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A Message from Katrina



This is the story of a year I spent in New York, studying with Yoga Master Alan Finger.

It turned out to be such a life-changing experience for me that I wanted to share with other women what I had learned from him and help them to make the same kinds of important discoveries about themselves that I did.

When I met Alan, I lacked confidence and was prone to self-criticism and emotional fluctuations. I could not let go of the past—and I was afraid of the future. To be honest, I did not know who I was or where I was going. Thanks to his knowledge and guidance, the time I spent with Alan has been transformative. I am more decisive and assured now. I have become more like the person I always wanted to be.

If you have ever wondered whether you are the person you really want to be, or felt at all hindered by personal obstacles and uncertain of your true role in life (even if you are successful in your career or chosen field, or perhaps because of this success), our book will help you to remove the emotional blocks and mental traps that are delaying your progress.

In twelve simple, clear exercises we show you how you can use the power of your own breath to discover who you are and what you want. These exercises are designed to purge anxiety and negativity, and to clear and cleanse the body and mind so that you can make your own decisions about the life you want to live. By harnessing the breath to unite your body, mind, and spirit, you will learn to move forward confidently on the path that you choose.

Alan was guiding me as I learned the exercises in this book. You may find it helpful to record yourself reading an exercise aloud and then play it back as you practice (remember to leave a suitable length of silence where the instructions indicate passing time), or share the exercise with a friend and take turns leading each other; do whatever helps you to relax and enjoy the experience with the least effort.

I also benefited from writing down what I felt before, during, and after each exercise. This became a record of my feelings as the breath began to work its magic in my life.

The breathing exercises in this book are gentle and safe, but if you have a preexisting medical condition, please check with your doctor before doing them. Pregnant women should not hold the breath, although, of course, breathing in and out is highly recommended! (For detailed instructions, please refer to individual exercises.)

Breath work is one aspect of a full yogic practice; there is much, much more to learn, if you are interested. The first step is finding a good local teacher—someone experienced who can guide you (an international listing of teachers trained by Alan can be found on his website www.ishtayoga.com). There are many different styles of yoga; whichever you choose, do look for a certified instructor, someone you feel comfortable with. Remember always to listen to your body and your breath, and never to overdo things.

This is a true story, but the order of some events has been changed, and my conversations with Alan and others are not always recounted exactly as they happened. Nonetheless, the substance of everything we discuss in the book is real and true. Also, except for Alan’s, the names of all of the characters (and a few of the places) have been changed. As for the breaths, some of them have Sanskrit names that we have replaced with English ones to make them more accessible.

So let’s begin.

Namaste. Which in Sanskrit means “The light in me bows to the light in you.”

Katrina








I

Discovery

LEARNING ABOUT THE POWER OF THE BREATH




What am I doing with my life?

The old, familiar question. The one I thought I’d left behind.

I slouched in the hard plastic chair and stared at the sudsy laundry tumbling in the washer across from me. Around and around it went one way. Then around and around the other. Nine o’clock on a Thursday night in New York City. I should have been out on the town. Instead, I was sitting in my apartment building’s basement laundry room. Getting ready to use the dryer. Fold the laundry. And find my boyfriend’s missing sock. Although I had no objection to the title Domestic Goddess, it wasn’t at the top of my list. Nor was it the role I’d had in mind when I arrived in New York four months ago, intent on a voyage of self-discovery.

 

My life in Manhattan was supposed to be the complete opposite of my life in Calgary, Alberta. I would be thinner, smarter, happier, hipper. My work would be glamorous, my days and nights filled with excitement and fascinating new friends. I wasn’t going to settle for the comfortable routine that had threatened to stifle me in my old hometown.

To live in New York had been my dream since childhood. When I was only three, I asked my father if we could go and live there—I must have seen the city in a film and been impressed by the skyscrapers—and he tried to dissuade me by saying that it was a dirty, scary place. But then he said pretty much the same thing about the Chinook Centre mall in southwest Calgary. Some twenty-five years later, I had my chance. In the summer of 2000, I persuaded the University of Calgary, where I was studying for a master’s degree in communications, to let me fulfill part of the course requirements by taking classes at The New School in Greenwich Village.

Before I left for New York, I had broken off the relationship with my longtime boyfriend, David. My friends thought I was crazy; he had a house in a new suburban development, a Jeep Cherokee, and money in mutual funds—everything a Calgary girl could want. But when he asked me to marry him, I turned him down. They all said he was the ideal husband, but I was far from ready to be the ideal wife—someone like my mother, who, while she was married to my father, had waited on him hand and foot.

Some two weeks into my New York study trip, I was in The New School computer lab, where I had taken to going during my lunch break to write up class notes and check my emails, when I heard someone behind me say: “Is this funny? I need someone to tell me if it is, before I hand it in.”

The voice was British. It was a nice voice. I turned around. It appeared that the fellow was talking to me.

“Would you?” he said. “You look like someone who might give me an honest answer.”

He was older than most of the students: late thirties, at a guess. And better dressed. He wore Paul Smith glasses, and his head was shaved. It was a well-shaped head. Coming from Calgary, however, I thought that someone who looked as cool as this had to be gay.

“Sure,” I said.

He handed it to me. I read the piece. It was funny, and I laughed.

“You’re not doing that just to be nice, are you?” he said.

“No, it’s good. Really.”

“I’m never very sure,” he said. “Thanks.”

“Are you a teacher or student?”

His name was Matthew, he was from London, and he’d come to New York to pursue a master’s degree in creative writing.

A few days later I was back in the lab, and Matthew was there again, too. This time he asked me out to dinner. Why not? I thought. He was witty, he was stylish, and I was currently short of dinner invitations.

He took me to a swanky restaurant just off Gramercy Park. It was a warm evening and we sat outside in the garden. There was candlelight. A crisp white wine. And a full moon. I looked around at the other couples seated nearby. It was all very romantic. Just my luck to be stuck with the charming gay guy. But the more we talked, the more I began to doubt my first impression. We were finishing the bottle when I plucked up the courage to ask.

“You are gay, right?”

He burst out laughing.

Our romance was intense, and made all the more so because in only six weeks I’d have to cut short the great time I was having and return home. I wasn’t excited about the prospect. My job as regional marketing manager for a wireless phone company was uninspiring, my best friends were all getting married and having babies (and waiting to hear when I would), and my mother was still expecting me to explain why I’d broken off my relationship with David. As for my father, all he would want to hear about my summer sojourn was that I’d finally gotten the whole big-city thing out of my system and was ready to settle down to a long, steady career, just as he had.

To my delight, Matthew and I kept our relationship going after I left New York. I found excuses to return. He visited Canada. We traveled to London, where I was introduced to his friends and family. We ran up phone bills, logged hours at our computers emailing, and soon realized that what we had together was stronger than just a summer fling. Matthew had been in the travel business before moving to New York to go back to school with the intention of becoming a writer; I admired his desire to reinvent himself, as well as his openness and generosity. He told me I made him laugh. Even so, neither of us made any promises for the future.

Yet Matthew was the first person I called when, a few months after my return home, I was summoned into my boss’s office and told I was being downsized. (How true—by the time I left her office I felt about two inches tall.)

“Come back to New York,” he said, when I called with the news. “You can live with me and find out who you really are and what you want to do with your life.”

With my job gone, I had no reason to stay in Calgary. I had every reason to go to New York. It took me about five seconds to say yes.

As soon as I had hung up the phone, I began to have second thoughts. This is a family trait, having second thoughts. We can’t even go out to dinner together without having half a dozen options and then debating the pros and cons of each until we have exhausted ourselves. I lay in bed that night and listed my options:


	Stay in Calgary and do nothing (safe, reassuring, predictable)

	Stay in Calgary and change my life completely (Q: How does one do that in a city where the weather is the main topic of conversation?)

	Go to New York and start a new life (doing what? How?)



Option 3 was obviously the most inviting, but also the most terrifying. By morning I had made my decision. I phoned my father to tell him the news and ask for his blessing.

“Are you planning to get married?” were his first words.

“That’s not relevant at the moment, Dad,” I said. “We want to live together and see how it goes.”

“And if it goes wrong?”

“I’ll worry about that if it does.”

“That’s not what I call good planning.”

“Dad, this isn’t a business venture.”

“No? And how are you going to finance this alternative lifestyle?”

“I thought I’d do a little drug dealing on the side.”

Silence.

“Dad, Matthew said that he would support me until I figure out what I want to do.”

“Oh, yes? And you trust him to do the right thing?”

“Absolutely,” I said, crossing my fingers.

“I don’t get it,” he said. “Everybody wants to come and live in Calgary—it’s the fastest-growing, best-value mid-western city in North America—and you want to leave!”

I can always come back, I almost said. But stopped myself.

I didn’t need Dad’s blessing, after all. Just talking to him had convinced me that I was doing the right thing. Secretly, I think, he admired my courage, although he’d never have said so to my face. He once admitted to me that he had always wanted to be a writer. But following his father’s wishes, he had stuck with corporate law for thirty-five years. I didn’t want my life to turn into a list of things I only wished I had done.

When I told my mother, she was silent. And since she is a great talker, that meant she wasn’t convinced. Why would I want to leave, she was surely thinking, when I had everything anyone could ever want—friends, family, career—at home? But it just wasn’t the life I wanted. I tried to explain, but I could tell that she was hurt. She had devoted her life to her family and wanted to keep us together. And now I was running off.

It had been tough, but I had told my parents. The hard part was done. The next day I bought my ticket.

 

I arrived in August, and Matthew and I spent the rest of the summer relaxing and enjoying the city. In the autumn, Matthew was starting his degree, and I would be teaching marketing and advertising at the Fashion Institute of Technology (FIT), a job one of my classmates at The New School the previous summer had helped to arrange. I also signed up for far too many evening classes—poetry, cooking, painting, and sculpture—in a mad rush to try to become the kind of person I had always wanted to be. The kind of person I saw all around me: a cultivated, cultured New Yorker who had it together, inside and out.

I was just finding my feet when, a few weeks later, the planes struck the World Trade Center. I panicked. The sleepy safety of Calgary had never looked so appealing. I thought seriously about going home, but by the time flights had been restored, I knew that if I gave in to my fears and did go, it was unlikely I would ever leave again; it would be too easy to get sucked back into my old, comfortable way of life. Besides, my pride wouldn’t let me. If I backed down now, it would be as if I had never left in the first place.

But everything I had once enjoyed doing now made me anxious. Wandering the streets, watching the bustle and flow of city life, sitting at a café—I may have looked carefree, but I was on my guard all the time. I couldn’t ride the subway without eyeing the other passengers as if one of them might be carrying a bomb. Didn’t that big guy over there in the bulging suit look suspicious? What about those kids with their thirty-pound backpacks? Or the lady clutching the explosive miniature poodle?

I tried to take my mind off my worries by concentrating on my work at FIT and doing regular yoga classes. In what I now mentally referred to as “my old life,” I’d always found a physical satisfaction in how the vigorous form of yoga—Ashtanga—had stretched and strengthened my muscles and left me feeling calm and relaxed.

I had started doing Ashtanga a couple of years before, because I was told it would complement the running and skiing I loved so much; at my regular Calgary studio, I knew the workout and was friendly with many of the students and teachers. But now, in New York, I could not find a yoga studio where I felt at home. To tell the truth, I was intimidated by all of them. Every class I signed up for was full of gorgeous, thin females in fashionable outfits who just had to be models or actresses. I was in awe of these BlackBerry-toting, Nuala-wearing creatures, who practiced to perfection. I could only begin to imagine how fabulous their lives were. The parties they went to. The clubs they hung out at. The laundry room I sat in.

At the same time, I was put off by the thought of those teachers who had been recommended to me as old-school yogis. I remembered only too well the old-school yogi I had gone to in Nepal (while I was a volunteer with the Kathmandu Environmental Education Project in my early twenties), where I had been the sole Westerner (and woman) in a group of rail-thin men in lungis, who spent most of their time chanting, doing obscure breathing exercises, and trying to levitate.

When I arrived in New York, I’d been practicing yoga for nearly seven years, but next to the locals I felt unstylish and out of place. So I stopped. For the next few months I taught my class at FIT, came home, had dinner, and went to bed. Gradually the anxiety that I felt in the wake of 9/11 gave way to apathy. My new life just wasn’t what I had hoped for. I went out less and less. I became dispirited.

Here I was in the city of my dreams with a man I thought I loved—and instead of finding myself, I was as lost as I’d ever been.

 

I shoved another wet load of laundry into the dryer, fed it some quarters, and fell back into the plastic chair. I didn’t want to return to the apartment, where Matthew was no doubt watching his favorite film, Barton Fink, for the millionth time. Why he loved it so much was beyond me. Whenever I sat down to watch it with him, I found my mind wandering. Then I felt disappointed with myself that I couldn’t share his enthusiasm and began to agonize over whether this meant we had some fundamental incompatibility. Or whether I was just stupid.

To stop these thoughts, I gave in to my guilty pleasure: working my way through the discarded copies of People and Us Weekly that were neatly stacked on the laundry room table. Then I moved on to Elle, but the photos of impossibly thin, impossibly beautiful women only depressed me. With fifteen minutes still left on the dryer cycle, I picked up a copy of New York magazine and began to read a piece about the top yoga studios in the city. I was about to pass on to the next article when I came across a photograph of a man dressed all in white, facing the camera, calmly balancing on one leg. His eyes seemed to be looking into me.

I scrutinized the accompanying text. He was, it said, one of the most respected of all yogis living in the West. His name was Alan Finger. There was something about him that I found reassuring, even compelling. I stood up, clutching the magazine. I knew what I had to do.

 

The following afternoon I took the subway to Broadway and Twenty-third. A cold wind raked the back of my neck and slipped down the collar of my coat as I hurried toward Nineteenth Street. It was almost Christmas, and Fifth Avenue was clogged with a rush of last-minute holiday shoppers. The traffic was bumper-to-bumper, horns blasting. I finally located the building where the yoga studio was and took the elevator to the fourth floor. When the doors opened, I was greeted with warm air, incense, soft lighting, and the sounds of tinkling water and subdued voices. I felt a wave of positive energy flowing over me. This was what I had been looking for. I went up to the reception desk and asked if I could take Alan’s class.

“Have you been to one of his classes before?” the pretty, dark-haired girl asked.

“No, I’m new,” I said. “Not to yoga, but to Alan. I’m Katrina.”

“Hey. I’m Charlie. Would you take this clipboard and fill out the form for me? Just the usual stuff: name, address, star sign—”

“Aha! A new student, I believe.”

I turned around—and found myself face-to-face with a not very tall, slightly overweight man decked out in a trim gray beard, white shirt, and jeans. Was this the Alan Finger? He was so friendly and…normal-looking. From my powerful reaction to the magazine photo, I had expected him to radiate some otherworldly magnetism; instead I had to suppress the thought that he bore a more than passing resemblance to a gigantic garden gnome.

“Or perhaps,” Alan continued, “she has come to read the meter?” He pointed at the clipboard.

Charlie let out a high-pitched laugh. “Alan,” she said, “this is Katrina.”

He nodded. “Namaste. Now please excuse me: class is starting in a few minutes and I must prepare myself. Charlie, would you do me a big favor and send down for a Venti non-fat chai latte, extra hot? And whatever you would like for yourself. I’ll see you in class, Katrina.”

Charlie handed him a bundle of letters and papers. He opened the door to a small adjoining room and went inside.

Right away I was drawn to Alan’s joviality and intrigued by the idea that he drank chai lattes. My teacher in Canada—a hippie who called himself Wonderwing—had been adamant that spiritual realization required you to abstain from sugar, caffeine, and all forms of commercialism.

I finished filling out the form, handed the clipboard to Charlie, and followed her to the studio.

The large room was packed with sixty or so students of all shapes, sizes, and ages; this was very different from the other classes I’d been to, and I immediately felt at home. Some people were chatting together animatedly, others were sitting cross-legged in meditation or lying on their backs with their eyes closed. I unrolled my mat at the back of the class and sat down to wait. After a few minutes, Alan entered and walked toward the podium at the front of the room, greeting people right and left.

He sat down in a cross-legged position. “Let us begin,” he said. “We have a new student today: Katrina. Welcome!”

A few students turned to me and smiled. I smiled back, even though it made me feel self-conscious to be singled out.

“We travel a long distance in our lives,” Alan began, “and must search in many directions before we find the true path. We may ask for help along the way, but in the end only we know what is right for us, only we can make the decisions that will lead us to discover our true selves.”

I felt that he was looking directly at me.

“We all possess a powerful guide on our journey to the truth. It’s given to us at birth, and yet most of us are entirely unaware of it—the breath. The yogis consider the breath to be one of our most precious personal assets, the key to unlocking the inner self. But we’re so filled with tension and stress that many of us are physically unable to take a full, deep breath. Instead of unlocking the inner self, we confine it.”

I realized that I was in fact holding my breath and let it out as inconspicuously as I could.

Alan explained that when a baby is born, it takes full, deep, natural breaths. Then, as we grow older, the body acquires certain unhealthy habits in order to deal with the many demands that life makes on us. We hunch our shoulders and round our backs while we work on the computer. We spend so much time in cars that we shuffle instead of taking long strides when we walk. Our necks are stiff because we think too much, and our chests are tight because we are full of pent-up emotion. Result? We can no longer take in a full breath. Our bodies are all bound up inside.

“It’s like wearing a jacket that’s too tight,” Alan said. “You simply cannot move freely. You have no space. No room. You become a prisoner inside yourself.”

Outside, an emergency vehicle started up its siren, and I was instantly on guard. Alan stopped speaking and looked out of the window. When the commotion had died down, he turned back to us and said: “We cannot change what will happen in the world outside. We can only change ourselves.”

Alan’s words were already making so much sense to me. I had hoped that just by moving to New York I would feel different. But the truth was, I didn’t. I had been trying to change everything on the outside, but perhaps the answers were to be found elsewhere.

“Freeing the breath is the first step toward creating the space in the body necessary to release your true self,” Alan said. “Properly applied, the breath will help you to regain the energy and exuberance you had as a small child, when time had no meaning and the future was full of promise. Once you free the body, you can free the mind, which leads you upward to the spirit. From the body, to the mind, to the spirit. Three parts that unite through the breath to become one whole.”

Alan then asked us to lie down on the floor, close our eyes, and begin to breathe in and out through the nose.

“Please draw your awareness to the breath,” he said. “Without judging it in any way—whether it’s right or wrong, good or bad—notice how the breath is moving in your body.”

My breathing was rapid and shallow at first, but as I relaxed, it slowed down and deepened. I was falling into a dreamlike state when his voice called me to attention.

“Where does your breath begin and end?”

With my mouth closed, my breath entered through the nostrils, touched the back of the throat, and then passed downward until it came to rest in my belly.

“Now imagine the pattern your breath makes as it enters and leaves.”

Pattern? That was a hard one. I felt that my breath was coming and going in all directions, like leaves in a high wind.

What kind of pattern was it supposed to make? I was starting to feel lost.

Then Alan said, “Don’t force it. Don’t tighten up. Just relax and study your breathing. Is it smooth and even? Short and choppy? Deep or shallow? Hard or soft? Give voice to whatever thoughts come into your head.”

Fuzzy, I thought, and violet, animal, fresh, accordion, Vivaldi…life.

Then my mind went sort of blank, and when I was next conscious of thinking, it was about what to have for dinner—pizza? Or salad? It would have to be salad. I was having one of my fat days.

“Don’t worry if your mind wanders,” Alan said. “Just gently draw your awareness back to the breath.”

His voice helped me to find my focus again.

“Now, place one hand on your belly and one hand on your chest. Notice the hand on your chest. Do you feel it rising as you breathe in? Does your rib cage also flare out to the sides? Do you feel any movement in your upper back as you breathe?”

My chest and back weren’t moving much, so I tried to draw in more air. This gave me the uncomfortable sensation that I was about to burst. I had to stop for a moment.

“Bring your awareness to your belly. As you breathe in, do you feel the front of your abdomen lifting? Do you feel the breath causing movement in your lower back? What about your pelvic floor, can you feel it moving with your breath?”

My belly seemed to be moving much more than my chest, and I could feel my lower back expanding slightly as I breathed in. There was even some movement in my pelvic floor.

“Now, on the exhalation, feel your belly drawing back toward your spine and your pelvic floor drawing in and up.”

That was harder.

“Keep your eyes closed,” he said, “and take a minute for your breath to adjust. Then, when you’re ready, roll over onto your right side and slowly come back up to a seated position.”

For the next hour, Alan led us through a sequence of yoga postures and a seated meditation. When the class ended, I made my way to the front. Everything was glowing, inside and out.

“Thank you, Alan,” I said. “I feel great.” And it was true: the tension and anxiety that had oppressed me for weeks were suddenly gone.

“That’s the feeling of yoga,” Alan said. “Practice the breath discovery exercise every day for two weeks to become aware of your breathing patterns. Then please come and see me and tell me how you’re feeling.”

In all my years of doing yoga, this was the first time I had truly appreciated the power of the breath, and I left the studio full of anticipation. This was what I had been looking for. I was confident that with Alan’s help I would begin to find the answers to my many questions. And more. I was determined to practice the breathing exercise and then return to see him. I didn’t want to get too excited—I often do and then am disappointed when something doesn’t measure up to my expectations—but, after all, what did I have to lose?

Breath Focus 1: DISCOVERY

Time: 10–15 minutes
 Props (optional): bolster, pillow, or eye pad


	1. Find a quiet place, free from distraction.

	2. Lie down on your back. If your lower back feels sensitive, bend your knees (you can place them over a bolster or pillow, if you have one handy).

	3. Close your eyes and, if you like, place an eye pad over them.

	4. Start to breathe in and out through your nose, becoming aware of your breath. Without judging it in any way, notice how the breath moves in your body. Where does it begin and end? Is it fast or slow? What pattern does it make as it enters and leaves?

	5. Notice the composition of your breath. Is it smooth and even? Short and choppy? Deep or shallow? Hard or soft? When you inhale, does your torso expand or contract? What happens when you exhale?

	6. If you become aware at any point that your mind has wandered, gently draw your attention back to the breath.

	7. Now place one hand on your belly and one hand on your chest. Bring your awareness to your chest. Do you feel your breath expanding both your chest and upper back as you breathe in? Do your ribs also flare out to the sides? Are there any areas where your breath is unable to move freely?

	8. Bring your awareness to your belly. As you breathe in, do you feel the front of your belly lifting? Do you feel the breath causing movement in your lower back? What about your pelvic floor: can you feel it moving with your breath?

	9. Are there any other descriptions of your breath that come to mind? Feel free to be creative.

	10. Take a few minutes to continue your exploration, then slowly and gently roll to one side and come back up to a seated position.


 
(Almost all breathing techniques in yoga are done through the nose. If you are stuffed up, you can do this exercise with your mouth slightly open.)

 

A Note from Katrina

If you practice this exercise every day for two weeks, as I did, following Alan’s instructions, you will soon become more aware of your breathing patterns. You will find that they change according to the time of day and your emotional state.

I noticed that, first thing in the morning, when I was relaxed, my breath was smooth and even; but later in the day, if I was feeling stressed, it became shallow and choppy. You might experience something similar.

The exercise can be done whenever you like: try experimenting with it at different times. By studying the breath, you will learn to identify when your breathing is not working to your best advantage. This self-study (svadyaya in Sanskrit) is the essence of the yogic practice; through svadyaya you can begin to identify the patterns and tendencies that are keeping you bound up inside, and find the freedom that is yoga.

After only a few days of practice, I was sleeping better. And then a funny thing happened: on one of my fat days, I had another craving for pizza, but this time I actually went ahead and ordered it instead of forcing myself to have salad. I ate it, enjoyed it, and then waited for the guilt and shame to overwhelm me. Nothing! I felt great! Absolutely a first for me.

As you practice with the breath, you will experience changes particular to you: they might be subtle at first, and you may not notice them immediately, but the more you practice, the more control you will gain over your breathing—and eventually over your life.

The breath is a powerful tool. If you have not worked with it before, be prepared to experience some unusual side effects: as the breath moves inside you for the first few times, you may become emotional. Or you may simply fall asleep.

Your body is responding. Big changes are coming.

The journey is just beginning.





OPS/images/title.jpg
Breathing
Space

TWELVE LESSONS
FOR THE MODERN WOMAN

Kartrina Repka
and Alan Finger





OPS/images/MSRCover.jpg
Twelve Lessons for the Modern Woman






OPS/images/logo1.jpg





