”


	A chorus of high-pitched voices sighed ecstatically, “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaahhh.”


	This was getting embarrassing. I was glad to be hiding my face in the dark cave created by bending over my mat.


	“And again.” Deep breath, long sigh. It was deafening.


	“Bring your attention to the depth of your breath, flowing on the expansion and contraction of belly and ribs, the rising and falling of the breastbone.”


	Was this supposed to be erotic? Or was it all in my head? Because it sounded very . . . Maybe I was just desperate. Clearly, that was it. “Focus on the breath,” Galen intoned. A spiral of negative thoughts started pulling me down:


	What am I doing here?


	I shouldn’t be wearing this.


	My pits are disgusting. 


	Then I felt a large, warm hand pressing down on my lower back, and Galen’s voice was right by my ear, saying, “Breathe.”


	I could have burst into tears, it felt so good. I heard one of those long, high-pitched sighs escaping my own lips. He held his hand there for a long time, and I swear, I wanted to stay there forever. All the dark thoughts vanished from my mind, and there was only my breath and his hand—


	“Come on to all fours, and press into downward dog.”


	Uhhh . . . he was still standing next to me, and I had no idea what to do. Awkwardly, I looked over at Jenny whose butt was in the air with straight arms and legs making her into an upside-down “V.” Now Galen was behind me, his hands on my hipbones, pulling my butt into the air and right up against his—


	“Nice,” he murmured, and stood there for a moment before stepping back. Then I heard his voice getting farther away, saying, “Three part breath: belly, ribs, and heart, floating up and down. Ujjayi.”


	I was shaking, from the pose or from Galen, I wasn’t sure. But I’d stay in that “downward dog” as long as he wanted me there. What just happened, anyway? Was that my imagination? Or did I just practically do it with the hot yoga teacher right here in the middle of the studio?


	“Remember, any thoughts that arise are just that: thoughts. They are not you. Notice them, and let them dissolve.”


	Oh, but I was enjoying those thoughts.


	As we moved through various excruciating contortions, I waited for Galen to come back and put his hands on me again. I blatantly looked around at the other students, trying to follow what the rest of the class was doing. They all seemed to speak the same secret language, following cryptic commands like, “High to low. Up and over. Right high and stack. Big yawn.” There were long stretches of standing on one leg while the other stuck straight out to the front, then to the back, then to the side. It was murder. There were lunges and backbends and some bizarre circus act called “bird of paradise”.


	Jenny actually did all of these while I sweated and grunted and groped. Honestly, I can’t even imagine how silly I looked, especially when I fell onto my face trying to copy her “crow.” She went from a squat to this crazy balance, resting her knees on her elbows and picking up her feet before ending up in a headstand. This stuff was hard. How the heck did everybody in the entire universe know how to do it? Was this the same yoga that Nancy and Tammy and Tripp were talking about? For the first time, I didn’t wince at the thought of his name. Instead, the fire of competition was finally sparked, and I just wanted to kick his ass. In a deluded moment of yoga fervor inspired by lust for another man, I vowed to learn it all. I was gonna rope this beast. Like Jenny said: Game on, baby.


	For the rest of the class, I threw myself into it. I was shameless. My back was hunched and my feet were flexed and my hair was frizzing out of control. Galen rewarded my wild enthusiasm with multiple visits to correct and “adjust” me. And when the rest of the class tipped over into ‘triangle pose,’ I stayed upright, watching Jenny to get it just right.


	“Turn your feet so they’re parallel with the short edges of your mat. Open your legs wide, and point your right foot toward the front edge of your mat.” He was behind me again, speaking in a low voice with his hands on my hips. Then they were on my ribcage.


	“Now shift your torso to the right, keeping your hips in place.”


	His hands were on my wrists now and he was pulling them in opposite directions.


	Yes, yes . . .


	He was tipping me over to touch my shin with my right hand. “Long waist, straight spine,” he said, tracing his finger along my back. “Left hand reaches skyward.” He clasped his hands around mine and pulled up, up. It was so . . .


	Shoot! Hairy pits!


	I snapped out of it, flinging my body back up.


	“Are you okay?” Galen looked concerned.


	I was mortified, but somehow still wanted to jump him. Blushing and nodding, I clamped my arms around myself and said, “Mm-hmm, yep.” Crystal was watching us in the mirror.


	“Why don’t you take child’s pose before we move into savasana?” His hand was on my arm.


	“Mm-hmm, okay.” More nodding and clamping.


	Obediently, I got down on my mat, pressed my forehead to the ground, and reached forward with my fingertips. This I could do. Alone in the dark, quiet space of my specially-assigned pose, I felt peaceful. I was filled with the memory of being four and hiding in the hall closet of my parents’ house. I would push behind the winter coats and sit on the vacuum, staring into darkness and listening to absolute silence. Maybe that’s why they call this child’s pose; it brings you back to feeling safe in solitude. I hadn’t felt that in such a long time. And that’s when I actually heard it: my breath in three parts. Belly, ribs, and heart, expanding and contracting, in and out. The soft thudding in my chest like Winger’s hoof beats on the High Desert sand . . .


	“Alex?”


	There was a puddle of drool in the center of my mat and both feet had fallen asleep. I looked up with a start and wiped the corner of my mouth. My forehead felt bruised.


	“Were you asleep?” Jenny asked. “I thought you were just taking child’s pose for savasana.”


	Galen was nowhere to be seen.


	“Who, me? No. I wasn’t sleeping.” I was completely disoriented.


	Jenny smiled and stood up. “Pretty killer, huh?”


	I rolled my mat with trembling hands. “Yeah. It was really—” What could I say? Exhausting? Exciting? Inspiring?


	“I know. It’s overwhelming.” She put out her hand to pull me up.


	Whoa, was I sore. My arms and legs felt like Jell-O. I hobbled behind her on pins and needles to the top of the stairs and wondered how the heck to get down without falling. Maybe I could scoot down on my butt. Galen was down below, bowing to his students as they left. He glanced up and smiled. I forced myself to smile back and waited for him to look away, but no, he just stood there watching. So I bit my lip and stepped forward on searing quads and prickly feet, crawling toward the bottom step.


	“Your friend worked hard in there, Jenny.”


	“This is Alex, Galen. Today was her first real yoga class,” she trilled. “And I just knew she would love you . . . it.”


	“Really.” he looked at me hard. Was he reading my aura? “Well, Alex, I hope you’ll come back and share your energy with us again. The Beginner’s Mind is a powerful thing. The most powerful thing.” His eyes now rested in the middle of my forehead. I remembered him referring to the ‘third eye’ in class. Maybe he was looking into my soul? I shifted my weight painfully, barely able to stand.


	“I might not be able to leave,” I said.


	Again, he laughed.


	“Well that wouldn’t be too bad, would it? I’ve always thought I could make a home of those pink cushions over there.”


	It was official. I was in love.






              
          



    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		That's My Cowgirl

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	(One month, 9 days)


	

	Twenty-four hours after my “yoga initiation,” I wondered if I had done permanent damage to my body. I was so sore that even blinking hurt. Lying in bed as motionless as possible, I cursed myself for being so competitive.


	“Easy does it,” Mom would say when I was training for an event. But I think she was proud of my reckless abandon. I missed her.


	I picked up my cell and scrolled through the missed calls, three from my parents and one from Jackson. At this point, they knew something was up. I’d called home a week ago, but couldn’t bring myself to tell them that Tripp had left. Holding back the tears was all I could manage.


	“You sound sad,” Mom said.


	“Fall allergies,” I deflected.


	“Find some nettles and make a nice tea.”


	“Will do,” I said. “Gotta go.”


	I’d cried all afternoon.


	I couldn’t endure another disingenuous call. It was time to tell her. When I almost hung up after the first ring, I reminded myself she was the one person who would truly appreciate that I had attended a yoga class.


	“Hello?” My dad answered.


	“Hi, Dad!” I welled up. What was it about parents? I was instantly ten years old again.


	“Hey, there, stranger! How’s my girl? We sure do miss you around here.” He said this every time I called.


	“How’s the ranch, Dad?”


	“It’s another beautiful fall up here, darlin’, aspens blazing and steelhead biting. You and Tripp should come up. Mom would be thrilled.”


	I swallowed hard. We hadn’t been to Sisters since our engagement party.


	“Is she there?”


	“Already passing me up, are you?” he teased. “Just give me a quick rundown first. Tell me one thing about life in the big city.”


	“It’s not the big city,” I said in a small voice. It was shameful how I used to blab about Tripp’s worldliness, our home, the fabulousness of Marin, and my aspirations as a society woman. “And I’m a little under the weather, so I can’t talk long.”


	“My Alex, sick? You have the immune system of an ox. That’s not like you.”


	“I actually went to a really hard yoga class, and I am so sore I can barely walk.”


	“Yoga, eh? Your mom’ll flip. She still hasn’t converted me, I’ll have you know.”


	“Hang tough, Dad. Those yogarillas can be hard to withstand.”


	He gave a deep and heartfelt laugh.


	“You bring that sense of humor up here for a visit, would you? Your mother just walked in, so I’ll let you tell her the big news yourself. Love you, hon.”


	Mom picked up the phone. “Big news! Don’t tell me I am going to be a grandmother!” I sucked in my breath. “Alex, are you there?”


	“No baby, Mom. I just went to yoga. That’s all.” Silence.


	“Is everything okay, honey?”


	“Tripp left me,” I blurted. And with that, the floodgates opened. I heaved and sobbed into the phone.


	“Oh, sweet girl. I am so sorry. I am so so sorry,” she soothed. My entire body throbbed from yesterday’s yoga boot camp. “Honey, it’s going to be okay,” my mom said quietly over and over until I drew a long, shuddering breath. “Do you want to come home for a little while?”


	“I don’t know, Mom. I’m afraid to leave. What if . . . ” I hesitated. “What if it’s all been a big mistake? I keep hoping that something can be fixed. That I can be fixed and make it all right again.”


	She was quiet.


	“And besides, I’m so sore from that yoga class, I can barely make it to the bathroom, never mind Oregon.”


	She laughed sympathetically, then paused.


	“Do you want me to come down there?”


	I did. I wanted someone to help me pick up the pieces. But I knew that this time, it had to be me. Not my mother, not Haley, not Tripp.


	“No. But thank you,” I almost whispered.


	We sat without speaking for a moment.


	“We love you, Alex. And we’re proud of you. You do not need to ‘be fixed.’”


	Defensiveness surged in my chest. I knew she would blame it all on Tripp. She never trusted him in the first place. But how could she keep absolving me? My only success was in messing things up: careers, friendships, marriage, finances. I was a complete disaster.


	“What could you possibly be proud of me for, Mom? The failed careers? The society husband who decided I wasn’t deep enough for him?”


	“Honey,” she protested.


	“Really, Mom, why are you proud of me?” I asked. Then I shook my head. “No, never mind. Please. Forget I asked.” I didn’t mean for our conversation to sour. I needed to get off the phone. I was mad at Tripp, not my mom. I did not want to take this out on her as I had everything else in my life.


	“Alex, what I’m saying is that we’re here for you. Please believe me, sweetheart. Everything happens for a reason.”


	I softened, but my heart ached. I was in pain all over, in every way.


	“I know, Mom, just like you’ve always said. I’m gonna go now. I promise I’ll call soon.”


	I hung up and forced myself to stand, very slowly. It took ages to get from my bedroom to the kitchen, where Billy waited patiently to go out. I slid my feet across the Italian tile floor toward the sink for some water, but raising my arm to get a glass was excruciating. I decided to go thirsty.


	The only option I had was to get in the bath. Although Epsom salt was a staple in my mother’s medicine cabinet for soaking after long rides, all I had was fleur de sel. It would have to do. I emptied the sterling saltbox into the bottom of the tub along with some foaming body wash and cranked the faucet. Watching bubbles multiply and drift across the surface was just about all I could handle at that moment. Carefully, I lowered myself into the steaming froth and yelped out loud. My mind was reeling from the conversation with my mom. I willed myself to think about something pleasant.


	Galen.


	If he weren’t so hot, I’d probably be able to walk today. Lying back, I considered the secret to these women’s yoga obsession: gorgeous teachers and their ‘adjustments.’ Tripp and Lauren popped into my head, and I sunk lower in the water. I forced my focus back to Galen and how to make him fall in love with me. With some books, DVDs, and a personal trainer, how hard could it be to learn all this stuff? I could buy some more of that “hoisting” spandex, learn a few crazy tricks, and land an instructor of my own. I closed my eyes and imagined Galen massaging the perfectly defined muscles of my imaginary back. Sigh.


	Ding-dong. I opened my eyes.


	Ding-dong. I furrowed my brow.


	Ding-dong. What the—?


	I sat up too quickly, my abdominals protesting. “Ow!” Arms wrapped around my middle, I leaned forward and listened, hoping whoever it was would go away. Ten o’clock on a Sunday morning? It had to be someone selling something. Everyone I knew would be at home, on her second cappuccino, reading the Times’ ‘Styles’ section. I slouched back into the tub and groaned.


	Ding-dong. Please go away.


	I submerged myself entirely, plugging my nose and letting water fill my ears. When I came up for air, my doorbell was having a full-on tantrum.


	Ding-dong ding-dong ding-dong ding-dong ding-dong ding-dong! Seriously?


	Suddenly, there was silence, and relieved, I cranked the faucet for more hot water. In no time, my thoughts started bouncing again. Needing a distraction, I reached for a magazine, hoping for a mind-numbing tabloid. Instead, I pulled up Yoga Journal. Of course. But what was once completely irritating now held new interest for me. I leafed through the pages, taking in a photo tutorial of “Warrior I” when—


	“Ahhhh!” I screamed. Louise’s face had popped into view, framed by condensation on the bathtub’s picture window. I ducked, splashing into the sudsy water.


	“Enough is enough, Alexis. Now please come let me in.”


	Even with a muffled voice and blurred-out face she was unmistakable. That window was ten feet off the ground! How in the world did she get up there? Clearly, the woman had supernatural powers. Everything bent to her will. Hiding beneath a thinning layer of bubbles, I now could see that nothing was worth this indignity. I felt like those poor stocked trout in a recreational fishing pond. The net was coming and there was no place to hide.


	“Alexis?” She tapped a Royalty Red fingernail on the window, her titanium bob tipping back and forth.


	I lay there clutching the now-soaked magazine in my one un-submerged hand. My eyes landed on the soggy image of a fearless-looking woman who gazed intently at what lay before her: eyes level, back straight, arms and legs strong. A Zen badass. Louise rapped again. Then seized by inspiration, I sat bolt upright, put my face right in front of hers and shouted, “Hi, Louise!”


	Her eyes were like saucers as she fell back, away from the windows and onto the camellia hedges below. I couldn’t help myself and stood up stark naked to get a better view. There she was, sprawled in the powder blue pantsuit I’d come to know and loathe. She’d piled up all our lawn furniture to create a scaffold, and it too had tumbled down around her. For a split second, I was glad there hadn’t been a more serious accident. I called through the window, “You got a little something on your lapel.”


	“Arrrr. You, Alex, are unbearable,” she seethed.


	“I’ll meet you out front.”


	***


	“What took you so long?” she spat, brushing phantom insects from her hair, standing just inside the front door.


	Back straight. Gaze level. The Warrior.


	“Sorry to make you wait, Louise, but I wasn’t exactly expecting you. I was in the bath, in case you hadn’t noticed.”


	Her eyes were on the pile of discarded yoga clothes and mat by the door. “You did a yoga class, Alex?”


	“I did, as a matter of fact.”


	She shook her head.


	“Oh, this is all too sad. Do you really think that could possibly win back Tripp’s affection? You need to move on, Alexis. We both knew from the beginning that this was destined to fail. Now. Please. Go and get yourself dressed.”


	She waved her hand and averted her eyes as if she couldn’t bear to look at me and my towel toga. It had taken all of ten seconds for her to regain her composure and domination of her surroundings. I narrowed my eyes, wishing she’d broken her leg in that fall, wishing Billy had chewed the emblem off her Tory Burch sandals as she lay trapped in the bushes. Not very yogic. Galen would never think like that, neither would . . . Lauren. I tried to shake the thought from my head.


	Zen badass.


	“I’m sorry Louise, did you need something?” I blinked and smiled serenely.


	“Alexis, you know exactly what I need. You can only avoid this for so long, and I am trying to prevent the acquisition of attorneys.” Louise spoke like she was reading from the Wall Street Journal.


	I glanced at the manila envelope clutched in her left hand. It was embossed with the unmistakable Stanford-red logo of her law firm. Flick Fletcher and Howe.


	“Looks like you already have.” I pointed.


	With a sniff, she sauntered through the door, heels clicking and Harry Winston jangling. She scrutinized the house as she made her way to the living room. I waited for her to pull out her white glove and check for dust. After a long moment surveying the space with a scowl, she sat one butt cheek down on the white silk sofa.


	“Tea, please.”


	She placed her purse beside her and began to pull papers from the envelope. My heart raced. I knew this was coming, but somehow seeing the papers, seeing Louise—I had no idea where I was going to go. Home to Oregon with my tail between my legs again? Be my mother’s ranch hand for the rest of my life? I would become one of those agoraphobic women who lived with their parents so long that their only societal contribution was crocheted potholders at the Grange Hall Christmas Bazaar.


	“Tea, please.” She looked at me and made a gesture as if to shoo me away.


	Disoriented, I turned toward the kitchen, then caught myself. I squared my body to hers.


	“If you would like tea, Louise, it’s in the kitchen. In fact, you know exactly where it is since you bought it and put it away.”


	Along with everything else in this house.


	“Precisely. Which is why the least you could do is to get it for me.” With a disgusted sigh, she stood up and went to the kitchen. I grabbed the papers and curled up in Tripp’s oversized leather reading chair. But when I read the first line of the document, my heart sank. It was, quite simply, a legal declaration that everything belonged to Tripp and Louise. The Warrior was crumbling. I willed myself to sit up straight in the chair.


	I am still his wife.


	He begged me to marry him.


	I thought of our wedding day: holding his hand, looking into his eyes, how we promised to love each other forever. I never had any gold digger fantasy of taking him for his millions; I wanted to live this life with him. My throat stung with the threat of tears. Not in front of Louise. I drew a deep breath and resolved that yes, I did feel entitled to some sort of compensation for the deep humiliation of getting dumped after less than a year of marriage. I had turned myself inside out to make Tripp happy. Months of scrutiny and self-consciousness. Months of waiting for all this to feel real. To feel like me.


	“Where am I in all of this?” I called toward the kitchen. “You can’t just erase me, Louise.”


	She returned with her cup of tea and flashed me a cautionary look that made me feel like a child.


	“If Tripp had seen this side of you, I’m not sure you would have made it the year that you did,” she said, scanning the living room again and nodding to yet another pile of clothes on the floor.


	She was right. I’d been behaving like a child since the beginning. Caring so much about what she thought. Needing to fit in with the Edwards Family.


	I had trusted Tripp when he said, “A prenup is standard, Alex, something that’s always done when there’s an estate in question. Don’t worry. We’ll be together in our rockers on the porch someday.”


	I had looked up at him. His eyes were so clear. I wanted to believe him.


	“I know, I know. I guess I can’t help but cringe at the word ‘prenup.’ Don’t people use those on their third and fourth marriages?” I had joked.


	He smoothed my hair and handed me a pen, saying nothing. I had reluctantly signed. He leaned in when I was done, kissed me, and said, “That’s my cowgirl.”


	Now, sitting in our abandoned living room, I couldn’t even remember signing it. I just remembered the kiss. But there it was, my name in scrolling black ballpoint, inked with the blithe assumption that nothing could go wrong, and even if it did, if it did, that he would take care of me, at least until I got myself on my feet. Now I knew the truth. And just like a child, I wanted to cry, to stamp my feet, smash some crystal, and draw a mustache on Louise’s perfectly-shaped, collagen-filled upper lip. But to keep any last bit of dignity intact, my only recourse was to sit there and read every word of that twenty-page document. To make Louise wait.


	She cleared her throat. “Ahem. Let’s get on with this, shall we?”


	“I’m not divorcing you, Louise. I’m divorcing Tripp,” I said, although we both knew that this was not true.


	She stood and snatched the papers.


	“We have allotted a sum of money to support you in finding a new home and job,” she said, glasses perched on the tip of her nose. She looked down at me haughtily, as if I were incapable of existing without Tripp. My temper flared.


	“I don’t need your money.” What was I saying? I did need her money. Swallow your pride, Alex. Swallow it.


	“It has already been settled. I have the check here.” Then she said, under her breath, “Tripp insisted.”


	I felt my spirits lift slightly. Tripp cared enough to want me taken care of after all. Maybe I hadn’t been wrong to trust him. He did love me. She handed me the check. $22,347.59. What?


	“Seriously, Louise? Who came up with this number? And what am I supposed to do with it?”


	Gathering up the papers, she said, “I suggest you fly back to Oregon and live with your parents until you find a place. How much more could a house in your part of the world cost?” She stood and extended her hand. I didn’t move. “Well, good luck to you, Alex.”


	I wanted to say something cutting and brilliant. But I just sat there. Sat and watched Louise walk out the door, exactly like Tripp had five weeks earlier.


	***


	Billy sniffed around the house for hours as if he smelled a skunk or raccoon. Or a rat.


	“She’s gone, Bill. For good. You’re not going to find her.” He kept at it, though, sneezing when he got a particularly strong whiff of her Poison perfume.


	I hoped what I said was true. I really hoped we would never, ever see Louise again. But later that morning when someone knocked, I was sure she’d come back with a pistol to shoot me like a lame horse.


	“Hello-ooo?” I heard Nancy sing. I felt a surge of relief and opened the door. “Well, look at you!” she exclaimed.


	After Louise left, I’d put my yoga clothes back on; stretched, attempted a few downward dogs, and tried to figure out what the heck to do next. The pain of tight muscles was a good distraction from my miserable circumstances.


	“Hi, Nancy,” I said in what I hoped was a nonchalant voice. She wasn’t fooled.


	“What happened, darling?” She stepped forward. “I saw Louise barreling away in her Beamer like it was a getaway car this morning.” She gestured down the street with her sunglasses.


	“That’s because she took everything with her. Not that it was ever mine in the first place.” My throat tightened. Don’t cry, Alex. Please. Not again. I already had a splitting headache. I couldn’t help it, though. Nancy squeezed my shoulders, and I winced. Tears began to roll down my face.


	“Are you okay?” she asked, peering into my eyes.


	“I don’t know what I’m going to do.” I shrugged and wiped my wet cheeks. “I’m sure my mom and dad want me to come home, but I can’t keep running back to the ranch every time things fall apart for me.” I was really crying now.


	“Oh, honey.” Nancy rubbed my arms.


	I took a breath and smiled at her. “That feels really good,” I said, laughing a little through my tears. “I’m so sore from Galen’s class yesterday.”


	Nancy put a hand to her forehead. “What a convergence of events! Your journey is truly revealing itself! Come, come. Let’s sit.” She put an arm around my shoulders and gently walked me back to the living room. She settled herself on the sofa next to me.


	“My first class with Galen nearly killed me, too. Just like you, I was at a real crossroads.” She patted my knee. “A moment of evolution.” Taking a deep breath, she looked at the sky. “Alicia had just gone off to college, and I was alone for the first time in my life. Of course that didn’t last long. Being alone, that is.” She laughed good-naturedly, and I smiled in spite of myself. Nancy was so warm that she glowed.


	“Well, enough about me. Of course we’ve all read the books that say the most challenging part of anyone’s journey,” she said, emphasizing the word, “is working through the initial aches and pains, so we can tap into what’s really happening inside here.” She placed both hands over her heart. “So tell me, darling, what’s your plan?” For starters, I needed to get my hands on some of Nancy’s reading material. Something told me a lot of those books were on my mom’s shelf back in Oregon.


	“Well, I guess now that it’s official, I should start thinking about—” my voice trailed off. I shook my head. “I really have no idea, Nancy. I’m completely at a loss.”


	She looked at me for a moment with tender sympathy, then snapped her fingers and sat up with a smile. “I have it, darling.” She pulled out her phone and dialed before wandering onto the front porch. A few minutes later, she came back in. “There. A day at Euphoria Spa and a private session with my Giovanni. He’s an absolute wonder. And,” she whispered, “he’ll get you ship-shape for Galen’s class.” Nancy winked.


	I blushed. How did she know?






              
          



    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		What Color is Your Parachute?

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	(One month, 16 days)


	

	“Just try it,” Haley insisted.


	We were sixteen and I had just gotten my license. It was our first solo adventure into town. Wanting to do something grown-up, we decided to go out for sushi. It sounded sophisticated.


	“You try it,” I said, pushing the slab of pink fish with the tip of my chopstick.


	“I’ve had sushi tons of times,” she assured me. “It’s delicious. Eat it.”


	I was way outside the comfort zone of Dad’s buffalo burgers and Mom’s homegrown kale. But I so wanted to be cultured and daring, like Haley. No one in our class ate sushi. It would set me radically apart in this meat-and-potatoes town, and that’s what I was after. I felt very lucky to have Haley as my guide. Still, that fish looked like it was ready to swim off the plate.


	“Alex!” She was getting exasperated. “Sushi is, like, all that Jennifer Aniston eats! Forget the chopsticks, just pick it up!”


	“Okay, okay.” I breathed. Awkwardly pinching a piece, I closed my eyes and popped it into my mouth. It was surprisingly soft, almost pasty. I chewed, scrunching up my face. Haley looked around.


	“Don’t make a face,” she hissed under her breath. Then with a big smile, she waved to the chef. “We should probably buy him a beer. William always bought the chef a beer.” William was her mom’s last boyfriend in LA before they moved up to Oregon.


	“We can’t buy him a beer,” I said, incredulous.


	“Sure we can,” she said, applying lip-gloss with a spongy little wand. “Watch this.”


	I sat still as an elk while Haley called the server over, ordered a Sapporo, and waved again to the sushi chef. I was floored. She had done it again.


	“See? It’s easy.”


	That was the thing about Haley. She made everything seem so easy. She just set her sights on what she wanted and went for it. Her attitude of entitlement was obviously very convincing. ("Well, why shouldn’t I ask Taylor to the Turnabout Dance? He doesn’t like Jackie that much, anyway, and I know for a fact that they’re about to break up.")


	I, on the other hand, was more serious and studied in my approach.


	“Relax, Alex, you’re so intense,” she said to my reflection in the mirror as we stood side-by-side and practiced applying liquid eyeliner.


	“I want it to be perfect. There’s no point in doing this if it’s not perfect,” I responded.


	I had yet to wear liquid eyeliner.


	***


	I thought of Haley as I left the spa; it was her scene, glamorous and luxurious. True, my time might have been better spent job hunting, but according to Nancy, “The spirit must be soothed before connecting to its destiny.” If nothing else, it was a great way to postpone the job search for another day. I wondered if Haley had gone back to work, if she’d even thought about it. Automatically, I pulled out my phone to call her, paused before dialing, and then slipped it back into my pocket. I felt like I needed some clarity before I could talk to her. Maybe more yoga would help.


	Giovanni was supposed to meet me in front of Euphoria. I glanced up and down the quiet street, but saw only a robed spa guest getting something from her car. Shading my eyes, I scanned more closely and noticed a man on the ground by a tree. He was sitting cross-legged with his eyes closed and his hands in prayer position. I studied him for a moment—long, thinning, curly brown hair; tight black pants and a flowy white shirt, unbuttoned; a mat of dark hair carpeting his chest. Then I heard the sound, loud and nasal. “OoooooMmmmm.” Oh, no. Surely, this was not my teacher. Surely, it was.


	I ducked behind the row of cars between us, and dialed Nancy’s number. I could see my car at the corner of Guerrero Street and crouched to make a run for it. A bright, orange parking ticket was tucked under the windshield wiper. Shoot! As I reached for the ticket, my phone slipped. I tried to grab it, but missed. Meanwhile, I dumped the entire contents of my purse onto the sidewalk. Shoot, shoot, shoot! I dropped to my hands and knees, trying to grab everything and keep one eye on Giovanni, who was still deep in meditation.


	“Need a hand?” asked a vaguely familiar voice from the other side of my car. I sped up, not wanting male help collecting the contents of my bag. I quickly zipped it, stood up, and found myself face to face with—it took me a second to place him—the guy from the farmer’s market.


	“Oh, hi,” I said, trying to get my hair out of my face. “Thanks, I got it.” I fumbled for my phone and my keys. Where did I put them? I looked on the ground and started talking, because I didn’t know what else to do. “I was just calling my friend when I saw this parking ticket, and that’s why I dropped everything, because I didn’t realize I had been gone so long, and I guess you can only park here for four hours, so of course I—”


	I stopped myself. This guy already thought I was a lunatic. I suddenly remembered Giovanni and glanced over my shoulder. He was gone. Phew. So he wasn’t my yoga teacher. I wanted to learn about yoga poses, but not by chanting, or worse, meditating in public. Plus, I wanted my teacher to look like Galen, not like a mad scientist. Shallow, Alex. Very shallow. 


	Andy bent down and picked up my keys. Then he walked around and handed them to me, furrowing his brow with a little smile. “What’s that smell?”


	The succession of seven treatments had left me smelling like a strange mix of products. “I don’t know. I was at the spa.” I pointed back to the sign. “It could be the seaweed, the grapefruit, castor oil, or tanning lotion. Sexy, isn’t it?”


	“Well, you look nice.” Andy smiled.


	“Yeah, right. I look like a glazed donut. That facial was brutal. And just so you know, I do not spend my days at the spa,” I said. No, I do much more important things like reading lost animal profiles to avoid looking for a job.


	“So today was a special occasion? Decompressing from another close call with an on-coming bus?” This guy was more of a smart-ass than I was.


	“More like a bulldozer. Or B-2 Bomber,” I said, referring to Louise.


	“You might want to consider a helmet or reflectors. To be safe,” he said.


	He was adorable. Why had I been in such a hurry last time?


	“I’m Andy. From the farmer’s market, in case you forgot.”


	“Right. Andy with the apples. Well, thanks for your help. Again. And for your suggestions.” I looked at my watch. Now I was five minutes late for Giovanni, wherever he was. “I’ve really got to get going. I have a lesson, a session, a class—” Where was I going again? “A meeting.”


	“All four? You’re a busy woman.” I gave him a twisted smirk. I liked him. The sun lit up his eyes and defined his angular jaw. He was really cute. Maybe I could be a few minutes late . . .


	“Ciao, Bella!” someone called. I jumped and spun around. Wild Man from the spa lawn was closing in fast. And before I could prevent it, we were a triad—like the Bermuda Triangle with Giovanni trying to box out Andy. “You, my dove, are more beautiful than Miss Nancy described.” He said “Nuncy” instead of Nancy. Was it me, or was his ‘Italian’ accent a bit off? He lifted my hand for a kiss. I looked at Andy, who was clearly amused. “Are you ready for ecstasy, young faun?” As far as I could tell Giovanni and I were the same age.


	“Now I’m really interested in what sort of lesson we’re talking about.” Andy looked at me. Giovanni tried to twirl me around with one arm. My feet remained cemented to the concrete.


	“We have much work to do to loosen you up,” Giovanni said, wagging my arm up and down as if to manually loosen it.


	I forced a smile and slipped my hand from his grasp. “Andy, this is my new yoga teacher, Giovanni.”


	Giovanni puffed out his chest and tilted his head. With his hair falling over one eye, he stuck out his hand and said, “Ciao.”


	I was going to kill Nancy. Thank her profusely for the spa day, then kill her.


	“Ciao,” Andy replied. “Listen, I’ll let you two get to it.” Oh please don’t. “Alex could use some yoga,” he said.


	“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.


	“Oh, right. I forgot. You are the queen of calm.”


	“I can be very calm, you just keep—”


	Giovanni jumped in. “Darling, I charge by the hour.” He tapped his watch. He had one leg perched on the roof of my car and was folded over it, stretching.


	“Okay, yes, okay,” I said. This wasn’t my money I was wasting. “We have to go.”


	“Alright, Zen Alex. You enjoy that ecstasy,” Andy said.


	“Thanks. Will do,” I said, reluctant to go.


	“I do some work just a few blocks from here, so if you end up in this part of town again, give me a call. Here’s my card.” He passed me what looked like a torn paper bag. His full name, Andrew Cruz, was printed on one side and under it in bold type was “Vegetable Advocate.”


	“Vegetable Advocate?”


	From the bag at his feet he pulled out a small bunch of carrots and handed them to me like bouquet of flowers. “Hungry?”


	I smiled and accepted his carrots. Who was this guy? He was more than slightly magnetic.


	“Ahem,” Giovanni said, catching my eye and indicating his irritation.


	“Right. Yoga.” I looked back at Andy.


	“Alex, always interesting,” he said with a smile, then turned to leave. I watched him walk away for a moment.


	“Shall we?” Giovanni put out his arm. These yogis sure were touchy-feely. I tentatively accepted. “We are going to become very close, bella. I am going to transform your world.”


	***


	Giovanni’s “studio” was surreal. It was painted in various shades of bronze, gold, and silver with mirrors and statues everywhere. There were figures with elephant trunks and monkey faces, big halos, and lots of hands.


	“Giovanni, could you turn the lights up?” I asked as we crested the narrow staircase and entered his shrine. It was spooky, standing there in the dark with this strange man and all those statues. If I hadn’t loved Nancy so much, I would have been half way back to Marin by now.


	“But, of course. But, of course.” His strange accent kept coming and going.


	“Giovanni, are you from Italy?” I asked. He clapped twice, and the lights came up. The walls were covered with sixteen-by-twenty images of Giovanni in the craziest poses I had ever seen. One leg hooked over his shoulder balancing on one arm. Both legs over his shoulders, his entire body flattened on the floor like he had been run over, yet he was looking up and smiling. And the most astonishing, head stand without his hands. I was beyond impressed. Maybe Giovanni could get me Galen-ready.


	“Well, not technically from Italy, ma cherie.” I had taken Spanish, but felt pretty sure he was now speaking French. “My spirit soars the Italian skies. I am a man of romance and sensuality.” He was losing me.


	“But you’re not Italian?” I walked around the small room, investigating the framed pictures of bald men scattered amongst the statues. “What’s through here?” There was a small door at the back of the room.


	“That is my humble casita,” he said. He lived in a nice part of town and charged $150 an hour. I wondered how humble it could be. I picked up a framed document from behind a stack of books. It read: James Boyd, 200 hour E-RYT, Yoga World Trainings. 


	Giovanni hurried over to me, took the frame from my hands, and placed it back behind the books. “I am well over five hundred hours now.”


	“So are you Giovanni or James?” I asked. He seemed noticeably uncomfortable, but recovered quickly. “I am a yogi. I live on this earth but rise above it.” He puffed out his chest and tossed back his hair. Nancy was right. This guy was a wonder. A comedic wonder. And just what I needed. I hadn’t thought about my life in thirty minutes. Besides, I would like to rise above this earth too. Maybe I could learn.


	“So you changed your name?”


	“Yes. Now. Can we get started?” he asked curtly.


	“But wait. Why did you do that?”


	“I told you. My spirit cannot relate to ‘James Boyd,’” he said, hitting play on his iPod. The sound “Om” filled the room. “We must be true to our essence.”


	Maybe that was my problem. My spirit couldn’t relate to Alex Greene. “So your essence is Italian? Do you love pasta?”


	“No gluten! I am Vata.”


	“Excuse me?” I asked.


	“Can we please get started?”


	“Ready, when you are, James.” I smiled and bit my lip.


	“It’s Giovanni! Now, get in down dog!” He circled me like a hyena and said, “You are going to be my greatest challenge. Tail bone up! Navel to the spine!”


	I was my own greatest challenge. Good luck, James.
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	(2 months, 23 days)


	

	Louise had given me six weeks to find a place to live. At the last possible minute, I leased a studio in the Mission District. It was ten blocks from The Yoga Garden.


	The morning I was to move out, I woke up feeling like a guest in somebody else’s house. Not only was I detached—our decor now seemed so impersonal and oversized—but I also sensed the presence of another person, quietly waiting for me to stir. I rolled over and looked at the clock. 10am. It felt good to sleep in; I was exhausted.


	The day before, Louise had called and announced she was stopping by to “pick up some things,” probably so I wouldn’t take off with anything. Not wanting to cross paths, I quickly scheduled a session with Giovanni, grabbed Billy and high-tailed it out of there as fast as I could. I didn’t even pack a lunch or sweater; I’d just have to buy both in the City. Avoiding Louise was more important than my imminent bankruptcy; yoga was doing a number on my bank account, but it was all I had. Besides, I prayed to the yoga gods, whoever they were, and always set my “intention” to find a job. Eventually.


	I lingered so late in the city that I could barely remember falling into bed. I didn’t even bother to turn on the lights when I came in. Now, morning light was pushing through the blinds, and I realized I was still in my yoga clothes. I stretched and tried not to think of Tripp lying next to me in this huge, soft bed. Instead, I forced myself to try Giovanni’s meditation technique. I closed my eyes and repeated his mantra six times:


	I am healthy. I am whole. I am full of peace. 


	Next, I attempted to “watch my breath.” This one was trickier. How could you watch something if your eyes were closed? I’d tried to engage Giovanni in this philosophical quandary, but he’d just thrown his hands in the air and said, “Alex, you are so distracted!” Now, facedown in the fluff, I could at least feel the heat of my breath. Inhale.


	Exhale.I could always use my vet school savings.


	Inhale. I should just quit the privates with Giovanni.


	Exhale. But my dancer’s pose is getting so good. 


	Inhale. I could borrow money from Mom and Dad.


	Exhale. I am mediating. I am meditating.


	Inhale. Does Tripp meditate with Lauren?


	Exhale. Does Tripp’s nasal whistling bug her? 


	Inhale. Does he think about me when he’s meditat—Oh, forget it! 


	I leapt out of bed.


	As soon as my feet hit the floor, I knew something was up. Where there should have been a hand-tufted rug, there now was just bare cherry wood. I looked around and saw that each shelf and table had been cleared. Not a frame, lamp, or book was left in Louise’s fantasy of a proper bedroom. Then I noticed the stickers. One large, red dot had been placed on nearly every object that remained. The bedside tables, desk, and floor lamp all had one. I ran to the bathroom, also swept clear of once-shared items. She’d even taken the bath mat. Heart in my throat, I ran to the study, threw open the door, and stood there, gasping.


	She had taken the painting.


	The beautiful painting of my favorite racehorse, Delphino, was gone.


	I stood there staring at the empty space on the wall above the leather couch. Tripp knew how much I loved that painting. Something about Delphino’s eyes reminded me of Winger. They were clear, fierce, and vulnerable. Whenever I felt lonely or adrift, I’d make a cup of tea and sit in front of that painting. I’d pretend I was at home with my folks, sitting at the kitchen table with the kettle steaming and Winger just a walk away.


	She took the painting.


	The worst part was that no one in Tripp’s family even cared about it. Delphino had been “a disappointment.” He’d ranked third in the 2010 Del Mar Handicap, an embarrassment. To me, he was the most majestic of all their horses. There was a wildness about him, an unknowable potential, like he could win every title if he wanted to. If it mattered. If any of it mattered. Tripp would tease me for refusing to ride any other horse.


	“Don’t you want a champion?” he’d ask. When I refused, he would say, “My Alex with her love of the underdog,” and pull down Delphino’s saddle for me.


	I stood there for several minutes, then wiped my tears and began again:


	I am healthy.


	I am whole.


	I am full of peace . . .


	I felt like I was flat-out lying. I returned to the bathroom. Did she bother to leave me a roll of toilet paper?


	Only my clothes and neatly shelved shoes remained in the custom-built walk-in. I stood there, opening and closing the many drawers that once housed Tripp’s ties, socks, underwear, and t-shirts. I couldn’t believe that a grown man would have his mother do this.


	And those stickers.


	I wandered through the office, the den, and the living room. A rash of red dots flared everywhere I looked. In the kitchen, even appliances were tagged. Did she really think I was going to try and make off with a Sub-zero refrigerator? I reached for the phone to call Jenny.


	“You’re not gonna believe this.” I could barely speak.


	“What?”


	“Can you come over now?” I tried staring at the floor to calm myself down, since my meditation techniques were clearly failing me.


	“I thought we were starting at noon?”


	“The sooner I can get out of here, the better. Just come over whenever you can. And don’t forget Tucker’s truck.”


	“Okay. Give me ten minutes.”


	“Thanks, Jenny.”


	I excavated an old pair of cutoffs from the bottom dresser drawer (dot), put my hair in a ponytail, and slipped on some running shoes to go wait for Jenny on the front porch. I pulled open the front door and just about jumped out of my skin.


	“Whoa! Luz, you scared me. How long have you been standing here?”


	“Ms. Louise drop me off at eight o’clock. I not want to wake you.” She shook her head apologetically.


	“What are you doing here?”


	“Ms. Louise want me to come. Want me to . . . to . . . help with—”


	“Let me guess: she wants you to make sure I don’t take anything with a red sticker on it?” I demanded.


	Luz nodded sorrowfully, and immediately I regretted snapping at her. At five-foot-five, I towered over her. She’d spent the better part of her adult life taking crap from the Edwards kids and their friends. That was the last thing I wanted to be a part of. I changed my tone.


	“When did she do this? Did she come last night?” I asked.


	“Last night, she come with her boys. ‘To get started,’ she say. They bring home lots of things and put many boxes in the garage.”


	I looked down at my shoes.


	“Which boys?” I didn’t really want to know, but asked anyway.


	“She bring Teddy. And Tripp. She say because he have the key.” She looked at me. We both knew that Louise had a key to this house.


	So he had come. I felt a pain in my chest so intense I thought I might collapse. I underestimated him. I imagined him coldly pointing out the items he wanted with Louise scurrying behind him, gleefully putting stickers on everything, tossing the precious oil painting in the back of her Mercedes. And Teddy. I could just hear his jokes and comments, not to mention the way he’d turn it into a situation comedy for the family’s entertainment later on. I covered my face with my hands. Luz reached up and put her hands on my shoulders.


	“Tripp is sad, Alejandra. Yesterday, I come too. And I see he feels bad.”


	“Really?” It didn’t change anything, but I felt a little better knowing Tripp may have had a shred of remorse.


	“I think yesterday he want to say goodbye,” Luz said.


	Goodbye.


	Reality was closing in on me: the clock had struck twelve, and I stood in tattered rags, abandoned and unloved. The edges of my vision were going black, and it was getting harder to breathe.


	“Luz, will you excuse me for a minute? Come in, stay out, whatever. I just have to do something.”


	Hyperventilating and half-running, I went straight to the laundry room, grabbed my mat, and threw open the back door. I stumbled down the back steps and clumsily unrolled it before diving into the most hardcore child’s pose ever taken.


	Breathe, Alex. Breathe. In and out. In and out.


	“This is home,” I said to my mat, clinging to yoga like some sort of born-again. But there was no denying that it helped. When it seemed the threat of fainting had passed, I sat up. But the word “goodbye” echoed in my head, so I pushed up into a wobbly headstand to distract myself; the pressure on my head was soothing. I could see Luz and Billy, upside down, watching me from the back door.


	Who needs Prince Charming when you can do this! Ha!


	See? My sessions with Giovanni were actually starting to pay off. I felt the beginnings of a smile. I was going to be okay. And revenge didn’t seem so far off. I imagined Galen and me running into Tripp and Lauren, then Galen stroking my hair while telling Yoga Journal about my blinding inner light and kick-ass half-crow. I heard Jenny pull up in the truck. Soon she was standing with Luz and Billy.


	“Good call doing an inversion, Alex,” she called encouragingly. “It counteracts stress and reverses the aging process,” she explained to Luz, who looked perplexed.


	I clunked down onto my toes then rolled up slowly, “one vertebrae at a time.” I felt better—light-headed, but better.


	Moments later, I found Jenny, in a sundress, talking to Luz in the kitchen. She was taking in the red dots and shaking her head.


	“Ms. Louise say she come tomorrow. You girls have all day. She not disturb you.”


	Jenny sighed. “I really don’t think it’s going to take us that long, Luz.”


	“Can you believe it? I think the only things they left un-stickered were my dad’s paintings and the old guest bed. Good thing I only have to furnish five hundred square feet.”


	Luz looked at me.


	“Won’t be needing any domestic help, will I?” We all laughed painfully. There was an awkward pause before I said, “Luz, you can go. Really. You know me. I won’t take anything. Go ahead and enjoy the day. At least grab a magazine and relax on the front porch. You’ll be able to watch us load the truck.”


	She hesitated then said, “Okay, mija. I sit. But I help you if you need me.” I walked over and gave her a hug. She had always been so nice to me. In fact, she was the only Edwards ‘family member’ that I’d ever felt comfortable around. We had spent time in the kitchen together, at Thanksgiving, Christmas, the Fourth of July in Tahoe. And now here we were, in the kitchen again, but under very different circumstances. She hugged me back, and I really felt the substance of her. We pulled apart and looked at each other, both outsiders now. Her smile reassured me that it was a much friendlier place out here.


	“So what do you want to take?” Jenny asked. “It sucks that you have to leave all this behind.” She draped her body on the dining room table. A red sticker glared two inches from her chin. We stared at it.


	“Only when we divest ourselves of earthly possessions can we understand the boundlessness of our true wealth,” I explained. Jenny looked at me. “I found it on Enlightenment.com.”


	“I guess so,” she said. “Is this custom from Milano’s?”


	“Yep. The chairs, too.”


	We sighed and began boxing. About twenty minutes later, my cell phone rang. It was Nancy asking if she could come over and help. “Sure, that’d be great. Oh, could you bring four? Louise’s housekeeper is here. I know. Okay, bye.” A couple of minutes later, Nancy was swinging her way up the front steps with two bottles in each hand, looking like a middle-aged St. Pauli girl. She greeted Luz with a big, “Hola!”


	We each took a bottle from her outstretched hands, cracked them open, and took a sip. A forceful spray blew from Luz’s lips. She looked horrified.


	“What—what is—?”


	“Kombucha,” Nancy replied. “Has yours gone off?”


	Luz was visibly appalled, but collected herself and shook her head politely. “No, no. I think maybe no. Thank you. I drink it later. Now, I just sit. Thank you.”


	“Are you sure?” Nancy asked. “I can go get you another one.”


	“No, no,” she shook her head more adamantly now. “I fine. Thank you.”


	“Well, okay. It’s nice to meet you,” Nancy trailed off, following Jenny inside. I turned around to catch Luz’s eye.


	“Que nasty!” she whispered.


	“It’s pro-biotic,” I said.


	Luz just shook her head.


	***


	Thank God Nancy and Luz were there, because it took all four of us to get the old guest bed out the door and onto the truck. We must have been quite a sight: Nancy in sexy yoga clothes, Jenny in a fancy frock, Luz in her white housecoat, and me in my college dorm uniform. We yanked and shoved ’til a wheel on the cheap metal frame gouged the floor, right in the middle of the foyer. We all paused.


	“Oops,” said Jenny.


	“Oh well,” sighed Luz.


	“Carry on,” declared Nancy.


	We slid it down the flagstone steps, and it landed with a crash at the bottom. I was definitely feeling better now. At that moment, two guys dressed like Lance Armstrong rode by, presumably on their way to the coffee shop, per Mill Valley dress code.


	“Yoo hoo, fellas! Over here!” Nancy waved from the porch. “Say, could you give us a hand?”


	In a flash, they were off their bikes: knights-in-shining-Lycra. They lifted and tethered our load to the roof, tap-tap-tapping around the truck in their hard clip-in bike shoes. We offered them Kombucha and stood with them while they sipped. It was quiet for a while until Jenny broke the silence.


	“So are you guys really going for a ride, or is this just your standard weekend getup?” she asked. Luz covered her mouth, Nancy laughed, and I gasped. This day was liberating us all.


	“Why do people always make that joke?” asked cyclist number one.


	“Yeah, why would we dress like this if we weren’t going for a ride?” asked cyclist number two. They chugged the last of their tea, mounted their bikes, and pedaled off in a hurry, shaved legs glistening.


	“Thank you!” I called after them. I looked at Jenny and shook my head.


	“What?” She could barely suppress her smile.


	“Naughty, naughty. I think Alex may be rubbing off on you, dear girl.” Nancy wagged her finger.


	“I wonder the same thing. It is necessary, this tight clothing?” asked Luz.


	After a good laugh, we dragged ourselves back into the house and sank onto plush upholstery in the glamorous living room all dotted with red. Already, it felt foreign to me.


	I can’t believe that this was my home.


	We all looked around.


	“What’s next?” asked Jenny.


	I shrugged. “Bowl, spoon, toothbrush?”


	“Accoutrements of the ascetic.” Nancy leaned forward, eyes ablaze.


	“Excuse me?” I asked.


	“An ascetic is she who abstains from worldly pleasures for the purpose of obtaining spiritual enlightenment. She quests not for material gain, but for the invaluable treasure within.”


	I pointed to Jenny. “Hey! That’s just what I was talking about. Remember?”


	“The renunciation of beautiful furniture?” she replied.


	“Something like that, yeah.”


	“Well I still think you should snag one of those black lacquered chairs for your desk. Sorry, Luz,” said Jenny.


	Luz raised her hand and said, “I see nothing. And now, I go home.” We all stood up. “Nice to meet you.” She waved to Nancy and Jenny. Then I walked her out the door. She brushed the front of her dress, and I held out her handbag. A wave of sadness swelled in my chest. Luz must have felt it too, because she didn’t say anything. She just reached up, pulled me close, and patted my back. “Find what makes you happy, mija.”


	After Luz left, Jenny and I walked from room to room, carefully removing my dad’s canvases that were to go in the car with me. There were six in all: four contemporary pieces, one landscape, and one portrait. The last was of me at age four; around the time that I used to hide in the closet. I was sitting in the dirt, my hands wrapped gently around a baby chick. There was a look of trust and openness on my face, eyes wide and smiling.


	“Tripp thought this was ‘embarrassingly sentimental.’ He made me hang it in the guest bathroom.”


	“It’s precious,” said Jenny, taking it from me. “And you don’t have to worry about Tripp’s emotionally stunted self-image anymore. If he wants his life to look like the pages of a glossy magazine, let him. Not your problem.” But wasn’t that what I wanted? It had all amounted to an empty house.


	“I have to admit, Jenny, I’m very excited to decorate my own apartment.”


	“I have to admit, I am very jealous.”


	“There will definitely be pink and orange involved.”


	“A la Yoga Garden?”


	“Maybe even a periwinkle bathroom. And a gong.”


	“In the bathroom?”


	We were both cracking up now, punchy with exertion. “But seriously, come over any time you want,” I said.


	“Any time you’re not entertaining, you mean.”


	I stopped and pondered. Did Galen drink wine? I walked toward the kitchen.


	“I better make sure Nancy throws in some stemware.”


	My growing obsession with Galen was cause for slight concern, but it was giving me purpose. And I really needed a purpose.


	***


	When we pulled up to my new apartment, I felt a mixture of excitement and dread. I froze, watching Nancy and Jenny pull boxes from the truck, and managed only to direct them with vague suggestions from my post at the tailgate. Jenny was wrestling with a large garbage bag lodged between two boxes; small beads of sweat were sliding down her cheeks, her blown out hair beginning to curl. From her back pocket, she pulled one of Louise’s monogrammed toile napkins and proceeded to mop her forehead.


	“Jenny! You took the napkins! She is going to freak out!” I was overcome with paranoia.


	“Really, Alex?” She looked at me, then at the truck, then at the chipped stucco of my new apartment building.


	“Point taken. Blow your nose in it, would you please.”


	“That’s the spirit. Now help me with these boxes! I only like to sweat in Galen’s class, you know.”


	I grabbed a box and headed up the stairs. I reached the landing and, for the first time, stepped through the doorway into my new home. It was flooded with afternoon light. Nancy had draped a scarf over an empty box and had placed a vase of blue and green hydrangeas in the center. Three pillows lay on the floor around the makeshift table, one for each of us. And right above it she had hung the painting of me with the chick. I gasped, and Nancy rushed over to me.


	“Oh, dear, sweetie. Too much? Did I choose the wrong scarf? You can move the painting once you get some furniture. I just—”


	“No, Nancy. It’s amazing.”


	I put down my box, gave her a hug, then walked over to sit and look around the room.


	“You stay right there. I already put the kettle on.” She disappeared into the small kitchenette.


	“I should be serving you tea. You and Jenny are doing all the work.”


	“Oh, you’re doing plenty of work, darling,” she assured me.


	When she emerged, Nancy carried a tray with three cups and a steaming pot of tea. She placed it gently on the ‘table’ and called for Jenny.


	We raised our mugs.


	“To Alex,” Nancy proclaimed, “at the onset of her new and glorious life. May you always have spirits to guide you, and men to service you.”


	“Woo hoo!” Jenny cried.


	“To friends.” I raised my cup again, overwhelmed by the love I felt for these two women.


	“And to her!” Jenny jumped up and stood before my childhood portrait. We all raised our cups for one earnest moment, then dissolved into peals of laughter.


	***


	About an hour later, we’d gotten almost everything out of the truck. The only things left were the bed frame, bookshelf, and a mattress tethered to the roof. We stood looking at Tucker’s vintage wood-paneled Suburban.


	“How on earth did we get all that in there?” Nancy furrowed her brow.


	“I think it was Luz,” said Jenny. “That woman is strong.”


	“Well, now we have no Luz and several flights of stairs. I’d say we’ve got a bit of a problem.” Nancy was about to sit down on the truck bumper when she turned to Jenny and said, “May I use that napkin, dear?” After polishing a spot for each of us, she tossed Louise’s French linen over her shoulder and called for us to join her. Ceremoniously, we sat and watched the traffic for a while.


	“What to do?” Jenny finally said to no one in particular.


	“Come on, girls. We can do this. Nance, what happened to the infinite powers of estrogen?” I said.


	“Sweetheart, I am pooped. If we were the last people on earth, maybe, but we must know when to use our resources. Testosterone, please.”


	“Well, Nancy, I’m inclined to agree, but in case you forgot, neither you nor I have any men in our lives at the moment,” I replied.


	“Speak for yourself, young lady. I have plenty of men to call upon when necessary,” Nancy said. Jenny and I shrieked.


	Jenny was doubled over.


	Once I caught my breath, I said, “Well, could you call one of these service men, please?”


	Nancy waved her hand, “Oh, they’d be no good at this business.”


	“TMI, Nancy!” Jenny said, still trying to regain her composure.


	“Okay. How about Tucker, Jenny?” I asked.


	“Nope. Tucker’s meeting with potential investors all afternoon. Otherwise he’d have been here.” She looked at her watch. I wondered if Tripp was with him. They often partnered on business ventures, which is how their friendship had developed.


	“Shoot, guys. I hate to drag this out for another day. You’ve already given me so much time.”


	Suddenly, I remembered that I did know one person in the city. Andy. Could I really call him?


	“I do know one person who might be able to help us.”


	Jenny stood. “Great! Call him. No offense, but I’m ready for the tub.”


	I walked to the cab of the truck. Billy was curled under the steering wheel. He stood up and began wagging his tail wildly.


	“One sec and I’ll take you for a walk. You’ve been so patient.” I scratched behind his ear and reached for my purse. I found Andy’s card stuffed in with some old receipts. I grabbed my phone and dialed before I had time to think about it.


	“Andy,” he answered.


	Surprised that he’d actually picked up, I froze.


	“Hello?” he said.


	“Andy. It’s Alex,” I tried to sound casual. “Remember me? I dropped my purse? Smelled like seaweed? You gave me your card?”


	“Well hey, there, Alex.” I heard commotion in the background. “Sorry, hold on a sec. Ryan, put the Earth Fit on those two rows next to the hydroponics.”


	“I’m sorry?” I asked.


	“Plant life. Wait. I’m just going to step outside. Okay, you’ve got my full attention. So how’s Marin?”


	“Fine, I guess. Actually, I don’t know, because I don’t live there anymore. I moved. Well, am moving. Today.” My life was getting more and more difficult to explain. “Can you help me move a bed?” That sounded weird. “I mean, my bed is on a truck, and we can’t get it out. If you’re busy, I’m sure I could just grab someone off the street. It’s just that it’s a bed, and I’d rather, you know, do it with someone I know. Kind of.”


	Did I really just say that?


	“Got it,” he laughed. “I can be there in twenty. What’s the address?” Just like that?


	“Fourteenth and Valencia. Are you sure you don’t mind? I mean, I can pay you.”


	He started laughing again.


	“You can’t afford me. See you in a few.”


	***


	When Andy showed up, Nancy and Jenny could barely contain themselves, which was what I had been afraid of. Every time he turned his back, Jenny would raise her eyebrows and Nancy would air squeeze his butt. I finally told them that their help was no longer needed and that they were free to retire to their Jacuzzis. Neither of them protested. And right before they pulled away from the curb in Tucker’s now-empty truck, Nancy rolled down the window and beckoned me to her with her seductive index finger. I leaned in and she whispered, “Don’t forget to thank him properly.”


	With an air kiss, they were gone.


	I walked back up the stairs and found Andy putting the bed frame together with Billy parked by his side.


	“Looks like you’ve made a friend,” I said, sitting down on a crate.


	After the slightly awkward phone conversation, I’d expected our actual meeting to be even worse. But it wasn’t. I felt surprisingly comfortable with Andy in my house. It was like having my brother there to help me. I felt a small ache at the thought of Jackson living out his life in Montana. I had barely seen him since Olivia was born. Sure, a baby made everyone harder to reach, but I also knew it was more than that: we couldn’t relate to each other’s lives anymore.


	“Yeah, this guy’s a keeper.” Andy stopped what he was doing and gave Billy a pat. “We’ve got a lot in common. Can you hand me the hammer?” I walked it over and sat back down.


	“Hmmm. As far as I can tell, you’ve got both ears,” I said, and Andy smiled directly at me. My cheeks grew hot. “Can I get you anything? I mean, I only have tea and water.”


	“All set, but thanks.” He stood up and tipped the mattress onto the frame. “And you too are now all set.”


	“Thanks, Andy. I really appreciate it. Are you sure I can’t do anything to thank you?” I asked.


	Seriously, Alex, enough.


	He laughed again. “Let’s not go there quite yet.”


	“What?”


	“I’m kidding, Alex. Another time you can buy me a slice of pizza, but unfortunately I have to head back to work tonight.” His phone rang. “One sec,” he said before answering. “Andy. Yep, on my way. Just something I needed to take care of. Yep, it’ll all get done. Right on. Later.” He turned back to me. “Alex, a pleasure. Enjoy your bed. Keep my card. I have a feeling you might need it again.” He put his hands on my shoulders and squeezed, gave Billy another pat, then grabbed his tools before walking out. I sat there for a moment with my eyes on the door.


	I looked down at Billy.


	“He was cute, right? Do you think he really sells vegetables for a living? Mom and Dad would love him. Haley, maybe not so much.”


	Haley. Just a week ago, back in Marin, I mustered the courage to call and tell her that Tripp and I had split, but I couldn’t keep her on the phone long enough to get it out.


	“Oh, Alex, hi!” Her voice was so familiar, her enthusiasm as contagious as ever. “KK and I are walking into the Mission House Ball. You should see my dress. Guaranteed, I make tomorrow’s Page Six.” Then she whispered, “You’re not going to believe this. Upton Wallace just walked in. I’m sure you’ve heard about his new place in the Hamptons. Ten thousand square feet. Ridiculous. Oh, here he comes. Gotta go. Well, hey to you, Upton! Al, love you. Give Tripp a smooch.” Click.


	I’d sworn I was done. Done trying to bond, relate, and share. We lived in different worlds now. But here, in my lonely new apartment, I yearned for our shared history and her sense of adventure. So again, I picked up the phone to call. What would I say? ‘Tripp left me,’ or even worse, ‘I met a hot guy and he helped me move my bed’? It sounded so depressing. And disappointing. She was probably having chocolate soufflé with a Rockefeller somewhere, Karl parked adoringly by her side.


	I put my phone back down.


	Nothing to do now but yoga.






              
          



    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		Please Adopt Me

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	(2 months, 28 days)


	

	I couldn’t wait another day; I had to get a job. Gone were the excuses of house hunting and getting settled. I was officially installed in my new “home” which was just slightly larger than our walk-in-closet in Marin. Five days in the city and already I’d had three costly privates with Giovanni. At this rate, Billy and I would be dumpster diving by Halloween. But I was addicted. However hopeless I might have felt before class, I always left feeling better.


	I parked myself on the bed with a glass of water, The SF Weekly’s online classifieds, and my cell phone.


	Here goes.


	So. 


	What was I good at?


	I had absolutely no idea anymore.


	Per yoga literature, an occupation should “speak to my heart” or “make my heart speak,” I couldn’t remember which. Having become a master procrastinator, I rummaged through a box of books looking for the exact quote. After flipping through Tree of Yoga and The Power of Intention, I decided just to focus on the center of my chest as I read the classifieds and see what happened. Right away, I realized that I was actually terrified. Who would hire me? I hadn’t worked in over a year, and my last job screamed ‘glorified ski bum.’


	Focus on your heart.


	I put my hand on Billy’s head; he looked at me, muzzle resting on his paws. “Okay, Bill. Let’s do this.”


	Office Manager: Hudd’s Building and Supply. I closed my eyes. Nothing. Not even a slight flutter.


	Waitress: Dana’s Diner. Nope. Bike Courier: Abbott and Shields. A little pitter-pat. I bookmarked it. I did like to bike, and being outside would be nice. But in the rain and fog?


	Personal Assistant: Eccentric, Well-known, artist. I did not feel qualified to organize anyone else’s life when mine was in such shambles. My heart seemed to agree. I scanned though several more pages.


	Auto Mechanic. Nope. House Keeper. I thought of Luz. What a strong, gracious woman . . .


	Then I saw it.


	 Adoption Coordinator: Bay Area Animal Rescue and Rehabilitation. Flutter. Pound. That was the one! I grabbed my phone, mapped the address, then looked down and thanked my chest, feeling silly but grateful nonetheless. There was something in there guiding me. If I could just quiet down and listen.


	“Found one, Billy!” I said, closing the laptop and jumping up to get dressed.


	Later, I scavenged around and found an old copy of my resume. It hadn’t been updated since New York. I could run by the library, scan it, and fill in the holes. I felt light and energized, raring to go. Hopefully, this time I wouldn’t get lost in my new neighborhood.


	***


	It took some time to get my bearings, but eventually I found the library. Once my resume was revived, I spent an hour lost and wandering the streets, determined to find the Animal Rescue that was supposedly only five blocks from my apartment. When I finally saw the sign, I panicked. Maybe I should just call.


	“Whaddya think, Billy?” I stared at an arrow pointing toward the back alley. Wanting to be extra-sure that this was the right place, I pulled out my phone to check. Suddenly, Billy jumped to his feet and pulled me down the alley, stopping right in front of a heavy metal door and straining against his leash. An index card secured with duct tape confirmed that we had found it.


	“Yep, Bill, nice work. This is the place.”


	My heart rate picked up. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and rang the bell. A thirty-something guy with horn-rimmed glasses and a shirt that said, ‘Please Adopt Me,’ answered the door. I cleared my throat.


	“Hi. I’m Alex Greene. I just moved into the neighborhood.”


	The man looked down at Billy. Shoot! Was it unprofessional to have brought him? I hadn’t even thought of it. But this was an animal rescue center; they must be pet-friendly.


	“Simon Schwartz.” He shook my hand. “Welcome to the Mission. Who’s this?” He crouched down.


	“This is Billy. I hope it’s alright that I brought him?”


	“Well, that’s why we’re here, but who’d want to give up this guy?” Billy was gazing into Simon’s eyes.


	Wait. What? 


	“Oh! Oh, no, I’m not dropping Billy off. He’s mine,” I said. The very idea of losing Billy made my stomach drop.


	“Ah. I see. So how can I help you?” Simon stood up.


	Did I forget to mention that?


	“Sorry. I should have said that first. I’m here to inquire about the Adoption Coordinator position.”


	“Oh. Great. Come on in then. People usually use the front door, so you’ll have to excuse the mess.”


	The front door. Of course. Welcome back to the world.


	“Sorry about that. I’m from Oregon. We tend to use back doors, side doors, barn doors,” I said.


	“No problem. That ability to think laterally probably means you’re perfect for the job,” he said with a smile. “We do lots of improvising. Can’t be turned off by a little mess or disorganization around here.”


	After an exhausting year of maintaining my home to Louise’s perfectionist standards, the disarray felt warm and welcoming.


	“Did you say you’re from Oregon? What brought you here?”


	How to answer that one?


	“Well,” I stalled. “Who doesn’t love San Francisco?”


	“True. There’s no place like it. Okay, why don’t you follow me so we can talk?”


	We walked down a hallway to his small, cluttered office. Pictures of adopted animals lined a “Wall of Fame.” Simon gestured to a chair and sat down behind the desk.


	“So Alex, are you a collector of very adorable, very unique animals?” Simon asked, looking at Billy’s one ear. “What happened there?”


	“He got roughed up on the streets of New York, where I adopted him. You’d never guess he’s so tough, would you?”


	“No, he’s a sweetheart,” Simon said, making me glow with pride. He started stacking papers to clear some space on his desk and said, “Alright, let’s switch to interview mode here, because I’m actually a little pressed for time. Our new mobile rescue truck is set to launch today.”


	“Wow. That’s exciting. My mother-in-law would be thrilled.”


	“Really?”


	“Oh, yeah. She believes in keeping animals off the street.” And out of her yard. I couldn’t seem to keep Louise out of my head. “Anyway, congratulations. That’s really exciting,” I said, forcing myself to stay present.


	“Yeaaah, it’s been a long process.” He sighed and leaned back in his chair, visibly pleased with his accomplishment. “I can’t quite believe it came together. The community really got involved and made it happen.” He sat forward with his hands on the desk. This guy really loved his work; you could tell. “So tell me. Why do you want this job, and why are you perfect for it?”


	My first instinct was to try to guess what he wanted to hear. The urge was strong, but instead, I took a deep breath and spoke from my heart. No frills, embellishments, or projections.  “Well, I grew up with animals. Dogs, cats, chickens, horses. And the truth is that some of my closest relationships have been with animals; mainly my horse Winger, and sweet Billy, here.” I reached down to put my hand on the top of his head. He looked up at me reassuringly, and my heart filled with warmth. “They love so unconditionally and bring such joy without asking for anything in return. I think being around animals keeps me in touch with who I really am.”


	I looked up at Simon, who had put his pencil down and was staring at me.


	“I couldn’t have said it better myself.”


	“There is also the very real fact that I need a job.” I laughed.


	“I hear you. Well, it’s a salaried position, and pay is $30-$40 thousand a year, depending on fundraising and donations. Take a look.” He handed me an application.


	I looked at the numbers. My apartment was $1,000 a month. James ‘Giovanni’ Boyd was $150 a session, but I’d only need him for another month or two; I was already jumping back from crow—sort of. I could swear off ZEAL and shop only at thrift stores. I could live on beans and rice. I wanted to make it work. This job was perfect for me. I picked up a pen.


	College degree? Yes.


	Genuine interest in the safety and well being of animals? Yes.


	Detail-oriented with good communication skills? Depends on the day. Let’s say yes.


	Available for evening/night shifts and weekends? Sure, why not? I have no life. I handed the application back to him along with my resume.


	“You volunteered at the SPCA in Marin? That’s great. And I see you took some pre-reqs for vet school. What happen with that?”


	New York happened. Then Marin. But at that moment I saw that my derailing wasn’t Haley or Tripp’s fault. It was mine. I straightened my spine and said, “I hope to get back to it someday.” It was exhilarating to say out loud.


	“You should,” he encouraged. “We have a program for employees to set aside ten percent of each paycheck, tax-free, to put toward tuition.”


	I looked at him.


	Hire me. Hire me. Hire me.


	“Please, Simon, hire me.”


	He laughed.


	“I like your humility, Alex. Let me check your references, but it looks promising. I should mention that we do have one other strong candidate.”


	My shoulders tightened with a surge of fear and self-doubt, but again I breathed and pressed my hands onto the tops of my thighs.


	If it’s meant to be, it will be. Nancy’s literature was keeping me sane. Somewhat.


	“Okay, then?” Simon stood, shook my hand and walked us to the front. “I’ll be in touch within the next few days. It was nice meeting you two.”


	He opened the door, letting in a cool, sweet-scented breeze.


	“You, too. And good luck with the Mobile Rescue Truck.”


	I stepped onto the sidewalk and looked up at a cloudless sky.
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	(3 months, 15 days)


	

	“You are late!” Giovanni whisked the mat from under my arm and unrolled it.


	I started work at the rescue one week after meeting Simon. My new schedule limited our sessions to odd hours—late nights, early mornings, and weekends—but I filled every spare minute willingly. I was determined to get it. To get good and to get Galen. Oh, I’d ‘find my truth’ alright. Maybe even my Authentic Self.


	That particular Sunday morning, I was moving extra slow. In the middle of the night, I woke up in a cold sweat from a terrible nightmare: Louise was buying Winger for Tripp and Lauren’s wedding present. In the dream, I screamed and screamed without making a sound while my parents kept repeating, “But, honey, remember, you’re never here, anyway!”


	Afterwards I lay there, freezing, lonely, and heartsick. I tried my mantras, I tried my breathing, I even tried shoulder stand. Nothing worked. Defeated, I succumbed to replaying Louise’s every criticism, and worse, imagining Tripp and Lauren’s perfect, tan, acrobatic sex life. I finally dozed off at 5:15 in the morning and woke with a start at 8:30, late for Giovanni and with a pounding emotional hangover.


	“Sorry. I didn’t sleep well last night. I was—”


	He didn’t wait to hear the rest. “What did you eat for dinner? Did you eat for your dosha like I instructed? Remember, you’re that challenging balance between Pitta and Vata, so I certainly hope you didn’t have any gluten, dairy, nuts, flour, sugar, or raw vegetables. Meat?” He paused and sniffed the air. “I smell meat on you. What did you eat, bambina?”


	He looked intensely into my eyes, but his bright orange Speedo was making it hard to focus on his face.


	“Giovanni, this dosha stuff is not that easy to follow,” I said, avoiding his question.


	The day before, I was so hungry after our “practice” (as Giovanni liked to refer to our grueling lessons) that I went home and made a bacon, cheese, and potato omelet. It had been four weeks of near starvation, and though I did look fit, I couldn’t bear another olive oil and maple syrup smoothie.


	“In time it will be as obvious as the sky is blue.” Giovanni looked me up and down. “We will shed layers, cara mia. Layers and layers of,” he paused and looked at my thighs, “Shit.”


	“Come on, Giovanni. I dropped a small fortune at ZEAL to contain these things.”


	“Oh, Alex, stop. Your body is delicious. Curvy and tight. Mmm.” Was Giovanni hitting on me? This wasn’t the first time that I’d suspected it. “No. The ‘shit’ I am talking about is the mental, your psychic baggage. We are shoveling and shoveling, baby.” He patted my butt. “Now get in down dog, so we can rebalance your chakras.”


	“Giovanni, my butt is off-limits, remember?”


	He shrugged his shoulders and took a sip of the ‘power tea’ he had trademarked. I was instructed to drink six cups a day.


	“Amore, it is with affection and respect that I touch you. Remember, it is all in the intention. Not what we do, but the energy we bring to it.”


	I certainly appreciated the concept, having heard this yoga tenet from Nancy countless times, but a pat on the butt was a pat on the butt. Whatever. We had work to do. Only two weeks until my debut—or re-debut—with Galen.


	“Alex, eyes down! Presence! You are not here!”


	“Sorry. Hey, aren’t you supposed to be working for me?” I half-joked.


	“Tadasana!” he barked, and I jumped to the top of my mat. “Now. Let us begin.”


	I followed the sequence as Giovanni named each pose: chair—Utkatasana; twisting chair—Parivrtta Utkitasana; forward fold—Uttanasana. Low push up—Chaturanga; up dog—Urdhva Mukha Svanasana; down dog—Adho Mukha Svanasana. Now that I knew the moves, I could flow more or less on my breath from one to the next, and an hour would fly past, a blur of stretching, reaching, extending, and releasing. It always felt great.


	Until Savasana.


	At the end of an exhilarating, life-affirming hour of wrestling my body into unimaginable shapes, Giovanni would then leave me alone to lie like a corpse in the middle of his studio for a full ten minutes of terrifying silence and solitude.


	“Think of nothing,” he would say.


	I wasn’t supposed to move. I wasn’t supposed to itch. I probably wasn’t supposed to fantasize about Galen either, and I certainly wasn’t supposed to think about . . . Marin. Needless to say this was impossible, so after our third or fourth session, I found a secret solution: do an excruciating pose to pass the time when he wasn’t looking. I chose dolphin pose. The searing pain in my shoulders was a perfect distraction. Plus, it was helping my progress. Savasana was a waste of ten minutes, if you asked me. I mean, we weren’t even meditating. Sure, all the books and apps and DVDs said it was the “most important pose,” but really, how was lying on my back going to help my handstand or side crow?


	I became a rabid consumer of instructional yoga media, watching, listening, and reading all the time. Every day another package arrived from Amazon.com with something new for my library. I tackled Yoga for Beginners first, and despite the abundance of nineteen seventies unitards and body hair, it did give me good tips for my home practice. Light on Yoga was a bit heavy, but eventually, I grew to appreciate Iyengar’s precise alignment cues. Yoga Anatomy was my favorite, though, since it reminded me of those vet school pre-reqs I’d taken. I loved that humans and animals had muscles, tendons, and bones of the same name. And apparently, it served us all, two-footed and four, to “play dead” every now and then.


	Frankly, I didn’t have the patience.


	For the most part, we were right on schedule. Giovanni and I had spent last week perfecting the warrior poses: one, two, two and a half (I think this was some sort of yoga joke) and three. He told me that my core had gotten so strong that I should no longer bother doing Warrior III with airplane wings, but should just go for it and reach them forward. I felt good and strong, but as I told Giovanni from the beginning, my goal was to master the more challenging poses I saw those students busting out at Galen’s. I didn’t want to go back to Yoga Garden until I could nail the arm balances. So session after session, I did my secret bonus workout by pressing into a dolphin savasana. If there were footsteps in the hall or the door creaked open, I would flop onto my back and squeeze my eyes shut, quickly flipping up my palms.


	Giovanni had yet to catch me.


	***


	“Hey, Simon, can you grab me that blue file to your left?” I asked. We had been working together for a little less than a month now, and I looked forward to my days with him in the office. He was quirky, intellectual, and funny—a lot like my friends at Reed, busting on government policy and purposely misquoting ancient philosophers. The Mobile Rescue program claimed him most days, but once or twice a week, we found ourselves sharing the little office and attending to the work at hand.


	Simon kept typing with his right hand and passed the file with his left.


	“You are seriously talented,” I observed.


	“Health Department documents are due by noon, girl. It’s not talent; it’s necessity.”


	“Gotcha. Hey listen, that sweet couple is coming in again to look at Buck.” I opened Buck’s file and began to flip through the sheets of paper. “I was wondering,” I paused, looking up, “if I could offer them an incentive?”


	“And by incentive, you mean?”


	“I don’t know. Maybe we could cover his vet bills for a year or get them a discount at Pet and Supply? Something.”


	Buck was a clumsy Bull Mastiff with exceptionally long ears. He was terminally goofy and all love, slathering everyone with slurpy kisses. Simon had rescued him from one of the larger government shelters on the day he was scheduled to be euthanized. A death row doggie. I’d already seen several come in and get snapped up, but Buck was constantly passed over. He had some signs of hip dysplasia, which concerned me. When I was a kid, our German Shepard, Hodge, had suffered with the same, so Mom rigged a back-end wheel chair for him. I wanted a Maggie Greene for Buck.


	“Don’t get your hopes up. Bull Mastiffs are hard to place.”


	“That’s why I thought some financial help might motivate the—” I shuffled through the file again. “The O’Connors to commit. Actually, I was thinking it might help our adoption rate in general. What if we tried partnering with some of the local pet stores?”


	“It’s a good idea. If you can make it happen, I’m in full support.”


	Simon was still typing furiously. I couldn’t help smiling. He was always so encouraging. “And what about Hoot? Can you believe he’s still here? That dog is a gem.”


	Simon stopped typing and looked at me. “Alex, getting too attached to the animals can make this job really hard. You’ll be more effective and less tortured if you keep a little distance. Trust me. I’ve been doing this for a long time.”


	I knew he was right. I wanted to take them all home, and there were nights when I felt sick leaving new dogs in those kennels, afraid and alone.


	“But Simon, I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t care.”


	“I get it. You’re amazing with animals. I’ve never seen anything like it. I just don’t want you to burn out. We need you,” he said. “Badly.” Then he went back to typing. “First, you want to take them all home. Then you do it. Then you can’t fit in your house anymore and I find you sleeping in the kennels. I’ll have to send you to an inpatient psychiatric program, and everything gets all messy and expensive . . . ” His voice trailed off as he continued typing.


	I smiled. It felt great to be needed.


	“I won’t burn out. I’m a yogi, remember? Check it out; want to see my latest?” I stepped out from behind the counter and attempted side plank with the toe grab.


	Normally, Simon was game to show off some of his own moves. He called himself a “yoga dabbler.” He said he didn’t want to do it too much or too often, because then he’d be forced to evolve. Still, he loved to try to outdo me, claiming yoga was an innate gift and not something that could be “practiced.” But today he stayed glued to his chair.


	“Yeah. Right. Yogis are unaffected by life’s turbulence. Yogis never sleep. And they sustain themselves on sunlight and wheat grass.”


	“Yep, that’s what I’m told. I’ll be a vision of peace and contentment at the end of all this.” I was still in Vasisthasana and was starting to shake. “Just wait.” I crashed to the ground. Alright, so I wasn’t quite ready for Galen yet.


	“Okay, I’ve got to ask. Who’s the guy?”


	“What?”


	“Oh, come on. Your yoga obsession borders on insanity. There’s got to be a dude involved.” He held out a sheet of paper. “Can you run this through the copier?”


	Blushing, I got up off the floor and reached across the counter for the paper.


	“Cut me some slack, Simon. We don’t all have a soul mate waiting for us at home.” I bit my lip and watched the blue light of the copier illuminate my hand. I walked back and handed him the document, glancing at his wedding ring. “So how long have you been married, anyway?” I studied him for a moment. Black hair, horn rimmed glasses—urban alternative. He was good-looking in an artsy kind of way.


	“Four years,” he answered distractedly. “Although Kim might leave me if I don’t start getting home at a more decent hour. Woman’s a saint. A pacifier in every pocket, hasn’t slept through the night in two years, and she still greets me with a smile when I get home from this place. For some reason, she still seems to think I’m alright.”


	“I’m sure she loves you for your dedication. But now that you mention it, maybe I’m not the one with the attachment problem here. You don’t need to stay late every night, Simon.”


	“Fair enough. What do you New Age types say, everyone you meet’s a mirror?”


	“Someone’s a little more into this stuff than he’s letting on.”


	“Yeah, well. The web makes it accessible to the unenlightened masses.” He tapped ‘save’ on the keyboard. “Done. Alright, Greene, I’m out. I’ll be in the truck for the rest of the week. You got this? Kaitlyn and Marcus will be in tomorrow.” He was putting on his sweatshirt and shutting down the computer.


	“We’ll miss you, Simon,” I teased, “but, yes, I’ve got it.”


	“And for what it’s worth, you’ve got your own special something. Maybe if you would ease up on the yoga, you might find some time to meet your soul mate.” He waved and walked out.


	“But that’s what the yoga’s for,” I said to the empty room.
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	(4 months)


	

	I was finally ready. I had staked out my place in line only three from the front and fifty-two minutes early. I spread my mat and began my warm-up Sun Salutations, just as I practiced with Giovanni. Jump forward, no sound; jump back, no sound. I paused to catch my breath and peeked around the three perfect butts in front of me, trying to get a glimpse of Galen.


	It had been almost three months since I last saw him, since my first class at the Garden. Now I could do crow—even on Jenny’s slick kitchen floor—and eagle with my eyes closed. My dancer’s pose, wheel, and forearm balance were all perfect. Giovanni insisted that there was no such thing as “perfect,” but I figured this humble attitude was just part of the yogi image, an image I was having trouble cultivating at the moment.


	I looked at my watch. Three minutes. We were behind schedule. My pulse quickened as I felt the energy of the pack behind me. Suddenly, we were pushing and squeezing and twisting through the door. I dumped my boots in the lobby and ducked under someone’s arm, bolting upstairs and into the yoga room. I needed the spot by the gold elephant-man statue. As much as the thing creeped me out, I remembered seeing Galen rub its head every few minutes, so I knew that’s where I’d have the highest adjustment probability. I was just a rub away.


	With a snap of my wrist, my mat shot open in the very space I wanted. But as it floated to the floor, I realized someone else had been quicker to the draw. My mat landed half on top of another that looked like a turquoise kitchen sponge. I was indignant, ready to defend my territory as Jenny had instructed.


	“This is my spot,” I said adamantly.


	I was met with a bright smile and unwavering gaze.


	“Oh, please take it. I’ll just take the one next to you.” She politely asked the person on her other side to move over, then placed her mat down gently one centimeter from mine. “How’s that? I’m not too close, am I? You know how these classes go. If we don’t put our mats on top of each other, Galen will just move us closer after we start.” I looked at her. Why was she so familiar?


	“That’s fine,” I replied then added, “Thank you.” I quickly got myself into child’s pose to avoid any more talking. I needed to concentrate. It felt like my life had come down to this one yoga class. As if my performance here would determine whether or not I truly was a failure.


	When Galen finally entered the room, there seemed to be a silent gasp that I hadn’t noticed the last time. It was crazy. He hadn’t said a word. My nose and forehead were pressed into the floor, yet I still knew the moment he stepped into the space.


	“Please rise.” His voice made me melt. “Take a moment to connect with your intention. What brought you here this morning?”


	You, you, and only you. 


	“Now breathe in that intention and offer gratitude to the divine presence that guides you.”


	Thank you, Galen. Thank you, Galen. Thank you, Galen.


	I imagined him shirtless in my bed, begging me to do naked down dog one more time.


	“Tadasana, Uttanasana, Urdhva mukka, Adho mukka.”


	I so had this.


	I flowed tirelessly on my breath. From the Sun A’s to the Sun B’s, to the Sun D’s. I kept my eyes quiet and used my breath, just as Giovanni had taught me. It was invigorating, calming, and I had almost forgotten about Galen until I felt his hand on my butt. My butt? I was in a forward bend when suddenly his was body pressed up against my back. He grabbed both of my hipbones and began pulling them up. Score! I think? I mean this wasn’t the best view of my new butt, but it did remind me of why I was here—back to that intention.


	For the remainder of class, I clenched and pushed and twisted. I kept hearing Galen nearby, complimenting someone else’s pose. Why wasn’t he complimenting mine? I stepped it up, determined to get his attention. I pulled off crow into headstand. Yes! I pulled off the heavenly bird thing. Yes! Now, bring on the splits . . .


	“Either remain in pyramid pose, or you may come into Hanumanasana, if you are sure your body is ready.”


	Never readier!


	“Go slow, moving only on the exhale.”


	As I slid my left leg back and wiggled my right leg forward, I happened to look to my right for just an instant, and my eyes got stuck there. I had been absolutely unaware of the yoga goddess beside me. She had not a drop of sweat on her, and that beatific smile hadn’t faded as she gazed at her spot on the floor. I tried to copy her effortless expression, but sweat was making my eyes burn, and my hair was sticking to my face. I tried to focus on my pose, but suddenly she slipped into a full split and then—what in the world?—bent backwards and grabbed her back calf. And she was still smiling!


	I began to feel myself give up, but I forced myself to think of Tripp, Lauren, and my intention. I could do this. I could do that. I slid my left leg back; there were still two inches between the floor and me. I took a breath and forced myself down. Slight pain, but I had done it! I looked over at my competition. Galen was whispering something in her ear. She laughed, still holding her back calf.


	I was being out-shined! After working for months and spending every penny I had, I couldn’t fail at this too. I lifted my arms in the air and started to bend backwards. The back of my neck started to tingle; I held my breath and pushed further. Then—everything went dark.


	When I came to, I was flat on my back. Slowly, I turned my head to the side and there was Galen, squatting—in Malasanana—by my side. He looked so concerned, that for a moment I was actually happy to have been such a donkey, that is, until I tried to sit up and felt a searing pain down the back of my right leg. I lay back down.


	Galen whispered, “Just stay like this. Jonathan is bringing you some ice. I’m going to finish the class, and then we will take a look at that leg.”


	The class. Right. I turned my head and saw a million eyes peering out from under extended arms, all in child’s pose. Find your spot people! Drishti!


	“That’s fine. I’m so sorry,” I whispered back, still not sure whether I was humiliated or grateful to have gotten myself noticed. It hadn’t gone down exactly the way I planned, but hey.


	“Injuries are our greatest teachers. I sense this is a good lesson for you,” he said kindly, nonetheless making me burn with embarrassment. All I’d wanted was retribution for my misery, but what had I gone and done? Created even more. I closed my eyes and listened to Galen’s voice as he led everyone through poses that I could have nailed.


	Darn it.


	When the class ended, Galen came over to help me down to the lobby, and a gaggle of groupies rushed to his aid. With the assistance of nearly eight people, I was escorted down the stairs and onto the bench in the lobby. My leg screamed with pain every time I moved. So I sat there. I sat there while Galen offered advice on poses. I sat there while women demonstrated their very best hip openers. I sat there while Galen encouraged and charmed all ninety people who had been in his class. And while I sat there, I watched him.


	He was definitely beautiful. He was definitely captivating. But observing him from the pile of pink pillows, I felt absolutely no attraction. Admiration and appreciation, yes. But no attraction. What was going on with me? Galen was going to be my rebound; he was going to help get me over Tripp. He was going to be the best sex of my life, making Tripp disappear into the land of not-so-memorable men. I pressed my fingertips to my temples and scrunched up my eyes. I was completely lost and overwhelmed—again.


	Galen sat down next to me.


	“How is it?” he asked, putting his arm around me. He smelled like citrus. A little feminine, but the closeness felt good.


	“My ego or my leg?”


	He laughed and began inspecting the injury. “That was some impressive work in there. Aren’t you pretty new to yoga?”


	“Who, me? What gave it away? The tags on my pants or the fact that I almost killed myself in there?” I was a disaster.


	Galen looked at my pants. “They’re cute.” He shrugged. “Go easy on yourself. Most of these people have been practicing for years. It’s Alex, right? You’re Jenny’s friend?”


	He remembered my name and Jenny’s? How was that possible? This guy had hundreds of students.


	“That would be me.” I looked down, humbled. There certainly was something special about him, something I’d mistaken for sex appeal. “Do you know all of your students’ names?”


	“I try,” he answered.


	We were the only ones left in the lobby, and I thought for a moment about how many women would give their right arm to be me right now. But all I felt was reverence, a stark contrast to what I’d been feeling ninety minutes earlier. Life was strange.


	“I can’t even remember my new neighbors’ names,” I confessed. He laughed.


	“That’s because you’re in your head, thinking about the past or the future even when you’re face-to-face with them. Just try really listening. You’ll remember. Every encounter is a gift. You’ll start to appreciate the uniqueness in each being. Including your own.” Was this guy for real? And could I marry him please? I would forgo the sexual attraction.


	“I’ll try that, thanks.” I massaged the back of my thigh, which was beginning to throb.


	“It looks like you injured your hamstring, and might need some time off your feet. Do you have someone who can pick you up?”


	Jenny and Nancy were in Marin. I could call them, but to have them drive all the way in seemed overly dramatic. And, honestly, I wasn’t ready to talk about my shameful display. There was only one other person I knew in the city. Why not? I had no pride left.


	“Would you mind grabbing my boots?”


	I pulled out my wallet and shuffled though ancient receipts, finally finding the card.


	Galen stood and said, “I’m just going to finish up a few things behind the desk.”


	“Okay.” I dialed Andy’s number, grateful that he seemed to know very little about yoga.


	“Alex, to what do I owe this honor?” His tone was familiar, as if we’d spoken yesterday. “Another bed you want carried up three flights?”


	“Something like that.” I looked down at my leg.


	“Lay it on me.”


	“Well, I kind of injured myself and I need a ride. I think you said you work around here maybe?” This conversation was more painful than my leg.


	“Injured yourself doing what?”


	“Yoga. Don’t ask. Any chance you can come get me? I’ll . . . cut up fruit for you for the next four Saturdays?”


	“Fruit? You’re going to owe me your first born at this rate, Alex. Where are you? The Garden?”


	“How did you know?”


	“Lucky guess. I’ll be there in five,” he said. I wondered how it was that Andy could always leave what he was doing in a matter of minutes.


	Within seconds of hanging up, I heard footsteps in the hall. Either Andy was stalking me, or he was strangely in sync with my every move. But the man that rounded the corner wasn’t Andy. He was . . . Well, he was beautiful. Even more beautiful than Galen. Not that Andy wasn’t good-looking, but the men around this place were otherworldly. Whereas Andy was earthy and bright-eyed, this guy reminded me of some fine Roman statue.


	He walked past me and headed straight to the desk where Galen was doing something on the computer. I surveyed his entire backside. Wow. A tight t-shirt accentuated his broad, chiseled shoulders and strong back. His low-slung board shorts suggested the rest of him was just as good. There wasn’t another class until evening, so I guessed he was there to pick up a brochure. But he walked around behind the desk and stood next to Galen, watching him work at the computer. Must be an intern, or teacher in training. I shifted my weight slightly and winced. They both looked at me.


	Galen said, “You alright over there? I can go see if we have any arnica in the back.”


	The Adonis, now standing behind him, peeked over Galen’s shoulder and said, “I’ll go check.”


	“I’m fine,” I lied. “Please don’t worry about me.”


	“I’m pretty sure there’s another four letter word to describe how your leg feels right now. Marco, could you grab her some more ice too?”


	Marco walked through the exquisitely carved wooden door and returned with another bag of ice. He handed it to me and smiled. “I’ll let you place that where it needs to be.”


	“Thanks,” I said.


	Galen looked up again. “Alex, let me introduce you to Marco. Marco, Alex.” Marco extended his hand. I took it and went back to positioning my ice, completely overwhelmed by the sight of him.


	“Nice to meet you. Do you teach as well?” I cleared my throat.


	They both laughed.


	“Galen’s breaking me into yoga slowly. Obviously more slowly than you.” Marco nodded toward my leg. He took my old ice pack, walked back behind the desk, placed it on the counter, and positioned himself behind Galen again. This time he rested his chin on Galen’s shoulder.


	Huh. So, male yogis are super-affectionate, too.


	Jenny and her friends were always hugging each other.


	“Yeah, well, some of us are un-teachable,” I said, trying to make it clear that I knew how foolish I’d been.


	Galen replied, still focused on the computer, “Alex, it happens to the best of us. We all start off wanting to master the physical practice. You were just a little more zealous than your body could handle.” He turned his head toward Marco so that they were almost nose-to-nose. “You missed quite a performance.” He smiled at me. I turned the color of Marco’s magenta peek-a-boo briefs. He was now standing so close to Galen that his entire body was actually pressed up against Galen’s backside. Then it hit me. Poor Marco was in love with Galen, too! I marveled at the way Galen gracefully handled people throwing themselves at him all the time. I mean, Marco obviously had a serious crush on him. Who didn’t? I looked up again. They were holding hands.


	Wait a minute.


	Then they were kissing, the Michelangelo and my guru/ex-almost-rebound!


	Alex, how clueless can you be?!


	I had not one foot grounded in reality.


	I must have made some sort of noise, because they untangled themselves and Galen walked over to where I was sitting while Marco blew out the last of the candles.


	“You’re in bad shape over here, huh?” He sat down next to me.


	That doesn’t begin to cover it.


	After all my obsessing and fantasizing, it was beyond disorienting to realize that I never could have had him in the first place. Did everyone know Galen was gay? Did I somehow miss that, just like I missed the fact that my husband was about to run off with his yoga teacher? I had unwittingly become a master of denial, completely self-absorbed and pathetically out-of-touch.


	“Let’s get you outside. Your ride should be here any minute, and you may want to get that leg looked at.” He was so lovely. Darn.


	“Oh, no, I’m fine,” I mustered, trying to stand up. Pain tossed me right back down onto Galen’s lap.


	“Whoa, there. Let’s not rip the other one. Hey, Marco, help us out here.”


	Marco lifted my arm around his massive shoulders while Galen did the same on the opposite side. Sandwiched between two gorgeous men, I made my way onto the sidewalk out front. I tried to enjoy it, still stunned by my discovery. Clearly, this was the closest thing to intimacy I would be getting for a while. They deposited me gently on a bench just outside the door. I had no idea what to say.


	“Well, thanks. I’m so sorry I kept you so late. See you around?” Not. I mean, I could barely walk; I certainly wouldn’t be seeing him in class anytime soon. And obviously a date was out of the question. It was disappointing. These guys were so nice.


	Galen laughed. “We’re not just going to leave you out here. It’d be a long, cold night for you if your ride didn’t show.”


	Marco looked up and down the street, absent-mindedly rubbing the sides of Galen’s arms. It was so sweet it made me ache with loneliness. I was about to go down another path of dark thoughts when Andy’s truck pulled up. He rolled down the passenger side window and leaned toward us, face as bright as usual. “Someone here need a ride?”


	I was about to make introductions, when Galen stepped over and stuck his head in the cab.


	“No way, Andy! What’s going on? I was just thinking about you the other day. You here to pick up my carnage?” Galen laughed and stepped back to squeeze my shoulder.


	“That would be mine.”


	‘His?’ And wait. Galen knew Andy?


	“You two? I can see it,” Galen said, nodding proudly, like he had set us up.


	I jumped in too quickly and stuttered, “No, we’re not together. He’s just giving me a ride.” Was that rude?


	Andy seemed completely unfazed. “Yeah, I’m just the help. These Marin ladies run with a staff. Load her in here, would ya, fellas?”


	Galen and Marco boosted me in. When the door was shut, they leaned against the window, one head next to the other like some sort of two-headed Greek god. Galen asked, “So how ya been? How are the kids?”


	Andy has kids?


	I pressed my head back against the seat so they could talk, and so that hopefully I would become invisible.


	“Kids are great. Just got another grant. Life’s good.” A grant for what? “Just doing what I love, like you, Galen.”


	They were beaming at each other. No one said anything for a moment, and no one seemed to want to say goodbye, except me. I coughed. Then Galen appeared to have some sort of idea. “Hey.” He squeezed my shoulder again. “Are you two around next weekend?” Not waiting for an answer, he said, “Why don’t you come over for dinner?” Didn’t he hear me? We were not a couple!


	I reacted, unable to control myself. “We’re not actually—”


	“Sounds great,” Andy cut me off. What?


	“Perfect! Seven this Saturday. Just come here. We can catch up then,” Galen replied.


	“Excellent.” Andy turned to me. “Right? Hey, you hangin’ in there?”


	I was squirming with embarrassment, irritation, and discomfort. “It hurts,” was all I could manage.


	Galen looked at me sympathetically. “Alright, Andy, you get her home. Alex, once that leg is a little better, start coming to class again, even just to listen. Okay, Tiger? The energy in the room is healing.” He gently patted my knee, then looked over at Andy. “Great to see you, man,” he said, almost star-struck.


	Galen and Marco backed away from the car while Andy threw the truck into gear and pulled away from the curb.
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	We rode in silence for a while, and I was glad for the quiet. I needed to think. My yoga career was basically over. I had been obsessed with seducing a gay man for months. And I had spent every penny of savings funding both endeavors. Not to mention I seemed to lose every shred of grace whenever Andy was around. So now what? I felt like I was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Again.


	“So now what?” Andy asked. I flinched.


	“Huh?”


	“Where to? Emergency room? Urgent Care? Some ibuprofen and a movie?” He was fiddling with the radio. Van Morrison’s ‘Crazy Love’ came on. I reached over and changed it. Static.


	“Not one for love songs, huh?”


	“Home, please.” I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold it together.


	“The woman knows what she wants,” Andy said as he turned off the radio.


	If he only knew . . . I had absolutely no idea what I wanted. This morning I thought I wanted a torrid affair with my yoga teacher and Olympic yoga status. Now I just wanted my leg to stop throbbing and my head to unclog.


	Andy pulled up to a Redbox, turned off the ignition and looked at me. His hazel-flecked eyes were wide and clear, like a child’s. Children. What had Galen said about children?


	“Andy, do you have kids?” I asked.


	He laughed. “Yeah, lots of them. Now what movie do you want? I take it you’re not the romantic comedy type. More into the dark stuff? Torture, revenge, that sort of thing?”


	Apparently, he didn’t want to talk about his kids. Why did I care anyway? So he had a few illegitimate children. I was in no position to judge. I just hoped he wasn’t married. I swore to myself the day Tripp left I would never involve myself in anything that resembled an affair. And this situation could certainly be misinterpreted.


	“Are you married?” I blurted.


	He laughed again. “Nope.”


	“Good. I mean, not good.” What was I saying? “Okay, go grab the movie.”


	“I’ll do that. Just don’t run yourself over while I’m out there,” he said, sounding so much like my big brother I wanted to cry.


	Andy jumped out of the truck, and I watched him walk toward the big red box. Everything about him was so comfortable: the way he moved, talked, even the way he picked a movie. Tripp always had behaved as if someone important were watching him, even when we were alone. Come to think of it, so had I.


	I rested my head against the seat again and tried to turn off my brain. I listened to my breath and focused on Andy in his faded Carhartts, trying to ‘stay in the present.’ Several minutes later, he jumped back in the cab next to me and tossed the movies onto my lap. I picked up the first one as he drove out of the parking lot. Old Yeller? Oh, no. Normally, I could keep it together through almost any tearjerker. But when it came to movies about animals, I could handle nothing. Now, I was potentially facing an afternoon with a man who barely knew me, or, rather, knew way more than I cared to admit, Old Yeller, and no tissues. I was pretty sure I was out of toilet paper too.


	“Old Yeller, huh? A little depressing, don’t you think?” I tried to keep my voice steady. Andy’s eyes were on the road, allowing me to get a good look at his profile. I felt the sudden urge to curl up next to him, to fall asleep with my head on his chest. Was I going insane? This poor guy was just trying to be nice. I needed to get home. I started counting in my head, in tune with the throbs of my leg.


	Andy watched the road. “Well, I got two. I figured you might need a good cry, and this way you can pretend it’s because of the movie.” Clearly, I was not hiding the cracks in my composure. I fought to keep it together, to prove that I was not a floundering basket case. “I also got Ghost Busters, because you remind me of a hot female version of Bill Murray.”


	A hot female Bill Murray. What did that even mean? Oh, God. He confirmed it. I was a wreck, destined to be alone for the rest of my life. Tears burned my eyes.


	“You know, the compliment thing—not your strength.” My voice wobbled. “Maybe censor, just a little.” Tears streaked my cheeks. The dam was about to burst, and poor Andy happened to be the last floating reed that sent the whole thing crashing down.


	“Alex, I was just kidding.” He was trying to soothe me. I could hear it in his voice, but it was too late. Between the pain in my leg and the reality of my situation, I couldn’t contain it anymore.


	“You are not only kidding! I am a mess. I can’t figure out why you’re even helping me, but I guess it’s in your nature to help the pathetic. I have no idea what I’m doing, where I’m going, or even who I am. And the one person I thought I would spend my life with trying to figure it all out went and left me for Gwyneth Paltrow!”


	“Really?”


	“Well, no. But basically, yes!”


	I was sobbing now, great, big, heaving sobs. I didn’t care. It felt good to cry and finally let it all out. I sniffed and snorted, wiped my nose on my sleeve, then kept on going. Andy had pulled over and now just sat watching me. At one point, he handed me a work glove. I used it to wipe my eyes and continued.


	“What kind of person acts like this? First I parade around in borrowed clothes and a borrowed house like I’m some sort of Kennedy, and when that fails, I paint myself orange and join the yoga freak show. The worst thing is that I’ve been lost for years. I mean New York?” I choked. “Don’t even get me started. Why do I always feel like a puzzle piece in the wrong box? It’s like everyone knows some sort of secret that I can’t figure out. What is the secret?!” I wailed. Tears had soaked his glove at this point, and I was pretty sure our next stop was going to be the State Hospital. My head was down now, eyes fixed on the glove in my lap. It was silent for a while. When I looked up, his brown eyes were sympathetic and slightly amused.


	“You done?” he asked.


	“I guess,” I said, then laughed a little. “Sorry.”


	“So what do you want?”


	“Huh?”


	“What do you want?”


	“See, that’s the thing, I have no idea what I want. I keep thinking that I’ve figured it out, but once I get it, it’s all wrong.”


	It was silent again, both of us looking out the window at the people and traffic whizzing past, oblivious to my meltdown.


	Finally, Andy spoke. “Let’s keep it simple. Do you want to be here?”


	“Where? In your truck?”


	He half-nodded, half-shrugged.


	I did. I couldn’t imagine breaking down like this anywhere else. “Yeah.”


	“Good. Then we’ve got this moment covered. Do you want to go home and watch Ghost Busters? I figure Old Yeller is no longer needed.”


	He handed me the other glove. I looked at him and nodded.


	“Alright. Let’s just start there.” Andy put the truck back into gear and pulled onto the road. He shifted and glanced at me. “So what is your favorite movie?”


	I laughed; there was no unsettling this guy. I thought about it. My mom loved Gone with the Wind, so I’d seen that one several hundred times. And Haley loved Tarantino for his ass-kicking blondes. But what did I love? It was time I got back to the real Alex—starting with the absolute truth.


	“I can’t remember,” I said.


	“Well alright. We’ll just start watching a lot of movies.” He smiled and turned the radio back on.


	***


	When we got back to the apartment, Andy helped me up the stairs. We could hear Billy’s toenails tapping on the other side of the door as I fumbled with my keys. I turned the lock and a little black nose pushed through.


	“Hi there, buddy,” Andy said, getting down on one knee and scratching Billy behind the ear. “I bet you could use a walk.”


	Since the only other furniture I had was a bookshelf, some milk crates and the stolen dining room chair, Andy helped me onto the bed.


	“I promise this is not an advance, but I figure you’d prefer your bed to that uncomfortable chair over there.”


	“Leftovers from Marin. The bed is fine.”


	I leaned back, feeling light-headed from the pain. Andy dropped my yoga mat onto the uncomfortable chair and went into the bathroom. I had no idea what he’d find in there, but I had no energy left to worry about it. He came back out with three Advil and a glass of water.


	“Here, take these,” he said then went to the kitchen. “No ice?” he called.


	“Ice? I don’t even have food.” I muttered, barely able to keep my eyes open.


	Andy came back in the room and turned on the TV. “Okay, you get started on the movie. I’ll be back in a few.” He pressed play and handed me the remote. He found a pillow and placed it under my bad leg. “Come on, Bill. Let’s go for that walk.” He patted the side of his leg. “Here’s your phone. Call me if you need anything.”


	I fell asleep before they even left the room.


	When I woke up, Andy was asleep in his own camping chair with Billy on the floor by his feet. The movie was over, and there was a bag of melted ice under my leg. He must have bought some while he was out. I checked the time on my phone—5:30pm—then looked at Andy again. Dark eyelashes, flushed cheeks, hair falling in every direction. I wondered if I should wake him. He probably had something—or someone—to attend to besides me. I shifted my weight and winced. Andy stirred.


	“How you doin’, stretch?” He looked at me with luminous eyes. When Andy focused his attention, it was so complete. I looked down at my leg.


	“Better. Thanks.”


	“I’ll grab you some more ice.” He pulled himself up off the chair.


	He had a crease on the left side of his face, his hair had not calmed down, and his t-shirt was stuck half way up his torso. I laughed. He stopped and turned toward me.


	“Yes?” He looked incredibly sexy.


	“You’re kind of mess.” I bit my lip.


	“Oh I’m a mess, am I?” He smirked, messed up his hair a little more, and then walked into the kitchen.


	He wasn’t just cute. He was hot. Man, I needed to get a grip. First Galen, now Andy. Who was I going to project my loose-cannon infatuation onto next?


	He returned with a new bag of ice and sat on the edge of the bed.


	“I have to close things up at the greenhouse before sunset. There’s a salad and sandwich in the fridge,” he said.


	“Thanks.” I didn’t want him to leave. “So where did you say you were going?”


	“To close up the greenhouse. I’ll come by to check on you tomorrow.”


	Shoot, I guess I sounded desperate.


	“No, I’m mean, I’m fine. I was just wondering. I didn’t know you worked at a greenhouse.”


	“Where’d you think I got my vegetables?”


	“I don’t know. I thought you just sold them,” I confessed.


	“You much of a gardener?” he asked, standing up. It was so hard to tell if he was serious. He always seemed to be teasing me.


	“Well I grew up on a ranch, if that counts.”


	Andy turned and stared.


	“No kidding? We have a lot more to talk about, yogaholic.” He opened the door.


	“More like yogarilla.”


	“That works,” he said, leaning against the doorframe with a sexy smirk.


	I took a sip of my water. “Yep, it’s all very ironic and completely humiliating.”


	“Give yourself a break, Alex. You’ve accomplished something most people would die for.” I must have looked confused. “Dinner at Galen Daniel’s. I bet when word gets out, students’ll be tearing their hamstrings left and right.”


	“Actually, I think you earned me that. How do you guys know each other anyway?”


	“That’s a story for another time.” How different it was being around a man who didn’t like to talk about himself. “And I’m guessing you’ll give me another emergency call soon. Geyser in the kitchen or a smoldering staircase. I’ll tell you about it then.”


	I grabbed an orange from my bedside table and lobbed it at him. He covered his head and ducked out the door. Then opening it a crack, he called through, “You can keep the camping chair for now. It adds something to the look you’re going for in there.”


	“Thanks!” I called.


	He peeked through, a smile on his floating head.


	“You’re welcome.” His fingers grabbed the door. “Give a call if you need anything. I’m usually around. During the day, anyway.”


	“Where do you live?”


	“Down south. On the Peninsula.”


	“Okay. Well.” I stalled, not knowing what to say, wanting him to stay. “I really . . . “ He waited. “I . . . Thanks, Andy.”


	“No problem. Take care of that leg, alright?”


	He reached down to pat Billy one more time before closing the door. I listened to him bounce down the steps and push through the front door. Turning my head, I could hear his footsteps on the sidewalk fading as he walked away, and although I was by myself, I didn’t feel alone.
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	By the time I woke up, the fog had rolled in, and my room was dark and chilly. Every muscle in my body was tense, and my hamstring pulsed. I groped for the light and covered myself with a blanket. Okay, so maybe I was alone. Alone and lame, literally. I reached for my phone. 8:34pm. I had five unread texts from Jenny.


	
		sorry I couldn’t make class.… call me after! xoxox

	
		how was it? bet you rocked, badass!!!! call me

	
		where are you??

	
		alex, pls call me a.s.a.p.!!!

	
		8pm, just called the garden…. on my way




	My heart filled with gratitude. I pulled the blankets up to my chin and waited. Five minutes later, I heard the main door downstairs.


	“Hello?” Jenny called up the stairwell. In seconds, there was a soft knock at my door.


	“Come in,” I said.


	She opened it slowly. “There you are. Oh girl, look at you!”


	I smiled at her from my bed. “Quite the badass, huh?”


	“What happened? Tell me everything.” She walked to the window and closed it. “But first I’m going to make you some tea. It’s freezing in here.”  “Jenny, you’re an angel,” I said.


	“I don’t know about that.” She raised her eyebrows. “But can I get you anything else?”


	 My hot tub? My house? My husband to massage me? 


	“No. I’m all set. I’m just glad you’re here.” I meant it.


	“Before I forget,” she said from the kitchen. “I just ran into Nancy, and she wants to come over tomorrow. She has some ‘fabulous’ crutches for you to borrow.” Jenny emerged from the kitchen balancing my entire Limoges tea service on its sterling tray. She looked up carefully and smiled. “How did Louise miss this one?”


	I laughed; the few things that had come with me from Marin now seemed so over-the-top. I pointed to my ‘new’ flea market coffee table. “You can put it there.”


	“Beautiful,” she said with approval.


	“That’s a stretch, but you’re kind.”


	“No, really.” She got down on her hands and knees and examined the table from all angles. “We can totally Shabby Chic this thing.” She poured our tea, placed a cookie on each saucer, and handed one to me.


	“Now.” She got settled on the bed and took a sip. “Tell me.”


	I spared no detail: my place in line, my spot in the studio, the sequences and the fateful splits. I even confessed my crush. Jenny was riveted, hand over her mouth and shaking her head. At first, she seemed to be having a very emotional reaction. Then slowly, I realized that she thought the whole fiasco was . . . not mortifying, not unforgivable, but hilarious. Suddenly, we were howling with laughter, and looking at each other just made it worse. It was exactly what I needed.


	“Old Yeller?” She picked up the case, trying to catch her breath.


	“Andy brought it.”


	Jenny looked at me. “That’s pretty cute, Alex. He’s kind of the whole package, you know. Funny, smart, sensitive. And those brown eyes . . . ” she sighed.


	“Really? I hadn’t noticed,” I said innocently. I thought of Andy’s strong arms as we lurched up the stairs, and his hands propping up my leg.


	“I see that look on your face.” We were both laughing again. It was nice not to be taking life so seriously. Jenny looked at her watch. “So let me leave you with those sweet thoughts.” She stood and zipped up her hoodie.


	“Don’t going throwing me into the arms of another man, Jenny. I can barely handle myself, if you hadn’t noticed.”


	“Okay,” she sang.


	“I’m serious.”


	“So you didn’t make plans to see each other again?”


	“Well,” I hesitated.


	“Yeeees?”


	“We are having dinner next weekend . . . ”


	“Ah HA!”


	“ . . . at Galen’s.”


	“What? I can’t believe you didn’t mention this earlier! That is huge!” She sat down again.


	 “You didn’t assume that after my stunning performance, Galen would invite me to dinner?” Jenny threw a pillow at me. “Yes, no thanks to me, I am supposedly having dinner at Galen’s. Turns out Andy and Galen are long lost friends. It was very odd.”


	“Crazy. What a small world. So, dinner at Galen’s. With Andy.”


	“And Marco.”


	“And Marco,” she enunciated. “Isn’t he gorgeous?”


	“Jaw-dropping,” I said.


	“He’s a total love, too. Those two are a match made in yoga heaven.”


	“I have to agree, as sad as I am to give up my fantasy.”


	She bent over and gave me a warm hug. “Love you and your fantasies, girl.”


	“Love you, too. Say hi to Tucker for me.”


	“I will.” She smiled at the mention of his name. “He misses you.” Out of nowhere, I felt tears. Jenny looked at me. “Alex, you’ve been through a lot. It’s going to take some time to feel normal again.” She piled another comforter on the bed. “Just be patient with yourself. Be kind to yourself. And keep practicing your breathing. Promise?”


	“Are you worried I’ll never do yoga again?” I laughed, wiping my eyes. Jenny smiled.


	 “I have not one worry about your future, Alex Greene,” she said like a news broadcaster. She picked up her bag, put on her coat, and blew me a kiss.


	“Goodnight, Jenny. And thank you.”


	***


	I slept surprisingly well that night. I woke early to take Billy out, limping up and down the block a few times before crawling back up the stairs and into bed. I didn’t want to move. I didn’t want to stand. And I didn’t want to face my yoga posters. Breathing exercises could not possibly distract from the reality of my failure. I looked at the ceiling and mapped its cracks, imagining what would happen if an earthquake struck at that moment.


	I finally sat up when my phone rang. I looked at Mom’s picture on the little screen and debated whether to pick up. I dreaded her reaction to the news about my leg. The phone vibrated insistently. Billy lifted his head and looked at me.


	 Okay, okay.


	“Hi, Mom.”


	“Hi, Honey. How are you doing?” The connection was crackly, and she sounded breathless. She was probably trudging through her garden with a bucket of compost; I’d have bet on it.


	“Are you walking out to the barn?”


	“Yes, darling. Mrs. Carlton wants to borrow Charmer’s tack. I figure it might as well get some use,” she said. “He’s pretty much retired now. I’ve been riding Winger for you, though, don’t you worry.”


	“Hmm.”


	“Are you okay?” she asked. It sounded like she had stopped walking.


	“Yes. Yes, I’m fine. I just—”


	“Alex, what happened?”


	“I just had a little accident.”


	She sucked in her breath and said, “What happened? Where are you?” I imagined her whirling around looking for me somewhere in the trees.


	“Mom. Mom. I’m fine. It happened yesterday. In yoga. I just pulled my hamstring.”


	“Oh.” She sounded relieved. “Well, damn, sweetheart. I’m sorry to hear that. I’ve never heard of someone pulling a muscle in yoga. What on earth were you doing?”


	I knew she was questioning me because she cared, but all I felt was judgment. “Actually Mom, I‘m really not up to talking right now. I’ll tell you about it later.”


	“Wait, wait, honey. I can hear the pain in your voice. How bad is it?” Buckets were clanging again in the background.


	“It’s fine. I’m fine.”


	“Well, damn, Alex.” She clicked her tongue. Mom liked to solve problems, and the distance between us made her feel powerless and pissed off. My whole life it had pained her when I got hurt, was excluded, or had messed up in some terrible way. She never seemed to make mistakes, but when I did, she was beside herself, talking incessantly with Dad about how she could have prevented it.


	“Please, Mom. Just forget about it. I’m fine.”


	“Well okay. But what about Billy? Are you taking care of him?”


	“Of course I’m taking care of him,” I said, unable to mask my defensiveness. “You’re not the only one who cares for her animals.”


	“That’s not what I’m saying, Alex.” The strain between us was palpable.


	“Besides, my friends are helping out,” I said, intending to clarify that I still had a life despite my inability to do anything right.


	“Friends?” She sounded hopeful.


	“Yes, of course.”


	Mom had been exasperated by my exclusive devotion to Haley when we were kids. She’d urged me to make friends with girls from her riding clinics or gardening groups, inviting them over for cookies and games. I’d sneak into the den to call Haley and give her a blow-by-blow of the “Laura Ingalls scene,” as she called it. Years later, when I’d moved to Marin, Mom had insisted that I make sure my community was not entirely comprised of the Edwards clan and their people. “Reach out, build your own network of friends.” Back then, I took her suggestion to mean that she did not accept my new family; but now I saw the wisdom in her words. What would I have done without Nancy and Jenny?


	“Tell me about them.”


	“Remember Jenny, Tucker’s wife?” She waited for more description. “Petite, redhead; she wore that beautiful, lavender dress to our wedding?”


	“I don’t remember things like that, Alex.”


	I held my breath. I didn’t have it in me to fight. “She has freckles, very cute. She’s in the picture of me cutting the cake?”


	“Oh, yes, I remember her. Have you become friends?”


	“I’ve known her since I started dating Tripp.”


	“Oh, I guess I’ve just never heard you talk about her before,” she said.


	Was that possible? Had I never mentioned Jenny in the whole year that I’d known her?


	“Anyway, she’s great. And my neighbor, Nancy—well, old neighbor. Did you ever meet her?”


	“No, I don’t think so.”


	“She’s coming over today with some crutches.” I tried to make my life sound full and promising. Or at least not empty and tragic, as I’m sure my mom imagined.


	“Well that’s kind of her.” We paused again. “Both of these women live in Marin; who helped you home after your accident?”


	 “Oh. Uh. Another friend here in the City. See, mom, nothing to worry about. Lots of friends,” I tried to sound casual.


	“A new friend?” Why was this feeling so intrusive?


	“Yes, Mom. He’s a new friend.” Shoot!


	“He? Did he do the class with you?” she asked, suddenly sounding even more interested. I needed to change the subject.


	“No, he just picked me up. He was at work. He sells vegetables. There’s a great farmer’s—”


	“Oh, is he a gardener?” She was pleased. “A man with some dirt under his nails. Now, that’s what you need.”


	“Yes, but . . . but,” I stammered. I knew she just wanted me to be happy. But I couldn’t withstand pressure or expectations of any kind, no matter how well-intentioned. “Mom, I’m sorry, but I’ve really gotta go. I promise I’ll call you later, okay? Don’t worry about me.”


	“Of course I worry about you. I wish you could see that the Universe is guiding you. All you need to do is trust it. That strong will of yours gets in the way.”


	“Enough about the Universe! I’d give anything to hear you admit that something in your life is less than perfect!”


	“Alex,” she spoke quietly. “I love you. I only want you to find your way.”


	“You want me to find your way.”


	“I’m sorry that’s how you feel.”


	I was mad, sad, and defeated, and most of it had nothing to do with my mom.


	“I’ve got to go. Say hi to Dad.” I hesitated. “Love you.” We never ended a call without those two words.


	“Love you.”


	I hung up and fell back onto my bed, causing Billy to leap to the floor.


	“You make it look so easy,” I said, and struggled to get my feet on the floor.


	***


	I managed to get myself showered and dressed before Nancy arrived, bearing crutches and a potted Meyer lemon tree. “Phew! Wonder how long it’ll take me to get used to those stairs!” She looked at me with wide eyes and smiled. “But what do I have to complain about? How are you feeling, dear?” She walked into the kitchen, opened the window, and placed the pot on the fire escape.


	“Better now that you’re here.”


	“Well, you look unexpectedly gorgeous.” She gestured to my Chi Chi yoga pants and ZEAL tunic, which had become my extravagant pjs. “Sad and grey, but gorgeous. Is it the leg, sweetie?”


	“No, I just talked to my mom. Sometimes it’s so hard for us to communicate.”


	“Oh, darling. Mothers and daughters—the most complex and growth-inspiring of all relationships.” She filled a mug and watered the tree.


	“Did you get along with your mother, Nance?”


	She smiled and plucked a few curling leaves. “Whitney Boardman Fox was an awe-inspiring woman. I loved her with every fiber of my being—but did we fight! Daughters need to differentiate themselves, but mamas have a hard time cutting that golden cord. Even the most enlightened.” I felt a weight lift. Nancy was self-help in a bottle.


	“I admire my mom more than anyone in the world, but she drives me crazy. I swear every time I talk to her that I’m not going to react,” I said, watching Nancy putter around my tiny kitchen.


	“Well, of course she does! She’s supposed to. It’s the divine order of things. Just you wait though. Her wisdom will astound you once you see it.”


	“I already do see it,” I admitted. “I just get so frustrated that she always has all the answers. I want to find some for myself.”


	“Honey, stop looking so distraught. Your mama loves you. She just feels your hurt from miles away, and it’s excruciating for her.”


	“Nancy, how are you so wise?”


	“Oprah,” she said with a straight face. “And I’ve lived many more years than you have. But please, let’s keep that our little secret,” she said. I laughed. “I only hope Alicia sees me as a conduit of wisdom someday.”


	I had never met Alicia. Just before I arrived in Marin, she moved to a small town outside of Denver and, according to Nancy, devoted herself to the eradication of non-native plants in her adopted Rocky Mountain home. The irony was classic. I wondered if she sat somewhere judging her mother like I judged mine.


	“Thanks for the tree.” I looked at it gleaming in the sun.


	“You are welcome, darling. Nothing like a slice of fresh lemon in your Pellegrino.”


	“Or a potted plant for good company.”


	She laughed. “It sounds like you’re keeping rather more exciting company than that, Alex.” She put her hands on her hips.


	“What? Oh, you mean Andy. He helped me out. That’s all. No intrigue. No servicing.”


	“Mm-hmm.” She nodded.


	“What? Why are you looking at me like that? Nancy! I keep telling everyone. He is a friend. There is nothing going on. Really.”


	“If you say so.”


	Exasperated, I changed the subject.


	“Okay, let’s see those crutches.”


	We decided to take them for a spin around the neighborhood, walk Billy, and get some lunch. Although it took about ten minutes to get down the stairs, my reward was a burst of brilliant blue sky and warm sunshine. The crutches were slow going, but Nancy and Billy were patient as we strolled along 17th Street toward a bright, outdoor cafe with “sublime panzanella.” Nancy ordered our salads and two glasses of Miner chardonnay.


	“A perfect pairing,” she coached. “My treat.” She patted my hand.


	The panzanella was indeed sublime, as sublime as a salad can be anyway. Even more so was the wine. After a second glass, I was scattered and evasive as Nancy pressed me for information about Andy. Finally, I got my wits about me enough to change the subject again.


	“Hey, did you know Galen is gay?”


	“Well of course, sweetheart. Didn’t you?”


	 Well, no.


	“But didn’t you say how much you loved him? And how enchanting I would find him?” I was confused. Had she not wanted to distract me from my broken heart and my broken home with the pleasure of ‘physical instruction’ from another man? And all those other women, his students, they were obsessed, right? Did they know?


	“It is true, there is something magical and utterly captivating about Galen,” she said, staring off into the distance. “But I find that his magnetism is completely energetic. Spiritual. I find myself wanting to swim in the pool of his serenity.” Closing her eyes, she shook her hair back and tilted her face to the sun. I squinted at her.


	“And his obscene hotness has nothing to do with it?”


	“Oh, well, of course I enjoy his earthly beauty. But it makes no difference, Alex. Our teachers come to us by different means and inroads. If physical attraction serves as your initial intrigue, so be it. My stars, was I in love with my first yoga teacher.” She sighed. “Summer session at UCSB. His name was Harvey.” Again, her gaze shifted to something behind me. I turned around to look and saw nothing but sidewalk.


	“Nancy?”


	“What? Oh yes. Sorry, darling. My point is that our teachers ignite something within us that feels like love. It’s because we are recognizing the divine in ourselves, and the closest thing we can compare it to is the ecstasy of romance.” She carefully pressed her fork into a crouton before elegantly putting it into her mouth.


	“So, you didn’t think I had gone off the deep end?” Nancy laughed and clapped like life was delightful.


	“But I’m serious,” I said earnestly. “You saw me. I blew practically every penny of my settlement on private lessons.” I shook my head. “And books. And DVDs. And clothes.”


	“Darling, the way I see it—” She pushed her plate away and leaned on her forearms, fingers interlaced. “—You were on a sort of honeymoon with yoga, passionately and fearlessly throwing yourself into it. We all do it. Then we find balance.”


	“So that’s what it was. A mad crush on yoga, not Galen.” This, at least, was less humiliating. A waiter took our plates and smiled sympathetically at me. Apparently, he knew just who I was talking about.


	“There’s nothing wrong with infatuation, Alex. It’s like a signal, how we know something special is there. What seems at first to be superficial might deepen if given the chance. You shouldn’t walk out on your relationship with yoga just because you got hurt,” she said, gesturing to my leg. Then she reached for the adorable waiter who stood waiting patiently and said, “Luigi, due cappuccini, per favore.”


	And with his hands pressed together at heart center, he bowed, and said, “Prego.” Yogis were everywhere.
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	(4 months, days 2-4)


	

	I hobbled into work the Monday after my accident and tried to prove I could still do kennel duty. But when I slipped on the freshly mopped concrete floor and landed in a heap, Simon sent me home. “I appreciate your dedication, Greene, but you gotta know when to say when. Take the week. Maybe two. You can do a lot of your work from home anyway.”


	Over the next few days I had little time to be lonely with visits from Andy, Jenny, Nancy, and even Galen. Apparently, Andy had given him my number because he wanted to make sure that I was okay. I wondered if he’d shared some portion of my meltdown with him, because his visit made no sense at all to me. He had thousands of students.


	“Knock, knock,” Galen said from the hall. He opened the door carefully and peered in, the way someone enters a hospital room.


	“Hey! Come on in,” I called from the kitchen. He stepped in the door and held up a modest bouquet of daisies.


	“These are to cheer you up.”


	“Aw. Thanks, Galen. They’re beautiful.” I gave him a one-armed hug. “You really shouldn’t have. I certainly don’t deserve any special attention. Don’t you know an animal trainer’s number one rule? Never reward bad behavior; it’ll just create more.” I balanced on one leg and filled a jar with water.


	“If that’s the case, then I can’t wait to see what you do next,” he laughed.


	“I was thinking a few back-handsprings and maybe a tree pose on the elephant you have in there.”


	He laughed, removed his messenger bag, and said, “I’m thinking you might need a new plan. Ever heard of Karma yoga?” Karma yoga? What kind of Karma did I have in store after plotting revenge sex with my guru and attempting to dominate of my fellow yogis?


	“Hm. Sounds fun. Although I have no idea what Karma yoga is, and if it means I have to meditate, I can already tell you the outcome.”


	“Well, here. I brought something that might help.” He opened the canvas bag.


	“Galen, really, this is so nice of you.”


	He looked up at me and smiled. “I try to check on injured students when I can. And you’re a friend of Andy’s. Honestly, I was afraid he might hunt me down if I didn’t.” He was still sifting through his bag.


	“Yeah, Andy does seem like a very scary guy. I’ll remind him to leave the brass knuckles at home when we come for dinner.” It slipped out. I hadn’t even talked to Andy about dinner.


	“Oh, good! You’re coming.”


	“What? Sure. I mean, if that’s okay.” I started rearranging the flowers.


	“Ah, here it is.” He held out a package wrapped in brown paper. “This has seen me through times of suffering and joy, and I wanted to share it with you. My first yoga teacher gave it to me.”


	I leaned my crutches against the wall and carefully tore open the package. Inside was a book called Be Here Now, by someone named Ram Dass. The cobalt blue cover was tattered and creased, with a circular pattern etched in white.


	“It’s one long meditation, written like a free-form poem. I think this could be the perfect moment in your life to read it.”


	I opened the book and flipped through its pages, turning it sideways to read the snaking, spiraling print. “It’s beautiful,” I said, then added, “Really. Thank you.” He smiled and set the flowers on the coffee table. “Are those from your garden?”


	“I can’t take any credit for these beauties.” He reached out and touched a petal with his fingertip. “Marco’s the one with a green thumb. Wait ‘til you hear him and Andy get into it about plants.” He grinned at me. “So we’re on for Saturday night. Don’t forget it’s Halloween. Marco and I will be going out afterwards if you guys want to join us.”


	“Sounds great,” I said. Or surreal. I passed my hand across the cover of the book, still unsure of how I felt about anything.


	“I think it will be,” he said. “Now, let’s take a look at that leg.”


	***


	I hadn’t felt so well taken care of since Charmer tossed me from his back in the sixth grade. Then, it had been Mom, Dad, and Jackson who took care of me, feeding me graham crackers and reading Harry Potter aloud. This time, with Jenny and Nancy overseeing my recovery, the diversions were more sophisticated. On Wednesday, Jenny arrived for an overnight with a brand new Italian Vogue still wrapped in plastic. We pored over it, propped on pillows and sipping a ‘Super Tuscan’ wine from Tucker’s client. The next morning, Nancy arrived with Trixie, her feng shui consultant, to help us “arrange things.” I watched from my seat on the kitchen counter as they moved furniture here, there, then back again, trying to find the right place for everything.


	“Don’t worry, Alex. We’re just playing here.” Nancy waved.


	“You can put everything back how you want it,” Jenny whispered.


	“I heard that,” called Nancy.


	Once the apartment was staged to satisfaction and Trixie had left, we three stood together, arms folded, appraising the place.


	“It looks great,” I said. “Thanks, guys.”


	“Well . . . “ Nancy shrugged. “Jenny is right. You most certainly should feel free to reinterpret what we’ve done here. It’s just to give you some ideas. Oh, and isn’t it wonderful that your bed is already oriented to the magnetic North? You have very good instincts, darling.” She straightened my comforter.


	“Thanks.” I nodded, looking around. Not much had been changed, in fact. Things were straighter, more centered. A little mirror had been hung on the window latch to deflect negative energy. Overall, it looked nice. Balanced. Like a blank canvas.


	“You still haven’t hung your dad’s paintings,” Jenny commented.


	“I know. It just seems like such a commitment. To this space, you know? Like, I really live here, and this is really my life.” Somehow the yoga posters had seemed acceptably transitory. Like dorm room decorations. “I guess I’m still in denial on some level.”


	“Oh, darling.” Nancy gave me a hug, then pulled back and looked at me. “The house is on the market.”


	“What house? My house?” I don’t know why I was surprised. Did I really think I was going back there?


	“In fact, I believe that Louise has accepted an offer,” Nancy said.


	I looked at her and felt Jenny’s hand on my back.


	“Tucker told me that Tripp is moving to LA.”


	“What about Lauren?” My heart was beating fast now.


	“I don’t know.” Jenny shook her head. “I don’t know what’s going on. It’s all so weird. Tucker never sees him anymore.”


	“Ugh, like it matters,” I said, throwing my hands into the air. “Let’s move on, okay?” I limped toward the kitchen and looked over my shoulder. “Ladies?”


	They stood watching me, their faces wary and sympathetic.


	“I’m fine. I just wasn’t expecting to—” I swallowed. “To go there right now. But it’s perfect, right? I mean, isn’t it amazing how everything unfolds? There goes my house, and here I am, in my little apartment, all feng shui-ed just in time.” Did I sound as hysterical as I felt?


	“Alex, that house was empty. It was totally devoid of creativity or personality or joy. It was Louise’s house, not yours,” Jenny said emphatically.


	“Just let it go,” said Nancy.


	I took a deep breath, and another, and said, “Just let it go.”


	They waited while I breathed.


	“Okay?” Jenny asked.


	“Okay.” I smiled and nodded.


	“Picnic then?” Nancy’s hand was light on my arm.


	“Yes,” I said, doing my best to deflect that negative energy right out the window like Trixie instructed.


	***


	When we reached Dolores Park, I leaned on a crutch while Nancy spread the cashmere “picnic blanket” (another hilarious “essential” she insisted I take from Marin). Jenny laid out our lunch. We were working on a list of possible Halloween costumes for my upcoming dinner date. Madonna was the overwhelming favorite, but we were torn between eras: English-aristocracy-wielding-horse-crop, or Morticia-Addams-with-henna-on-her-hands.


	“Oh, definitely the henna. I know a woman in Berkeley who does the most exquisite designs.” Nancy unwrapped a small wheel of cheese.


	“I don’t know. I think the whole riding crop thing sounds pretty fun. And kinky.” Jenny smirked.


	“No thank you,” I said, handing out the napkins. “Nancy, henna it is.”


	“Perfect. Should we all go together and get painted?” Nancy asked.


	Jenny and I shrugged. “Sure.”


	Nancy clapped. “Oh, goody. I’ll call Padma and book us for Saturday morning.” She picked up her phone and dialed.


	“She has a henna artist in her personal contacts?” I whispered to Jenny.


	She nodded, leaning on her elbow. Suddenly she sat up. “I know. You should wear my black Jil Sander maxi dress. Very Goth. It’d be perfect.” She tore off a piece of baguette.


	“Are you sure? That’s a really expensive dress,” I replied.


	“Of course! And doing your hair will be really easy. Just part it down the middle and iron it straight.” She looked at me thoughtfully. “Would you ever consider darkening it?”


	“Don’t you think that might come off as trying a bit too hard?” I asked.


	“Just a thought.” She cut a wedge of St. Andre cheese, took a big bite, and smiled. Nancy finished her call.


	“We’re all set.” She reached for a grape and caught me staring into the middle distance. “What is it, darling?”


	“Oh. Nothing. I was just thinking about Saturday.”


	“She’s contemplating going big. Committing to the role.” Jenny swigged Pellegrino from the bottle. “Do it, Alex. Go dark. Chocolate brown. Like the ‘Frozen’ video.”


	I pulled out my ponytail and tousled my hair. I liked the idea of ditching my highlights; their costly maintenance was way out of synch with my new life’s budget. But how would it look? I hadn’t had dark hair since high school. The night of our graduation, Haley and I bought a couple of Clairol paint-on kits. (She ended up looking like Cameron Diaz. I, on the other hand, resembled an orange Gwen Stefani. She put red lipstick on me and told me to go with it.)


	In Marin, my locks had been tended by Ferran of Tiburon. His salon was a place to gorge on tabloids and gossip while he created my elaborate headdress. “Sheryl Crow after a day of surfing. Salty and sunny,” he had declared. I hadn’t been to see him in such a long time. Could I really afford it now? I thought of Andy. I did have a little extra cash since I wasn’t doing yoga . . .


	Nancy and Jenny walked me home.


	“That salad was delicious,” I said limping up the stairs, step by slow step, with my friends ascending patiently behind me.


	“Zest in the dressing. That’s the secret,” Nancy burbled. Inside, my phone was ringing insistently. It paused for a moment then continued.


	“Somebody really wants to talk to you,” Jenny said as I opened the door. She set the basket down in the tiny front hall, and Nancy handed me Billy’s leash.


	“I’ll call back,” I said, reaching out to give them hugs. “Thank you so much. That was really fun.”


	“Call us if you need anything?” Nancy squeezed my arm.


	“Absolutely.”


	We said goodbye, and I watched them float down the stairs.


	“Bye,” they chimed as they looked up and waved one last time.


	I turned around and hobbled back into the tidy apartment. Afternoon sunlight flooded the room, the little mirror gleamed, and the worn hardwood floors glowed warmly. I limped around and took a mental inventory: large, solid window frames with original glass panes; charming, vintage, four-burner stove in a bright, scrubbed kitchen; comfortable bed; table stacked with books; floor lamp, dog bed, and two mismatched chairs. It was modest, but it was mine.


	The phone beeped shrilly. Curious, I reached for it.


	Three messages, one text. I scrolled through the numbers and smiled, holding the phone to my ear.


	
		Andy: Hey, wanna get pizza tonight?

	
		Galen: Hi, Alex. I’m teaching Sunrise Vinyasa tomorrow morning at six o’clock. I think it’d be wonderful if you could make it. You can just sit and breathe.

	
		Andy: Hey, also, there’s a great documentary at the Red Vic tonight.




	I couldn’t stop smiling. Pizza and a movie with Andy? Definitely. Sunrise yoga with Galen? Maybe not yet, but it sure felt nice to be invited. I sighed happily and navigated to my inbox.


	
		omg-call asap-total fucking crisis!!!




	Haley.


	My contentment was instantly replaced by the urge to call her back. Historically, I would have been her “ear” for hours. When Lane Martin dumped her for Courtney Hoover she sobbed and complained, listing all of their miserable qualities while I told her that she was so much prettier and cooler than anyone in Sisters. She’d said “You don’t have to tell me that.” I had admired her conviction, just as I had Tripp’s.


	Inner Traditions of Yoga said to notice people’s energy and its effects. Maybe I wouldn’t call her right back. I texted instead and felt a little guilty.


	
		can’t talk this minute. had an accident. am fine but things are kinda crazy. call you soon. xo, a




	I set the phone on my bedside table and carefully lay down, sore after sitting on the ground for three hours. I was just drifting off when that piercing beep made me jump again.


	
		leaving karl. cant deal. need to talk.




	What?


	I had to call her. Did I have to call her? As I looked at the text, I felt anxious and unsettled. I wanted to stay centered, but she was my best childhood friend. I thought of the solace I’d found in Jenny and Nancy, picked up the phone, and dialed.


	Haley started right in.


	“I can’t take it anymore. I’m suffocating. He never wants to go out. And he is talking about kids!”


	“Oh, Hay. Have you been able to talk—”


	“Wait! There’s Kristy Trumbull. I need her advice. Call you back? Thanks, Allie! Love you, bye!” Click. I sat there, stunned and a little hurt. But this was Haley. Why did I expect anything different? I looked over at Galen’s book on my bedside table. If ever there were a moment to get centered, this was it. Time for some meditation. What was I supposed to do? Oh, right. Be here now.


	My feet are planted on the floor.


	My stomach feels heavy and knotted.


	My jaw is clenched. My breath is shallow. 


	I looked at my phone. 5:12pm. Then I continued my meditation practice. Could I call it that?


	I am breathing in. I am breathing out.


	Haley is really leaving Karl?


	I looked at my phone again. 5:14. Two minutes. Okay, I can do three.


	Breathing in, breathing out.


	Andy wants to go out tonight.


	Two minutes is pretty good, right?


	I grabbed my phone and called Andy to accept. Then I “meditated” for a second before jumping in the shower.


	Jaw is loose.


	Breath is steady.


	Stomach is fine.


	I feel . . . better.


	I knew this feeling, this long-lost ease of being. This was what it felt after clearing a jump.


	***


	Andy arrived at seven looking insanely cute with wet hair and a fresh t-shirt. He walked in, sat down in his camping chair, called Billy over, and scratched him under his collar with both hands.


	“Busy day?” I asked. I was propped on my crutches, watching him. I could have stood there all night.


	“Yep,” he said. “Ready to chill out.” He looked at me then stood up. “Okay. Put those things down.”


	“What?”


	“That’s right, Seabiscuit. Hop on.” He turned around so I was looking at his back, muscular through the soft white cotton.


	“Are you serious? You want to carry me?” I asked.


	“Sure. It’s not far. Considering how you get around these days, this might be a little faster.”


	“Hey, I’ve gotten pretty good on these.” I lifted a crutch and hopped a bit to keep my balance.


	“Yeah, I can see that.”


	He walked over, took the crutches from my hands, and leaned them against the bed. I wrapped my arms around his neck, and he lifted me onto his back. He smelled clean and a little like dirt, a familiar and pleasant combination. I tried to control my heart, afraid he would feel it pounding through his shirt.


	Pizza and a movie.


	Very casual.


	No pressure.


	But definitely a date, right?


	Was it too soon to be dating?


	After my miscalculation with Galen, I seriously doubted I would ever be ready for another relationship. But that night, walking through brisk autumn air and feeling the warmth of Andy’s back, my reluctance simply disappeared. It was a fantastic evening. We talked easily about things that we loved: dogs and travel and gardens, and we thoroughly enjoyed our non-dosha-enhancing pizza. Even the film was amazing, all about the struggle of small-scale dairy farmers. I thought of my mom, her own deep ecology, and wondered how I’d gotten so far from my roots. For a moment there, sitting next to Andy in the dark, I remembered where I came from; but when he placed his hand on mine, I froze. A deer in the headlights once again.


	I managed to make it though the movie without pulling my hand away, but the piggyback ride home was more than I could handle. I was so physically close to him that I couldn’t ignore my feelings of intense attraction. Part of me wanted to slide my hands inside the front of his jacket and bury my face in his neck, but another part just wanted to run. Run fast. The only thing I could do was try to breathe through it. To watch my thoughts. Let it go. Get back to it. But all I could think of was space. I needed space.


	Winger.


	The High Desert at dusk.


	It’s a good thing I didn’t dig my heels into poor Andy’s thighs and yell, “HYAH!”


	“Here we are,” he said as we reached the top of my stairs. He wasn’t out of breath, and he hadn’t broken a sweat.


	I slid off his back. Avoiding his eyes, I found my keys and said, “Thanks. That movie was incredible. And totally depressing. In a good way.”


	“Is that what I was picking up on the walk home? Your reaction to the film? Thought you seemed quiet.” He was helping himself to a glass of water as I stood by the door. “So Farmageddon won’t be making your Top Ten movie list, huh?”


	“Are you kidding, it’s my new number one,” I said, looking in his direction and meeting his eyes. The fluctuation of my feelings was so extreme I thought I might spontaneously turn inside out.


	Is it even possible to be ‘just friends’ with someone you’re this attracted to?


	He put down his water and walked toward me, smiling at first, scruffy and clear-eyed. I was panicked but didn’t move, overcome with a desire that I hadn’t felt since Tripp.


	“Glad to hear it,” he replied, standing in front of me now. He wasn’t grinning. He wasn’t smirking. He wasn’t laughing. But he looked soft and open and beautiful, and he was moving his face toward mine. I looked up at him, the twin curves of his upper lip—


	“My leg’s feeling much better,” I stammered. “Improving every day.”


	Then he did laugh.


	“Alex, relax. I’m going to let you lead, okay?” He stood there looking at me, waiting. And waiting. And waiting. “Hm. Okay, then. I guess I’ll put us both out of our misery.” He gave me a big bear hug. “So Galen tells me we’re on for Halloween?”


	“Yep,” I said into his shoulder, trying to recover. “Day after tomorrow.” I cleared my throat and willed myself to pull away.


	“Should be fun. Looking forward to it,” he said, watching me closely. He lingered, giving Billy one last pet, giving me the opportunity to change my mind, but I remained standing stiffly by the door. “Well. Guess I’ll see you then. G’night, Alex.” He stood, gave me one long last look, and walked out. My head was spinning.


	That could have been my rebound, and I let him go!


	But the second Andy reached for me in the theater, all I could feel or imagine or remember was Tripp’s hand in mine. Tripp’s lips on mine. It didn’t feel like nostalgia. It was pure fear.


	And there it was again. The knotted stomach. The shallow breath. The clenched jaw.


	I breathe in. I breathe out.


	I breathe in. I breathe out.






              
          



    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		For You, Anything

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	(4 months, 6 days)


	

	Since I had failed to attend Galen’s class the day before, I called him and promised at least to continue reading Be Here Now.


	“Take your time with it. Meditate on it. It’s a process.”


	“Absolutely,” I agreed.


	Now, obsessing about Andy was making it impossible to concentrate. All this effort to ‘watch my thoughts’ made it clear that I really liked him—and spent too much time thinking about him—yet a relationship was out of the question. I was still reeling from the divorce. And, no, Andy could never be just revenge sex. He was choice, grade-A boyfriend material. So where did he fit in my life? What did I want? Would I always be locked in this holding pattern? I lay in bed looking at his water glass left by the sink the night before.


	“She give me love, love, love, love, crazy love,” my phone sang.


	I sat up and broke into an instant sweat. Tripp’s ring tone.


	“She give me love, love, love, love, crazy love.”


	My heart stopped. With legs like sandbags, I stumbled toward the phone, and with a shaking finger pressed ‘answer.’


	“Tripp?” My voice seemed loud, and echoed in my head.


	“Alex, I’m so glad you answered.”


	It felt like my ribcage was collapsing, compressing all the air from my lungs. I tried to stand taller, to open my chest. But gravity was stronger. I sank to the ground.


	“Is everything okay?” I asked. What was it? Louise? Why was he calling me?


	“Everything’s fine. How are you?”


	“I’m fine.” I was starting to gather my wits. “Tripp, what is it? What do you want?”


	“Can you meet me for breakfast at The Blue Hour?”


	“Today?”


	“Yeah. Before work. In twenty minutes or so?” he asked.


	Say no, Alex.


	Pause. “Why?”


	You want me back. You miss me. You can’t live without me.


	“I need to talk to you about something, and I’d like to do it face-to-face,” he said.


	I knew I should put him off. But I had wanted this, yearned for this, fantasized about this very moment for months. I wanted him to want me back, and I was done with playing to win. I just wanted sincerity, and something in his voice seemed . . . humble.


	“Okay. I’ll meet you there.” I hung up without saying goodbye.


	My arms felt detached as I staggered around, throwing myself together. What did he want? Part of me was calculating how fast I could pack up this place and head back to Marin if he asked. I knew I should stop and ground myself; that I should call Nancy or Jenny and rehearse the things I needed to say. But I also knew they would tell me not to go. And I wanted to go. Limping to the bathroom, I stumbled over my mediation cushion and kicked it under the bed. I was out the door in six minutes.


	***


	Tripp was sitting at a tiny café table by the picture window when I arrived. He was dressed for work and reading the paper, looking absolutely perfect. My heart swelled. A silver carafe of coffee was waiting for me.


	He stood.


	“You look stunning.”


	I’d worn my most flattering black pants and grey wrap and, at the last minute, had put on the pearls that he gave me. ‘Stunning’ was probably an overstatement, but I was more dressed up than I’d been in a long time. I reveled in his compliment.


	“You’re limping,” he said. “What happened?”


	I was tempted to lie, but if we were going to work things out, I needed to start with honesty.


	“A yoga injury.” I half-smiled and shrugged.


	“Really.” he leaned back in his chair, surveying me with an appreciative smile. “Doing yoga, huh? And with unmistakable Greene intensity, no doubt.”


	“Yep, you could say that . . . ”


	“Seeing you makes me realize how much I’ve missed you. Tell me about your life. How’s it going? Where are you living? How’s Jackson? Your parents?”


	He was talking casually, like he’d never left. I knew he had no right to be asking these questions, but I played along, laughing, chatting, secretly wanting to kiss him and knowing just what it would feel like. A burst of sunlight spilled through the window, momentarily surrounding us in a golden glow. I let him pour my coffee. I let him make me smile. But a dark cloud soon passed in front of the sun, and just like that, everything looked different. Tripp’s eyes went from sparkling blue to flat steel, and in that instant, I remembered.


	“Tripp, what am I doing here?”


	He leaned in. “I feel terrible about how things went down,” he said, looking directly into my eyes.


	“You do?” I was hanging on his every word.


	“Yes. I wish I’d intervened. But it just seemed easier to have a third party do the face time, especially early on. Because feelings were so raw.”


	Were raw?


	“And by third party, you mean Louise?” I asked. Uttering her name officially ripped me from my reverie and into the loud, tile-floored room.


	“Yes. My mother. She was trying to help.”


	“Help. WHO?” I gripped the sides of my chair.


	I wanted to jump across the table and wring his neck.


	Breathe in. Breathe out.


	I feel . . . FURIOUS!


	Breathe in. Breathe out.


	Okay.


	The coffee is steaming.


	It’s going to rain.


	And Tripp will never get out from under his mother.


	“Are you alright?” he asked.


	I looked back at him.


	We needn’t react to everything that provokes. Maintain your inner peace despite external disturbances.


	“Yes. I’m fine.”


	“You’re beautiful,” he said.


	Don’t react to that either.


	“Tripp, really, why are we here?”


	“I just wanted to apologize and to make sure that you were alright,” he said.


	I nodded and looked at my hands.


	“Okay, and now you’ve done that.” I looked up at him. “You no longer need to feel guilty or responsible. Is that all?”


	He was not here to tell me how wrong he had been. That he loved me and couldn’t live without me. That I was the best, the only, The One.


	No. He was here because he couldn’t live with what he’d done.


	Tripp stood and walked to the bar. He returned with a large, flat package. He unwrapped the paper and held it in front of him.


	“I want you to have this.”


	It was the painting of Delphino.


	I was speechless. Tears slipped down my cheeks and I didn’t care. I allowed myself to accept the painting, which I’d long since let go, and to accept the untouchable beauty of the man who was no longer mine.


	Nothing is permanent.


	It was one thing to read it, study it, and meditate on it. But to truly embrace it? This was the practice, the real practice. Could I let him go? In this moment? Yes, in this moment, I could. I stood.


	“Thank you,” I said, taking the painting from Tripp who’d wrapped it back in its protective cover. “I’ll miss you, Tripp.” I looked at him one last time before turning to leave.


	“Alex, I—”


	I shook my head to stop him from saying anything else.


	“It’s okay,” I said, pushing open the heavy glass door. Then I turned to walk into the fog with an aching heart, a quiet mind, and Delphino in my arms.


	***


	Do the work that presents itself. 


	Do the next right thing.


	Stay out of the past.


	Stay out of the future.


	You are not your thoughts.


	These quotes and dozens of others were pasted all over my apartment. I desperately needed guidance, and those one-liners were actually helping to lift my spirits. But after seeing Tripp, I was a wreck: pacing and questioning the point of trying to make it work in a city that didn’t know my name. Why not run home, this minute, with my tail between my legs?


	It was only my commitment to dinner with Galen that kept me from jumping on the next Greyhound out of there. I was resigned to the fact that showing up tomorrow night was the “next right thing.” I would keep my word. So with twenty-four hours to go, I threw myself into the plotting and preparing of my costume. Nancy was more than happy to help with this diversion.


	“Just keep showering and eating salads, darling. We needn’t revisit the past,” she said, referring to my solitary confinement in Marin.


	In support of my efforts to ‘carry on’, she insisted on funding my transformation for the big night: the hair, the nails, the henna. Alicia had nothing but disdain for such things, so it was rewarding for her “to indulge a young woman who appreciated it.” I wondered if I should arrange a meeting between Alicia and my mom.


	My ‘preparations,’ however, were not all pampering. I had homework to do. Be Here Now had watched me for days from its spot on my nightstand. And I had intended to read it. Really, I had . . . But Haley finally called back, and we talked for almost an hour. That is, she talked and I listened: she felt stuck and stifled; married life was aging her; it was a waste of her potential, etc. Frankly, it was sweet relief to stop thinking about my own misery for a change. Finally, toward the end of our conversation, I told her about Tripp.


	“Oh, Allie! Why didn’t you call me?” she cried.


	“Well, I . . . You . . . It just never seemed like the right time.”


	“But when is it ever the right time to get dumped?”


	She had such a way with words.


	Still, it felt good to share our stories, as different as they were. Of course, it did sting that she was ditching Karl much like I’d been ditched. But in an effort to practice non-judgment and non-reactivity (per my reading) I tried to understand. Her behavior seemed strange and impulsive, even by Haley’s standards. I sensed her wobbling on that pedestal high above me . . . The pedestal I had built.






              
          



    
            

  
  
  	
    		

    		Cold Feet

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	(4 months, one week)


	

	On Halloween, I forced myself to get up early and meditate ceremoniously. It was the fifth or sixth time I had tried to do it, really do it. To set aside the time, turn off my phone, light the candles, the whole thing. I had to get it this time. With only twelve hours until Galen’s dinner party, it was like cramming for an exam. It was still dark outside. I sat on the floor atop my meditation cushion, legs folded into a meticulous half lotus. My hamstring was tight but not in pain. I placed my hands on my knees. A candle burned solemnly on the windowsill, and Be Here Now rested on the floor next to me.


	Okay.


	I closed my eyes and drew a deep breath.


	Be here now.


	I rolled my shoulders back.


	Just be, be, be.


	I opened one eye and looked at the clock. 6:22am. My appointment with Ferran was in two hours and thirty-eight minutes.


	Now. Where was I?


	I reached for the book at my side.


	“When you meet a being who is centered, you always know it.”


	I thought of Galen.


	I wonder if he’s meditating right now?


	I straightened my spine, lifted my chin, and drew another deep breath, imagining that was just how Galen did it. A street sweeper rumbled past.


	I’m a little chilly.


	I opened my eyes and reached for the cashmere throw, pulling it off the bed with a big sweep of my arm that stirred the air and blew out the candle.


	Shoot.


	I crawled over to the windowsill and re-lit it before retreating back to the cushion and wrapping myself, swami-style, in the blanket.


	Now I really look like a yogi.


	I shifted my weight side to side.


	“Clear the flesh from your sits bones . . . “ Why do they call them ‘sits’ bones? Why not just ‘sit’ bones? Or ‘sitting’ bones? Alright, alright, alright. 


	I rested one hand on top of the other in my lap and took another deep breath that was actually more like a sigh.


	Andy.


	I opened my eyes—6:28am—and slowly, I closed them again. Then, I just breathed.


	In and out. In and out.


	I was shocked when I opened my eyes and looked at the clock.


	6:36am??? I sat still for almost ten minutes!


	I felt deeply relaxed. Almost blissful. I couldn’t wait to tell Galen and Nancy. And Mom. They’d be so pleased and impressed (although I was fairly certain that wasn’t the point). I sat there for a minute longer with a goofy smile on my face. Finally I pushed myself up, using the edge of the bed for support.


	“How ‘bout that, Bill? I think I actually meditated,” I said, and made a big, satisfying check on my mental To-Do list.


	***


	Sitting in Ferran’s chair two hours later, I felt energized.


	“It’s amazing. They say you can start your day with it, or breathe through stress with it, or just watch your thoughts and let them flow by!” I sounded just like the yoga crazies I had mocked, but I couldn’t help myself.


	“Wow.” He looked at me in the mirror. My hair was frizzy and ‘triangulating hardcore,’ as Haley and I used to say. “So you just, like, sit there? For how long?” He raised his shoulders and held up the wide-tooth comb like a question mark.


	“I don’t know. For as long as you can, I guess. I mean, the gurus do it for days. This morning, it was like I had stopped thinking. Or I was thinking, but I wasn’t thinking about thinking. It was like it was happening, but I was outside of it. Or inside.” Did that make any sense? “I mean, my legs fell asleep. But still, it felt great.”


	“Huh.” He stood there for a minute. “I don’t know, sweetheart. I don’t think I could do that. My mind just won’t stop.”


	“I think it takes years of practice.” For a first-time meditator, I sure was making myself sound like an expert. “Anyway, you should definitely try it.”


	“For you, anything.” He air-kissed my cheek and went back to combing out the mess of dry, highlighted hair.


	“Ugh, sorry. I haven’t been to see you in so long, and those roots are—”


	“Good as gone.” Ferran smiled reassuringly. “I think this is a fabulous call . . . Madge,” he said, invoking Madonna’s British tabloid moniker. He swept my hair back in a ponytail and stood behind me. We gazed at my reflection together. “Let’s do it.”


	The darkening process took half the time of highlights, a mere forty-five minutes. While I waited, I sat with my hands folded under the nylon cape and tried to recreate the feeling of calm I’d experienced that morning. Not wanting to call attention to myself though, I did not sit cross-legged, nor did I close my eyes and smile like the Buddha. I did, however, resist the fresh stack of magazines an arm’s reach from my dryer; and I withstood the urge think about Tripp and Louise and Haley, whose comments used to consume my thoughts when I sat in this chair. Instead, I let myself rest. And once again, the time went very fast.


	“Oh my God . . . “ Ferran gasped while rinsing my hair in the shampoo basin.


	“What? Ferran, what?” I demanded.


	“Oh my God, girl, I can’t believe it . . . “


	I felt light-headed and nauseous, instantly flashing back to every horrendous hair-coloring debacle I’d ever endured. Was it green? Yellow? Peach?


	“Ferran, you’re scaring me. What is it?”


	“It’s beautiful! You’re going to love it!”


	My illusion of tranquility evaporated. I was shaking slightly as he wrapped a towel around my wet head and walked me back to his station. My heart beat fast as he spun me around to face the mirror. Then I, too, gasped.


	“It’s amazing, right?” He had a gigantic smile on his face.


	“I love it,” I stated.


	“I know!” Ferran leaned forward to hug me around the shoulders. “I know!”


	“I finally look like me again,” I laughed.


	“Om shanti, baby,” he said with a snap, then plugged in the flat iron.


	***


	Jenny and Nancy didn’t recognize me as I walked toward them across the Berkeley Memorial Rose Garden for our henna date. I waved and called, but they looked right at me with zero sign of acquaintance. It wasn’t until I was standing directly in front of them that Jenny shrieked, “Alex!” Nancy turned to look at me, and we threw our arms around each other, laughing and squealing.


	“It works, right?” I asked.


	“It’s incredible!” Jenny exclaimed.


	“You are ravishing.” Nancy stroked the side of my head. “It’s like silk!”


	“Your eyes look so green—”


	“And your complexion is positively golden—”


	“Thanks, guys,” I said, tilting my head and smiling bashfully. I reached up and pulled my hair around to hang over one shoulder. It almost reached my elbow. “Ferran went a little nuts with the flat iron. He even pulled up the ‘Frozen’ video. There’s no way my hair will ever do this again.”


	“Trust me, it’s going to look even more stunning when you do it,” Jenny assured me, linking her arm through mine. “Andy is going to flip.”


	“Either that, or he’ll have no idea who I am,” I said.


	“Oh, he will,” declared Nancy, adjusting the turquoise Birkin bag on her shoulder. “Tonight will be magical.” Then she too looped her slender arm through mine. “Shall we, darlings? Padma is expecting us.”


	***


	It was a mad dash back to the Mission when I realized the time. At five-thirty on a Saturday night—Halloween, no less—traffic was a gridlock of cars. My artfully etched hands were gripping the wheel.


	“Come on, come on,” I whispered impatiently.


	The air was luscious and warm. On the upper deck of the Bay Bridge, fleets of convertibles were out in force. Wigs glistened, wings glimmered, and boas fluttered everywhere I looked. We were all crawling toward the San Francisco skyline, a parade of pagan revelry. I’d never experienced Halloween in the City. Last year, we were on a company cruise, and Tripp insisted we dress as Julie McCoy and Captain Stubing from The Love Boat, a show that I had never seen.


	Finally, I was approaching my exit and felt myself exhale. Had I been holding my breath that whole time?


	Not very Zen. Galen was going to see right through me. 


	After circling my block eleven times, I found a parking spot at the farthest possible distance from my apartment. Grabbing the long bag that contained Jenny’s Jil Sander dress, I wrapped it around my arm and began to jog ungainly toward home. Fortunately, I only had to change, get a bottle of wine, and make it to dinner in—I looked at my watch—five minutes. Shoot! I began to limp-run past groups of half-clad ghouls and goblins like the victim of a horror movie.


	Opening the heavy front door, I called up the stairwell to Billy.


	“Here I come, buddy!”


	The poor thing was scratching and whimpering as I galloped up the stairs with one straight leg. I fumbled for my key and resolved to take him with me. It was a presumptuous call, but there was no time to walk him. If my hosts turned me away at the door, well, then, it would be my out. I was starting to get cold feet, anyway. Besides, maybe the idea that this could be my redemption for last weekend’s bad behavior was a tad overblown. At the moment, I was hardly serene, wise, or balanced, although I had learned to meditate for the occasion.


	I burst into the apartment, threw everything on the bed, kicked off my flip-flops, and slipped off my clothes.


	“Okay. Deodorant. Brush teeth. Wine,” I said to Billy.


	I was about to throw Jenny’s dress over my head when I caught a glimpse of myself in the full-length mirror and stopped dead in my tracks. My hair. The lacework of henna all over me. The last rays of sunlight filtering through the yellow leaves outside my window.


	Wow.


	I’d always been so critical of my appearance, wishing I were taller, thinner, curvier, less curvy, more like Haley, less like me. But at that moment, I looked in the mirror and liked what I saw. I stretched out my arms and turned around, looking over my shoulder to absorb the extent of Padma’s work.


	I reached for the dress and fumbled with the zipper, suddenly very excited. I stepped into the cool black silk and slid my arms through its wide kimono sleeves. The neckline plunged to reveal Padma’s glorious mandala radiating over my heart, and the back was a soft swag of silk that showed the entire length of my spine. Peeking out from the lowest possible point was the swirling symbol for “Om” etched on my lower back. I stood there, taking it in, feeling my pulse slow down and my breath return to normal. Standing in the sunlight, it all came back to me: who I was, what I loved, and where I wanted to go in life. It was as if Padma, in adorning me with henna, had draped me in a net of good wishes and prayers. I felt embraced and affirmed. And funnily enough (considering the costume), I really and truly felt like myself.


	***


	The Yoga Garden was just a mile from my house, but it took twenty minutes to get there because my poor, neglected dog had to stop at every tree and fire hydrant along the way. After leaving him alone all day, I didn’t have the heart to yank him along even though we were almost half an hour late. Andy had offered to pick me up, but it felt too much like another date. When we were a block away, my nerves hit overdrive. I started talking to Billy in an attempt to calm down.


	“It’s just Galen and Marco, right? And Andy.” (Butterflies.) “I hope I’m not the only one who dressed up. Do I have the wine? I hope it’s not freezing tonight. Whoa, look at that costume. I’m starving. I feel sick. Come on, Billy,” I tugged his leash. “Shoot! Did I forget my wallet?” I dug around in my purse.


	“Hey. Who are you talking to?”


	I spun around to face Andy, and my stomach dropped like a roller coaster. I was flustered for about half a second until I realized what he was wearing: cutoff jeans, a long-sleeved thermal, Hawaiian shirt, Vans, and a wig—a blonde, tousled, shoulder-length wig. I burst out laughing.


	“Jeff Spicoli?” I asked, guessing he was dressed as Sean Penn’s stoner hero from Fast Times.


	“Right on!” he said, striking that famous pose from the movie poster.


	I laughed even harder.


	“That wig . . . is . . . “ I said, reaching out to touch it.


	“Gnarly?” he prompted.


	“Totally!” I nodded.


	“And who are you supposed to be?”


	I stood up straight and tried to look serious.


	“Come on! I’m Madonna.“


	“Ah, got it.”


	I punched him lightly in the arm.


	“Ouch. I thought it was Sean who threw all the punches.”


	I blushed, suddenly remembering that Madonna and Sean Penn once had been a highly publicized couple.


	“Have you seen Madonna’s biceps lately?” I recovered. He looked at my arms and laughed.


	“Let’s go,” he said, taking Billy’s leash from my hand. “How’s the leg?”


	“It’s fine. Much better,” I said, making an effort to conceal my limp.


	“I had a feeling you were a quick healer,” he said as he held open the door for me.


	“Either that or a wimp. Apparently it wasn’t a tear, just a pull. Do you think it’s okay for Billy to come in?” I hesitated.


	“Are you kidding? These guys love everyone.”


	As we walked through the lobby, I felt Andy’s warm hand on my bare back guiding me toward the carved wooden door. I couldn’t think. All I felt was his skin touching mine. I stood there and allowed myself to feel it, staring at the designs on the door, which resembled the henna etchings all over my body. I was a million miles away from that cold little French café.


	“You going to knock?” he asked.


	“Oh. Yes.” I rapped softly on the door.


	We heard voices and music on the other side, and Andy said, “I think you’re going to have to try harder.”


	He hadn’t moved his hand from my back. I remembered his words, “You lead,” and the way I’d pulled away the last time he was this close. This moment felt different. I felt different. Maybe it was the dress, the henna, or my breakfast with Tripp the day before. But right then, I felt brave, and I wanted his hand to stay where it was.


	“I can’t find a smooth spot to knock on,” I said.


	“Use the wine,” he laughed.


	I looked at the bottle sticking up out of my purse and pulled it out by the neck.


	“There ya go. Now just bang it.”


	“But it’s a Stag’s Leap.” A selection from Nancy’s wine cellar. I figured it was pretty special.


	“Well, excuse me, connoisseur. It won’t break. Go for it.”


	I tapped it lightly.


	“Am I gonna have to do that for you?” he asked.


	“Okay, tough guy, here goes.” I raised the bottle again and gave the door a good thunk.


	“Nice job.”


	I looked at him, raised an eyebrow, and smiled. The music was turned down, and a voice inside the apartment was getting closer.


	“By the way, you’re lookin’ good, Oregon,” Andy said in a low voice.


	Before I could respond, the door swung open. There, in a sarong and painted blue, stood Galen.


	“Lord Krishna?” Andy asked as they shook hands.


	I swiveled my head to look at him. Did he keep the Bhagavad Gita in his glove compartment or something?


	“Good call, Spicoli.” Galen clapped him on the back. “And you,” he said, turning to me, “are radiant!” He took my hands and stepped back to admire the costume. “Look at this henna. Turn around.”


	Obligingly, I did a little catwalk turn and, peeking over my shoulder, caught Galen giving Andy a look that I thought said he approved. I looked away to hide a very tiny smile that I couldn’t suppress.


	“And what about you, mister?” Galen crouched and cupped Billy’s face in his hands. “What’s your costume?”


	“I hope it’s okay that I brought him. He’s been home alone all day, poor guy. I thought I’d just take my chances and hope nobody was allergic to dogs. I can easily take him home if—”


	“Are you kidding? Marco is dying to get a dog.”


	“You can borrow Billy any time,” I said, unclipping his leash. He wandered directly toward the kitchen, following the incredible scent of the dinner in progress.


	“Well, hello!” we heard Marco exclaim from the other room.


	Galen looked at us and whispered, “See what I mean?”


	We walked in to find Marco the Trojan warrior, a red apron over his bare chest, deep in conversation with Billy. He looked up at us and immediately exclaimed, “Madonna and Sean!” Then he stood to shake Andy’s hand before giving me a kiss on each cheek. “Did you two plan this?”


	“No,” I said a bit too emphatically.


	“Well, you look incredible,” he said to me. “But that wig.” He turned to Andy.


	“I have to wear it. Without it, I just look like me.”


	“And that’s a bad thing?” Marco asked, nudging me.


	Attempting to change the subject, I held out the bottle of wine.


	“Here. Thanks for having us. Me. Billy and me.”


	“Stag’s Leap, wow.” He admired the label. “This’ll be perfect with our filet. Grass fed and local, of course.” He spoke the last part to Andy, who unzipped his backpack and held out a bag.


	“Your tomatoes.”


	Marco passed the bag around so we could have a sniff.


	“There is nothing like the smell of a freshly picked tomato,” Galen said.


	“Takes me right back to childhood,” I said.


	All three men looked at me with interest.


	“My mom,” I said, glancing at their faces. “She had a garden.”


	Galen smiled encouragingly; guess my aura was showing.


	“Mine too,” he said. “Except it was a struggle for her. She’d grown up in the Midwest where tomatoes grow like magic beanstalks. When my parents moved here in the sixties, they found out you have to work to make your garden grow. Right?” he asked Andy.


	“It’s mostly in the City that growing is so tricky. California is actually great for growing, like up in Napa.” He gestured to the wine Marco was now opening. “But we’ve got chilly summers in San Francisco. And fog. You never know when it’s gonna roll in and steal your sunshine.”


	“So how do you do it?” Galen wanted to know. We took our wineglasses and followed him into the living room.


	“Compost. It’s all about amending the soil. Orange peels, coffee grounds, eggshells. You gotta turn that stuff into gold and enrich your soil with it.”


	“And that makes up for the lack of sun?” I asked, sipping my wine.


	He turned and looked at me. My stomach flipped.


	“Just keep your plants healthy ‘til the sun comes back. Then boom! They grow like crazy.” We stared at each other for a second then he smiled. “You love my hair, don’t you?”


	“It’s very nice,” I said with a straight face.


	“But your gardens are so big. Like half an acre, right? How do you have enough compost?” Marco’s fingertips were grazing Billy’s head, which rested on his knee.


	“My kids bring garbage every day and crank it into the compost drums. They love it.”


	Andy’s kids again. Debating whether to ask what I really wanted to know, I asked, “So you have more than one garden?”


	Andy once shared that he’d started a greenhouse co-op in the Mission. When I’d asked for more details, he replied, “It’s work, but I love it,” and modestly changed the subject by asking about my own family’s greenhouse. Now he was downplaying the extent of his efforts again.


	“It’s all rooftops. Wasted real estate. We get cheap rent and lots of open space.”


	“Huh,” I replied. Then I braced myself and asked, “So where do they live?”


	“Who?”


	“Your children?”


	All three of them laughed.


	“What?” I asked.


	Galen leaned forward and said, “Andy is a teacher. His kids are the students that volunteer at the garden. They live all over the Mission.”


	“Oooh,” I lifted my chin and nodded slowly, flooded with relief. Again, I could not suppress my smile, but this time it was huge. “Got it.”


	Andy put his arm around my shoulders and pulled me to him. I tipped over on the couch, carefully holding my wineglass out in front of me.


	“This is one serious girl, in case you guys hadn’t noticed,” he explained.


	This time, I didn’t flinch when Andy pulled me toward him. I wasn’t exactly ‘leading,’ but I also wasn’t resisting the direction. I wanted to be close to Andy tonight. His arms felt warm and secure.


	We finished the Stag’s Leap before returning to the kitchen to assemble dinner. The space was tiny, and we were all bumping into each other, laughing. Each person had a task: Marco would grill steaks while Andy set the patio table. Galen and I stayed in the kitchen to sauté green beans and slice tomatoes.


	“So how are you feeling?” he asked when we were alone.


	“Right now? Great,” I answered with casual cheerfulness.


	“I mean the leg and everything else that got you here.”


	I concentrated on the tomatoes.


	“Did Andy tell you? About my situation?”


	Galen hesitated then said, “Yes, but only because I asked him. I just wanted to know how you were doing and the extent of the damage.”


	Damage.


	I kept slicing tomatoes and didn’t say anything. He put his spatula down, turned off the heat, and came over to stand next to me.


	“I know it’s hard. I was in a serious relationship that ended a couple of years ago, and I thought I’d never recover. But you’re resilient, Alex. It’s incredible, the way you’ve thrown yourself into creating a new life.” He gave my shoulder a squeeze. “And you look gorgeous.”


	I turned to him and smiled.


	“I meditated today.”


	“I can tell,” he said, and walked back to the stove. “Something’s got you all aglow.”


	As if on cue, Andy walked in and asked, “Anything else?”


	“Here,” Galen handed him the bowl of beans. “And Alex is working her magic with your tomatoes. You’ll bring them out, honey?” He was laden with the bread and salad.


	“Yep, just tell me where to find the Humboldt Fog.” I’d crumble the goat cheese over Marco’s basil, making this an entirely local feast.


	“Refrigerator door. Top shelf.” Marco had stepped in to get the tongs. “Speaking of which.” He retrieved another bottle from the rack and stepped back into the living room.


	I stood there alone in Galen’s kitchen and looked around. It may have been the wine, or the kind attention of three adorable men, or perhaps the effect of feeling pretty and desirable for the first time since Tripp left. But I could swear, at that moment, that I had never been happier. So I took my time.


	Savor this.


	Be here now.


	***


	Dinner was delicious. The filets were tender, the beans were just right, and the tomatoes were perfect. Afterwards, we pushed back from the table and sipped espresso under a canopy of twinkling fairy lights. Andy’s arm was draped across the back of my chair, and we lingered at the table for a long time, listening to stories about Marco’s childhood visits to Italy and Galen’s hippie upbringing in The Haight, San Francisco’s heart of counterculture.


	“So you were a wild child, eh?” Andy asked.


	“Oh, yeah. I went to a ‘school without walls’ where the kids create their own curriculum, which, don’t get me wrong, has it benefits. But it was way too much freedom for me. My curriculum basically consisted of smoking pot and surfing. I was definitely on the road to ruin. Or severe lack of motivation, anyway,” said Galen.


	“What saved you?” I pulled a wool blanket around me, courtesy of Marco.


	“Not what. Who.”


	“Well who saved you, then?”


	“Senior year, I was surfing near Big Sur, doing ‘research,’” he used air quotes, “for a project on Zen because I’d seen a documentary that had all these epic legends talking about the spiritual nature of surfing. Growing up, I’d heard of Esalen and Est and all the other rainstick-dreamcatcher-shaman stuff my parents were into, but it seemed so square, so forced, so old, you know?”


	I nodded. I knew exactly what he meant.


	“So I decided to go down and do some interviews myself, and that’s when I met Gerry Lopez. He was the most peaceful person I had ever encountered. I wanted what he had. We surfed together every day and he shared that the secret to surfing was presence, and that he had practiced yoga for years. And that’s when I discovered yoga for myself, twenty years ago.”


	“Wow. So it was Gerry? Who saved you?” I asked.


	“No. But he definitely pointed me in the right direction. He gave me the tools to save myself and then introduced me to a teacher who really set me on my path. That summer, I started taking classes right here in San Francisco from the most incredible woman. She was just a few years older than me, but she seemed so wise. And she was so healthy that she glowed. It’s no surprise that she’s been so successful—”


	I felt my stomach drop once again, but this time, not in a good way. My mind went fuzzy and I may have broken a sweat, although suddenly I was freezing.


	“—still as beautiful today as she was then. You see her picture everywhere.”


	Marco couldn’t contain himself. “Lauren Gates. I mean, divine.”


	Somehow, I managed to not to fall out of my chair and, by sheer force of will, kept that phenomenal dinner from making a reappearance all over Galen’s charming table. I tried to maintain a neutral expression, although I’m certain I looked like I’d been hit on the head with a very large object.


	“Oh, yeah,” Andy said. “I’ve heard of her.”


	I reached for my glass.


	“So, you . . . Are you friends with her?” I chased my question with a sip of wine.


	“Yes, she’s very dear to me,” Galen said.


	I choked on my wine and started sputtering. Andy whacked me on the back with the flat of his hand.


	“You okay?”


	I waved my hand and croaked, “I’m fine, I’m fine,” then drew the blanket tighter around me. I was shivering.


	“So, is she still down in Santa Cruz?” Andy asked.


	Why is he so interested in Lauren Gates?


	“She’s based in Atlanta, but she’s out here a lot doing workshops. Actually, she was visiting last week. Lauren’s the one who helped me in class on Saturday when poor Alex here wrecked her leg.” They all looked at me.


	“No kidding?” asked Andy, giving me an elbow. “How ‘bout that?”


	Shoot.


	Me.


	Now.


	“Huh,” I managed. How was I going to get out of there?


	“I, for one, am definitely going to her workshop in January right here at The Garden. We are so lucky.” Marco looked adoringly at Galen.


	“It is a pretty special opportunity,” he said to Andy and me. “Alex, even if your leg is still sore, you should consider attending. She is inspiring. Andy, I might drag you too. You’re always up for an adventure.”


	“I can barely do a downward dog, but what the hell?” said Andy, sitting back and crossing an ankle over his knee. “Right, Alex? We’re in. Galen’s guru? Let’s do it.”


	“Right.” I tried to smile. I really, really did try. But the best I could do was keep my face absolutely frozen, or else I might burst into tears.


	“Oh, Andy, being modest as usual,” Galen or Marco chided playfully. At this point, I was barely listening. Somewhere a church bell chimed, and I stood up to go, looking around for Billy.


	“Thank you so much,” I said apologetically to my hosts. “Here, Bill. C’mon, buddy.”


	Andy jumped to his feet and said, “Wait. You’re leaving?”


	“You’re not coming up to Market Street with us?” Marco looked thoroughly confused. “Why? You look so hot!”


	“Not tonight. Please don’t get up.” The words were echoing in my head.


	Galen walked me inside and asked, “Are you alright?”


	“I’m fine. My leg is just bothering me all of a sudden. I think I need to get home.”


	Andy appeared behind Galen. “Okay. I’ll walk you home,” he said, clipping Billy’s leash onto his collar. A few hours ago, I would have been thrilled with his offer. But now I just wanted to be alone. Needed to be alone.


	Lauren?


	Lauren, who ruined my life, is ‘dear’ to Galen?


	And she’s coming to town? Here?!


	She’ll probably seduce Andy, too.


	Every last one of my doubts and fears came roaring back at full force. It was terrifying.


	“I just need a little space and fresh air. Thank you for a wonderful evening, though,” I said, taking the leash from Andy’s hand and practically running out the door, possibly giving away the fact that my leg was not the problem.


	Alone out on the sidewalk, I stopped, looked up at the night sky, and took a long breath. Then another. And another. I let myself feel the cold evening air, neither crossing my arms nor pulling out my wrap to prevent it. I needed some physical sensation to subdue the sheer panic Lauren’s name had induced.


	I stood there for a good minute before noticing the people everywhere. I was surrounded. Goblins, presidents, witches, and every last version of scantily clad domestic help lurched past me. It was like a carnival. Unexpectedly, I laughed out loud, laughed at myself. I’d been so focused on my own internal drama that I hadn’t even noticed where I was, floating in a sea of fun, flirty, bold outrageousness. This energy could transform me if I let it. Thoughts of Lauren, Tripp and even Andy began to recede as I focused on the colors, sounds, and ecstatic faces. I was okay. Everything was okay. I started walking toward home.


	“Alex, hold on,” Andy called from somewhere behind me.


	When he caught up, he threw his jacket around my shoulders and matched his pace to mine.


	“Are you crazy? It’s gotta be forty degrees out here.” We kept walking, our stride much faster than the ghouls around us. “So, nice excuse with the leg and all. But I’m guessing from the pace that’s not the reason for your sprint out the door.”


	I almost told him about Lauren and Tripp, but I just couldn’t do it. Why did I feel so much shame and embarrassment, when I was the one who’d been faithful? I just couldn’t handle Andy knowing I’d be left for someone else. I remained quiet.


	“Alright then. We’ll just keep going with the leg story. Give me that.” He took back Billy’s leash and then scooped me into his arms, Superman-style. “If the leg’s that bad, you definitely shouldn’t be walking home.”


	For an instant, I gave in to longing, and curled into the warmth of his body. But being in his arms, as right as it felt, made me feel so vulnerable, I thought I might just float away. Once again, I froze in defense.


	“Andy put me down!”


	“Nope,” he said, and kept right on walking.


	“Andy, I mean it. You have to stop. I can’t do this. You said my lead and you’re not letting me lead!” I said in frustrated desperation.


	Andy stopped and let me down. I brushed myself off.


	“Thank you,” I said firmly, although my legs were shaking.


	“It was just a ride home. Nothing more.”


	“You know that’s not true. Even Galen and Marco think we’re a couple.”


	“And why is that so bad?” he asked.


	“Because I can’t think when I’m around you. It feels too fast.”


	“Alex, right now, it’s just a friendship. I know you’re divorced and things have been rough, but that doesn’t mean you can’t live your life.” Divorced. It sounded so ugly. I pictured some silicone-inflated woman with permanently pursed lips, arguing with a maître-d’ about whether her teacup poodle could have a place setting. “I’m not asking you to marry me. I just want to get to know you.”


	I felt silly and ashamed. But to me, it felt like a big deal. “Andy, I’m trying desperately to get to know myself again. And it’s extremely slow going.”


	“It should come naturally.”


	I could hear exasperation creeping into his voice.


	“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.


	“Alex, I like you. I like being around you, talking to you. That’s it.” There was no agenda, no airs, no games.


	I softened.


	“Can we just go slowly? Enjoy our friendship?” I asked.


	He didn’t say anything for a while, but watched the people streaming past us.


	“Friendship.” He sighed. “Sure, Oregon.”


	He slung his arm across my shoulder, and we walked, side-by-side, toward my apartment in silence.


	Finally, I spoke.


	“So. How is it that you know Galen so well?”


	He looked over at me and smiled.


	“We did a project together. My kids—remember the two hundred children I had with various women in the Bay Area? They’re participants in a grant-funded program to get inner city kids closer to the land. Galen raised thousands of dollars for us through donation classes. He’s a great guy.”


	Once we were on a side street, we slowed to a stroll, and the rest of our conversation was easy—yoga, surfing, a general debriefing of our dinner. The strain had dissipated, and thankfully, Lauren didn’t come up again. When we reached my building, Andy stopped and said, “Well, Madonna, rest up and get those stems back in working order.”


	“I will.” I handed him his coat. “Thanks.”


	“And Alex?” Andy asked as I opened the front door.


	“Yes?”


	“You do look very pretty. In a friend kind of way.”


	I smiled and tried to receive the compliment.


	“Thanks. And you look totally rad.”


	He laughed.


	“Goodnight, Oregon.”


	“Hey, Andy?”


	“Yep?” he looked at me.


	“Please don’t stop calling.”


	“‘Course not. I’ve got something planned for you.”


	“What?” I smiled at him quizzically.


	He shoved his hands into his pockets and shrugged.


	“You’ll see,” he said with a grin, then slipped off into the night.
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	(4 months, 10 days)


	

	On Wednesday after Halloween, Andy texted me.


	
		Free Sunday?

	
		Hot fudge or banana split? I wrote back.

	
		Ha. Dress warmly. Pick you up at 10.




	The morning of our adventure, I was making breakfast when he called. I left my eggs cooking and went to grab the phone.


	“Morning, Andy,” I said cheerfully.


	“What, no scratchy morning voice? I thought I’d be your wake-up call.”


	I loved the way everything he said came out kind, warm, and slightly funny. I sat on the edge of my bed, imagining him in his garden, strong arms lifting bags of soil.


	Be open to what the universe offers you.


	Open. I would try open. No controlling. No resisting.


	“Nope. Been up for hours. Between Billy and Simon, I rarely sleep past six,” I said. “Oh, and to clarify, Simon is my boss, not my new boyfriend.”


	“Glad to know I haven’t been passed over for Simon.”


	“Actually, I’m surprised you don’t know him, Mr. Mayor.”


	“If it’s Simon Schwartz, then I do. But only because he’s a local hero. The work he’s doing is incredible.”


	“Well I can’t wait to tell him he’s got a fan club.” I was lying on my bed now, thoroughly enjoying our conversation, when I smelled smoke. “Shoot! My eggs!” I ran into the kitchen, phone still to my ear. I grabbed my only dishtowel and lifted the smoking pan and charred eggs into the sink.


	“Everything alright over there?” Andy asked.


	“Yes, except I just burned my last two eggs, and I’m starving.”


	“So let’s get breakfast. I’ll come get you,” he said.


	“I promise that wasn’t a ploy to get you to feed me again.”


	“Sure it wasn’t. I’ll be there in fifteen. Just finishing up at the greenhouse.” What time did he start working? “Do you like the Cottage?” he asked.


	“Never been. But it sounds fine.” I was suddenly nervous.


	“Alright, see you in a few.”


	“Great,” I said casually.


	I hung up and sprinted to the shower, glancing at the Cartier clock which now graced the back of the toilet. No time for the water to warm up: I jumped in, gasped, shampooed, conditioned, and shaved before it even got lukewarm. I toweled myself off like Billy after a bath, whipped a brush through my hair, and began rummaging for mascara.


	Prior to Tripp, I rarely wore makeup, although Haley would press me to use hers when we’d go out in New York. It made me feel strange, like I was someone else entirely, and it never looked right. Haley’s application was flawless, however. She appeared airbrushed when she was done, her piercing blue eyes electrified. I think when I married Tripp, I hoped that make-up would conceal the “naturally pretty” farm girl that failed to turn heads in New York. All it did was make me itchy.


	I left my mascara in the drawer, and threw on a t-shirt, jeans and a cozy wool turtleneck. One last glance in the mirror to put my hair in a ponytail, and . . . I looked like me. I made my bed, cleaned the egg pan, and sat in Andy’s camping chair. Then I stood. And sat. Then I stood again. I looked at my phone. It had been twenty-two minutes since he called. I grabbed Be Here Now off my nightstand and settled back into the chair.


	The essence of contentment is stillness.


	Hm.


	I threw the book onto the bed, crossed my legs, closed my eyes, and noticed my heart beat. Then my breath.


	Inhale. Exhale.


	I am not my thoughts.


	I am not my feelings.


	I am peace.


	“Bzzzz!”


	I was on my feet before the doorbell had stopped.


	This is why meditation requires a cave in the Himalayas. No buzzers, no hot guys.


	I gave Billy a head scratch and headed downstairs. He’d been out earlier, so hopefully he’d be okay ’til I got home.


	I opened the door and felt a rush of cold air on my wet hair. Andy was getting out of his truck.


	“Morning, Oregon. Lookin’ good.”


	I blushed. “Must have been the shower. I’m pretty sure the only time you’ve ever seen me clean was when I was dressed as someone else.”


	“Amazing what a shower can do. Actually, now that you mention it, you weren’t really that cute the last few times I saw you.” He opened the passenger side door. “Where’s Billy?”


	“He’s upstairs. Don’t worry; he’s got water. He’ll be fine.” I did feel bad leaving him without knowing how long I’d be gone.


	“We can’t leave Billy. Give me your keys. I’ll grab him.”


	I waited while Andy ran upstairs and returned with a very waggly Billy. All three of us jumped into the truck. The sun was bright and both windows were open. Billy settled himself on Andy’s lap.


	“Are you okay driving with him like that?” I asked.


	“Sure.” He looked down at Billy before pulling away from the curb. “Just make yourself at home, one-eared Bill.”


	I smiled to myself. Both windows were open, and as the truck picked up speed, I closed my eyes. Enjoying the wind on my face, I no longer felt nervous, injured, or awkward.


	I’m not sure how long we drove, but when we pulled into the parking lot of the Cottage, I didn’t recognize anything. We had clearly left the city, as trees towered above us and acres of green hills rolled in all directions. The restaurant was nestled into the landscape and had very few neighbors. I thought of my parent’s ranch and felt homesick.


	“This place is amazing,” I said.


	Andy walked around to my door and opened it. He reached out his hand.


	“Yeah. It’s one of my favorites. All locally grown and raised. Tim, the chef, is a good friend of mine.”


	“Who isn’t a good friend of yours?” I asked playfully.


	“I’m lucky to know some great folks.” He opened the door to the restaurant for me. “Bill, be back in a few,” he called toward the truck. We were taken straight to our table even though the restaurant was full.


	“I’m just gonna say a quick hello to Tim. Be right back?” he asked.


	“Sure. Right here if you need backup.”


	He smiled at me, then turned toward the swinging kitchen door. I watched him walk away and found myself back on the roller coaster. Did I have the courage to go for it? I loved being with him. It was easy and comfortable. And his eyes and smile were making it impossible not to imagine what it might be like to kiss him. I looked around, trying to get back to the moment, back to the here and now.


	The restaurant was elegant but rustic, its windows and trim faded and chipped. The tableware was substantial and beautiful, as a perfect farmhouse place setting should be. There were carved roosters, horseshoes, and dried herbs on the wall, very similar to the kitchen of my childhood. Both of my parents believed we should grow as much of our food as possible at home, and the first responsibility they awarded me was the herb garden. Mom would take me out back to wander through the rows, picking small bunches of fragrant scrub and pointing out the defining features of each. Then she’d roll them between her fingers and place them under my nose, saying smell is the best way to experience the power of an herb.


	When Andy returned, he brought with him a fit guy with a buzz cut, who couldn’t have been older than twenty-two.


	“Alex, this is the famous Tim Donnelly.”


	Tim beamed at me.


	“Hi, nice to meet you,” I stood and extended my hand. “Is this your restaurant?”


	He looked confused and glanced at Andy who shook his head.


	“Yep,” Tim replied.


	Andy jumped in, saying, “Alex had some trouble with her eggs this morning, so if you wouldn’t mind showing her how it’s done . . . ”


	Tim laughed.


	“I’ll see what I can do. In fact, I should probably head back in there. Good seeing you, man. Nice to finally meet you, Alex.”


	“You, too.”


	Finally meet me? Andy was talking about me? 


	He sat down and opened his menu.


	“So my theory’s always been that once you have a farm fresh egg, you won’t ever go back. But I know you had your own chickens growing up, and I’ve seen what’s in your fridge now. So I’m thinking you’ve disproved my theory.”


	It was sad but true. I’d grown up eating homegrown veggies and eggs from our own coop. My family’s self-sufficiency had been a source of pride. But after I married Tripp, I paid no attention to any of our food sources. I was too busy trying to keep up. Keep up with the parties, the fashion, the gossip. Not to mention keeping up Tripp’s interest.


	“Yeah, well, when you’ve got the chickens, sure, but living in the city, sometimes you just have to go for convenience.” It felt like a big lie, given the only thing my mother ever hoped I would learn was that small choices mattered. Small choices add up to big change.


	“Well, then Miss Convenience, we might have to make a detour today.”


	“Where are we going, by the way?” I put down my menu and took a sip of water.


	“I thought I’d give you a tour of life outside Marin.”


	“I’ve seen areas outside Marin,” I protested. But the truth was I hadn’t. Tripp and I had been to Napa for wine tasting, Tahoe for ‘camping,’ and Palo Alto for ball games. But I really didn’t know much else about Northern California. “But I guess if a tour is in order, you’re the one for the job. You seem to know everyone and everything in this city.” The waitress placed a steaming blueberry scone and some fresh-squeezed orange juice in front of me. “Which reminds me, how do you know Simon?”


	“I don’t know him personally. I read an article about his idea for a mobile rescue truck. Sounds like a cool guy. I keep meaning to shoot him an email; his address was right there in the Stanford Review. But now you can introduce us.” He smiled and put his napkin on his lap.


	“Did you go to Stanford?” I choked on a piece of the scone. He handed me my water.


	“I did. Still do. I’m working on my dissertation, and I do some teaching here and there.” I looked at him. Sandy hair, tan, perfect teeth, eyes that crinkled when he smiled. He was a like an Abercrombie model in farm clothes that got thrown in the dryer—which made him not just appealing and approachable, but intensely sexy, too. I tried to imagine him as a teacher. How did anyone concentrate? And a dissertation? Every time I thought I had a handle on who Andy was, he threw something new at me. And then there was the obvious freak out—Tripp and the Edwards—I prayed he had never heard of them. But their name was everywhere at Stanford, so I knew that was impossible. I felt my two worlds colliding in slow motion.


	I took a deep breath.


	“So what’s your dissertation on?” Maybe I could just pretend I was never affiliated with the Edwards. Why would they ever come up?


	“My Ph.D. is in biodynamic urban agriculture.”


	“My parents would love you,” I said without thinking. He smiled, and I quickly looked down at my menu. “Yeah, well, salt-of-the-earth type folks, that’s what y’all are,” I said in my best backwoods-of-Oregon accent. “I think they wondered what happened to me for a little while there. Now, I wonder what happened to me.”


	“You’re just trying things on to see what fits, Alex. Everyone does it.”


	“I don’t get the sense that you did, although I still know very little about you,” I said, tucking a few damp strands of hair behind my ear.


	“I thought I’d let you get to know me first. Not the Ph.D. candidate.”


	“I’m talking about background, Andy. Where you grew up, siblings, favorite superhero?”


	He laughed.


	“Are we gonna do this? You want the interview now? Alright. Here you go. Born and raised in D.C.—”


	“D.C.! Really? I never would have guessed D.C. Seattle, maybe, if it had to be a city, but D.C.?”


	“Is that all you needed?”


	“No, no. Keep going. I promise I won’t interrupt.”


	The waitress arrived with two plates of the most perfect Eggs Florentine that I had ever seen. Andy took a bite and continued.


	“My mom was a civil rights attorney, and my dad was into sustainable building, a little ahead of the game. I have a sister, Janie, who still lives there. She took over the firm when our mom retired. Her kids go to the same school we attended. She keeps the hometown fires burning for me.”


	Mom, dad, sister. D.C. Stanford. Ph.D. Civil Rights. Sustainability.


	“You okay?” he asked. “You’ve got that stunned deer thing going on again.”


	“No. I mean yes. I’m fascinated. My homeless apple peddler has suddenly become a Stanford Grad with radical parents and an actual home. I’m just trying to adjust.”


	“A homeless apple peddler, huh? Why’d you call me, if that’s what you thought?” He leaned forward and looked at me, holding my gaze until I wasn’t sure where I was. My stomach was in my throat.


	Trust the Universe.


	He laughed and broke the spell. I wondered what it would be like to feel so comfortable all the time.


	I sipped my orange juice and said casually, “Why did I call you? I needed help with my bed. Remember?”


	“Ah, your bed. Yes. I remember,” he was looking straight into my eyes again. “And am I mistaken, or is Alex Greene finally starting to flirt with me?”


	“Why? Are you flirting with me?” I asked.


	“Well, that all depends, Alex. Am I the homeless apple peddler, or the Stanford grad? And are you the diamond-clad Marin divorcee, or the Oregon cowgirl?” That word, divorcee.


	“Cowgirl, definitely,” I said, realizing the significance of this acknowledgement.


	“Okay, then yes, I’m definitely flirting.”


	My heart jumped around under my sweater. What was happening here?


	“Okay, lighten up. You’d think I just told you the place was on fire.” Andy sat back and patted his still-flat, well-defined abs. “I am a little beyond satisfied. Tim is one hell of a chef.” Phew, he changed the subject. I put my napkin on the table and slid my chair back to stand.


	“We outta here already?” he asked, looking up at me.


	I sat back down. “Oh, sorry. I thought you were done. Do you want to stay?”


	What was wrong with me? Scratch that. I knew exactly what was wrong with me. I had no idea what to do with the feelings that were threatening to surface, and I was fixing to outrun them.


	“No, I’m good. Let’s get you out to Drake’s.”


	We stood and walked out to the truck. He opened my door, and we were both greeted by wet, snuffly Billy kisses.


	“Alright, buddy, move over, enough kisses,” I said, scratching behind his ear. I felt better instantly.


	“Lucky dog.” Andy rubbed Billy’s head as he climbed behind the wheel.


	“Oh wait, Andy. I don’t think we paid,” I said, bending over to find my wallet in the bag at my feet. I felt the truck moving. “Andy, hold on,” I said, my head pretty much under the seat. The truck went faster. I sat up, my hair everywhere, and looked at him.


	“It’s all set, crazy woman.”


	“Really? Oh, well, thank you for breakfast. It was delicious.” Did Tim pick up the bill?


	“You got it. Now promise me something?”


	“Yessss?” I drew it out to make it clear that I was wary.


	“No more store-bought eggs, Oregon.” He put his arm around me and pulled me close to him.


	“No more store-bought eggs,” I pledged, sliding across the seat to fit under the crook of his arm.


	We drove like that the entire way to wherever Andy was taking me. I wanted to hear more about his family, so he described a couple of his mother’s famous cases and a building that his dad built using termite ingenuity to create a natural ventilation system. I relaxed, stopped thinking. And really listened. Then I told him about our ranch, Dad’s art, and even a little about New York. At one point, I turned over his hand, which was dangling over my shoulder and attempted to read his palm. When we finally rolled up the long gravel driveway, all my awkwardness and doubt had disappeared. I was completely present: there was only Andy, Billy, and the beautiful expanse of land in front of us.


	“This is incredible.”


	We leaned against the front of the truck, staring out at the rolling hills as Billy chased squirrels and leapt at falling leaves.


	“Billy seems to think so.” Andy grabbed a stick. “Get it, boy.” He launched the stick so far I could barely see it, and Billy took off running.


	“So what is this?” I scanned the landscape.


	A small, dilapidated farmhouse stood off to the left in the distance. Its white shingles were faded and chipped, its porch warped and slightly lopsided. A few rusty hoppers and seed drills were scattered around the property. Everything was overgrown, so it was clearly not a working farm; but it was beautiful in its wildness.


	Andy walked around to the back of the truck and grabbed an old Pendleton blanket. I laughed, remembering the last picnic blanket I’d sprawled on.


	“What’s so funny?” he asked as we walked toward a tall tree in front of the house.


	“The last picnic blanket I sat on was cashmere, that’s all.”


	He gaped at me with amused, incredulous eyes.


	“The cowgirl prefers wool,” I assured him.


	Andy spread the blanket, and we lay on our backs, side by side, watching the leaves blow in the breeze. I couldn’t remember the last time I had felt such contentment.


	“So, what is this?” I asked again, not really caring as long as I never had to leave.


	“This is my dream.” Andy had his hands behind his head and his feet crossed. His tan skin peeked out between his jeans and t-shirt. “What do you think?”


	“I think it’s amazing. What do you want to do with it?” I turned toward him and propped myself up on my elbow.


	“Not much really. A little weeding, a little planting.”


	I nudged him with my knee. “Come on. Seriously.”


	“Seriously. This farm has been in the Drake family for a century. They’ve never poisoned the soil with toxic fertilizers or pesticides. They tilled and hand-planted every last inch of this place.”


	I looked around. From the looks of things, it hadn’t worked out so well for the Drakes, but I didn’t want to rain on Andy’s dream. So I just said, “Hm.”


	“Peter Drake refused to sell out when farmers started planting commodity crops in order to survive. He salvaged enough money to keep the land, but he couldn’t keep the farm going. Now he lives in Idaho with his daughter.”


	“Why hasn’t he just sold it?” I watched the rise and fall of his breath. It was as peaceful as watching the leaves.


	“Doesn’t want it in the wrong hands. I talked to him about buying it once, but I couldn’t afford it at that point. And I’m not sure I’d fully proven myself to him, anyway.” Andy rolled toward me and propped himself up on his elbow, his eyes on mine. It was suddenly so silent that I wondered if I had fallen asleep and was now dreaming. As his face moved toward mine, I wanted nothing more than to kiss him, to believe that this was all that there was, to bury myself in the warm scent of earth and soap. But as soon as I felt his breath across my lips, suddenly I was sitting up with my back to him. Andy was quiet for a minute. Then he spoke.


	“I can’t do this, Alex.” He was on his back again, hands behind his head, looking up at the sky, same position as before. I looked at him for a moment and could have screamed. He was so beautiful that I had to look away. I couldn’t risk caving into my desire. He was too important to me, and this—kissing him—would ruin it. He’d eventually leave me, just as Tripp had. And that I couldn’t bear.


	“You don’t want me, Andy. Trust me. I’m completely lost.”


	“Alex, I can decide for myself what I want and don’t want.” The frustration in his voice took me by surprise. “I’ve wanted to kiss you all day. And it sure seemed to me that you wanted the same. There is nothing complicated about it. So don’t make it complicated.” A red-tailed hawk coasted on a current high above us.


	“Andy, I’m sorry, so sorry, about these mixed messages. I just . . . Please, just be my friend.”


	He sighed and turned his head toward me, leafy shadows moving across his face.


	“Okay, then. Still friends. See, you are fully aware of what you want.” He looked back up at the sky then closed his eyes.


	Then why am I saying the exact opposite?


	Quietly, I started to cry. I felt Andy’s hand around my upper arm. He pulled me back down beside him. My head rested in the crook between his shoulder and his arm. My whole body was quivering.


	“You’re gonna be okay,” he said.


	He reached over with his free arm and stroked Billy who lay peacefully beside him. I closed my eyes and listened to the breeze, overwhelmed by the longing in my heart. When Andy finally turned his head toward me, I was pressed against him, trying to ignore the dropping temperature.


	“What do you say we head back?” he murmured without making any attempt to get up. I looked up at him, very aware of the proximity of our lips once again.


	“Okay,” I said, although it was the last thing in the world I wanted to do. I was afraid that once we left this magical place, we would never come back. But Andy light-heartedly pulled me up as if nothing had changed between us, and he put his arm around me, same as always, when we walked to back to the truck. He started the ignition, and Billy hopped into his lap.


	“Hey, if we really are just friends, do you mind pitching in for gas since you freeloaded breakfast?”


	“Oh. Oh yeah, of course,” I said, reaching down again for my purse.


	“Alex, I’m kidding.” He laughed and turned up the radio, glancing over with a little smile.


	We got back to the Mission just before sunset, stopping first at a roadside farm stand for a dozen eggs. Andy double parked in front of my apartment, got out with Billy, and came around to my side, once again offering to help me jump down.


	“Looks like that leg is alright, huh?”


	“Feels pretty good.” I didn’t want it to end. “Can you come up?”


	“I think I’ll pass.” My heart sank. “But I got something for you to think about. A fundraiser in March. Would you come with me?” He paused. “As a friend, of course.”


	“It’s only November. Don’t you want to wait ‘til it gets closer? You might meet someone . . . ” I couldn’t finish the thought.


	“Yeah, well, I’ll take my chances. You’re pretty good company and I’m guessing that won’t change.” We stood there looking at each other, and for a moment, I thought he might try to kiss me again. This time I would just let him. “Well, friend. The greenhouse calls. So, is that a yes?” I pulled the strap of my bag higher up on my shoulder and crossed my arms in front of my chest.


	“For the fundraiser?” I looked into his bright, brown eyes, which, for the first time, looked a little sad. I hugged my arms even tighter, trying to hold myself together. “Sure.”


	“March twenty-seventh. Put it on your calendar,” he said, shutting my door before walking around to the driver’s side. He paused and looked at me.


	“It’s been a pleasure, Oregon.”


	Then he hopped in and drove away.
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	“Honey, can you help me get this thing inside?”


	“But Nancy, I already bought a table, remember?” I was confused as to why petite five-foot-two Nancy would lug a card table across the bridge, into the city, and up three flights of stairs.


	“Now, Alex. You know how I love to entertain, and, well, it just wouldn’t be a proper dinner party without a place setting for each person. How many of us are there?” she asked, surveying my newly ‘upcycled interior.’ “And where on earth did you find all this fabulous décor?”


	“Seven,” I answered. “You, me, Jenny, Tucker, Galen, Marco, and Andy. And I’m glad you like the new look. Jenny and I combed every thrift store from here to Santa Cruz.” I was counting out the salad forks, imagining my mom doing the same. She had asked me to come home for Thanksgiving, but it felt important to spend this first holiday in my own home. I had never lived alone before, just me. Time to start my own traditions.


	“Well, it’s just lovely. Now about Andy. Tell me, tell me. Have you two given into your longing and done the deed?”


	“If you mean walking the dog together, ‘the deed’ has been done.” I picked up a bag of groceries from the floor by the door.


	“Darling, you know that is absolutely not what I’m talking about. I just don’t understand why two beautiful, vibrant beings so clearly drawn to one another—”


	“Okay, okay Nancy,” I waved my arms in surrender. “The only deed I can focus on right now is dinner, and you are the vibrant being I need for that. Get in here and save me!”


	“Just a few more things from my car. I’ll be right back, lamb.”


	Five minutes later, she was back, pulling out yet another gorgeous tablecloth from the small suitcase she called “a purse,” and then she was reaching in to retrieve a silver candelabra. She was like Mary Poppins with a Hermes handbag.


	“Voila!” she said, stepping back to admire. There was a moment of silence then she puffed out her cheeks, exhaling slowly. “Oh dear, these two tablecloths clash horribly.”


	“Nancy, look at the chairs!”


	With Andy’s truck for our salvage mission, Jenny and I had returned to my apartment with a farmhouse table and six random chairs. From white wicker to crushed red velvet to leopard print, the assortment screamed either ‘eclectic’ or ‘garage sale,’ depending on whose eyes were looking at them.


	“Sweetie, this melange has guts and character. It’s so you,” Nancy reassured me. She stopped to look at my portrait, which I’d moved to the mantle. “And I just can’t get enough of this. Look how your father captured the moment.” She got up close and peered into the painting. “Those eyes, Alex! Truly, they are the windows into your sweet little soul.” She turned and looked at me. “Okay, no more talking. I have one final run to make. Last time, I promise,” she said, pirouetting out of my apartment. A few minutes later, she returned with four bottles of wine and a vase of roses.


	“Whoa, Nancy, you spoil me!” I rushed over to assist her. “You’re amazing!” She smiled coyly. “But if you really love me, come help me in the kitchen,” I pleaded.


	Galen and Marco were the first to arrive, looking like movie stars: fit, radiant, and impossibly well-dressed. Then Jenny and Tucker appeared; I was a little disoriented to see them together in my small apartment, and not at the Tiburon Yacht Club’s mahogany bar.


	“Thanks for coming,” I said with a surge of angst that took me by surprise. Looking at Tucker made it impossible not to think of Tripp.


	“We wouldn’t have missed it,” he said. “Besides, Jenny tells me that there are a couple of big-time celebrities showing their faces tonight,” he said nodding toward the buff duo.


	“Tucker, shhh,” Jenny whispered with an affectionate push before leading him over to make introductions.


	My heart was pounding when Andy arrived, and he crossed the room to give me a kiss on the cheek. He was more dressed-up than I had ever seen him. A button-down, clean Levi’s, and his signature converse sneakers.


	“Lookin’ good, D.C.,” I said.


	He looked at me for a second. “And you . . . let me see . . . must have showered today?”


	“Yes, I even washed my hair,” I said, still finding my equilibrium after the impact of seeing him.


	“Great, then can I switch the place cards and sit next to you tonight? Looks like you’ve got some formal seating going on here,” he said, circling the table with his hands in his pockets.


	I laughed. “This is all Nancy.”


	“Yoo hoo, darling.” She peeked over the refrigerator door. “Help yourself to a canapé, then come help Aunt Nancy open this jar.” She smiled at me and winked.


	The poached salmon was almost done, and Nancy was sprinkling pine nuts on our endive salads. Galen and Marco brought two gorgeous loaves of sourdough bread; Jenny and Tucker had spent the afternoon perfecting his mom’s twice-baked potatoes. Now I watched from the hall as they playfully bickered about how long to broil them. Tucker finally kissed Jenny’s forehead and said, “You win.” I was reminded of my own parents, and couldn’t help but wonder if I would ever find that kind of love. They were friends, best friends. I glanced over at Andy. He caught me, and I looked away quickly.


	“I saw that, Oregon,” he called from the table.


	After a glass of wine and a few stuffed mushrooms courtesy of Nancy, Galen casually threw his arm around me and asked, “Can I help you get this delicious dinner to the table?”


	“I think it’s almost done. Let’s start bringing it out,” I agreed.


	We crouched side-by-side and peeked into the oven.


	“Oh, Marco, your favorite,” Galen called out. Then he lowered his voice and said, “He’ll do just about anything for those naughty potatoes.” I flashed back to my mad crush and laughed out loud.


	“What’s so funny?” Galen asked.


	“You two are so lovely,” I said, tipping my head in Marco’s direction.


	“As are you, sweet Alex. And I’m serious about those potatoes. Better grab some before you take them out there.”


	“Well, hopefully you don’t mind the overdose of butter and sour cream that my better half threw in. I thought you yogis were supposed to be really healthy eaters,” Tucker joked, giving Jenny’s ponytail a little tug.


	Nancy appeared in the tiny kitchen, crammed with half the party. She clapped her hands and directed everyone to their seats, ensuring that couples were separated. Galen and I were seated at opposite ends of the table.


	“Before we dive into this meal, I’d like to propose a toast,” Nancy announced, clinking the side of her wineglass with her salad fork. “To Alex,” she raised her glass, “whose strength, optimism, and discerning taste for antiques,” she caressed the red velvet flea market chair, “made it possible for all of us to come together and enjoy this meal tonight.”


	“To new friends,” Marco chimed in.


	“To insane yoga students,” Galen said with a smile, “and to the people who dragged them to class in the first place.” He looked at Jenny.


	“Okay, okay,” I said. “No really, it just feels good to do something for all of you. As a thank you. I am so thankful—grateful—for all of you.” Suddenly, I was overwhelmed by my love for every person at that table. Choking up, I sat back down.


	“You should see what happens if you mention Old Yeller,” Andy said to the table.


	“Out of context, FYI,” I smiled at Andy.


	“It’s the Cancer in you, girl,” said Marco, digging into the potatoes. “You’re a water sign. Let those tears flow!”


	“I think I’m a Gemini. Does that mean I don’t have an excuse?” I asked.


	“You’ve got Cancer in there somewhere. Just look at this gathering!”


	“Marco is an avid astrologer,” Galen explained.


	“How wonderful, Marco. Are you an intuitive, or do you need our birth dates?” Nancy took a sip of her wine then patted her lips with her napkin.


	“Nancy . . . ” Marco studied her. “You are a Leo!”


	Charmed, Nancy replied, “Right you are, Leo with Aquarius rising. Oooo. Try someone else. Andy.” Marco looked Andy slowly up and down. We all laughed.


	Andy whispered to me, “He’ll never get it,” his cheek nearly grazing mine.


	“Do you even know your sign?” I whispered back, unable to keep my eyes off his lips.


	“No idea.” He was looking straight ahead, but I swore his mouth moved closer to mine.


	“Andy is the archer, Sag, for sure,” Marco announced.


	“Is he right?” Jenny asked Andy.


	“Of course I’m right!” Marco jumped in. “A Sag sees possibility and pursues it. They’re teachers and adventurers. And they are beautifully idealistic.” He looked adoringly at Andy.


	“Aren’t there rising signs and houses and planets that need to be arranged?” Jenny asked. “The whole thing has always confused me.”


	“And you must be a Virgo.”


	“How did you do that?” Jenny asked.


	Galen chimed in, “Marco’s got a gift. I keep telling him to pursue it.”


	“Well, Marco, I have just the person for you to study with, if you so desire. Celestial Cedar. She reads my chart for me every six months.” Nancy said.


	“Can she predict market trends?” Tucker asked. Jenny smacked his shoulder lightly. “What? I’m serious.”


	“Don’t let him fool you. Tuck insisted we get our palms read on our honeymoon,” Jenny said.


	“Had to make sure this one wasn’t getting away.” He put his arm around Jenny and pulled her toward him.


	“I had my palm read once,” Andy said casually and then went back to eating. My heart rate picked up.


	“And?” Three people said in unison.


	Andy finished his bite and replied, “Can’t tell you. Won’t come true.”


	“That’s wishes, not fortune telling,” I teased, trying to shake the memory of holding his hand.


	“I’m not taking any chances,” Andy said with a smile. Two napkins flew in his direction and he ducked.


	Nancy went on to describe her most recent past-life regression therapy, and the rest of us tried to predict what or whom we may have been, if there was a life before this one. Andy was sure I had been a dog.


	After dinner, I was clearing plates to make room for dessert when Galen announced, “I noticed that not everyone in this room is signed up for Lauren’s workshop in January.” My grip tightened.


	“I am, love,” Marco said, reaching across the table. “I, for one, can’t wait. I’m hooked after her incredible weekend retreat in Santa Barbara. She’s so amazing. She’s almost as fabulous as you are, Nancy.”


	Oh, please, not again.


	“Well, thank you darling.” She cleared her throat. “I do plan to attend,” Nancy said softly with a small nod. She looked at me with loving, apologetic eyes.


	Nancy was signed up for Lauren’s workshop? I felt the color rise in my neck. I felt thoroughly confused. Hurt? Betrayed? Abandoned? I took a deep breath and looked around the table. Everyone was smiling, laughing, and talking. These were my friends. I didn’t have to make this about me. Nancy loved me. If she wanted to go, she should go. I would remain supportive and unaffected—at least on the outside.


	Learn to respond, rather than react.


	“What about you, Jenny?” Galen asked.


	Tucker spoke up. “It’s written in hot pink on our calendar.” Jenny shot him a look.


	I felt dizzy. Nancy was one thing, but having them both go . . . My silence must have given me away, because Jenny stood up and started clearing with me. When she was next to me, she whispered, “I was going to tell you. I actually think you should sign up too. It might help you let go of that anger you’re holding onto.”


	I checked to make sure Andy and Tucker were still engrossed in conversation then whispered back, “Jenny, of course I’m still angry.” I had the right to be angry, the right to avoid my ex and his girlfriend. And although I knew it was wrong to expect my friends to avoid them too, I did anyway. Another deep breath.


	I am not my thoughts.


	“Alex, look around. You’re so much more at home now than when you were with Tripp. In a way, the whole thing set you free.” There was obvious truth to what she was saying, but I still couldn’t let go of feeling betrayed.


	My feelings are not facts.


	“What are you guys talking about down there? You’re looking awfully serious,” Marco interrupted.


	“Us? Nothing. Nothing,” I replied, urging Jenny toward the kitchen with a little jerk of my head.


	“Wait, Alex. Does that mean you’re on board? We’ve even convinced Tucker and Andy to do the workshop!” proclaimed Galen. “I really think you especially would love working with Lauren. She burns brightly, like you.” He smiled. Jenny disappeared into the bathroom; everyone else was looking at me.


	I wanted to scream the truth: that I had been played, abandoned, and out-yogi-ed, left for someone more beautiful and enlightened. But when I looked at Galen and Marco, I saw excitement and happiness, pride and appreciation. Who was I to ruin it, with my insecurities and tragic story? So I forced a smile and simply said, “Sure, I’ll go.” I would just pretend to be sick when the time came, easy as that. I couldn’t imagine anything worse than seeing Andy in downward dog with Lauren “adjusting” him.


	Galen whooped, and Marco gave me a high-five, exclaiming, “Four hours of yoga, girl. We can do it!”


	Andy stood up, gathered some plates, and followed me into the kitchen where Jenny stood at the sink.


	“Here, Alex. You better wash the Limoges. I’ll go get the rest.” She smiled at us and walked out.


	“So what’s up with you and Gates?” Andy asked, scraping the remains of dinner into a Tupperware container. I knew by now that he used just about every leftover morsel for his compost bins.


	“Nothing, really.” I lied. “It’s just I’m trying to heal this leg so I can get back onto my mat, you know? I’m not ready for any kind of workshop yet.” I prayed he hadn’t heard my brief conversation with Jenny. As close as we’d become, I still couldn’t bring myself to explain all the embarrassing details about my divorce, especially given that my entire dinner party worshipped the woman Tripp left me for.


	“Gotcha,” he said. “So why don’t I just give you a workshop right here in your kitchen? Watch this.” He attempted some nonexistent pose, pressed his hands together and said, “Now, breeeathe into the space around your eyeballs.”


	I laughed and Billy started barking.


	“What’s going on in here, you two?” Jenny had come back with more dishes.


	“Oh nothing, I’m just prepping Alex for the workshop,” Andy said as he squeezed past us with an apple pie and carton of ice cream.


	“See what that man will do to make you smile?” she whispered with delight.


	I looked up from the sink of warm, sudsy water and gave her a guilty grin.


	“I know you’re right, Jenny. It’s just—”


	I was interrupted by the unpleasant, atonal drone of my buzzer, which cut through the roar of conversation.


	“I didn’t know we were expecting anyone else,” I heard Nancy comment. “Alex, shall I get the door?” she called.


	I came in from the kitchen wiping my hands on my apron, but before I could open my mouth to answer, the door flew open, and a mane of blonde hair, followed by no fewer than six pieces of rainbow-colored Louis Vuitton luggage, filled the front hall.


	Haley? “Alex!” she cried, throwing a purse, cell phone, and pink leopard dog carrier onto my couch like she’d been here a million times. She ran over and hugged me. “Here you are! Do you know what it took for me to track you down? I’m in the middle of a MAJOR CRISIS, and I need you. I’ve been texting you all day.” She seemed oblivious to the room full of strangers staring at her. An unusually small teacup Yorkie was shivering at her heels. Billy ran over to investigate and began barking wildly.


	“You have a dog, Haley?” I called over the racket.


	“Of course. You know Bitzi. Karl bought her for me right after I moved in,” she replied. “Anyway, isn’t she adorable?” She reached down to stroke the poor straggly little thing.


	“Is that a fur vest Bitzi is wearing?” Galen asked in disbelief from across the room.


	“Well, I heard that San Francisco doesn’t have quite the sunny beach weather I had hoped,” Haley replied defensively, scooping Bitzi up. She thrust out her hand and began introducing herself. “I don’t believe we’ve met. Haley, Haley Hamilton, Alex’s best friend,” she said, scanning the room and batting her eyelashes at all the men, even the two who were holding hands.


	Andy looked amused. “Alex’s best friend Haley. Welcome to San Francisco. Want some ice cream with your pie?” he asked, holding up an ice-cream scooper.


	I hadn’t mentioned Haley to Andy, I was sure of it.


	“No thanks, I’m really watching my figure. Given my current situation, it’s essential,” she replied demurely while looking Andy up and down and taking a step closer. “Things went south between my husband and me, not unlike this one here,” she said, pointing at me from across the room. “So Alex, a little tight in here, no? Where’s my bed?” She laughed.


	The rest of my company still hadn’t moved.


	“Hey, Nancy, would you mind giving me a hand with the pie?” Andy urged, still smiling.


	She hadn’t said a word. I had never seen Nancy so quiet.


	Meanwhile, Haley walked around the room, like a decorator assessing a new job.


	“So, Al, I’m actually thrilled. You know me, I always look at the silver lining, and the diamond in this mess is that we get to live together again!”


	I’m pretty sure I turned sheet white.


	“Wait, Haley, what?”


	Quiet conversation had started again at the table, but I watched everyone steal glances at Haley and me. She was sitting on my bed now, checking out the label on my comforter.


	“Alex, I needed a change, and I knew being around you would make me feel so much better. I texted you, but you never responded.”


	“Haley, it’s Thanksgiving. I haven’t looked at my phone all day.” I gestured helplessly to her luggage. “I have to admit, I’m pretty shocked that you moved everything out here without even—”


	“That’s not everything. The large bags are being delivered after the holiday weekend.”


	I thought she was traveling awfully light for Haley. Of the six designer bags she’d flung into my apartment moments ago, not one was larger than a watermelon. I remembered each and every one of them. Haley had picked up a second job and saved for a year so she could buy her first bag from that candy-colored collection. It was a small duffel that had cost her $1,800. When it arrived in the mail, she cared for it like newborn baby. She named him Louis One, buffed him nightly and even slept with him on her bedside table. It didn’t take her long after getting engaged to accumulate the rest of her collection.


	I was speechless. There once was a time when all I wanted was Haley’s acknowledgement and admiration, but now I felt her draining me instantly. It was like she had sucked all the air out of the room. I still had no idea what to do about it. I looked at Haley, suddenly with very different eyes.


	Be kind in word and deed.


	Trust your path.


	Was Haley my path?


	Okay, here goes . . .


	I grabbed Andy’s camping chair and pulled it up to the table. “Well you’re just in time. Come join us. I want you to meet my friends,” I said.


	She tilted her head and puckered her lips. “Aww, Allie, you’re so sweet. But if you don’t mind, I’d rather take that leopard print chair over there.” She pointed to my seat, the one next to Andy. “This one seems awfully low to the ground.” And with that she sashayed over to Andy, sat down, poured a glass of wine, and turned to him, saying, “So, where are you from?”


	I sat down in the camping chair, my head barely clearing the table.


	***


	Somehow, I made it through dessert. Haley’s interest in Andy was unnerving, and she dominated the conversation with tales about Karl and her other New York friends, each one more outrageous than the last. I remembered how we once loved to gossip, but now it felt shallow and mean. Jenny and Nancy had both grown quiet, and I worried that they were judging me for her behavior. If it weren’t for Andy, Galen and Marco, it could have been really uncomfortable, but they thought she was hilarious. Andy laughed easily, which egged her on, and Galen and Marco talked about their own colorful experiences in New York.


	Finally, the evening was over. Jenny and Tucker went off to her parents for “round two of dessert,” while the boys headed out to meet friends at The End Up. Andy left for the greenhouse, having declined Haley’s invitation to grab a drink downtown. Nancy and I now cleaned the kitchen while Haley screamed into her phone; Karl had called.


	Nancy reached up to put the salt and pepper away and whispered, “Darling, you have your hands full here. You say she’s a close friend?”


	“Well, yes,” I said self-consciously. “She’s like family. I’ve known her forever.”


	“Apparently it is your time for a lesson in boundaries, dear girl, because over there is one of your greatest teachers.” She rinsed the creamer and nodded toward Haley.


	“What can I do, Nancy? She needs me,” I said, covering the pie with foil.


	“Boundaries aren’t for isolation, they’re for containment. Just keep deepening your roots, darling.” She dried the counter, hung the dishtowel, took my face in her warm hands and said, “Call me tomorrow.” Then she was gone, and I was left with Haley.


	Haley, my ‘best friend’ who felt like a stranger.
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	(5 months, 19 days)


	

	I couldn’t believe it.


	We were living together again.


	Every morning, the sight of Haley sprawled in silk pajamas across a Roche-Bobois futon confirmed this was not a dream. She’d purchased it day two and had it delivered before noon. (“My first Black Friday purchase of the year!”) Now, two weeks later, she looked right at home, a facemask perched over her nose and dual sound machines humming it out on either side of her. It was a Saturday morning, my day off, and I groaned at the thought of spending it with Haley rehashing her New York days. Hoping for a little inspired patience, I grabbed Eckhart Tolle’s The Power of Now. I had barely opened the book when Haley stretched and meowed.


	“Mmmm. So what’s on the agenda today, Al? A little Christmas shopping?” She flipped the covers back, exposing her perfectly electrolyzed legs. I couldn’t help but look down at my own. Yep. Euphoria Spa was a distant memory.


	I looked back at my book. It felt like Haley was slowly draining the life out of me. For days, I’d been encouraging her to find some sort of job, even a volunteer position. I promised that work would revitalize her; although the truth was that my motives were entirely selfish. I needed her to have something to do. She wanted to spend all of my non-working hours together, and although part of me loved to be needed, especially by Haley, I now had zero time to myself and was going slightly insane.


	“Allie, are you reading another touchy-feely book? Listen. I am here now, and I am starving now, so get that tight ass in the shower and let’s go eat breakfast. I was thinking Amanda’s Kitchen.” I could buy ten of the Mission’s best burritos for the price of Amanda’s toast.


	“Haley, I told you. I can hardly afford this apartment. I can’t eat at places like Amanda’s.” I stood and walked to the bathroom, grateful for the lock. I could still hear her through the door.


	“Oh, please, Alex, you need to live a little. Didn’t you get child support or something from the divorce?”


	I could hear her filing her nails. I sat on the toilet and took deep breaths.


	“Haley, I don’t have kids. Why would I get child support?” I rubbed my temples.


	“You know what I mean. Alimony or whatever. I mean, the Edwards family is loaded. I hope you didn’t let them off easy, especially since he obviously found someone else.”


	Ouch. I hadn’t told Haley about Lauren.


	Let it go.


	“That’s the one thing that makes my split with Karl such a no-brainer. I know I’ll be taken care of. More than taken care of. I just have to be patient and wait for him to realize that he was out of his league and made a mistake. Don’t worry; some other girl will throw herself at him in about two seconds. He’ll ask me for a divorce and then make it up to me with a spectacular settlement. I know it sounds awful, Allie, but you know it’s true: the cheerleader and the chess player—it just doesn’t work.”


	I opened the bathroom door and looked at her. It did sound awful. Was she suggesting it was Karl’s fault that their marriage hadn’t worked? She never accepted him for who he was; instead, she hid his pleated pants and sweater vests, and harassed him to cut his hair and work out. She’d always been intolerant of awkward guys. Why was she surprised by the challenges of living with one? Was this how Tripp talked about me, that I was ‘out of my league’? I leapt to Karl’s defense.


	“I don’t think that’s fair, Haley. Karl adored you. He tried to be everything you asked him to be. Plus you’d crush anyone in chess,” Irritated, I closed the door again. “Why do you always hide your intelligence, anyway? It’s sneaky.”


	“I don’t hide it. I just use it for things other than chess. Like the situation with Karl for example, which, come to think of it, I played a lot like chess. Besides, my mom always said to marry someone who loves you more than you love him. In Karl’s case, the scale was tipped much too far. I mean, he loved me so much it was boring. And so is this conversation, by the way. Back to the point. Amanda’s. Giddy up.”


	I couldn’t take it anymore. My chest was tight; my skin was crawling, and every muscle in my body felt rigid, which was happening a lot lately. I jumped up and walked out of the bathroom. I started yanking open dresser drawers, looking for something to wear.


	“Actually, I have plans this morning. I forgot.” Another half-truth. Ugh. All my personal growth was slipping away. What would Galen say if he heard me? Or Ram Dass, whoever he was? But there was no time to feel guilty; I had to conjure some plans before my half-truth became a full-blown lie. Andy, of course, was the first person who came to mind. I had barely seen him since Haley’s arrival.


	“Plans? With whom?” Haley was up now, pulling hundred-dollar t-shirts out of Louis Five. She was stark naked, holding up various articles of clothing and looking at herself in the full-length mirror she had purchased along with her futon. I was having trouble not staring this morning. Her body was flawless and her skin seemed to shimmer. Turning toward me, she dropped her t-shirt and put her hand on her hip. She looked down at Billy.


	“I know, sweet dog.” She puckered her lips. “You like what you see, don’t you.”


	I laughed—I mean, you had to. She looked at me and smiled. Haley loved an audience.


	“I have an idea,” she said.


	“Haley, would you mind putting on some clothes before we get into ideas?”


	“Oh, Al, you’ve always been so modest. When you’ve got it, why cover it?” She did some porn-star move in the mirror before throwing on a t-shirt and thong. “Anyway. I’ve been thinking. Why don’t I just start paying rent?”


	‘Rent’ meant ‘permanent stay.’


	“But we don’t even fit in here. Why don’t we look for a place for you? It’ll be fun. We can talk on the phone and meet for coffee, like in New York,” I said enthusiastically. However, reliving those days was the last thing I wanted: meeting up at the latest latte lounge, underdressed and unequipped to deal with her intimidating entourage. I looked over at Haley who now sat on the end of her bed, looking deflated.


	“Alex, I really can’t be alone right now. I mean, I have just lost everything.” She looked up at me, tears glistening. I softened.


	Checkmate.


	“Stay as long as you need.” I could head back to Oregon for the holidays, if things got really bad.


	“So who do you have plans with?” She had recovered and was shimmying into her designer jeans.


	“Um, Andy.”


	“Andy?” she said. “That delicious guy from Thanksgiving? Make that reservation for three.”


	Haley started applying her make-up, and I began to panic.


	“Oh. Well, I’m not sure what we’re doing—”


	“Well, I know what I’m doing. Getting a piece of that very hot—” and then she whispered the word ‘ass.’


	Andy’s butt flashed before my eyes.


	“Al, you look like death. Are you okay? Don’t tell me you have a crush on Andy? So soon?” She curled her eyelashes and started on her mascara.


	“Nothing is going on with Andy. I’m still . . . I can’t . . . ”


	“Oh, Al come here.” She put down her eyeliner. “You’re devastated, aren’t you?”


	I didn’t move.


	“I couldn’t imagine if it had been Karl who left me,” she said. “There’s a big difference when you’re in control. I want to be here for you.”


	“You’re a little late.”


	It slipped out.


	“Oh, come on, Al, don’t be like that. You know what my life was like.” She was back to her make-up. “I talked when I could.”


	Her life was busy. And what did I expect from her anyway?


	“This is all getting much too serious,” she said, zipping her make-up bag. “Back to your sexy friend. How do I look?” She smiled seductively at herself in the mirror. I felt like I had eaten bad chicken.


	My cell started ringing. I turned to grab it off my nightstand when Haley draped her body across my bed and grabbed it herself.


	“Greene residence.” She covered the mouthpiece, shrugged her shoulders and scrunched up her face like this was all so much fun. “Andy,” she said, drawing out his name. I stood there paralyzed. “We were just talking about you. It’s Haley. Remember me? Alex’s cute friend from Thanksgiving?” She giggled flirtatiously while I struggled to swallow. “So I’m going to join your breakfast plans, if that’s alright? Really. Well, Alex must be telepathic, because she thought you already had plans. Meet us at Amanda’s? Honey, with those eyes, you could show up just about anywhere in farm clothes. See you in twenty.”


	I couldn’t even blink. I grabbed my purse, Billy’s leash, and walked to the front door.


	“Come on, pal,” I called out in a weird, robotic monotone.


	Haley came and stood next to me in front of the full-length mirror. She held Bitzi in her carrying case.


	“Yes, Andy can get away with wearing anything to Amanda’s, but you on the other hand.” She looked at me. I looked at me. I was still in my sweats and hadn’t even put on shoes.


	“Oh, yeah,” I said through my mental tailspin about seeing Andy and about Andy seeing Haley. ‘Hot Haley,’ as I’d so often heard her called. I desperately tried to practice non-reactivity. I focused on my breath. In and out. I walked back to my dresser, grabbed some jeans and a black top. I stepped into my boots, brushed my hair, and was about to put on some make-up when Haley called, “Gotta go, Al! I’ve read that Amanda’s gets busy after nine!”


	Oh, whatever.


	This whole thing was like a tsunami. I gave up as Haley swept me out the door. At least I had brushed my teeth.


	***


	When we arrived at Amanda’s, I told Haley to put our names on the list while I took Billy for a quick walk. In the flurry of Haley’s activity that morning, he still hadn’t been out. I also needed a minute to center myself. Andy’s truck wasn’t in the parking lot, so maybe I’d have a chance to intercept him and explain why I allegedly thought we had a date for breakfast. Billy found a little park to sniff around, so I sat on a bench and looked up at the bright December sky. It was the kind of blue that made you wonder about your own place in the world. The kind of blue that was so powerful and otherworldly, it put things into perspective.


	Haley’s just another human being, trying to get her needs met. 


	It wasn’t her fault that I was so frustrated. She just embodied everything that had caused me to lose my way. I’d been there, where Haley was, clinging to a shallow notion of happily ever after. Her fixation on clothes, connections, and wealth seemed ridiculous yet so familiar. I knew she had to be suffering.


	Compassion. Which Sutra was that?


	“Alex. Alex!” Haley shrieked with urgency from the entrance of Amanda’s. I jumped to my feet.


	“What?!” I yelled back, afraid someone was choking inside.


	“Come now!”


	She looked so stricken that I quickly tied Billy to a tree and jogged over to her. Already back inside, she waved me up the staircase. “What is it?” I asked breathlessly.


	Haley smoothed her hair. “They’ll seat us now, but we all have to be present. It’s completely booked, but there happened to be a no show.”


	I looked around for Andy.


	“But we’re not all here.”


	“It’s fine, trust me.”


	We weaved between sophisticated couples easily twice our age, all appropriately dressed and not a dog carrier in sight. The décor was white and silver, and there were calla lilies everywhere.


	“Here we are.” The expressionless hostess showed us a tiny corner table. Haley sidled into a narrow booth seat against the wall, leaving me with the miniature chair opposite her. I had no idea where Andy was supposed to go. “Your waitress will be with you shortly.”


	Haley wiggled herself deeper into her seat and grabbed the menu, beaming.


	“Haley, where is Andy going to sit?” I said.


	“Oh, he can scootch right in here next to me. I’m down to a size zero since the split. I love that stress reduces my appetite.”


	I reached for a menu, gritting my teeth. If I was going to be compassionate, I really needed to get back to yoga. Maybe if I could help Haley open up about her feelings, then I could be more understanding as well.


	“Haley, are you okay?” I looked straight into her eyes. “Ending a marriage isn’t easy, regardless of who does it.”


	Her eyes registered pain, and she looked away.


	“Oh, there he is! Andy! Over here!” Haley waved her arm.


	Floor, swallow me now.


	“God, Al, he is fine.”


	“You’ve mentioned that,” I mumbled into my water glass.


	I felt two hands pressing down on my shoulders.


	“So who chose this place?” I heard Andy ask from above my head.


	“That would be me,” Haley said before I could respond. “Isn’t it exquisite?” She fluttered her eyelashes almost imperceptibly—a move I knew well. I felt jealousy creep up my spine. But he wasn’t mine, so why did I care?


	Abundance. Non-hoarding.


	Both of these people were important to me. They could like each other. I took a few deep breaths and sipped my water again.


	“Well, Haley, I’ll let you know after I’ve eaten, although it looks like it may be a little tight,” Andy replied.


	“No, no. Just squeeze in here next to me. Plenty of room. I’m tiny.” She tucked her hair behind an ear and patted the six-inch space beside her.


	“Alright, then,” Andy said as he turned his body sideways and wedged himself in. He seemed to find the whole thing very funny. “So this is cozy,” he said. “How are ya, Oregon? Or have we taken on the alter ego?” He nodded to the fancy Marin-like crowd.


	“This was not my choice,” I replied, feeling a little too warm in his presence. I realized that I had really missed him these last two weeks.


	Haley chimed in.


	“No, I had to drag her here. Who needs to be dragged to Amanda’s? I mean really?”


	“I was wondering that myself.” Andy humored her, putting his napkin on his lap. I looked down. He was supporting himself on one extended leg.


	“So Haley. Haley from New York. How is it that you landed here in San Francisco?” He picked up the menu with difficulty, given the lack of elbowroom.


	“Oh, I just missed my other half.” She smiled sweetly at me.


	Memories of seventh grade flashed through my mind, the year we decided it was us against the world. Haley had arrived in Sisters like an exotic bird, dazzling in American Apparel, with a mother that was beautiful, flighty, and single. Adults whispered disapprovingly, while kids begged to go to their parties. Everyone wanted to know Haley, wanted her to transform them into the pictures they had seen in Seventeen Magazine. She had chosen me. Now I was in a time warp.


	“You missed your what?” Andy asked, putting down the menu and looking at me for clarification.


	“My other half. Al is the yin to my yang. How’s that for New Age dogma?” Haley said with satisfaction. She laughed and placed her hand on Andy’s bicep. He raised his eyebrows, I choked on a piece of ice, and the rest of the meal pretty much followed suit. Haley flirted, Andy played along, and I felt entirely uncomfortable.


	Andy, of course, knew the chef, and ordered us something that wasn’t on the menu, probably because he couldn’t open the menu without taking out Haley’s eye. The food that arrived was delicious and likely would have cost a fortune, but the tab was taken care of again. This was all Haley needed to seal the deal. She assumed that he was clearly someone important, although for the life of me, I still couldn’t figure out his modest celebrity status wherever we went.


	So after he thanked the chef, who had come over to see how our meal was, I asked, “Andy, why do you never have to pay for your food?” I met his eyes, remembering our almost-kisses and kicking myself. He returned the gaze, and I wondered if he was thinking about the same thing.


	“I co-own a few restaurants. The food biz is like a family; we take care of each other.” He shrugged. There had to be more to the story. I had never heard of people eating at each other’s restaurants for free.


	Haley’s eyes grew big, and she asked, “Which restaurants?”


	He turned toward Haley, whose boob was now very close to his pecs. Were they touching?


	“Lavender, Rise, and,” now he turned to me as he spoke, “The Cottage.” So he owned that restaurant. No wonder we were treated so well.


	Haley’s posture changed. “All environmentally conscious restaurants.” She spoke as if explaining something they both knew but I didn’t. “It’s the way of the future. Everything is local and organic. I bet they even use worm bins like good ol’ Maggie Greene.”


	Haley, talking sustainability? Haley, who wouldn’t touch hay bales and hated bugs?


	Suddenly, Andy’s attention seemed more focused on Haley.


	“Do green restaurants interest you?” he asked Haley.


	Yes, Haley, do they?


	“Oh, I read about them in Vanity Fair. They named the top green restaurants in every city.” And there you had it. Haley’s photographic memory dominated every time. She and Andy continued to discuss “green cuisine,” her boob now resting on his arm, while I was consumed by complete and utter envy, this time unable to deny that I liked Andy. It was so un-evolved to want him now that Haley was interested, but my yoga-self was nowhere to be found.


	When the breakfast ménage-a-trois was finally over, I resolved to get myself out of San Francisco ASAP. Clearly, I did not have the yoga/meditation thing down enough to ground myself with Haley around. She could have the apartment for the holidays; throw a party for all I cared. I would spend two quiet weeks in Oregon: Christmas with snow and Mom’s gingerbread. There was no other option. Either I booked a plane ticket that day or I would have to duct-tape Haley to a chair in my closet. I was seriously losing it.


	No violent thoughts about self or others.


	It was a good idea in principle, except that I was having violent thoughts every five minutes.


	Give thanks for your teachers.


	Back at the apartment, I looked at Haley lying on the floor, cucumbers over her eyes and vinegar-soaked dishtowels draped across her stomach. It was a post-meal ritual that she’d read about somewhere, “To diminish retention and help flush toxins.” She had continued to take up more and more space in my apartment, my life, and my mind. Now she was going on and on about Andy and his “entrepreneurship.” No, at that moment I wasn’t thankful for “my teacher Haley.” I wanted to be, but I wasn’t. I stepped over her, grabbing my cell phone and laptop, and headed for the door.


	Once outside, I dialed the ranch. My mom answered.


	“Hi, honey. How are things with Miss Haley? Is she recovering?” She was in the barn; I could hear the horses. For years, it was impossible to reach her during daylight hours until they finally got a line installed down there. Mom wasn’t one for cell phones.


	“Mom, I’m about to lose it,” I said, unable to defend Haley for another second. I was ready to admit I had been wrong about so many things. Not needing to be right was freeing. At least I was practicing that.


	“Have compassion, honey.”


	“Mom, she is worse than ever.”


	“I have a feeling, Alex, that she hasn’t changed much. Just remember, she is doing the best that she can, given what she’s got.”


	“Okay, well, she can do her best independently for a little while. I’m ready for a break. What are you guys doing for Christmas?”


	“Alex! If this means you are coming home, I am eternally grateful to that crazy-making girl,” she laughed.


	“Would two weeks be okay? I just wanted to check with you before I booked the ticket.”


	“Of course! That’s great news.”


	“I miss it, Mom. I miss you and the ranch and Winger . . . ” I heard someone yelling in the background and wondered if an animal was stuck in a cattle guard. Or maybe one of the trough pipes had frozen. I wanted to be there to help.


	“And we miss you, Alex. Now get on home!”


	I laughed out loud. All was not lost. This healing process was deepening our relationship. I could feel it. And I realized that my needing space from Haley was a sign of growth, not regression. If she was in fact my teacher, I could consider this my Christmas Break. I had been taking it all too seriously.


	“Love you, Mom.”


	“Love you, honey. Now I have to run. You stay here as long as you like. Always. You know that.”


	I opened my laptop and wondered if Haley was still deep in her monologue, oblivious that I had left the apartment. I found a flight that left the next week and returned two days after Christmas. Perfect. Looking at the trees, whose branches were now bare, I found myself thinking of Andy. Lying in the crook of his arm, watching the great oak leaves rustle in the wind . . .


	I walked back upstairs and found Haley still on her back, only now she was quiet. I walked into the kitchen and opened the fridge, retrieving a pitcher of water.


	“Alex? Alex, is that you? You scared me. I was sharing my final heart-wrenching conversation with Karl, and when I didn’t hear anything I started yelling, and still, nothing. I’ve told you, it’s really hard for me to be alone right now. And I can’t remove these vinegar wraps for another thirty minutes.”


	Probably not the best time to tell her I’d be heading back to Oregon.
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	Half an hour later, my phone rang. It was Jenny, and her voice was like music.


	“Alright, sister. Is it rescue mission time? I’ve seen you once in three weeks. Is that wretched woman holding you captive?”


	“She’s a good friend,” I said.


	Haley chimed in. “Who are you talking to?”


	“Jenny,” I answered.


	“Yes?” Jenny replied.


	“No. Sorry, Jenny. I was talking to Haley.”


	“Oh, she’s right there. Okay, I’ll keep this quick. Here’s the deal. Tomorrow morning, Galen’s class. Just you and me. We’ll do the early one. That way you can sneak out before Legally Blonde wakes up.”


	Was I terrible to think that this was the best idea I’d heard since Haley moved in?


	“Okay,” I replied, knowing that if I said anything else, Haley would figure it out. She could smell plans being made without her.


	“So that means yes? Excellent. I’ll be downstairs at seven. Stealth mode. I can’t handle your friend. No offense.”


	“What about acceptance and tolerance? You’re the one that got me into all this stuff.”


	“Yes, well, there’s also self-preservation. See you in the morning!”


	As much as I wanted a day with Jenny alone, it didn’t feel right to be so deceptive. Haley was finally up off the floor, peeling layers of paper towel from her pancake-flat stomach.


	“That woman Jenny is a little chilly, don’t you think?” she commented.


	“What do you mean?” I asked, remembering Jenny’s obvious disdain for Haley at Thanksgiving.


	“Oh, nothing. I’m sure once I get to know her I’ll love her just like you do.” She grabbed an orange from a bowl on the counter. “So why don’t we all hang out tomorrow? I have no plans.”


	“Haley, you never have plans. You don’t know anyone here. And you keep refusing to get a job,” I said. “What if we stop by the Museum of Modern Art this afternoon. I saw that they’re looking for program coordinators. I think it’d be perfect for you.”


	“But there’s no need for me to work. Karl is sending checks weekly.”


	“I wanted to spend the day with Jenny tomorrow.”


	“Great. I’m sure we’ll be best friends by the day’s end.” She was flipping through Be Here Now. It was faded and the pages were falling out. I think I’d studied it daily since the accident. “Alex, what is this stuff you’ve been reading?” She tossed it on the bed.


	“No, Haley. Just Jenny and me,” I said, envisioning Nancy’s face for moral support.


	Boundaries.


	She seemed unfazed. “I guess I could call Andy and see what he’s up to tomorrow.”


	“What?” I said with too much urgency. “I mean, I guess you could join us. Why don’t we all go to yoga tomorrow?” So much for personal growth. I had regressed to the eighth grade after all. Jenny was never going to talk to me again.


	“You’re into him, aren’t you? Why won’t you just admit it?” Haley pressed.


	“Haley, I’m working on self-improvement, in case you hadn’t noticed. I’ve got to get a handle on myself before I get into another relationship,” I said.


	“Oh, Allie. Still thinking way too much. You have got to stop trying so hard. Have some fun. You’re great at being funny on the outside, but you’re so intense on the inside.”


	“Maybe that’s just who I am, Haley.”


	She stroked Bitzi, who was sitting on her lap. “I’m just saying, live a little.”


	I almost pushed back at this mild criticism out of habit. Then it occurred to me that we were finally having a real conversation. Haley obviously found it easier to talk about my pain than her own, but still, she was present. Maybe this relationship would deepen too?


	“If you really don’t want me to come tomorrow, I won’t,” she said, adjusting the tiny white bows over Bitzi’s ears. She looked sad, and it didn’t feel manipulative.


	The suffering of one is the suffering of all.


	“Of course I do, Hay.”


	She smiled, unzipped Louis Two, and started laying out her yoga clothes.


	“So how about that museum?” I asked one more time.


	“Nah.” She wrinkled her nose and shook her head. “Not interested.”


	***


	When Jenny showed up the next morning, Haley and I were waiting outside with our mat bags. She looked at me and said flatly, “Jump in, girls.”


	“Hey, cute car,” Haley said as she opened the passenger door and climbed in. “Adorable and fun. Just like you, Jenny.” I watched with apprehension as Haley got herself situated in the backseat then reached forward to give herself a quick check in the rear view mirror. “You know, as Allie’s two best friends,” she said as she fixed her hair, “we should really be better acquainted. I’m glad we’re spending the day together.”


	“We’re spending the day together?” Jenny flicked her gaze to me, a look of irritation on her face. Avoiding eye contact, I jumped into the car and closed the door.


	“Haley’s been wanting to try Galen’s class,” I explained in what I hoped was a subtly apologetic tone. “And she’d also like to get to know you.”


	“He’s even known in the New York yoga scene. All these A-listers, Al? You’re making me proud,” Haley said, now applying some bronzer.


	“So you’re into yoga?” Jenny asked.


	“Oh, God, yes. All those hot bodies, cute clothes, and amazing tricks? Had to try it. And let’s be honest, once you get good at it, you feel like a rock star.”


	“Is that so,” Jenny replied. I understood her exasperation, but wished she could be just a little bit nicer. Blatantly turning her attention to me, she said, “So, Alex, how’s your leg?”


	“I think I’m pretty much back to normal. I mean, it’s tight, but I did a full class last week with just a couple modifications.” I rolled my window down a crack.


	“I didn’t notice any modifications. What happened to your leg, Al?” Haley asked, inserting her head between the two front seats.


	“As one of her best friends, shouldn’t you know?” Jenny replied frostily.


	“I beg your pardon?” Haley’s tone was cool. “And where are you going anyway? We were supposed to turn back there.”


	Ignoring Haley, Jenny looked at me and said, “Galen switched his schedule to teach at the Marin Club on Sunday mornings.”


	I had forgotten this small fact, and suddenly realized that I was headed back to Marin for the first time since I moved.


	“Shoot, Jenny, Marin?” I asked.


	“I know, Alex. I thought of that. But you’ve moved on. It’ll be good. You’ll see how you’ve outgrown it. Plus, we can just do the class and leave if it’s too hard to be there,” Jenny replied.


	I now realized why she had insisted on picking me up. There was no way I would have driven to Marin on my own. I appreciated that Jenny’s attempts to help me move on were well intentioned, but her pace was faster than mine. I drew a deep breath.


	Everything happens for a reason.


	“I’m sure you’re right. It’ll be fine,” I said, trying to locate my bigger yoga Self.


	Let go. Go on.


	“Of course it will be fine,” Haley interjected. “Marin is one of the most fabulous places on the West Coast. Who wouldn’t want to spend a day there?” She was back to checking herself out in the rear view mirror. Again, Jenny readjusted it. “In fact, I think we should hit the Terrace for lunch after class and then do a little shopping. I’m so excited! A day with the girls. I haven’t done that in so long. I’m not kidding. I was like Karl’s prisoner in that penthouse. A woman needs her girl time, right?” She squeezed both our shoulders.


	I was watching Jenny carefully. Haley seemed to have let her earlier comments go, but I wasn’t sure she would get away with anymore. I felt a face-off coming.


	“Karl, huh? Is Karl your husband?” Jenny asked.


	“Soon to be EX-husband, thank you very much.”


	“Right. So what happened?” Jenny was clearly struggling with whether she really wanted to know.


	“Nothing happened. Nothing at all,” Haley said, examining her nails. “That was the problem. Karl was totally uninspired. He seemed so promising in the beginning, but it became clear he was going nowhere fast, and I couldn’t waste my talent on that. It goes to show . . . ” she sighed. “You just never know.”


	“I’m sorry, did you say your ‘talent’?”


	Here we go.


	I remembered that Winger reared at an aggressive steed one time. I held on for dear life, trying to steer him away. Now I was doing the same.


	“Haley met Karl when he was a rising star at his law firm. He retired when he didn’t make partner.” I kept my tone neutral.


	“And don’t get me wrong. I didn’t leave because he quit his job. It’s just that once he had all that free time and was actually home, I got to know who he really was.” Haley stretched out her legs between the two front seats.


	“How long were you married?” Jenny was now sounding more floored than anything else.


	“Oh, what, Al, three years? We got married the year before you guys did. Now yours was a fun wedding; were you there, Jenny? Alex and Tripp looked so gorgeous. That guy is a winner. If he went under, at least you wouldn’t get bored looking at him.”


	“Haley, I’m not married to him anymore, remember?” I said, thinking twice about Jenny letting her have it.


	“Oh, I know. I’m just saying. You were much smarter in your selection.”


	Right. Much smarter.


	Jenny shook her head slightly. “Are you for real?”


	I looked back at Haley who was now leaning against the seat, looking out the window wistfully. She somehow missed Jenny’s comment. Or didn’t care.


	“Cut her some slack. Her marriage is ending,” I said.


	“Yeah, she mentioned that.”


	When we arrived at the club, I expected to feel anxious, embarrassed, indignant or something at least. But as Jenny predicted, I’d somehow outgrown it. A bowl of genetically inflated fruit gleamed at the valet stand as we drove past.


	“Can you just drop me off here please?” Haley asked.


	“Why?” I asked as Jenny slammed on the brakes. She was more than happy to let her out.


	“I want to hit the girl’s room before class,” Haley said, although more likely she was on her way to get a good spot in the room. “See you in there.” She shut the door, and Jenny looked at me.


	“I don’t even know what to say. I’m completely confused.” We cruised the lot, looking for a parking place. “I mean, you have nothing in common. What do you even talk about?” Jenny asked as she put on her blinker.


	“You heard her. She does most of the talking.” I pulled our mats from the back seat.


	“Obviously, but doesn’t she drive you insane?”


	Walking toward the entrance, I still felt nothing, not even a twinge of angst. Instead, I was already thinking about unrolling my mat, getting into child’s pose, and taking some deep breaths . . .


	“Alex, are you with me?” Jenny persisted.


	“Sorry, what? Oh, Haley?” I shook my head. “I don’t know. She definitely annoys me, which is something I never thought I’d hear myself say.” I looked up at the Club’s impressive façade as we entered the lobby. “I mean, she always had it so together back in Sisters. Her ambition scared the heck out of me, but she was smart and ballsy and fun to be with.” I vaguely recognized a few people milling around inside. “I guess things really unraveled for both of us in New York.” I thought about it for a second, my back against the counter while Jenny dug around in her purse. “I had no idea she was going through any turmoil.” I turned to face her and said, “I don’t know how I’m gonna do it, Jenny, but I want to be there for her this time.”


	“Well I guess that makes you a saint.” Jenny scanned her member card and wrote me in as a guest. Apparently, Haley had breezed right in. She must have said she was someone’s guest. I still admired her knack for appearing to belong everywhere she went.


	Changing the subject, Jenny looked around and asked, “Does this feel too weird? Is it hard for you to be here?”


	“Actually, no. It feels like I was never even a part of all this.” I hoped she wouldn’t take that the wrong way. I stopped and looked at her. “Jenny, you know that when I comment on my life with Tripp, I’m not judging yours, right? I mean, I really admire how you and Tucker are so comfortable in all this, but manage to stay grounded and open.”


	“Of course.” She put her arm across my shoulders, and we started walking again. “You’re a yogi now. Yogis don’t judge. Except maybe this one,” she said as she pointed to herself, “who needs some serious help with one over-the-top blonde. I am judging her all over the place.” I smiled at her sympathetically.


	When we reached the studio, there was Haley front and center, cornering Galen. She was recounting her yoga resume and name-dropping yoga teachers in New York loud enough for the whole room to hear. It appeared she neglected to save spots for Jenny and me.


	Galen looked up, saw us both, and gently excused himself from Haley. He gave me a big hug. “Alex in Marin? It truly is a beautiful day.” He gave Jenny a hug as well, then asked a few people to move their mats, placing ours in between. “So what’s the latest? How’s old Andy?” he asked.


	I blushed and busied myself with a block and strap. “Fine, I think. I mean, he’s good.”


	Galen stood above me like the Great Ganesha himself. He smiled and shook his head. “Alex, you are one lovely mystery.”


	Before I could ask what he meant, Galen called us all into child’s pose, inviting us to shift our attention from the external to the internal. Thanks to his comment, though, all I could think about was Andy, who probably counted as “external;” I figured it was Galen’s fault though, so I should just go ahead and enjoy. More distraction came later during standing poses, when the only drishti I could find was Haley’s bright blond head. Her performance was pretty shocking, sucking in her cheeks and sticking out her chest. I realized with a mix of embarrassment and empathy that a couple months ago, that had been me. I reluctantly took my eyes off her and finally turned inward—as much as I could. I figured I’d settle my intention on ‘acceptance,’ because it sure seemed that Haley was here to stay.


	In and out. In and out.


	Feeling more calm and centered with each breath, I continued moving through poses. I focused on my own work, my own healing, and my own practice, letting everything else outside of me fade. My hamstring was tight, but I considered it a reminder of how far I’d come. When Galen called out tree pose, I lifted my right foot and placed it against my left thigh. And with hands in prayer position, I found my balance.


	“Now, raise your arms skyward,” Galen instructed. “And lift your heart.”


	I reached for the sky, opening my palms and spreading my fingers wide.


	“Take a risk. Look up.”


	I looked up between my hands and felt my entire body and mind expand.


	“This pose is about trust. Trust in the roots that support you, and the depth of the well you draw from. And if the wind blows, just sway with it. Don’t be afraid to dance.”


	***


	When class was over, Haley popped up from savasana and galloped over to my mat.


	“Was that not the most inspiring class? I have never gone that deep in supta virasana. I am ready for some major shopping.”


	I looked around, embarrassed, my ecstatic tree pose already a distant memory. I worried what other people might think of Haley’s shallow behavior, but to my surprise, I noticed approval on the faces around us and realized that this was actually a perfectly normal thing to say around here. A woman stacking blankets even said, “Yeah, girl!” I turned to include Jenny in our conversation, but her mat was gone.


	“God, and how about that Koundinyasana sequence, the reverse bird? I’ve never gotten my leg that straight before.” She sighed with satisfaction. “What was your favorite part?”


	“Well,” I said, slowly rolling up my mat.


	“I bet you liked all the meditation parts. Meanwhile, I wish we could just skip them!” She re-tied her hair. “Okay, so I have to shower. And Al, you should too. I’ve been meaning to ask if you’re doing the European thing. I mean, I know it’s great for your skin and all, but I just can’t swing it.”


	I looked at her.


	“Haley, why do you keep saying things like that?” I asked, although I knew it was it was true; I could have used a shower.


	“What? It’s a compliment. Your skin looks great.”


	I let it go and thought about the Club’s nice toiletries.


	“Alright, let’s go,” I said.


	After I’d dried off and put my sweaty yoga clothes back on, Haley, who’d hit the sauna and applied deep conditioner, was just getting into the shower. I went out to see if I could find Jenny, knowing that Haley’s post-shower protocol took at least thirty minutes.


	I found her in The Grill’s darkened bar, Cosmo in hand.


	“Seriously, Jenny? It’s not even noon.” I sat down on the leather barstool next to her.


	“Desperate times, desperate measures. You want me to spend the day with that woman then I need a drink.”


	“Come on, Jenny. She really isn’t that bad.” I was trying to convince myself, too.


	I ordered a soda water with lime.


	“Alex, she’s brutal,” she said, taking a sip of her pink cocktail and setting it down.


	“I ask again, compassion and acceptance, Mrs. Yoga? Please. I need your inspiration.”


	“Yeah, yeah. I already told you. She’s making me fall off that wagon.”


	I knew the feeling.


	“Good class, huh?” I said, hoping to elevate our conversation.


	“Your friend was entertaining,” Jenny said stubbornly, this time grabbing my soda water.


	“Okay, enough about Haley. Your eyes are supposed to be on your mat.” I took my soda water back.


	She frowned at her Cosmo.


	“You couldn’t be a lush if you tried, Jenny,” I said, ordering her a soda water as well.


	“I did it for effect,” she said, pushing the pink drink back toward the cute bartender. “Sorry. I’m sure I would have loved it at seven o’clock last night.” He winked and took it away.


	“Just humor her, Jenny. If you stop wishing she were different, she can be kind of funny. Plus, I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever. Can’t we just enjoy the day?”


	She eyed me suspiciously then smiled. “Alright, fine. Let’s change the subject.” She sat up straight and crossed her legs. “How’s Andy?”


	“Not that topic either, please.”


	“Alex, what is it with him? And don’t you dare say ‘just friends,’ because if you truly were ‘just friends,’” she used air quotes, “you wouldn’t be so opposed to talking about him.”


	“I’m not opposed. I just can’t seem to convince any of you that there’s nothing romantic going on. Or at least nothing that we’re going to pursue. Even Galen slips in these sly comments and, to be honest, I don’t want my friendship with Andy to be complicated by you bored, happily married people looking for intrigue.”


	I grabbed a cashew from the bar’s bowl of mixed nuts and awaited her rebuttal, knowing she could see right through me.


	“Bored? Honey, Tucker read some book on tantric sex, and let’s just say I don’t need to waste time thinking about anyone else’s sex life.” She clinked her glass against mine.


	“TMI, Jenny! You’re starting to sound like Nancy.” We laughed, and I put my head on her shoulder.


	Just then, Haley strolled in wearing a flowing knit sheath, skinny jeans and heels, her hair bouncing as if in slow motion. It felt like there should be music playing. Jenny and I looked down at our sweaty yoga clothes and sighed.


	“That Galen was pure perfection,” she said, sliding onto the stool next to mine. “Now, I forget; is he single?”


	“He’s gay,” Jenny and I replied simultaneously.


	“Well, I could change that.” She leaned her elbow on the bar seductively.


	We both stared at her incredulously.


	“I’m kidding! Alright, girls, let’s hit it,” she said, picking up our purses and handing them to us. “Karl hasn’t turned off my credit cards yet!”


	***


	We parked outside Chi Chi. Jenny readjusted the car six times while parallel parking in what I assumed was a passive aggressive attempt to irritate Haley. Haley, however, was too busy to notice as she was reapplying her lip-gloss for the third time.


	“You must have most supple lips on the planet,” Jenny remarked.


	“Being single requires vigilance,” Haley replied.


	When Jenny finally decided that the car was straight, Haley jumped out and went right into the store without looking back. I sat there in the back seat, studying the Chi Chi sign: brushed steel and teak with a sage Green lotus. It was elegant, sleek, and exclusive—everything I had left behind. You no longer belong, it admonished. Or maybe it was the voice of Louise chanting in my head.


	I couldn’t go in there.


	Jenny turned off the ignition, turned to me and said, “Whaddyasay? New yoga mat on Karl with a K?”


	“You know, I think I’ll just head over to High Tea.”


	“And leave me alone with Paris Hilton? I don’t think so.”


	We were now standing just outside the door, and the perfume of lavender and vanilla assaulted my senses. It made me appreciate the earthy simplicity of the Yoga Garden’s citrus and eucalyptus.


	“Alex, what’s up?”


	I faced her. “I can’t shake the feeling that I’m going to run into Louise in there. And as much as I’m over Marin, Louise is another story. I just couldn’t take it.”


	“I highly doubt we’ll see her in there,” Jenny assured me.


	“The fact that there’s even the slightest possibility is enough for me,” I said, looking for Haley through the window. She already had her arm piled high with yoga clothes and was talking to every stranger within earshot.


	“Please, Jenny. Just tell Haley I was thirsty, and meet me when you’re done.”


	She looked at me for a long second and said, “Alright, but you owe me big time.”


	“Thank you!” I said, turning before she could change her mind.


	High Tea was probably the only safety-zone around, having been deemed by Louise “too hippy.” It was surprisingly empty for a Saturday afternoon. I ordered a pot of jasmine tea, found a hidden table in the back, and poured myself a cup. Inhaling the steam as it wafted upward, I attempted to return to the feeling of my tree pose; to tap into the “deep well” that Galen was talking about.


	As I sat there, I thought about my life now. Not then. I loved my little Goodwill-furnished apartment. I loved my friends. I loved my job. I loved my dog. I loved that I could forget to put make-up on for weeks at a time. I loved that I could be myself. Then I realized this was the happiest that I had ever been in California. Forget Louise; the world felt wide open.


	By the time Jenny and Haley walked in, I felt pretty close to enlightened, although their large shopping bags tugged at my envy strings just a little, broke as I was. As they approached my table laughing, I noticed that Haley had her arm hooked through Jenny’s. They sat down at the table with a whoosh of air, energy and laughter.


	“Shopping is powerful medicine,” Haley said.


	“This woman is funny.” Jenny continued to laugh. “Tell her what you said about Texas back there.”


	“Haley, are you comparing cowboys again?” I replied, happy that Jenny had gotten a glimpse of Haley’s charm.


	“I think you may have set some shopping records.” Jenny reached over and peeked into Haley’s bag.


	“Oh, girl, that was nothing.” Haley looked at Jenny, and they started laughing again. I took one last sip of jasmine tea and said, “Where to next? Confession?” It was the lingerie store next door.


	Jenny and Haley looked at each other, then burst into hysterics again.


	“What did you two do in Chi Chi? Do they have a back room I don’t know about?”


	Jenny calmed herself down. “Once you start laughing, it’s hard to stop.”


	“Well, why stop?” Haley said, rather profoundly.


	“Okay, fine, don’t stop laughing, but I’ll take the keys, because you two are clearly on something.”


	I smiled at them. I was actually having a nice time too, in Marin no less. We headed toward the door, their giant bags making our exit less than graceful. Once out on the street, Haley put on her sunglasses and said matter-of-factly, “Okay, time for you to show me the house.”


	Jenny stopped laughing.


	“What?” I asked, hoping I had heard her wrong.


	“The house. I’ve never seen it,” she said, checking her phone.


	Without even thinking, I said, “No.” But part of me wanted to see the place one more time. How would I feel? Would Tripp be there?


	I started to feel dizzy.


	Jenny jumped in. “I don’t know about that, Haley. Another time, maybe.”


	“Why? We’re already here. Come on. Just a quick drive-by. I need to see where Allie spent the last year.”


	Giggling Jenny was long gone.


	“Seriously, Haley. Give it a rest. Not gonna happen.” She scowled and shook her head as if chastising a puppy. “I was starting to see your charm, but the lack of sensitivity is stunning.”


	“What’s that supposed to mean? I am being sensitive.” She slipped her phone back into her purse. “Alex needs to see that she’s over it. Then she can move on. Moving on is essential to achieving our greatest potential. Rodney says so.”


	“Rodney Yee?” Jenny was baffled.


	“Or maybe it was Dr. Phil. Either way, it’s good for her. It’s good for you, Alex.”


	“Oh, come on Haley. This has nothing to do with Alex. You just want to compare mansion sizes.” Jenny’s voice was getting louder.


	“Maybe, but we both win.” She shrugged and turned to me. “Alex, face your demons,” she said like an exorcist.


	I threw my hands in the air.


	“Oh, whatever. Fine. If you want to see it, you can see it. Maybe she’s right, Jenny. It seems like you both keep saying the same thing anyway,” I said, remembering her comment at Thanksgiving about holding on to my anger.


	Jenny was silent. Even Haley was silent. I dug down into that well of strength. My taproot.


	I go deep. I am grounded. Dancing in the gale force wind.


	***


	I was fine until we got to Skyliner Court, then my stomach started to turn. I know now it was my instinct—that fight or flight response telling me to run—run very fast in the other direction. But did I listen? No. I was propelled forward by some New Age-y notion about inner wells of strength and fortitude blowing in the wind.


	Jenny slowed the car to a crawl as we passed the house, maybe reliving some memories herself. There was a “For Sale” sign hammered into the sprawling lawn with a “SOLD” banner taped across it. From where I sat crouched in the back seat, the landscaping looked especially severe, my hedges now sculpted as instructed by Louise. Honestly, it all looked like plastic.


	“Pull in here!” Haley shouted.


	Startled, Jenny swerved into Nancy’s driveway, which was hidden behind a ten-foot hedge that separated the two houses.


	“Someone’s over there!” Haley said in a stage whisper.


	Jenny and I ducked. Haley jumped out of the car.


	“Wait, Haley, where are you going?” I hissed.


	As if on some sort of kamikaze mission, Haley tiptoed on long legs and peeked through the large hedge. Unable to control myself, I jumped out and joined her, the adrenalin rush familiar. She turned and grinned at me. Who was it? Tripp? Lauren? Suddenly, Jenny was standing with us too.


	“What’s going on?” she whispered. The three of us were lined up, our faces buried in Nancy’s towering euonymus. I saw someone moving by the mailbox, but a cluster of leaves blocked my view. I pushed it to the side and there was—


	“Louise!” Haley shouted, darting out from behind the hedge and loping across the lawn.


	I stood there, frozen, afraid to breathe. Maybe Haley wouldn’t tell Louise that I was here. Maybe if I crept back to the car—


	“Alex! Look, it’s just Louise. Alex, come out here!” Haley yelled.


	We were flat-out busted. Jenny’s eyes looked like they were going to pop right out of her head. She squeezed my hand, and we walked out slowly, my heart in my throat. Once I had wanted my life to appear perfect, so I never told Haley about my troubles with Louise. Now I regretted my vanity.


	“Hi, Louise,” I muttered. “We were just, um, showing Haley the house.” I wanted to die—like cease-to-exist die. Death had to be less excruciating than this scene, and I had willingly walked right into it.


	“Alex.” Louise shook her head at me. Then she turned to address Haley. “Odd as this is, it’s a lovely surprise to see you, Haley.”


	“I think of you all the time, Louise! Ever since our conversation at the wedding, you’ve been my inspiration. I only hope I can be the woman you are someday.”


	I’d never thought of her that way, but I supposed Louise was an ‘ass-kicking blonde.’ Still, I couldn’t help rolling my eyes. Especially when Haley took her by the hand, and Louise smiled almost lovingly. I had never gotten more than barked orders and subtle digs, and here she was, holding Haley’s hand. But unlike me, Haley had no hidden disdain for Louise. She truly idolized her. And Louise knew the difference.


	“You went back to dark, I see.” Louise looked at my hair.


	I bit the inside of my cheek and held back. I wanted to tell her that her pinched expression made her look constipated, and that the laser must not be working because the pores on her nose were the size of my hometown.


	Compassion, Alex. Compassion and kindness. 


	A yogi lives on this earth, but rises above it.


	“And you, Louise, are as platinum as ever. Well. We were just leaving,” I said, turning back toward the car.


	“And Alex, what exactly did you say you were doing here?” Louise asked.


	“I—we—I was just—” I looked from Haley to Jenny, knowing my best bet was Jenny, but since she had yet to even say hello to Louise, I figured I was pretty much up shit’s creek, to use my brother’s expression.


	“Oh, Louise, I wanted to see you!” Haley chimed in.


	Just when I’d started to lose all hope, it was Haley who came through.


	“That is very sweet Haley. But why would you come looking for me here?” Louise was not easily deceived. She looked back at me.


	My face burned. “Haley wanted to see you, and I . . . ” I glanced around and spotted the mailbox, “ . . . I wanted to see if there was any mail that needed to be picked up.” Lying again. I was going to yoga purgatory for sure. “We were here anyway. At the Club. As Jenny’s guests.” I felt the annoying need to justify myself.


	Louise looked at my yoga clothes.


	“Are you still at that? Alex, Tripp has moved on, and I suggest you do as well. So now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some things to attend to inside.” She gave Haley an air kiss and hug and extended her limp hand to me.


	“Wait!” Haley piped up again. “I’m dying to see the inside. How about a quick guided tour?”


	Louise was clearly eating up Haley’s adoration.


	“Alright, young lady, a tour it is. Alex, I assume you and your friend will wait here?” she said to Jenny and me.


	“Louise, you remember Jenny. We met through Tripp.” Louise brought her Chanel glasses down onto her nose and peered at Jenny.


	“Oh, yes, Tucker’s wife.” She now extended that limp hand to Jenny. “I apologize for not recognizing you. I just assumed you two would no longer be friends.”


	“Yes, well, life is full of surprises, Louise. Anyway, nice to see you. I’ll be in the car,” Jenny said.


	“Me too,” I managed.


	“Oh Alex,” Louise called. I turned around. “Don’t you want your mail?”


	I walked back. “Is there any?” I asked.


	“I believe Luz has collected a stack in the kitchen. Since I’ll be taking Haley on a tour, I’ll let you go in and retrieve it. We’ll be going in through the back, so she can see my topiary on the way in.”


	Haley beamed.


	When they were out of sight, I tentatively walked up the stairs toward the great cherry wood door, memories creeping in with each step. My hand on the heavy iron handle was almost more than I could bear. I needed to get out of there as fast as possible. Pushing it open, I dashed through the foyer; past the living room with its white sofa; past Tripp’s office, his desk and chair. I burst into the kitchen, saw my mail on the counter, was ready to grab it and run, but something stopped me dead in my tracks. Neatly placed on top of the stack was a brochure.
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	My duffel zipped easily. I was traveling light. Jeans, thermals, and pjs, a coat, hat, and boots were really all I’d need. At the last minute, I remembered my yoga mat, picturing my mom practicing her daily sun salutations on our wooden porch. I folded it and placed it in my bag.


	“Alex, are you sure you don’t want me to come with you guys to the airport? I really don’t mind,” Haley said, lying on my bed with Bitzi.


	I was looking forward to the quiet drive with Andy.


	“I’m sure, Haley. Plus, I think Andy’s heading down to the peninsula after dropping me off, and it would be a pain for him to drive you back to the city,” I said, hoping to quell any further questioning.


	“Hmm,” she said. “I could always go with him. I still haven’t seen the greenhouse.”


	With all my meditation and mantras, I still couldn’t handle the thought of the two of them alone together.


	“Honestly, Hay, I think he’s busy. Why don’t you go to the Garden for Galen’s class?”


	“Knock, knock.” Andy opened the door. “Hey, besties. This all we got?” he asked, looking at my bag.


	“You can borrow some of my clothes, you know. Aren’t you going to go out at all while you’re home?” Haley asked as she moisturized her feet.


	“Out? In Sisters? In case you forgot, ‘dressed up’ in Sisters means a new pair of Wranglers. Besides, I’m sure my parents will have me playing endless rounds of Scrabble when I’m not helping Dad with the new potting shed.” It actually didn’t sound half-bad.


	“My kind of vacation,” Andy said, rubbing his hands together. “Sure you don’t want me to go with you? I build a mean potting shed.”


	I imagined Andy and my dad bundled in the olive L.L. Bean parkas that lived in our mudroom. Andy hammering, while my dad held the frame in place.


	“Gosh, Andy,” Haley said and stood up. “What are we going to do with Alex away for two weeks?”


	We?


	She was putting on her furry boots.


	“Guess we’ll just count the days ‘til she gets back. Right, my man?” he asked Billy, who was sprawled out at his feet. He bent down to scratch him. “What about you, Haley? Did you find a place?”


	“Not even looking. Alex and I make fantastic roommates.” She was wearing her jacket now and putting things in her purse.


	“Don’t forget that Andy has an appointment,” I tried again.


	“That’s okay. I’ll just go with him.”


	Andy smiled and said, “I’d love to hang out Haley, but I’ve got back to back meetings all afternoon.”


	“Oh, fine,” Haley said and tossed Bitzi back onto my bed.


	“Another time,” he said to her. “Let’s hit it, Oregon.” He tossed my bag over his shoulder. “You up for a drive, Bill?”


	Billy barked twice, so Andy grabbed his leash and headed for the door.


	“I’ve got Billy,” he called. “I’ll bring him by later.”


	“Sounds good,” Haley yelled from the refrigerator. She was lining up ingredients for a homemade facemask.


	I glanced around the room, pushed in two dresser drawers, and walked over to the kitchen.


	“Alright, Hay. I’m out of here.” I grabbed a banana and put it in my purse. “Don’t forget to water the plants and feed the dogs.”


	Haley had begged to dog-sit Billy. And despite my doubts about her responsibility, I really didn’t want to put him through the trauma of a flight. So reluctantly I accepted her offer, making her swear to walk him twice a day and not to dress him like a Christmas elf.


	“Don’t worry, Allie. I got it. Give Mags and Ben a hug for me.” She cracked an egg and tossed its shell in the sink. A trail of egg white streaked the floor.


	The Universe is not yours to control.


	I leaned over the mess and gave her a kiss on the cheek.


	Once we were settled in the cab of the truck with Billy snuggled in his lap, Andy reached over like he was going to rest his hand on my thigh. He must have changed his mind though, because he placed it back on the steering wheel, took a deep breath, and looked out his window.


	“Everything okay?” I asked.


	He glanced at me but didn’t say anything.


	“So my mom said they just got twelve inches of snow. I wonder if I’ll even remember how to drive in that stuff.” I unzipped my jacket and loosened the scarf around my neck. “We actually have a plow that attaches to our tractor, and when we were little, my dad used to—”


	“I can’t do this,” he said without looking at me. My body tightened.


	“What? Can’t drive a tractor? I’ll teach you.” I turned and smiled at him.


	We were stopped at a light, but Andy kept his eyes on the road.


	“I can’t be this guy for you.”


	My heart started beating faster.


	“You’re not just a guy, you’re my friend. We agreed, remember? And look at us. It works.”


	“It works for you.”


	“Andy, I don’t understand . . . ” I lied.


	“Come on.” He looked irritated, and it scared me. “I’ve been here. Am here, Alex. For whatever you need and whenever you need it. But you’re keeping me at an arm’s length. Flirting just enough to keep me wondering. If you only want a friend, then act like one.” He gripped the wheel. I’m so sorry. Kiss me. Come home with me.


	The words were stuck, unreachable.


	I summoned all of my courage and said, “You’re free to do what you want.”


	Free to leave me. Free to love someone else.


	We rode in silence.


	“Good to know,” he finally said, and turned on the radio.


	We arrived at the airport three excruciating songs later. Andy stopped outside the terminal, then turned and looked at me. He was unshaven and still tan from his long days in the sun. A soft, cotton t-shirt peeked out from the neckline of his worn wool sweater. I felt a longing so strong that it threatened to consume me. As I held his gaze, the world slowed to a stop. Everything faded away but his eyes and my heartbeat.


	“Alright, Oregon.” He looked away. “I tried.” He got out of the truck, retrieved my bag, and walked it around to the sidewalk where I now stood. I searched for something to say.


	“Will you make sure Billy’s okay?” I asked.


	He smiled for the first time since we left my apartment, and I was flooded with relief.


	“You think I’d leave this guy to fend for himself?” He extended an arm to Billy, who was hanging out the passenger side window.


	“Thanks,” I said.


	Then he put his arms around me and pulled me close.


	Let go of control.


	I slipped my arms around his waist and closed my eyes, enveloped by the smell and feel of him.


	Let go.


	I looked up, moving my lips toward his. This time, he pulled away.


	Looking out at the line of cars, he said, “You’re gonna miss your flight.”


	I could barely breathe. I picked up my bag and walked toward the terminal, afraid to look back and terrified to move forward.


	***


	Two hours later, I was searching through the crowd for my mom’s familiar face.


	“Honey, I’m right here,” she called, walking toward me in a worn barn jacket and purple knit hat.


	“Mom!” I didn’t realize how much I needed to see her until I was in her arms, soothed by the scent of her White Rain shampoo.


	“How’s my girl?” she asked, pulling away and holding my shoulders with both of her strong hands. “You look great. How are you feeling? Hungry? How about Pines of Tuscany for a nice hot lunch?”


	“Sounds good. I’m starving,” I answered. I needed something in my knotted, empty stomach.


	Mom and I held hands and walked out into the chilly High Desert air. At first, it felt awkward, given the distance between us for the last few years. Still, I didn’t let go.


	“Come on.” Mom laughed, and we jogged toward the family Wagoneer.


	“There she is!” Dad jumped from the driver’s seat and gave me a hug that lifted me off the ground. He looked around and asked, “Where’s your usual travel companion?”


	“Hi, Dad! Billy’s at home with Haley.”


	“The famous Haley Hamilton?” he asked, throwing my bag into the back. I wondered if Mom had shared our last conversation.


	“Yep. She’s been staying with me.”


	We jumped in the car, and on the drive I delivered an abridged version of what had gone on since Haley’s arrival. They listened thoughtfully, and when I was through, my mom turned her head to me in the back seat and said, “There’s a reason that girl has been in your life for so long.” Then she turned back to the expanse of land that lay before us. I relaxed into my seat, taking in the majesty of the snow-capped mountains.


	***


	Pulling into our long dirt driveway, I knew that coming home was exactly what I needed. Smooth banks of fresh powder softened the vast landscape, and the crunching of our tires was the only sound to be heard. Our long front porch glowed in the mellow light of afternoon, and a plume of smoke drifted peacefully from the chimney. All my life, I’d wanted to escape this emptiness and calm, to find something new and exciting. But my year with Tripp had been like a near-death experience, and now I was seeing everything with new eyes. My heart felt like it might explode, it was so beautiful.


	While Dad carried my bag in from the car, I wandered down toward the corral. My troubles blew away like drifting snow as I opened the side door of the barn, its cold metal latch burning my bare fingers. The sweet, familiar scent of hay and leather greeted me at the door. I grabbed a carrot from the bin and walked straight to Winger’s stall. He whinnied and threw his head over the door before I had even reached him. I fed him the carrot and rubbed his nose.


	“Hey, buddy. You miss me? ‘Cause I sure missed you.” I nuzzled into the side of his neck then took his face in my hands. “You’ve gone grey on me.”


	It had been a whole year since I’d last seen him. I felt a mix of guilt and sadness. Winger, my faithful confidant, my place to center and connect, my yoga before I even understood what yoga was. I pulled the phone from my pocket and snapped a photo of Winger, the flash startling him. I typed, ‘Hi from Oregon. Give Billy a smooch for me.’ I sent it to both Haley and Andy.


	When the barn door opened and the lights flickered on, I realized that I had been standing in the dark. Outside, the moon and stars were so bright that light spilled through a window and into Winger’s stall.


	“Now, that’s the Alex I remember.” Mom hung a few pieces of tack and then walked over to me. “Winger before anything else.”


	“Nothing’s changed, Mom,” I said with contentment. “Well, except these grey whiskers on my Wing man.” I gave him a kiss on his snout.


	“Hey, if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. Right, Winger?” My mom leaned one elbow on the stall door and brushed a stray piece of hair behind my ear. “My girl is home.” She sighed. “We’ve missed you, Alex.”


	I knew it was more than the physical distance she was talking about.


	“I know. I’ve missed you guys, too.” I rubbed my arms. In my hurry to see Winger, I’d come down without a coat.


	“Dad put on some tea up at the house. Help me throw these blankets over Bristol and Max then we’ll head in to warm you up.” I loved my mother’s strength. Her ability to see what needed to be done, to see what people needed, and to do it without drama or recognition. She truly was a humble warrior.


	“Sounds good,” I said.


	We worked together with the ease of two people who shared that chore each evening, one straightening, the other buckling. I could have been fourteen again, except that I had a sense of peace and gratitude I’m not sure that I’d ever felt before.


	‘You have to be knocked off center in order to find center,’ Galen once said as I tumbled out of half moon pose. Trying again, I had wobbled, then found my balance.


	Now I smiled.


	When we were done, Mom checked all the latches and shut off the lights. The moon reflected off the snow, giving everything a blue glow. With a pang, I thought of Andy. He would love it here. And he’d never have needed twenty-five years to appreciate it.


	Inside the house, I sat at the large wooden table and leafed through an old photo album. Dad was in the overstuffed chair by the fireplace, reading some tattered classic from his collection. He looked up at me with a satisfied smile.


	“Sure is nice to see you there, little miss.”


	“So, Dad.” I turned a brittle plastic page. “At what age does a daughter lose ‘little miss’ status around here?” Mom placed a cup of tea on the table in front of me then sat down.


	Dad looked at me over his reading glasses and sighed. “Oh, darlin’. You know you’ll always be about four in my eyes.”


	“Great, Dad. I did quit sucking my thumb a few years back,” I said. “Doesn’t that make me at least eight?” He laughed his rich laugh.


	“Well, no matter what your dear old Dad thinks, I’m sure Tripp is relieved.”


	A log in the fire popped.


	It was a slip, surely meant to be a joke, but I looked down at my tea, cheeks burning.


	“I’m sorry, sweet pea. What a thing to say.” Dad closed his book, walked up behind me, and gave me a kiss on the head. I knew he felt terrible.


	“Honey,” Mom said, putting her hand on top of mine. “You decide if and when you want to talk about it.”


	 “I think that this may be your mother’s department. You need a male opinion, you call me, but as far as I’m concerned, that guy, whatever his name is, just lost the best thing that could have happened to him, to anyone.”


	He kissed me again and turned to walk upstairs.


	Per usual, Dad left the emotional conversations to Mom. Still, he was a deeply feeling man who poured all his thoughts onto a canvas in his studio. That’s why I treasured his paintings. They were poems, letters, memories, and celebrations.


	Once Dad had gone to bed, it was just me and Mom and the three dogs lined up on their beds half-asleep, their excitement having finally died down. And strangely, as safe as it felt to be there, sitting by firelight in my family’s cozy home, I now had the sense that there was nowhere left to hide. Suddenly I was avoiding Mom’s eyes because I felt so exposed. I was ashamed that my marriage had failed; ashamed that I’d chosen the wrong man; ashamed that I had shut her out.


	“So how’s the new apartment?” she asked. My mom was intuitive. Just the thought of my little home brought a smile back to my face.


	“It’s amazing. I can’t wait for you to see it. I love living alone, having time and space to read, write, meditate—”


	“Meditate?”


	“Yeah, I’m not very good at it yet, but it’s helped me a lot lately.”


	“That’s wonderful, honey. I am so happy to hear it.” She paused and looked at me. “So are you alright?”


	I thought about denying my pain, glossing over it like I had during all of our phone calls. But being there in her presence—warm, wise, and patient—I couldn’t do it. I wanted to tell her. I missed the closeness we once shared, pre-Tripp, pre-New York. Besides, there really was no small talk with Maggie Greene.


	“No.” My tears were about to spill over. “I’m hurt and humiliated. And I know you never liked him, Mom.”


	There. I said it.


	Her face softened with sympathy.


	“It’s not that I didn’t like him, Alex. I just felt like I knew him.” She peered into her mug.


	“Like you knew him? What do you mean?” She was still for several moments and seemed to be choosing her words carefully.


	“Honey,” she said. “I know that world. Know it well. Louise’s world, Tripp’s world.” It was hard to imagine that she could ever comprehend the pressure and exclusivity I had experienced, seeing her here in this modest, rustic home, wearing baggy jeans and dad’s flannel.


	“Everyone ‘knows’ it, mom, but not everyone gets to be a part of it.” I had never said that out loud to anyone; it sounded horribly self-important.


	Mom scanned my face.


	“It was my world, too.” She took a slow sip of tea. “I was raised by a ‘Louise.’ Another woman who lost her soul trying to be perfect: the lovely wife in the beautiful home with the tidy children and fancy cars.” She took another sip. “And Alex, because I am inspired by your bravery, I want to share a difficult truth with you too. My dad traveled all the time, apparently with different women in each city.”


	My jaw dropped, “What? Did she know?”


	“Of course. A woman knows. It’s just whether or not she chooses to acknowledge it. I watched my beautiful, powerful mother become a bitter shell. Eventually all that mattered was someone else’s idea about how we were supposed to look and act. Instead of Stanford, Harvard was our family Alma Mater. And sweetheart,” she said, shaking her head, “if I had to tap dance for one more pompous, drunk Crimson alum . . . ” She laughed. “Look, I still get all worked up.”


	I never knew my grandparents. They died before I was born. Mom had told us stories about her childhood, mostly about riding and working in the garden, practices she’d brought to her new life in the West. And I recalled her saying that Nanny bought dresses that itched and shoes that pinched. I’d been told Mom grew up in New Canaan, Connecticut, but I had never been there. And as far as I knew, she’d never been back.


	I was stunned. As I sat there silent, trying to grasp it all, I watched my mother stand to grab a box of biscotti and sit back down. She was stunning, though she never tried to show it. Her silver hair hung thick and straight to her shoulders, and her big, hazel eyes were framed by long, dark lashes. She, like me, was small but strong. She offered me a cookie.


	“So in a way, my heart goes out to Tripp. And Louise. Honestly, they make me sad. You can’t blame a person for their path. But I admit that I couldn’t understand why you would choose that life over this one. It was your dad who kept trying to remind me that this is your journey and not mine, so I don’t get to choose for you.” She took my hand. “But since we’re being honest here, I’ll confess my first thought when you told me Tripp was leaving.”


	“What was it?” I asked.


	“Hallelujah!” she shouted to the rafters.


	The dogs snorted and sat up, ready to defend us.


	“Shhhhhhhhhhh,” Mom commanded. Slowly, they wilted back onto their pillows.


	It was silent for a moment, then we burst into quiet laughter.


	“Okay, then I’ll be honest too.”


	“There’s more?” She was still laughing.


	“Tripp cheated on me.” Mom stopped and looked at me. “With his yoga instructor.”


	“You’re not serious?” she asked. I nodded. I saw her trying to contain a growing smile.


	“It’s okay, Mom. It’s hilarious, really.” We both started laughing again. This time we couldn’t stop.


	Why stop? I could hear Haley say.


	Two hours and two pots of tea later, I looked at the clock. It was coming up on midnight, and Mom could barely stifle her yawns.


	“Time to hit the sack, sweetheart,” she said, leaning over and kissing me on the forehead. “I’m so happy you’re home. Want to come to yoga with me tomorrow morning?” We both knew the significance of this invitation.


	“I’d love to. I brought my mat,” I replied.


	“Well, well. How you’ve changed, my grown-up little girl.” She stood up smiling. How many times had she invited me join her in yoga? Finally, I was ready.


	I climbed the creaky staircase and stopped to look at the pictures lining the walls. My mom and me tubing the Rogue River when I was six; Jackson and me at twelve and nine, roasting marshmallows by a campfire; and my favorite, all four of us spring snowshoeing the year Jackson graduated from high school. I had to give my parents credit; they made sure we spent a lot of time together. When Jackson turned sixteen and started driving, they instituted a sibling date night once a week. Although the evening usually started with eye-rolling and bickering, we spent many Friday nights at the bowling alley, batting cages, or movies, then grabbing pizza at Pappy’s. They were some of my favorite memories.


	I missed Jackson terribly.


	As I approached the top of the stairs, the pictures were more recent. Jackson and Erin on their wedding day at her parent’s ranch in Montana. My nephew, Nick, holding his brand new baby sister, Olivia. I had missed last Christmas, opting to go with Tripp’s family to Aspen instead. Now Nick was six and Olivia was almost two. I hadn’t seen them in a year, and they barely knew their aunt. I would have to change that, and resolved to call Jack to arrange a spontaneous visit to Montana.


	In my room, I looked around at the pictures and ribbons, the wood panels whose knotholes I knew so well. I moved my bag to a wicker chair in the corner of the room, pulled back my quilt, and snuggled down under the soft, flannel sheets. I had just closed my eyes when I heard my phone vibrate and quickly picked it up.


	Right back at you, Oregon. Attached was a picture of Billy on top of Andy’s truck.


	I smiled, turned my phone off, and drifted to sleep.


	***


	The next few days were filled with yoga, riding, and talking shop over the Scrabble board, just as I had predicted. My parents wanted to know all about the Rescue; and they described their latest efforts in the community; Mom with her volunteer horse therapy, and Dad with art education.


	As for the yoga, it was different than what I was used to, but I was enjoying the change. The classes were slow-paced and small, with no more than five students. We started with at least twenty minutes of Pranayama breath work, and from there, moved into one or two sun salutations and not more than five other poses. The instructor even included a few partner poses that had Mom and me rolling on the floor laughing. I could feel my tight grip on life and the people in it relaxing.


	Five days after arriving home, giggling voices pulled me out of my deep sleep, and I was momentarily confused. Kids? My eyes popped open when I heard the pitter patter of little feet approaching my door.


	“You go in first,” squealed a child’s voice.


	Nick? Olivia? I jumped out of bed and threw open the door.


	“Auntie A!” Nick screamed. Olivia toddled in after him. I marveled at how big and beautiful my niece and nephew had become. Nick still had that mischievous smile and, after a few moments of shyness, jumped on the bed while Olivia struggled to climb up the side.


	“Come here, sweet girl,” I said, and picked her up.


	“Mommy said we shouldn’t open the door, because you were still sleeping, but you’re awake!” Nick announced. “Want to build a snow fort with us?” I loved how Nick believed his two-year-old younger sister to be just as capable as he was. Just like Jackson. “Daddy said you are really, really good at building forts.”


	“No fort. No fort.” Olivia didn’t quite have her ‘s’ sound down.


	“Of course we can,” I answered. “Just let me brush my teeth and get dressed.”


	Jackson appeared in the doorway, smiling in his usual, laid-back way.


	“What’s up, little sis?” he asked. “It’s been a long, long time.”


	“Are you surprised we’re here?” Nick asked. “Daddy said that we were surprising you and that you didn’t know we were coming.”


	“You did surprise me, buddy. This is the best surprise ever,” I said, going over to give Jackson a hug. Nick and Olivia were waiting for me to get back in bed. Giggling, I jumped in between them. The bond I felt with these children was immediate. I had so underestimated the power of family.


	“Erin’s making pancakes,” Jackson said, leaning against the doorframe. “Want your usual chocolate chip and banana? Or have you switched to gluten-free carob chip? Mom says you’re really into this New Age-y thing.” He never missed an opportunity to tease me.


	“Ha! No, Jackson, chocolate reigns supreme,” I answered.


	“C’mon kids. Let’s give Auntie A a few minutes to get ready. I’m sure you two will have her very busy these next couple of days,” he said, scooping a child under each arm and leaving my room.


	Fill your cup.


	Impulsively, I picked up the phone. It was a task I’d been putting off, but my heart was so full that I finally felt inspired, like I could accomplish anything, even convince Haley to find her own place. Lovingly. Compassionately. Now that Jackson was here, I really wanted to get it over with and not have to think about it over the next few days.


	“Why helloooo, stranger,” Haley answered. “Finally you’re calling us back. I was thinking that you were lost in the wilderness and had forgotten about your bff back here in Frisco.”


	Us? Did she just say us?


	I so hoped she was talking about herself, Billy, and Bitzi.


	“Morning, Haley. No, I didn’t forget about you. I’ve just been busy. Jackson surprised me this morning, and we’ve been doing the whole family thing,” I replied, wanting to bypass any small talk and get to the point.


	“Well, you called at just the right time. Andy and I are heading over to Galen’s class right now, aren’t we babe?” I paused. Heading to yoga together? Why was Andy there? Had he spent the night? No, that would be ridiculous. But it was only seven in the morning.


	I gripped my phone.


	Quick! What am I supposed to do? Oh, right:‘notice.’


	So.


	Instead of judging myself, I simply “noticed” my response. Churning stomach? Hm. Pounding heart? Interesting. Was I jealous? Angry? Maybe I didn’t need to label or decide anything right now. I forced myself to take a long, enlightened breath.


	“Haley,” I croaked, cleared my throat, then tried again. “Haley, I only have a minute, but I just need to ask you to look for a place while I’m away.”


	“Al, you don’t really want us to move, do you? We’re just hitting our stride, girl! Don’t get me wrong, I will live in Pacific Heights some day.” There was a muffled sound, like she put her hand over the phone. “But in the meantime, your little love shack is working out just fine.”


	I heard something in the background. Billy? Andy? Frantic, I began spinning my wheels. Haley was occupying my life! I remembered Nancy’s sage advice about boundaries and forced myself to set them once again, trying to remain calm.


	“I know it’s tough, Haley. Believe me, I do. But I’m serious. I want to live in my own apartment when I get back. Alone.”


	She sighed.


	“Andy, it looks like we’ve got plans after yoga today, or Bitzi and I will be out on the street by New Year.”


	Andy responded, his voice close to Haley’s phone. I couldn’t decipher his words. Was he talking to me? Should I answer him? The confusion was too much. I wrapped up the conversation, said goodbye, and shut off my phone, resolving it would stay that way for my last week home.


	“Auntie A, what took you so long?” asked Nick.


	“Sorry, guys. I had to make a quick phone call.” I dropped onto a stool between the two kids.


	Erin came over from the stove to give me a long hug.


	“Have we ever missed you!”


	“I’ve missed you, too. But I’m back now, I promise,” I said, putting my arms around Olivia and Nick. My absence from family vacations and camping trips had not gone unnoticed. “Okay, and don’t tell me that you are doing yoga. I told Jackson he was full of it when he told me that.” She had discovered yoga after having Nick. I used to tease her and mom when they talked about it.


	 “Yeah well, some of us are little slow.”


	 “A little slow! You’d think your mom and I had joined some sort of cult, the way you dug your heels in about trying it with us.” She laughed as she cut Olivia’s pancakes.


	 “Yep, and now I have no idea what I would have done without it.”


	 “I can do crow pose,” Nick chimed in, his mouth full.


	 “Yes, Auntie Alex, if you need any pointers, Nick is quite a yogi himself,” Erin said.


	 “Awesome, bud,” I said to Nick. “Maybe you could give me a class later.” I turned back to Erin. “I found an incredible teacher in the city.”


	“Mom said that’s not the only guy you met in the city,” Jackson called from the mudroom.


	“Mom, seriously, I told you we were just friends,” I said, and poured two little glasses of juice.


	“Honey, all I said was that you found a really nice friend. And I only brought it up because I knew Jackson would be interested in Andy’s work.”


	“Yeah, Alex, are you helping him with the garden stuff, or do you guys just go to yoga and get sweaty together?” He asked, piling up hats and mittens.


	“Actually he’s getting sweaty with Haley in yoga right now,” I blurted.


	Non-reactivity, Alex?


	My mom didn’t miss anything.


	“Haley and Andy went to yoga together?” she asked.


	“Haley as in Haley from here? High school Haley?” Erin asked. “You can’t get rid of her, can you? I still remember the white tulle dress she wore to your wedding.”


	I had a vision of Haley and Andy cozy in my apartment, and felt my heart speed up again.


	“No, I guess I can’t,” I said.


	“So who’s joining me for class this morning?” Mom asked.


	“Not us,” I replied, putting Olivia on my lap and bouncing her on my knees.


	“Me neither,” Jackson said. “I gotta keep an eye on these rug rats. And my little sister.”


	“Can we go skating?” Nick asked.


	“Sure,” I responded. “Whatever you guys want to do.”


	“All the skates are in the barn, but if you can’t find a pair for Nick, they do have rentals at the pond. And why don’t you grab one of the old sleds for Olivia?” Mom scooped her off my lap. “Auntie Alex used to love when your daddy pulled her. Remember how she would scream?” she asked Jackson. “‘Faster, faster, faster!’”


	He reached over and rumpled my hair. “Al always loved a wild ride.”


	***


	It was only Nick’s third time skating, but it didn’t take long for him got the hang of it, carefully navigating around the edge of the pond, biting his tongue with intense focus.


	“He takes after you,” Jackson observed. “Wants to be perfect at everything he does.” He turned around to face me and started going backwards. “So can Andy skate as well as I can?”


	“Actually, Jack, he’s a lot like you.” I smiled, pulling Olivia behind me in the sled.


	“Good looking, athletic, generous . . . Lucky guy,” he joked.


	“He is great,” I admitted. “But unfortunately, I think Haley might have claimed him.” The words hung there in a puff of my breath.


	“Haley? Really?” He paused. “I guess she is a cute one. Annoying, but cute. I promise you, though. It won’t last,” he said.


	I shrugged.


	“You know, for the first time in forever, I feel happy. And not happy because of someone else. Happy because I have a great life. And I love my job.”


	“Do they pay you well at that place?”


	“Not exactly,” I acknowledged. “But it’s a perfect launch for vet school. I’m thinking of trying again.”


	“That’s awesome, Al.” He gave me an encouraging pat on the back. “Have you looked into any programs?”


	“A few. UC Davis is close, and in-state tuition would really help. I need a few more pre-reqs before applying. But I really am considering it. Of course, it’ll mean many more years of poverty,” I joked. “But who needs money, right?”


	Jackson looked at me. “Tripp’s loss, you know, Al.” I felt immediate pressure in my chest at the mention of his name.


	“Thanks, J.”


	“I mean it.”


	“I know you do.” We were matching each other’s stride. “It’s just that when I look at you and Erin and the kids, I want that.”


	“Listen, it’s not easy, marriage, kids, any of it, but Erin and I are in it together and that’s what makes it all worth it. You just need the right person.”


	“I thought I had found him, Jack.”


	“That guy? —”


	“Don’t say it!” I said, and he laughed. We skated in silence, watching Nick make his way on the ice.


	“Do you ever feel lost?” I asked.


	“Lost? Heck, I feel totally under-qualified for this job at times.” He nodded toward Nick, who had taken a break and was throwing snowballs at a giant pine. “But no, I guess I don’t feel lost. I’m a simple guy. I’ve got dad in me. You’re all mom.”


	“Then there’s hope for me yet.” I smiled.


	Just then, Nick called out, “Look at me!” His arms were outstretched, and he was actually picking up some speed.


	“Woo hoo!” I shouted.


	“Nice, Nicky!” Jackson was clapping and watching his son with a look on his face that I’d never seen.


	What a great dad, I thought.


	I felt my eyes fill. Turning my head, I tried to sniff away the tears inconspicuously, but my big brother never let me get away with anything.


	“You getting weepy, Al?”


	“No,” I said defensively.


	“Yes you are!” he goaded and tried to grab me, but I was too fast. He was pulling Olivia now, her hat almost over her eyes.


	Laughing as the tears streamed down my cheeks, I skated with all my might to the other end of the pond where Nick was watching the big kids play hockey. I came to a dramatic and show-offy hockey stop right next to him. He looked impressed for a second and then noticed my red-rimmed eyes.


	“Are you okay, Aunt Alex?”


	“I’m just very happy to be with you guys, and it’s making me a little sentimental, ya know?” I gave him a quick hug. “Wanna skate with me?”


	“Sure,” he said.


	As we held hands and skated back to his dad, my heart took a snapshot of the moment: my family in the sun on a frozen pond in Oregon.


	Back at the car, I caved and pulled out my phone to text Andy.


	
		Me: I wish you were here.




	He texted back right away.


	
		A: So do I. 

	
		Me: Pizza and movie when I get back?

	
		A: Sure about that?

	
		Me: Yes, I miss you




	I didn’t even wait for a response. I just turned off my phone, and put on my seatbelt.
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	(6 months, 2 days)


	

	The cab pulled up in front of my apartment, and I saw Haley’s head peek out of my kitchen window.


	“ALEX!!!” she called down. “You’re home! I can’t believe—” I rolled up my window, blocking out the rest of her sentence. She would be my roommate forever. Haley and me and twenty-one cats. I paid the driver, gathered my things, and walked up the steps to my building.


	Haley came gliding down the stairs in a plush bathrobe with leopard slippers and opened the front door for me. She gave me a hug and took my bag.


	“Al.” She looked at me. “I have a surprise.”


	“Great, Hay. Your own place?” I said, trudging up the stairs behind her.


	“Now come on, don’t be mean.” She pushed my bag into the apartment with her foot. “It’s a healthy dinner to help us prepare for the workshop tomorrow.”


	Ugh, the workshop!


	I had extended my trip by a week, completely forgetting about the workshop. Why did I get myself home the day before rather than the day after the workshop? Haley. Lauren. Probably Tripp, too. Right back into the fire. Was I crazy? Why had I ever agreed to sign up for it?


	Billy was wagging and whining, dancing around in circles. I took him in my arms.


	Serenity now. Serenity now. Serenity now.


	If it weren’t for Andy, I would have backed out right then and there. But in some way, I wanted to do the workshop with him, wanted Andy by my side as I faced my past, accepted it, and moved on. If ever there were a time to apply all my endless reading, meditating, and yoga, it would be at that damn workshop.


	“Haley, what did you do in here?” I was sitting on the floor with Billy, scanning my transformed apartment.


	She came out of the kitchen wearing a new oven mitt and holding a pair of tongs.


	“Don’t you love it?” she asked. “I was feeling inspired and decided to give our living room a little facelift.”


	“Pink?” I asked.


	“Yes, Al, it’s pink. And I found orange pillows for our beds that compliment the accent wall perfectly. I modeled it after the Yoga Garden.” She was very excited. “See how pushing the table against that wall gives us much more room? And what do you think of the new gallery?” She motioned to an artful display of old photos that she’d had enlarged in black and white and put in beautiful teak frames. I scanned the collection—Haley and me on horseback in bikini tops and daisy dukes. Haley and me, dressed for prom. Haley and me, looking chic and miserable at a cocktail party in Manhattan.


	“Wow. Haley, you know I love you, but I’m not sure I want a picture of us in matching sweatbands on my wall. It wasn’t my best look.” I laughed.


	“Well fine then. I’ll take it down.” She sighed and stood on her tiptoes, removing one of the frames. There was something heartbreaking about her nostalgia.


	“Never mind,” I said. “Keep it up there. It’s cute.”


	She tilted her head, admired the picture, and said, “I thought so.” She looked over at me and smiled.


	I took a breath.


	“Hay, we need to talk. I mean really talk.”


	Boundaries. This was good for both of us.


	“You and Bitzi have got to find an apartment. My place is too small. Plus, I’m trying hard to make it on my own here. This is the first time I’ve ever really lived by myself. It’s important to me.” I kept giving reasons, hoping one of them would get through to her. But she still wasn’t saying anything, so finally I threw the gauntlet. “I’ll give you two weeks, okay?”


	“I get it, I get it.”


	“You do?”


	“Yes, Alex. It’s very clear.” She took off the oven mitt. “We’re not wanted, Bitzi.”


	She bent down, picked up her dog, and nuzzled into Bitzi’s cashmere sweater. I knew this side of Haley and tried to stay centered, anticipating her next move. I knew all too well that under duress, Haley moved quickly from sadness and disappointment straight into warfare-style guilt tripping. I had to stay grounded. I stood up.


	“Where are you going?” she asked.


	“Bathroom. I just need a minute,” I said.


	I shut the door behind me, turned on the sink and splashed cold water on my face. Maybe I was the one holding onto the past; this friendship wasn’t serving either of us. I looked at myself in the mirror, dripping wet, and renewed my commitment to serenity. I turned to grab a towel off the hook behind the door, and that’s when I saw it. Andy’s belt. The soft, worn leather that had always reminded me of Winger’s saddle. My body went cold, and I ripped the door open.


	“Really, Haley?” I gripped the belt with one hand, water dripping down my face. “For weeks, I put up with the comments. The innuendos. But I didn’t think you’d actually do it!”


	“Alex, it’s not what you think.”


	“Sure it isn’t!” I grabbed Billy’s leash. “Come on, boy,” I said, and walked out the door.


	My mind was made up. There would be no Andy and me. Not now, and not ever. I felt betrayed, like a victim, but I knew deep down that it was jealousy, pure and simple. I envied Haley. Her ability to take risks, to say what was on her mind, to live with abandon and passion, never apologizing for who she was. And now, Andy. For better or worse, Haley was Haley, and she knew what she wanted. I, on the other hand, apparently had no clue, despite all my soul searching. That night I walked the Mission’s streets for hours, past bustling night markets and twenty-four-hour taquerias. I was trying to breathe, trying to release, trying to transcend. Finally, I dragged myself home at two in the morning and fell into bed.


	I was crushed.


	***


	“Anyone up for some pre-dawn yoga?”


	I opened one eye, and there was Andy, sitting on the edge of my bed.


	“How was the trip, Oregon? Thanks for that last message.”


	Ughhh. I rolled over.


	“Come on, sleeping beauty. The workshop starts in forty-five minutes.”


	Was this really happening? Part of me wanted him to crawl under the covers with me; the other part wanted to kick him off the bed. All this New Age tranquility crap was so short-lived.


	I stood up, grabbed a yoga outfit from my dresser, and headed to the bathroom.


	“Not even a ‘good morning’?” he called through the door. Then I heard him say, “How’s that mocha latte coming, Haley? No whip, please.”


	She didn’t answer him either.


	“All sunshine in here, huh Billy?”


	I was back at the sink, splashing water on my face, when I made a deal with myself. If I couldn’t transcend my suffering, at least I could stop acting like a spoiled child. I still had that much self-respect. I emerged from the bathroom, picked up my mat, and said, “Let’s go.”


	“You okay, Alex?” Andy had stopped joking now.


	“I’m okay. Just ready to move on,” I said. Haley was scrambling around my kitchen filling up water bottles. “I mean get going.” I wished I had a shoelace to tie, a bag to zip, anything. I hated standing there with Andy looking at me.


	“Rough night last night? Bit of a shock, going from Oregon farm life to this.” He nodded his head toward the kitchen where Haley was flying around like a whirling dervish. She still hadn’t spoken a word.


	They had slept together. Now I was sure of it.


	How was I going to get through the day?


	We squeezed into Andy’s truck. Haley sat in the middle chattering nervously the whole way. Oregon and the peace I’d felt there seemed light years away. To think I’d been there just the day before . . . I kept my eyes on the sky, the trees, the cars and people, all oblivious to my little drama.


	This too shall pass. This too shall pass. This too shall pass.


	Before going into the studio, I checked my voicemail. There were two messages.


	“You are strong and beautiful and so beyond your past,” said Jenny’s.


	And from Nancy: “This is a spectacular moment for you. Shine, my love.”


	Walking through the Garden lobby and upstairs to the yoga space, I tried to focus on my breath. Haley was still chattering to Andy, so I slipped away unnoticed into the crowd. People were setting up all over the room, unrolling mats, stretching, and glancing around expectantly. At the front of the studio, Galen and Marco were checking people off a list. The knot in my stomach loosened as I walked toward them.


	“You’re back, cutie!” Marco exclaimed and wrapped me in a big hug.


	“Yeah, I just got back yesterday.” I smiled. It was miraculous what a hug from the right person could do.


	Gratitude.


	Galen, glowing with excitement, leaned over his clipboard to kiss my cheek.


	“We’re going to be full this morning; good thing you all signed up early.” He waved to Jenny and Nancy who had already unrolled their mats.


	I nodded and said, “Good thing.”


	Jenny ran over to give me a hug.


	“You okay?” she whispered.


	“What am I doing here?” I whispered back.


	“It’s yoga, Alex. Just yoga. Think of it that way?” she said with little conviction.


	Haley came up and grabbed my mat before we could finish the conversation.


	“I want to make sure we all get spots. It’s already so crowded. Hi, Jenny.”


	“Hi, Haley.” She watched her walk away. “I have to say, she’s actually grown on me.”


	I looked at her for a second and simply said, “Wish me luck.”


	Jenny smiled and squeezed my arm.


	“Good luck.”


	Then Nancy waved and blew me a kiss.


	Haley was in the back corner, two mats over from Andy. She pointed to my mat, which was a row in front of theirs, squeezed between two other mats. At least we were all getting some space from each other. I dropped to my knees and placed my forehead on the floor, breathing into the solace of child’s pose. Pose of strength. Pose of surrender. Pose of humility. They all sounded good right now. I stayed there for a while, desperately trying to tune out the external. In this case, it was Haley’s voice, and she didn’t give up easily.


	“Al, there she is.” I glanced up to see Lauren walking toward us, and Haley waving feverishly.


	I hit the deck and pressed my forehead down harder than before. Then I heard Lauren’s voice. In spite myself, I found it soothing. I was not, however, going to show my face. I was not Gandhi. Just a girl trying to get her head straight.


	“Hi. I’m Lauren,” I heard her say.


	My eyes were closed.


	“I’m Haley, and I cannot wait to do this workshop. Are you taking requests?”


	Lauren laughed lightly. “Sure, Haley. What would you like to work on?”


	“You know that poster in ZEAL? Where you’re doing the pose that looks like a handstand, but you’re on your forearms instead? Pincha Mayurasana, I think?” she enunciated the Sanskrit name.


	“Forearm balance? Sure, we can work on that.”


	I was curled up like a potato bug, busy imagining Lauren with a smug smile as she stood there talking. But so far, there was nothing unpleasant about this woman. Unfortunately.


	Let it go, Alex. “You okay down there?” Andy’s voice interrupted my intense and agitated child’s pose. I pushed myself up on my knees and turned to face him.


	“Not really,” was as all I could say.


	“Oh, come on. It’s only three grueling hours of yoga.”


	I shook my head in defeat and went back to child’s pose.


	Suddenly, I heard a very familiar laugh from somewhere in the room.


	Tripp?


	Oh, God!


	It was all coming at me too fast.


	I peeked out from under my extended child’s pose arm. There, at the front of the room, was a pair of very tan feet moving this way.


	“Alex, what are you doing? You look like you’re hiding from someone.” Andy whispered loudly, “Is someone after you?”


	“Alex, is that the Trippster I spy?” Haley said.


	“Shhhh! Seriously, Haley, if you call any attention back here, I’m leaving.”


	“Who’s the Trippster?” Andy asked.


	I was going into a full-on panic attack. Could I handle this? Tripp. Lauren. Andy. Haley. Introducing Tripp to Andy. Haley and Lauren, chatting like girlfriends. I thought of the big earthquake solution—it had yet to pull through for me.


	“Alright.” Andy said. “Not sure what’s goin’ on here. But I’m hittin’ the restroom.”


	“Great,” I said, trying to redeem myself, but refusing to rise from child’s pose.


	Now Haley crouched next to me on my neighbor’s empty mat.


	“Alex, Tripp is so tan. Was he always so tan? Do you think he just went away somewhere? Or do you think it’s a spray-on? If it is, I need to find out who does it. It looks so real. Have you seen him since the cafe?” I watched her stand to get a better look. “He’s talking to Lauren.”


	Jenny caught my eye and mouthed, “Are you okay?” I managed a slight nod.


	“Haley, let’s talk about it later. Not now.” She shrugged and went back to her mat.


	Tripp was talking to Lauren.


	I tried not to look, but couldn’t help myself. Slowly, I raised my head. She had her hand on his shoulder. Oh God, was I was going to have to witness their PDA? No, within seconds she had gracefully moved on to another conversation and was resting her hand on that person’s shoulder too. Andy was back on the mat next to me now, knees bent, a smile on his face.


	“Yoga culture is fascinating,” he said, adjusting his watch.


	“You’re on someone’s mat,” I said.


	“Alex, isn’t yoga supposed to make you nice?” he asked.


	I scowled.


	Up front, Galen and Marco were talking with Lauren, who was sliding a wireless microphone onto her head. I watched them closely, absorbed in the details of her mannerisms, how she looked, listened, and laughed—


	“Cruz, is that you?”


	It was Tripp, talking to Andy like he knew him. I ducked my head between my knees. Like that would help. Why did Andy have to know everyone?


	Then Lauren’s voice boomed.


	“Welcome,” she said, smiling brightly and looking out at the crowd that had come to practice with her.


	“T. Edwards,” Andy whispered, sticking out his hand. “Nice to see you, man. Am I on your mat?” No, no, no.


	“Yep. This is me,” Tripp replied. “Let’s catch up after.” Andy moved one row behind us and Tripp dropped into downward dog.


	“Let’s start today in child’s pose,” Lauren began.


	I felt like I was having a heart attack. Blood was whooshing in my ears, and my stomach was churning. I pressed my nose into the mat as hard as I possibly could, not caring that it would leave a big red mark.


	“Alex?” Tripp whispered.


	Shit.


	I turned my head so we were face to face in child’s pose. “Yep. It’s me.”


	He smiled. The smile that I’d missed more than I could ever admit.


	“INTENTION,” Lauren’s voice echoed. “Intention allows our life to become our yoga practice. What I’m going to ask you to do today is to forget what you know. Come into the sensations of your body. Whatever is happening, own it. Own the moment.”


	I’m miserable. But I’m here. And I want to find peace.


	Forgiveness. That would be my intention. I looked over at Tripp. What if I could actually forgive him? Forgive Lauren. Forgive Louise. Haley. Andy. Myself. I breathed in the word forgiveness and felt my face begin to soften.


	“Now curl your toes under and press up. Downward facing dog. Beautiful.” She was walking among the rows. “Love what is, and you will take exactly what you need from this workshop.”


	I thought about ‘owning the moment’ and ‘loving what is’. Looking around, I took it all in and realized that the moment was actually . . . absurd. Absurd and oddly hysterical. Here we were, Tripp and I, in tandem downward dogs with his girlfriend leading us in a sold-out one-woman yoga show. He looked under his arm at me and smiled again. I surprised myself by laughing out loud. Maybe something inside was shifting.


	The class followed the usual flow that I was used to by now. I kept my eyes on one spot and willed myself to focus. It was the only way I could get through the next three hours. I was beginning to connect my breath and movements and even enjoy myself when Lauren stopped the sequence and brought us to the top of our mats. She announced that we were going to do some partner work, and before I could blink, Tripp squared his body to mine.


	“Would you do me the honor?” he asked.


	I became acutely aware of Andy, an arm’s reach away.


	Lauren continued. “We are going to work on handstands. Handstands involve letting go of fear. For most of us that fear is right here,” she said, pointing to her head. “The heart is curious, wants to explore; but the head tells us ‘NO, stay safe.’ For the next few minutes, I want you to try to get out of your head and into your heart. Your heart wants to fly. Let it.”


	Her words spoke to a distant memory that I wanted to reclaim. There was a time when I lived by my heart; I could remember the rush of jumping with Winger, surrendering to his momentum, not thinking, only trusting . . . Partner work couldn’t be much different. Just a matter of being present. Trust that I was right where I needed to be. I looked at Tripp and started to let go. Just a little. But it felt like another significant shift.


	“You want to go upside down first, cowgirl?” he asked. It could have been yesterday that we shared a life and a home.


	Lauren spoke again. “But before you begin doing handstands, please take your partner’s hands and hold each other’s gaze for a full minute.”


	I swallowed and looked down, afraid of what I might feel.


	“I think she meant eyes, not feet.” Tripp held out his hands.


	“Oh, yeah, sorry.” I shook my head.


	Feeling unbearably off-balance, I took a deep breath. Finally, I forced myself to look up and meet Tripp’s eyes; it felt like a blow to the chest.


	I was flooded with memories. There was Tripp, on the day I met him. And again, on the day he married me. By the pool at our new house, taking me in his arms; by the shore of Lake Tahoe, promising to love me forever. And there was Tripp, in a towel with his suitcase by the door.


	I wanted to dive into his arms. I wanted to run away. I wanted to scream. When out of the blue a whisper in my soul said, “Be here now.”


	I blinked.


	I breathed.


	And I listened.


	Lauren’s instruction was flowing on, waiting for me to hear it. With her guidance, I scanned my body, noticed the tension, and allowed myself to release it. I breathed into the moment, keeping my eyes on Tripp’s.


	“Trust. Let go. Surrender.” He smiled, and I searched for the specks of grey in his dark blue eyes. Lauren was slowly walking past us now as she guided the class. She seemed unfazed by our intimacy. Was it possible she didn’t know who I was? She was clearly too evolved to mind. What would that be like?


	“Don’t turn away,” coaxed Lauren. “Keep looking, and notice what’s happening inside your chest. Maybe it’s a melting feeling. Stay with it. Don’t turn away. Look deeper. What do you see?”


	There was a light in Tripp’s eyes, and I moved closer to it. I could smell the familiar scent of his sandalwood soap. Softening my knees, I rocked forward onto my toes then back into my heels. I relaxed and planted my feet firmly beneath me. I could do this. I could open myself up to him, forgive him and myself and be free of the past. I felt an incredible expansion in my heart as I stopped resisting. I moved closer, longing to feel his lips on mine. Wanting him to pick me up and carry me home—


	I abruptly let go of his hands and stepped back.


	Tripp ran a hand through his hair and took a deep breath.


	“You’ve changed, Alex,” he said. And then, “Not a day has gone by that I haven’t thought about you.”


	“Please,” I begged. “Let’s just do the handstands.”


	Tripp stepped toward me.


	“Why can’t we explore this, Alex? Explore what’s happening here. It’s not an accident that you’re next to me,” he insisted.


	“But you had an affair with the teacher, Tripp. Ruins the mood a bit.”


	“What?” Tripp squinted at me. “What did you just say?”


	“You know exactly what I said,” I whispered.


	“I didn’t have an affair. I would never do that! Is that what you thought?”


	“But you said—” what exactly had he said? I couldn’t get my bearings.


	Tripp had not had an affair?


	He leaned toward me and lowered his voice even more.


	“Alex, a long time ago my dad cheated on Louise. It nearly destroyed her and our family.” His cheeks were flushed as he repeated, “I would never do that.”


	I looked into his beautiful face, sincere and vulnerable. I had been wrong. And here we were having the most intimate conversation of our marriage in the middle of a yoga class. Why was that?


	“Now help your partner go upside down,” Lauren called.


	I stood there for a second. “I think you already did that.”


	“Then this should be no problem.” Tripp smiled and then stepped aside to let me kick up, catching my legs so I wouldn’t go over. I held it for as long as I could, longer than I ever had before. The rush of blood to my head was comforting. But the thoughts continued.


	Tripp hadn’t cheated on me.


	He wanted me back. Did he?


	You are not your thoughts.


	My arms buckled.


	“Hold me,” I said, before I could stop myself.


	“It’s what I miss most,” he said when I was upright again. His hands were gently grasping my upper arms, and before I knew what was happening, he was kissing me. And I was kissing him back.


	“Tripp.” I pulled away. “Not now.”


	Needing an excuse to look away, I struggled to re-tie my ponytail with shaking hands.


	“I’ll wait then,” he said. And with that, he came into a handstand and held it with no help from me. I watched the muscles of his back, the long, strong sweep of his neck.


	I glanced around, suddenly aware of the other students. Had they seen us? Some were pitching themselves up, some were swaying, some were coming down. Trees in a storm. I looked behind me and caught Andy’s eye. Andy! He was watching us with a look of—sadness? Disappointment? Disgust? My heart plummeted.


	“Back in downward facing dog,” Lauren instructed. I dropped my head and urged my heart to slow down. I tried to explore the moment. What was I feeling? What would I want if I believed that anything was possible?


	What do I want?


	I thought of the ranch and the peace I had felt there. It seemed so far away.


	The remainder of the class was spent doing deep stretching, breathing, and meditation. And when Lauren rang the Tibetan bell indicating that the workshop was coming to a close, I didn’t want to leave. I needed more clarity, more time to understand what had just happened.


	Was the divorce all my fault? Had I pushed Tripp away?


	And now I was doing it again to Andy, a man who deserved so much more from me. If nothing else, I owed him an explanation. An apology. Something.


	I sat up and turned around.


	Andy was gone.


	I was frantically rolling my mat when Tripp put his hand on my back.


	“Can I see you again?”


	“I don’t know, Tripp. But right now, I need to go.”


	Haley rushed over to us.


	“Tripp, hi! What a treat, right?”


	“Hey there, Haley. How you been?”


	As Haley masterfully engaged Tripp in conversation, I picked up my mat and rushed toward the mob scene at the door. Everyone was trying to get a moment with Lauren. By the time I made it downstairs, there was no sign of Andy.


	***


	When I arrived at the rooftop garden, I half-expected to be told Andy wasn’t in. But if I knew him at all, this was where I’d find him. I waited next to an expansive greenhouse, while one of Andy’s colleagues went to find him for me. Eventually I wandered inside, inhaling the sweet, warm air.


	I saw him long before he reached me. He was pointing out something to one coworker and handing off paperwork to another. All business. Like the workshop that morning hadn’t even happened. When he finally came over to me, I could feel a change before he even spoke.


	“What’s up?” he asked.


	“What are you, a super-yogi or something? Yogi by morning, farmer by night.”


	“What are you doing here?”


	“I wanted to see you,” I said.


	“I’m done playing games, Alex.”


	“Andy, if this is about Tripp—”


	“It’s not about Tripp—” He was raising his voice now, and people were beginning to scatter. He shook his head. “I actually thought if I was patient enough, this could go somewhere.”


	“I didn’t expect Tripp to be there, or at least not right next to me.”


	“Stop! Just stop. It’s too little too late, Alex.”


	“But you and Haley—”


	“What?”


	“I know about you two. And I can forgive that. If you can forgive this.”


	“Forgive what, Alex?”


	“Your belt? I saw it in the bathroom.”


	“My belt? You mean the belt I let Haley use as a leash when she forgot Billy’s? You know what. I need you to go.”


	Not again.


	“Please, Andy. Just give me two minutes. Outside?”


	Without looking at me, he took off his gloves and walked out to a corner of the roof that had not yet been transformed. Then he leaned against a vent pipe, looking out at the city.


	“Maybe, you don’t get it Alex, but I’m serious. I’m serious about my work and my integrity. I try to take the rest lightly. And I tried to take this,” he gestured, “you-and-me lightly, too. But I can’t anymore.” I felt my stomach knot. “You aren’t where I am, and watching you with Tripp today, I realized that you may never be. I’m done waiting.”


	I froze.


	My clarity came too late. Andy was never asking me to find my higher self. He was the one who saw and loved me exactly as I was. He was my friend regardless of how crazy or unenlightened or “off my path,” I appeared.


	“Andy,” I said quietly. “I’m sorry. I screwed this up. I can see that. But I want to try to make it right.”


	“I’m sorry. But I can’t do this anymore.” He put his hand on my shoulder. “Take care of yourself, Oregon.”


	As he walked away, I called, “What about the benefit?” It came out like a deflated balloon. A silly last attempt to deny all that had happened.


	He turned and said, “Please just go.” And then he was gone.


	I found a bench at Dolores Park and sat staring out at the expanse of green until long after sunset. My legs were numb and thirst overwhelmed me.


	I called Nancy as I walked home.


	“Does it take a whole lifetime to know and understand yourself?” I asked.


	“Darling, that is the adventure,” she replied. “Revel in each new discovery. As Galen says, ‘you are the one with whom you’ll spend the rest of your life.’”


	It was time for me to be alone.


	I surrender.


	***


	I helped Haley move into an apartment in the Marina a week later. When the last of her bags and boxes had been lugged up the stairs, we stood together on the sidewalk.


	“While you’re having all this time to yourself, you don’t mind if I date Tripp, do you?” she teased.


	“You know you want to,” I replied.


	“Of course I do. Always have.” She took a sip from her water bottle. “But even I couldn’t compete with that steamy Hollywood kiss last week.” She elbowed me.


	“Yeah, but you won over Louise.” We sat down on the front steps, facing out. “You’ve got me beat there.”


	“Louise. Now there’s a mother who has it together. The moment I met her, I wished she’d been mine. Strong, independent, and loves her children fiercely.”


	“And Tripp?” I wanted to hear someone else’s perspective.


	She looked at me. Then she smiled. “Tripp’s gorgeous, but he’s just the means to become an Edwards.” I laughed. “That’s why I never understood why you married him. You already had a family most people would kill for.” I was about to respond when she said, “I’ve always wanted what you have, Alex. Everyone adores you. Look at how many people here love you. Including Tripp and Andy.”


	I looked down at my shoes.


	“I really blew it.”


	Haley put her arm around me.


	“Just give it time.” She gave me a hug.


	“Love you, Hay,” I said.


	“Love you too, Al. Thanks for putting up with me these last few months. I’ve been more of a nightmare than usual.”


	I looked her. She was beautiful, strong, and brave. I loved her as much in that moment as I ever had.


	“Just read some of those touchy-feely books I gave you. They’ll help.” I gave her a nudge.


	“What? And trade in Vogue for Spirituality Today? Never.” She capped her water bottle decisively.


	“But Haley, weren’t you the one who said we could have it all?” I asked and stood up.


	“Hell, yeah. And I still believe it.”


	I gave her a long hug. Then we went home, Haley to hers, and I to mine.
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	(9 months)


	

	Today was the day.


	Andy’s event.


	That morning, I’d skipped breakfast to avoid the calendar on my fridge. Now I was home from yoga class, had showered, and was hungry. I threw on jeans and a sweater, tied back my hair, and looked down at Billy.


	“Okay,” I said.


	With a deep breath, I walked into the kitchen and stopped square in front of the calendar. There, in black and white, was the reminder of what I’d been missing. I’d promised myself to erase it. But as time passed, I started thinking that maybe I would send a card when the day came. It had been three months since I’d seen Andy, and I thought of him every day.


	Still, I knew that taking this time for myself was the right thing to do; I finally had a sense of peace and self-acceptance. My life was full: working during the day, studying at night, attending classes on weekends. I was saving every extra penny for my vet school fund, and though it wasn’t much, it was growing steadily. I allowed myself the small but treasured luxury of attending a weekly class at the Garden with Jenny and Nancy, and had agreed to meet Haley every Sunday morning for coffee and a walk. She’d promised not to ask me about Andy, who hadn’t even attempted to contact me, or Tripp, who’d been calling relentlessly since the workshop. Wanting to talk, wanting to have dinner, wanting me to join him on some business trip in Hawaii, Montana, Alaska. It took all of my willpower to stay away, and I’d almost caved when finally, he’d asked me to come riding with him.


	“For Delphino,” his voicemail said.


	That day I wrote him a letter. I’d hung up the phone, found a yellow legal pad, and four drafts later, sealed it in an envelope and walked it to the post office.


	
		Dear Tripp,

	
		I am writing you because I can’t say no in person. And I NEED to say no to you right now. Leaving me was, in many ways, the best thing you could have done for me, because it has forced me to try to figure out who I am, and what I truly want from life. When I am with you, everything else disappears. My world becomes your world: your voice, your eyes, your dreams, your direction. I am just beginning to rediscover myself. You said it yourself, “I was stuck.” Please give me this time to fully unstick myself. If we, this, our marriage, is meant to be, it will be.

	
		Love,

	
		Alex




	I received an e-mail the following week.


	
		Alex,

	
		I think you know we’re meant to be together. I knew it that first evening. If you need time, fine. I will wait.

	
		I love you.

	
		TE

	
		(Are we talking months or years here? Maybe my new guru could help you speed up the process. Five-star couple’s retreat in Belize this April—we’ve got to book by March 1.)




	I’d sighed at the thought. Even his e-mails sucked me in. I wanted to call him. To meet him at the exquisite restaurant. To jump on a plane and check into some fabulous hotel with him. A hotel with a big, beautiful bed . . .


	Quickly, I replied, before I got swept away.


	
		It all sounds amazing, Tripp. But I’m serious. Please don’t contact me. I’ll get in touch when I feel ready. Please respect this request.

	
		Thanks,

	
		A




	Send.


	There, it was done.


	For about a week, my heart rate would increase each time I checked my e-mail. But he never did contact me again. And neither did Andy. I was alone, and it was about time. Still, I thought of them both all the time; Andy, when Billy and I would pass a garden or farmer’s market, and Tripp, whenever I went to Marin or someone ordered a glass of fine wine. Eventually, I did begin to feel and enjoy the fullness of my own life though, and the ache of my longing subsided.


	However.


	That morning in the kitchen, I stood and stared at the all-capitals BENEFIT! that filled the entire March 27th block.


	Andy and I hadn’t talked since the rooftop. I wondered: was he happy? Had he met someone? What would happen if I attended the benefit . . . Every ounce of me wanted to go, to support him, and for once, to live authentically. As Haley taught me, do what feels right and not doubt my decision. I wanted to see Andy. With all of my heart, I did. I missed him terribly. It had been enough time. And this was his life’s work. I grabbed my computer, searched Rooftop Garden Project, and bought a ticket for one.


	Then I texted Haley.


	
		A: Going to andy’s benefit tonight

	
		H: Great! U 2 talking again?

	
		A: No. It’s a bad idea, isn’t it?

	
		H: No! You should totally go. He’s good now. He’s over it.




	Over it. My heart sank. Maybe this would be a way for me to make amends. To show up for him, needing nothing in return. I could do that.


	
		H: And i’m going, so it will be so much fun!




	I was actually incredibly relieved and grateful that Haley had somehow gotten herself invited.


	
		A: Meet you there.




	I grabbed my meditation cushion and settled myself in the center of my apartment. What was I thinking going to this thing? What if he didn’t want me there? I should just invite him for coffee. Or call him.


	Stop thinking! 


	I noticed how I felt. I watched my breath. And after suppressing the usual urge to fidget, letting go of my thoughts and then, starting again, I finally felt myself calm down. My cushion had become as familiar as my walks with Billy. I no longer needed to force myself to sit. It was a part of my day, when I woke, and again before bed. Of course, my mind wandered, and I was restless, and I was never quite sure I was doing it right. But it didn’t matter. I felt less reactive and more peaceful.


	I trust. I trust that today will be exactly what it’s meant to be.


	I will allow “what is” to be. 


	I drew a deep breath, slowly opened my eyes, and with a renewed sense of calm and clarity, decided to do something that I hadn’t done in months: go shopping. If I was going to attend tonight, I wanted to feel like me, and the only formal clothes I owned were from my time in Marin. I grabbed my purse and headed to 24th Street.


	I probably should have gone shopping first, but I was starving. I’d never tasted a more delicious burrito. However, after trying on five dresses that were clearly meant for a size zero, I told the woman in Hot Box Betty I’d be fine just browsing on my own. Then I found it. A simple, navy silk slip dress. It got a round of applause from a grandmother waiting for her granddaughter to try on twelve pairs of jeans.


	Later, when I finished getting ready, I put on some mascara, blush, and lipstick, and glanced in the full-length mirror. I looked at the clock on my bedside table. It was 5:49pm and I was supposed to meet Haley at the venue at 6:15pm. I went into the kitchen and searched through my old mail, hoping I’d kept the invitation from months ago. It was beautiful: handmade paper embossed with leaves and eggplants. When I found it, I noticed it read “Black-tie optional” in the bottom left corner.


	Andy in black-tie?


	I couldn’t picture it.


	I pulled the map from the envelope and decided to call a cab. I still didn’t know the city outside my neighborhood well, and this address looked like it was on the outskirts. The cab arrived eight minutes later, during which time I sat quietly and focused on the rise and fall of my chest, noticing the energy and anticipation that would creep in every time I thought of Andy.


	When we pulled into the parking lot, I was shocked by the number of cars and people. I paid my driver and was escorted from the cab by a man in a tux. Tiny white lights glittered everywhere, and plush black carpet covered the asphalt, extending toward the entryway of an enormous white tent. The guests were impeccably dressed, sparkling and laughing, walking arm-in-arm around the sprawling lush lawn that surrounded the tent. Scattered around were a dozen wooden easels holding poster-sized mounted black and white photographs. Some were of gardens; some were of kids. One was of a man on his knees surrounded by curious children. He was holding up a small seedling. I stepped closer to get a better look.


	Andy?


	“Alex?” I spun around so fast I almost knocked over the photograph.


	“Tripp?” I gasped. “What are you doing here?”


	“Nice to see you too, Alex,” he smiled. “I was going to ask you the same thing.”


	“I’m sorry, you just took me by surprise.” I composed myself. “I’m here for a friend. Are you interested in the Garden Project?” I wasn’t sure whether I was curious or horrified. Then I remembered that Tripp and Andy had known each other at the Workshop. How had I forgotten that?


	“Louise is a contributor. Or I should say the Edwards Foundation. You look beautiful, Alex.” He took a step toward me, and I took a step back, conscious of the fact that this was Andy’s event. I turned my ankle on the lip of the carpet.


	“Ouch,” escaped my lips. I met his eyes.


	“You okay?” He smiled.


	“I’m fine,” I replied, embarrassed. “Ladylike as ever.”


	“You look radiant.”


	“Thank you,” I said, allowing myself to receive his compliment. “I think you may have been right about yoga.”


	“Did you just admit that I was right about something?”


	“I think I did.” I laughed.


	“I can’t believe it.” He stepped closer.


	I felt the heat of him on my bare arms; could hear him breathing. And yet I felt . . . nothing. Nothing? I looked at him with curiosity now. Misinterpreting my look for interest, he leaned in and said, “Unstuck yet?”


	“Whoa! Alex?”


	Andy! How did this keep happening?


	Tripp turned first. Andy extended his hand.


	“How are you, Tripp?” he said, then turned to me. “Alex, what a surprise.” I held my breath. “It’s good to see you.”


	I looked from smoldering Tripp to adorable Andy and back again. My mind was spinning.


	“So how do you two know each other?” Tripp asked.


	Awkward.


	Andy, the only one able to maintain composure, said, “Alex is an old friend.” But his expression gave him away.


	Tripp raised his eyebrows. It was subtle, but I caught it. He was ready to compete, to beat out his rival. This was how he worked.


	“Friends from where?” Tripp responded.


	Andy looked down at his watch.


	“Sorry, guys,” he replied. “I gotta go take care of something.”


	“Actually, we should be heading to our table,” Tripp said. Our table?


	“I’m not here with—” I tried, but Tripp cut me off.


	“Nice seeing you, Andy.” He smiled his captivating, powerful smile before escorting me to “our table.” I could feel Andy’s eyes on me as we walked away.


	“Tripp, why did you do that? We’re not here together!”


	“No, but we should be,” he said. I stepped away from him and went to find my place card on a table by the entrance.


	“I’ll be sitting at my own table,” I said, rejoining him where he stood waiting. “I’m here for the benefit. That’s all.”


	He laughed, “Love that stubbornness. At least let me walk you to your table.” He put out his arm.


	“Fine,” I replied.


	“Fine? That’s all I get?”


	I put my hand on my forehead, trying to stay clear.


	“Alex, I know you felt what I did that day at the workshop. Why are you resisting it? I gave you your space. Now can’t you see that this is fate? Why would we be here together if it weren’t?”


	He had a point. I heard my mother’s voice, “Trust that the universe is guiding you.” Although she might reconsider if she saw this trajectory.


	Breathe in.


	Breathe out.


	I looked at him, directly into his eyes. But I still felt . . . nothing. Just then, a man I didn’t recognize stepped up to us.


	“Tripp, good to see you, buddy.”


	“Matty,” Tripp shook his hand then turned to me. “Alex, Matt Siegel.”


	Matt shook my hand then said to Tripp. “Our table’s up there, man.” He looked back at me. “Will you be joining us?”


	“Actually, I’m back here.” I pointed. “Nice to see you, Tripp. Nice to meet you, Matt.”


	As I turned, I heard Matt say, “Your mom’s looking for you.”  


	Oh, God, Louise was here? I took a few more deep breaths and reminded myself that it no longer mattered.


	Tripp replied, “Tell her I’ll be over in a minute. I need to escort Alex to her table.”


	“Tripp, really,” I said.


	“Alex, you really need to get better at picking your battles.” He smiled.


	I sighed, but I was no longer agitated. He was being sweet.


	Acceptance.


	When we got to the empty table, Tripp pulled out my chair for me and said, “Are you sure you want to be here all by yourself?”


	“Haley’s coming. I’ll be fine. Thank you.”


	He crouched down next to my chair, looked at me and said, “I’ll be over to check on you in a few.” Then he stood and strode across the room, people watching as he passed.


	I looked up at the chandeliers that were hanging from the tent scaffolding. At the centerpiece of flowering almond branches. I turned the place card over in my hand, rubbing my thumb across its embossed shovel and fork. When I placed it back on the table, Andy was seated next to me.


	“Hi,” I said, startled. “I hope it’s okay that I came. I just . . . ” What, Alex?


	“Listen,” he said, sounding rushed. “There’s something I need you to know. The timing’s not great, but I didn’t expect you to be here. And—” Oh, no . . .


	A voice suddenly boomed from a speaker off to our left.


	“Please take your seats.”


	Andy laughed. Nervously? I couldn’t tell.


	“Guess it’ll have to wait. Unless you want to pull a hamstring or something—might buy us some time?”


	“This is so low budget,” I said. “I save public humiliation for big events.”


	“It’s really good to see you.”


	“You too,” I replied.


	He smiled, squeezed my shoulder, and headed toward the stage.


	I watched him make his way through the crowd. Then just before he reached the stairs, a woman, a stunning woman in a sexy green dress and turquoise jewelry, stood and took both of Andy’s hands. She had thick, dark hair that curled down her back, golden skin, and luminous dark eyes. She held his face in her hands as they spoke for several seconds, her face very close to his. I gripped the edge of my chair. I felt jealously rising so fast I couldn’t do anything to stop it. When she leaned in and gently touched her forehead to his, I considered leaving. Walking out of the tent and leaving Andy behind for good. But I was rooted to the spot, and I realized that this was my opportunity to be an adult. To be true to myself and maintain my integrity. To be present, grounded, accepting, enlightened, and whatever else I was supposedly trying to be. I sat up and directed my attention to the stage. The chandeliers dimmed, voices grew hushed, and the stage brightened.


	There was a flurry of activity somewhere near the entrance. But I kept my eyes on the stage, making it my mediation.


	“Oh, excuse me, so sorry. Excuse me.” The voice was unmistakable, and I had never been so happy to hear it. “Alex, there you are!”


	Haley sauntered over as if she were the guest of honor, oblivious to the call for quiet from the podium. She turned and smiled at everyone as she passed, even gave a few older men her coy four-finger wave, their pleasure obvious, their wives’ disdain just as evident. I covered my mouth with my hand. She was funny.


	Haley sat down beside me, breathy and flustered.


	“Oh, Alex, what an ordeal to get here.” She pulled out compact and checked her reflection.


	I felt myself relax. As my mom had said, it was no accident Haley was in my life. Her insouciance balanced my intensity. She must have felt my stare, because she turned to me and leaned forward.


	“Did I miss anything?” she whispered.


	“Not a thing,” I said.


	A woman standing onstage in a beige suit and pearls began to speak.


	“Good evening. Before enjoying this beautiful dinner, I want to take a moment to thank you for attending our benefit tonight. It’s hard to believe that only three short years ago the Garden Project was just one five-by-five plot on a Mission rooftop. Now, our gardens span a collective four city blocks, and more than a thousand school-age children have had the experience of tending this wonderful program’s crops—crops which have been enjoyed in public school cafeterias and family homes, and have made their way to our tables here tonight. It has all been made possible thanks to the vision of an unassuming man with a passion for sustainable agriculture, and a belief that today’s children will be the ones to save our ailing earth. Mr. Andrew Cruz.”


	Applause swelled in the tent and waved from the side of the stage. Haley and I clapped wildly, beaming at each other, then back at Andy again.


	“We will hear more from Mr. Cruz after dinner about the growth and development of the Garden Project. But for now, please enjoy your dinner, a vision of the future: urban agriculture that not only sustains itself, but the earth, and, of course, all of us. Our thanks to Stanford University and the Plume Foundation for the space and the tents. And very special thanks to our Rooftop Donors: the Edwards Family, Charles and Mary Klein, and the Russo Family, without whom this project would not be where it is today.”


	There was another swell of applause as I wrapped my head around what had just been said. The extent of Andy’s hard work was overwhelming, as was his commitment, responsibility, and ability to garner such enthusiastic support. I was awed, witnessing this celebration of a dream that became reality. And I was humbled, realizing that somehow Andy had made time for me while all this was going on in his life. Had wanted me to be a part of it.


	“Hel-looo, Alex? What were you thinking about? Did you hear anything I just said?” The lights had come up, and Haley was waving her hand in front of my face. “Can you believe it? Our Andy? Oh, wait! There’s Louise, up at the front! We’ve got to go say hi.”


	Deep breath. This was my path. This was all my path. Trust the universe.


	“Why don’t you go over and say hi,” I said. I needed a minute.


	“Really? I should, shouldn’t I? How’s my make-up?” She fluttered her eyelashes at me.


	“Good,” I said, feeling nothing but affection for her; though she was clearly off to hit on my ex-husband. She walked over and was met by a chorus of greetings.


	Suddenly, as had happened before, it all seemed surreal. Louise’s pinched expression, Haley’s performance, Tripp’s perfectly tailored tux, my jealousy. I felt like I was watching from some distant place, yet it was all so vivid and clear. We were all a mess. Not just me, but everyone. My heart was filled with unexpected affection as I stood up and walked over to Louise. Waiters were bringing out plates covered by silver domes, and Tripp was embroiled in a conversation with Matt Sutton. But Haley saw me, and immediately scooted her chair over to let me into the circle. I stood between her and Louise.


	“Hi, Al, I was just telling that hilarious story about how you almost split yourself in half attempting some obscure pose in Galen’s class.”


	Louise replied without looking at me, “Yes, it sounded like quite a scene.”


	“Hi, Louise,” I said, putting my hand on the back of her chair.


	Louise was a mess, just like me.


	And Louise was doing her best, just like me.


	I bent down and wrapped my arms around her, giving her an unfettered hug. She didn’t move, and I held on. Strangely, I was filled with gratitude for this icy cold woman. She had given me the resolve to abandon all that I thought I wanted. I inhaled the scent of her perfume, her hair. If Louise had accepted me I would have stayed. Tripp wouldn’t have left me, because Louise wouldn’t have allowed it. So in fact, she had given me just what I needed—a good swift kick to the curb.


	“Thank you, Louise,” I said, squeezing her one last time.


	When I attempted to stand, one of my silk straps caught a button on her designer suit, and I found myself bent over, two inches from her face, connected by a thin silk strand.


	“Good God, Alex,” she said. “Have you been drinking?” She tried to turn her head away, but it was impossible.


	“Are you two stuck?” I heard Haley ask from behind me. “Can I help you?”


	“Nope, Haley, we’re all set,” I replied. I slowly unhooked my strap from her button. “I’m grateful to you, Louise.” I kissed her cheek, wondering for a moment if I somehow had been intoxicated.


	When I stood, Louise was staring, but not with her typical disregard. She was silent, and looked down at the meal that had been placed before her.


	“Okay, then, just wanted to say thank you. Enjoy your evening.”


	I turned and walked toward the back of the tent, not sure where I was going. I heard Tripp’s voice behind me.


	“Hey, Alex, wait a sec.” He caught up and put an arm around me. “You really are different,” he said, looking at me as we walked. I remembered this feeling well, being wrapped in Tripp’s arms, feeling protected and untouchable because he was beautiful, strong, and important. But the reality was I didn’t need protecting.


	Undefended heart.


	We walked out the slight opening at the back of the tent and found ourselves amongst little café tables, a candle at the center of each. The sky was dark and the stars seemed intensely bright.


	“Will you sit for a minute?” he asked, pulling out a chair.


	Tripp sat down across from me, his movements smooth and direct. His eyes reflected an uncharacteristic urgency.


	“Alex, please, let’s try again.”


	He said it and let it land. As with a business deal, he held a hallowed silence to elicit an impulsive response. Now that I wasn’t inside out trying to get his approval, I could appreciate his own struggles. I could identify his tools for survival, for getting his needs met and feeling loved. I watched him without judgment. I kept my eyes on his, but didn’t speak.


	Finally, he said, “Alex, what are you thinking?”


	“I am thinking that you are beautiful and talented.” He sat up a little taller. “And I’m grateful that we met, and that I married you.”


	He took my hand from across the table.


	“We’re a team, Alex. Meant for each other.” He kissed my hand.


	Then unexpectedly, I began to laugh. A joyful, grateful, delighted laugh. Tripp looked at me and smiled, slightly confused. I caught my breath and smiled back at him with all the love in my heart. How could he know that we were meant for each other? We barely knew each other. I had been incapable of letting him in. Incapable of true intimacy. And now that I was ready, I knew it for sure—


	Tripp wasn’t who I wanted.


	The answers come in the universe’s time.


	“Oh, Tripp,” I put my hand on my heart. “I think you were right. We are not in the same place.”


	“But you thought I was having an affair, Alex. I wasn’t. Give me another chance.”


	I thought again of all those months of making him bad and Lauren bad, of justifying my own bad behavior. And then there was Louise. How had she endured such betrayal and grief? It sure explained a lot. I remembered Galen once saying, “Always challenge what you think you know, and when you think you know, know you don’t.”


	“You shut me out, Alex.” He leaned into the candlelight.


	“I know. I’m so sorry.” I held onto his hand.


	“You let me know you to a point, and then after that, it was just humor and jokes and avoiding real conversations.”


	“I was in over my head,” I explained.


	“But we’ve both grown. And I miss you, and I want to be patient.”


	In the darkness, he looked incredibly vulnerable.


	We were all so human. Haley, Tripp, Louise, Jenny, Andy, and I. Even Mom. And Galen. We all had the ability to be kind or cruel, peaceful or violent. And then I got it. The lesson. The feeling. Not just the word.


	Compassion.


	Compassion for all of the ways that we deal with being human.


	The dark and the light.


	In that moment, I fell in love with the world.


	Tripp leaned toward me, intense and desirous. I felt myself getting drawn in like a moth, powerless to the flame.


	Then a voice from the podium boomed through the sound system and echoed across the lawn.


	“And now, ladies and gentlemen, Andrew Cruz, the visionary and driving force of the Garden Project, will narrate a short slide show.”


	I pulled my head back, keeping my eyes on Tripp.


	“I have to go.”


	He grabbed my arm.


	“No, you don’t.” His gaze was fierce, and I loved him for it.


	I softened.


	“Yes, Tripp, I do. I am in love with the man who is about to speak and I need to be in there.”


	I was in love with Andy.


	Not a consuming, idealizing sort of love. A love that supported my own growth, and his. A love that spoke the truth. A love that was patient and honest. And fun. And although he was with someone else now, I knew I would feel that way for a long time. Going back to Tripp wouldn’t be fair or right.


	“Andy? You’re in love with Andy Cruz?” He sat back in his chair, shook his head, and then sighed. I had never seen Tripp give up so easily. He was silent for what felt like minutes. “In love?” More silence. Then he finally laughed too and said, “Now that I can’t compete with.” He brushed a hand through his hair and looked beyond me out onto the sprawling lawn. “Life is a mystery, Alex.” He got up, kissed the top of my head, and lingered there, his hands resting on my shoulders. Then we walked together back into the tent as Andy approached the podium. Tripp kissed my cheek and said, “Bye.” Then he walked around the edge of the tent to join his table.


	I stood in the back, leaning against one of the wooden tent poles and watched as Andy spoke about the kids and the plants. He told stories about children who believed peas came in cans and were made in factories. He told stories about kids who asked to sleep among the crops. Kids whose self-esteem flourished because they were a part of something important. He spoke with passion and humility, like a man who knew his purpose, his calling.


	When he finished, the room exploded with applause, every person standing to honor him. Andy walked off the stage shaking many more hands on his way to the back of the tent. I could see that his eyes were searching the crowd for someone, so painfully, I turned away. He would probably be tied up for the rest of the evening.


	I walked back outside, past the tables where I had sat with Tripp. There was a small bench far off to the right facing a flower garden. I took off my shoes, the cool grass a welcome relief. When I reached the bench, I sat down and looked up at the sky. I was finally clear on how I felt and what I wanted. But now what to do with it? Marching back in there to profess my love would be selfish, and I didn’t want to hurt anyone, not Andy or his girlfriend. Besides, this was his night. I should trust that today was exactly as it was meant to be. I closed my eyes and let my breath drown out the thoughts.


	Acceptance.


	Compassion.


	Undefended heart.


	“What do you think this is, some sort of boring fundraiser or something?” Andy sat down next to me. I had no idea how long I had been out there. He tilted his head back and looked up at the sky with me. “As a kid I always thought Orion’s Belt was ‘a Lion’s Belt,’ and spent hours trying to find the lion,” he said, as if he were talking to himself. “So you and Tripp, huh?” He looked over at me and I met his eyes. We both smiled. “I don’t see it.” He held my gaze and then looked back up.


	“It took me a while not to see it,” I said.


	“And now?” he asked the stars.


	I thought about it. “I see a good man. A man that never really knew me. A man that I never really knew. It’s amazing how that happens.” Andy nodded, still looking up. “Enough about Tripp. What an incredible event—congratulations, Andy. I’m really happy for you. Shouldn’t you be in there right now?” I asked.


	He looked at me, his smiling eyes making my heart beat fast.


	“Nope, done. I’m off duty for the rest of the night.”


	He continued to look at me. I was having a hard time keeping my breath steady. I wanted to climb into his lap, run my fingers through his hair, and kiss him . . .


	“So what ‘cha been up to, Oregon?” he asked.


	“Hmm . . . Well, aside from work and yoga classes with Nancy and Jenny, and some serious soul searching,” I smiled and paused, “I signed up for vet school pre-reqs,” I said as nonchalantly as I could. The truth was, I was ecstatic. Nothing had ever felt so right.


	Andy’s smile grew bigger than I had ever seen it, but still he kept his head angled toward the sky. I hesitated, suddenly afraid. But I thought of the time that I’d spent on my own. I reminded myself that I was okay, with or without Andy. I looked at him.


	Courage. Courage is being afraid and doing it anyway. 


	“Andy, earlier you said you had something to tell me?”


	“I do,” he said with more gravity than I had ever heard from him.


	Oh, no.


	Suddenly, I jumped up. “Wait! Don’t tell me!” It was my turn to take a risk. To show Andy that I could be vulnerable, fun, spontaneous. “I’ll be right back!” I jumped up and scrambled into my shoes.


	Frantically, I dashed into the tent, searching for the bowl of fruit I had seen on the coffee table. Gone! I grabbed a caterer.


	“Hi. I really need an apple. Know where I can get one? Somewhere? In your truck? Anywhere?”


	The uncomfortable undergrad in a maroon bow tie said, “Yes, ma’am,” then disappeared. I grabbed a toothpick from the bar and waited. And waited. The crowd was beginning to thin by the time he came back and handed me the apple.


	“Thanks!” I said, already busy scratching my message into the small piece of fruit. “Ouch!” I pricked my finger, wrapped it in cocktail napkin, and got back to work.


	Done! I ran back outside.


	Andy was gone.


	I looked down at the scratched up apple. What was I thinking? I dropped back down on the bench, sucking my finger. Why hadn’t I just told him how I felt? He was probably loading his girlfriend in his truck for some Old Yeller right now. Who was I to come between them, anyway? I was standing up to leave when—


	“There you are,” Andy said. “I went to get some coffee. What ‘cha got there?” He looked at the apple in my hands. I tossed it to the side.


	“Nothing.”


	“Amending the soil there?”


	I hesitated. I had to do this.


	“I’m glad you found someone.” I tried to sound pleased, because I wanted to be happy for him. I did.


	“Found someone?”


	“Yep. She’s really beautiful. It’s good. I mean great. I’m sure she’s amazing. You deserve it. Her.” I sat down again and kicked the grass with my feet.


	“Alex, if you mean the woman with dark hair that I was sitting with, that’s my sister Janie.”


	“That’s . . . Janie?” I wanted to do a few cartwheels. It was his sister! I laughed with relief.


	When you think you know, you don’t.


	It was time to stop fearing the worst.


	“Missed you, crazy woman,” he said, smiling at me. “Think I’m ready for my friend back, if you’ll have me?”


	I looked at him. “But what about all those things you said on the roof?”


	“I was hurt and angry, Alex. But without you, life is much too predictable,” he smirked.


	“Alex! Are you out here?” It was Haley, stumbling toward us with her arm looped though Tripp’s, wine sloshing all over both of them.


	Andy turned back to me, “Now that I see.” We looked at each other. “Make a run for it?”


	“Yes.” I jumped to my feet. Andy took my hand.


	“Where to?” he asked.


	“Your place.” I smiled.


	“You ready for that?”


	I slid my hands under his jacket and around his waist. He pulled me toward him, and when I felt his lips on mine, I let myself be wrapped in earth and warmth and true connection. It felt like we had always been this way.


	“Well, alright,” he said, his smile touching mine. “Let’s hit it.” He bent down to pick up the apple as we jogged toward a low-lit pathway at the edge of the lawn.


	We heard Haley giggle, “Now where did they go?”


	Surrounded by hedges, we stopped. Andy held the apple up to the moonlight.


	“I loof goo?”


	“Yes. I do. Now take me home!”


	“Loof goo too, Oregon.”


	Andy swooped me up, kissed me, and threw me onto his back, my legs draped in blue silk around his waist.


	“Hyah!” I yelled, digging my heels into his thighs.


	And he burst through a gap in the hedges.
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