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I left home and I faked my ID.


I fucked every man that I wanted to be.


—NEKO CASE


 


 


 


Motherhood is a mental illness.


—RAMONA, FROM THE MOVIE HUSTLERS










CHAPTER 1



[image: Missy]


I FOUGHT MY WAY through the group of protesters, my eyes liquefied from the cold wind. A gray-haired leviathan, fetus pendant asleep in his chest hair, leaned over me and whispered a guttural “Slut.” The pink plastic pendant knocked against my forehead. He sank back into their slumpy circle, was made anonymous by the grind of their group shuffle. They chanted. Circled. Chanted some more. When they tried to block me from the door, I lost my shit. A clinic volunteer appeared through the blur and gripped my wrist. “I don’t even want an abortion!” I shouted above their heads from the top of the steps.


The volunteer ushered me inside, to the near-silent administrative shuffling of any waiting room. Instead of following the volunteer, I turned and reopened the door. I like to have the last word. “But abortions are great! I wish you’d been aborted!”


He lunged up the stairs, and I ripped the fetus from his neck.


The volunteer yanked me inside by the back of my jacket, slamming and locking the door as the old man’s full weight came charging up against it.


He reminded me of a horse we had when I was ten, the years we were trying not to use money and barter for everything. My father gave my neighbor an old rifle and in return he gave us Sugar, a palomino with a charcoal heart on her ass. She never acted like her name. She had a mean glare and liked to bite children. She was supposed to be mine, but I wasn’t allowed near her. I sat on the top of a manger a good stall away and tried to soothe Sugar with songs from the soundtrack to Hair. She kicked at the stall door so hard there were permanent hoofprints, even after we traded her for half a frozen deer and a washing machine that only worked when it rained.


The old man continued to throw his body against the door.


The incantations outside rose in volume.


“That wasn’t smart,” the clinic volunteer said, sending rolled eyes toward the security guard.


“But it was satisfying.”


The plastic fetus grew hot in my closed fist. The volunteer wasn’t charmed by me.


“Nothing you can say will ever matter,” she said, handing me a form to fill out. The pen slipped from my fingers and hung limp from the clipboard string. I dropped the fetus into a nearby garbage can; it stuck to a clump of gum.


Name: Melissa Wood. Age: 21. But soon I would be Missy Alamo, all spring and summer. My fingers were solid calluses from all the rehearsals. I returned the clipboard to the receptionist.


Twenty minutes later I sat in a ripped pleather chair across from a doctor with a salt-and-pepper crew cut. She seemed amused by me.


“What can I do for you?”


“I would like my tubes tied,” I explained, as though ordering something off a menu. When I said the word tubes I imagined the black rubber inner tubes inside my bicycle tires. The doctor had feminist watercolors on the wall—all vagina flowers and wispy goddesses. I’d dressed like Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman. My skirt was so short I was sure she could glimpse my cervix with a quick pointed downgaze.


“Well, I do not get that request, uh, very often, from someone your age.”


I explained my dilemma. She actually listened to me, which I wasn’t expecting.


“I don’t want to sound condescending, but you’re just too young. You may regret it.”


“Well, you do sound condescending,” I said.


Staring contest.


Beat.


Beat.


I won.


She shuffled papers and looked up at the clock.


“Look, I respect your autonomy and your considerable confidence on this issue, but I don’t want to be responsible for the implications of this choice when you’re older.”


She didn’t want to be responsible for future me being upset, which seemed ridiculous. Current me is very upset. Future me doesn’t exist yet. She could be hit by a car.


“I’m going to regret a lot of things,” I said. “You can’t know. What I do know is I don’t want to try to get an abortion in Kansas while my bandmates are partying. It’s your feminist duty!” I pointed out her Your Body Is a Battleground postcard. “Come on. I can adopt if I regret it. Biology doesn’t matter.”


She exhaled upward, stared above my head at the ceiling fan. It clicked in three-quarter time. “Even if I refer you, the doctor won’t do it,” she said. “I’m sorry. This province wants you to have lots of babies. That’s the way it is.”


“Isn’t this the same country that sterilized poor women of color in jail?”


I’d read that in a women’s history course at McGill before I deferred my studies so I could go on tour. She frowned.


“We don’t do that anymore,” she said, shuffling papers on her desk again and looking like she wished she’d chosen any other profession.


Do you know how hard it is to get sterilized when you’re young and conventionally pretty from some angles, when you appear to be middle class even though you’ve only got seventeen bucks in your savings account, and when all the doctors think you’re misguided, because eventually you’ll want to blossom, ripen, and suckle?


The doctor continued to stare at me, unmoving. This time I broke her gaze first. I hate losing.


I HAD ALREADY tried several clinics. The male doctors were the worst because you look like the girls they jerk off to, and if they really thought you didn’t want their jizz stuck up inside you, they’d have no reason to go on. They’d shrivel up and die, self-immolate from the existential crisis.


I knew the limitations of my body and mind, but no doctor would help me nip my problem in the bud, so to speak. We were about to be on the road for months, first stop Rochester, last stop Los Angeles. I was getting a tetanus shot, filling my purse with B vitamins, lip balms, Polysporin, Visine, and Band-Aids. It seemed prudent, really, to fix a crucial design flaw in my body, that there was no opting in or out of its most perilous action, and one I knew I’d never desire. The tubes tied expression made it seem like a snap, like they could reach inside and grab your fallopian tubes and do the bunny ears ritual they teach you in kindergarten. Bunny ears, bunny ears, then jump into the hole!


Do you know how many things I don’t need? I have a closet filled with ten pairs of the same jeans. I have two pairs of boots, one pair of sneakers, two pairs of army pants. Three dresses, five of the same hoodie in different colors. That’s all I really need to be a body in the world right now. I don’t need my own eggs, or the useless hollow space designed to house an invader.


Besides, I was busy. I rehearsed every day. I worked my last few weeks as a receptionist at the conservatory. I’m a future-oriented person. When friends were talking to me, I wasn’t really listening that closely. I was thinking about the day I’d be getting in the van with Tom, Alan, Billy, and Jared, our new fiddler we’d started calling the Temp. The day I’d been waiting for since we got signed by a major label, after a few years of opening for bigger acts. This tour meant hotels, and a manager taking care of the money, the details, everything that had previously fallen to me. I wasn’t going to be peeing into a Big Gulp cup in the back of the van anymore, surviving on drink tickets or sleeping four on the floor of some punk kid’s living room that smelled of cat pee and empty beer cans.


I could think about performance, about the high of playing a really good show, one the bootleggers would brag about having on tape. And I could think about pleasure. Like a reunion with James in Baltimore, Hayden in New Orleans. Hayden could really fuck. He had endurance.


Hmmm, Hayden.


Hay-den.


That was a nice visual.


He asked me to be his one and only, but I couldn’t deny other women that kind of devotion, especially since we lived several thousand miles apart. It felt greedy. I had a lover at home in Montreal, but Scott would tell me he was going to come by around ten, and then show up three days later. He really loved me, I knew that, but he liked speed more. I tried it once and I could see his point. I couldn’t possibly make him feel like an exploding star or the smartest guy on earth. I could only make him come, but so could anyone. He was twenty-two. He could fuck a hole in the ground and feel pretty good.


When Billy got a vasectomy last year he had no problem with the first doctor he saw. “I told him I was the lead singer in a band. He got it immediately. Isn’t that sexist?” he’d said, but he laughed. I’ve overheard him bragging about it to his future conquests. They think it makes him a considerate person. He just hates condoms because he’s watched too many pornos. They don’t feel right. He was tired of handing over fistfuls of his father’s money for abortions. I advised him to get some antibiotics before we left.


I don’t have Billy’s familial safety net, nor can I afford the arrogance of assuming everything will work out okay. I was preparing to sublet my room in my shared apartment, teaching my roommate Amita how to water all my high-maintenance plants, getting health insurance, buying a new backpack. Safeguarding my uterus seemed like a logical item to cross off my list. It felt like a good preventative step. Condoms aren’t foolproof and the pill made me into a monster. The idea of getting knocked up by accident felt like the plot of a horror movie, yet it was entirely possible. Was I supposed to be a nun on tour, while all the guys were having fun? Surely that wasn’t the point of the sexual revolution everyone was so nostalgic about lately. There’s always a program on TV about the 1960s, about the second wave of feminists. Oh, the nostalgia.


What other choice did I have? I don’t like to rely on luck and the stars or whatever. I don’t believe in fate. I like to have a plan.


I KNEW I had to show up at the next clinic looking self-assured and older than my years. I left mascara from the night before under my eyes to blur and bruise, traded my baggy army pants for some slim-cut, high-waisted pants, the kind that unstylish moms wore. I took the gaudy scarf my granny had given me, which I usually threw over my lamp for ambience, and tied it around my neck. It clashed with the blouse I’d borrowed from Amita for the occasion, trying to look like I was a thoughtful and mature adult. She’d colored in my lips in a neutral pink, took duct tape to the cat hair on my sleeves. She feathered my bangs, turned me around to look in our hallway mirror. “You’re so unfuckable right now, you’ll surprise them into saying yes.”


At the walk-in clinic near my apartment, I was polite and deferential, calmly explaining that the pill made my moods unmanageable, that filling prescriptions while traveling is next to impossible anyway, that condoms don’t work all the time. I explained that I wanted to be responsible. “I’d like a tubal ligation,” I said, thinking that using the proper terminology might help.


“You’re too young to know the consequences,” said a doctor who looked like Wilford Brimley.


I wanted to tell him I wasn’t ashamed, that not every slut’s origin story evolves from trauma, from lack of or a shifting sense of self. Though of course I was a young girl and had all of those things to deal with, but sex, in comparison, was simpler than anything so thorny. In fact, my problems seemed to stem from too much self. You’re too much was frequent feedback. At twenty-one, I wanted the richness of the present moment, and that was all. Why not be loud about it? Being demure is for suckers. I’m old enough to join the army and kill people, to have five babies if I feel like it. Why can’t I also decide to have no babies?


I went home, made a pot of coffee, and drew up a plan. I made more appointments.


I went to a clinic in a wealthy neighborhood next. A middle-aged doctor with long shiny hair and photos of her moronic-looking family all over the office was impatient from the moment I walked in and sat down across from her.


“I need my tubes tied, because any child I’ll have is going to inherit my mother’s terrible disease.”


I was trying to appeal to this doctor’s Catholic guilt and ableism.


“What disease does she have?”


“It’s rare, and it has a long name, I can never remember it, but it’s brutal.” I pretended to try to remember it. I hadn’t prepared for any follow-up questions, and thus I faltered. I hadn’t heard my mother’s voice in nearly ten years. I had no idea where she was, or why she had left. My mother’s only terrible disease was maternal indifference, and that was something I knew I’d inherited.


She tapped her pen on the desk, then curled a shiny piece of hair around it and stared blankly until I was even more uncomfortable.


“I don’t believe in abortion, but I want to have sex with my monogamous boyfriend, my fiancé, actually, and I know condoms are only ninety-eight percent effective. I’m a pragmatist,” I said. Of course I believed in abortion, but she had a crucifix peeking out of the top of her blouse. She leaned back in exasperation.


Then she narrowed her eyes and said, “Getting sterilized isn’t a quick fix so you can run wild and fuck indiscriminately. It’s a medical procedure, not a safeguard for sluts.”


Damn.


I pointed to her garish wall crucifix. “Your entire religion is obsessed with a whore! The entire culture revolves around the worship of young pussy!”


The doctor stood up, looked me straight in the eye. “You’re clearly a smart young girl, but maybe too smart. Maybe think about the future, and what might be important in life besides yourself,” she said before leaving the exam room. I was then offered hepatitis vaccines by a stout nurse who smiled, happy to see her boss taken to task by a hysteric dressed like a choir girl.


IT WAS ALL a very stark contrast to the first time I visited an OB/GYN, at fourteen. My cramps had become unbearable, and my father thought I should see a doctor, probably because he had no idea what to say to me. He made the appointment, wrote down the address of the clinic, and told me where to get off the bus.


I hadn’t even kissed a boy, but a young doctor thrust a sample pack of birth control pills at me, insisting I take them.


“I don’t have a boyfriend,” I whispered.


“Ha”—he laughed—“they never do.”


I felt like his grin was going to swallow me.


“I don’t need them,” I insisted.


He held out a bowl of condoms, pressing the lip of the bowl into the waistband of my tights, which had formed an itchy red line across my stomach since homeroom. “Take a bunch of these too. Never trust boys to be responsible.”


The condoms felt awful in my hand. I didn’t have a purse to put them in. Was I supposed to carry them home in my hands?


I ditched the pills and condoms in the dumpster beside the bus stop, livid. I wasn’t the kind of fourteen who wanted to be eighteen. I wanted to be twelve forever. Every change in my body felt aggravating, like I was growing a second skull, like my limbs were out to get me. It’s why I chose the cello in orchestra class, because I could hide my body behind it.


But something happened in my first year of university. I looked around at all the formerly repressed kids with their wind instruments and it felt inevitable. It was as though I saw our bodies for the first time, our buttoned-up blouses and awkward knee-length skirts, the boys in shirts their moms had packed in boxes and put in the trunk of their car. I learned to fuck from a tender man named Josh who played the oboe and lived in a shoebox apartment across from the music building where his bed was the only place to sit. We would share one tall can of beer, let it warm beside the bed as we figured out what bodies could do. He was not a good lover, but he was tender, and better than I was. He had, according to him, touched six boobs by that point. By the end of our relationship, I’d figured some things out.


Of course I knew what sex was. I spent my childhood with adults who were stuck in the free-loving 1960s. While sitting on a batik blanket, playing with my Barbie dolls from the church donation box—whose hair had been sheared into tidy gender-neutral bowl cuts before my mother let me play with them—I’d overhear them arguing about monogamy as a tool of the state. When I was a toddler I liked to be as nude as everyone else at Sunflower, but somewhere around six I started wearing full-length overalls every day and pointing to the dangling bits and wayward breasts of the adults around me and saying “Ugh.” One thing I understood about adults very young was that they loved to kiss, and not always their own partners. It was gross. I wasn’t into it.


So, growing up, sex wasn’t something I could use to rebel. I was expected to seek it out, to be curious, to experiment. So naturally I didn’t want to, until a little later than most. And my body cooperated. It was like I had a defective puberty switch that made me look like a teenager but still feel like a girl. My friends had stories about humping their stuffed animals and playing doctor with the neighbor kids but I never did any of that.


THE LAST DOCTOR I tried was at a private clinic in the West Island near my grandmother’s house. You got to the clinic by going around the side of a giant stone house on a residential street near the airport. I used the student Visa card I kept in my freezer for emergencies. It was my last shot at getting a yes. I assumed the doctors would be used to taking demands from rich people who didn’t want to use the free and relatively excellent public health system like the rest of us. But that doctor also wasn’t having it. “I didn’t want kids when I was your age either. Now they’re the reason I get up in the morning. You’ll regret it, I promise you.”


But I knew I wouldn’t.


Since I was in the neighborhood, I decided to visit Granny. I got on a bus that took me to the village where she lived. I checked in on her every now and then, made sure she was keeping the place up and doing okay. I brought her a bag of oranges, some tea, a carton of milk, and a fresh loaf of bread from the store at the end of her street. The last time I visited, she’d been using powdered milk for her tea, and I worried she wasn’t able to get to the store as easily anymore. She’d never tell me that herself. I pulled a printout of my tour schedule out of my canvas shoulder bag and taped it to her fridge. It was still a month or two away, but I wasn’t sure I’d be back to visit her before I left for tour.


We sat in her living room and exchanged our usual ripostes: her in the armchair and me sprawled on the sofa in a way that she used to say was unbecoming of a lady when I was a teenager but had since given up commenting on. She asked me a few questions about what I had been up to, about my music, if I “had a boyfriend yet.” And, in turn, I informally tried to quiz her to make sure she was remembering things. Are you still teaching the boy with curly red hair, what was his name again? She was, as always, sharp as a tack. Yes, Jonah still comes every week. In a moment of rare straightforwardness, I told her what I was trying to do.


The look on her face told me that was a mistake.


“I don’t even understand. That is an operation women get once they’ve had children already, or because they have cancer. Why would you want it? It just doesn’t make sense.”


“I’m being practical,” I said, a defensive tone coming into my voice before I could stop it. “I don’t want any mistakes.”


“You’ll change your mind! Your generation is just so angry.” She laughed. “It’s ironic. You have so much freedom, you have no idea. Your feelings on this will change. Wait till you find the right man.”


Any time I shared problems with her, she ended her advice with and then you’ll find the right man, which is sooooo ironic because she never did.


My granny doesn’t know what it’s like to be twenty-one and unattached on purpose. I’ve never asked her but if I had to guess, I’d say my grandmother probably never enjoyed sex in her life. I’m not sure if her life in particular looks sad, or if all people have lives that look sad from certain angles, and she’s just the only access I have to the really old version of sad. Granny immigrated from Turkey (but she’s British/the whitest person on earth, long story) with a husband who moved his mistress into a house down the block without telling her. Yet she’s always telling me that marriage is the only way for a woman to be happy, which seems insane.


And then there’s my mother, who thought she was so liberated on the commune, with the lack of conventional expectations, but it was always the women crying in the sunflower patch, and the men shrugging and using words like We agreed on this, You’re so uptight, This was your idea, It didn’t mean anything! They talked a good game, the women on the commune, but I could see that sex wasn’t for them.


NOW I’M THE age my parents were when they started Sunflower, their intentional community, and I don’t want a community at all. I want to cross the country with the freedom of any man my age. I want to experience every spectacular, vivid detail of life on the road, to play our best songs, to jump out into the crowds, to fly on top of their outstretched fingers, to kick one leg in the air during the endless final solos, to be grabbed and kissed by the life of it all, to have a great time.


A GREAT TIME like I’m trying to have right now. With Bernie. He plays the bass in our opening band, from the first stretch of the tour. This is his last night with us, so I figured he was fair game.


But it’s not working. I’m not going to come thinking about all those doctors, remembering the stressful weeks leading up to the start of the tour. I’m trying. Bernie isn’t completely without skill. I close my eyes tight, lean my head back. There’s not a lot of room in this tiny bunk and all I can think about is whether Bernie is going to pull out in time.


He fucks like a bass player. He smells like spicy arboreal cologne, and after developing some banter and flirting all day, we’d curled up to watch Talking Heads’ Stop Making Sense on the little monitor in the back of the bus that had a half-working VHS. The tape kept getting stuck whenever the bus hit a bump. One thing led to another. I like the feeling of the motor under the bunk, the whirring vibration, the feeling of his bare chest against mine.


He’s wearing a condom, but I don’t like to chance it.


“Are you there yet,” he whispers.


Nah, but it’s cool.


I’ve had the same sexual fantasy since I was seventeen or so, when my body finally woke up. By fantasy standards, it is pretty tame. In it a man leans over and kisses my neck, whispers baby girl, and then lifts my long skirt up slightly and tugs at my underwear. And that’s it. It always stops there. Of course, as I got older I had much more intense daydreams or imaginings, a rotating filmic clip of images or words I responded to in pornography. But I often think of that image right before coming, always works.


I conjure it now, but it doesn’t do anything.


I love sex, but I’ve never come with another person in the room.


Bernie makes the same face when he fucks as he makes when he’s playing bass. Up close it is monstrous. He’s about to come, his teeth are clenched, his eyes floating off his face. I can see it in his expression, hear it in the speed of his breath, the things he’s starting to mumble.


Like most, I can’t come just from being pounded, no matter how skillfully, but fucking feels better than a lot of other things I could be doing, and I like the way their faces look when they come, like you’re giving them the thing they’ve been desperate for since they first drew breath.










CHAPTER 2
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THE DETECTIVE CALLED, “Carola Neligan?”


I heard his voice like a background beat, a nebulous whir. I was transfixed by the television chained to a high corner of the room, watching my daughter on a late-night variety show. I had not seen her in years. Her face had changed. Contracted. A woman’s face.


I kept forgetting about Carola. My name had been Juniper since my early twenties. I was going back to Carola but hadn’t acclimated yet. My daughter had scrawled Pro-Choice across her midriff. I felt both proud and embarrassed when I saw that. She had a grown-up body to go with her face. The last time I saw her, her limbs were all mismatched sizes. She looked so much like my sister, Marie. She had that Neligan nose. The young receptionist with the eggplant-colored hair was singing along. She knew the song already. She tapped her pencil to the beat against a stack of papers. That Melissa had changed so much in my absence made me feel like I was on drugs, though obviously I knew time couldn’t stand still, waiting for me, my slow brain, my anemic heart. The music had no melody I could discern but the volume was low. She stood up from her cello and waved the bow around, and was now shouting into a microphone, touching the side of her head to the lead singer’s shoulder. Her hair was blue and white-blond. She had so much energy, I was reminded of when she would jump off the roof of the barn into piles of neglected hay. How she made all the adults watch her dance to Janet Jackson’s nasty-boys song over and over in grade five. She sang the chorus with her eyes closed. She was a mess, but so beautiful. The camera kept favoring her. She could really command your gaze. The rest of the band looked like cutouts of the same greasy boy but with differing haircuts.


“Carola Neligan?” This time it registered.


“Yes, sorry, that’s me. I usually go by Juniper.”


“I’m sure you do,” he said, more to his buddy than to me. “But your ID says Carola Neligan.”


I WAS PREPARED to be chastened, condescended to. Blue, the one who’d called a lawyer after we all found out about one another, told me they’d taken to calling us “the saggy titty ladies,” so this wasn’t the worst it could get. Even though Blue is only twenty-five and her breasts point skyward. I didn’t think we should involve the police, but the votes went eight to seven in favor. It was the hottest summer in years in New Hampshire. I replaced my sandals that had worn down under the big toe because the concrete was too hot, even for one toe. There was tension between town residents and those of us at the center, sometimes. We had tried for years to build a chimerical peace. All it took was a temperature rise. We couldn’t help talking to each other about the heat. This was the kind of town that didn’t even have 911 yet; maybe the cops got an overdose, a fight over a stolen tractor, some kid with pot they stole and smoked with the other cops after work. That was it. If anything serious happened, cops came from another town. And this was deemed serious, or at least, noteworthy.


What was happening would make the papers. A reporter had been parked at the gate to the center for the last two days. Blue had given him our group photo from the spring picnic. Most of us didn’t read the news every day, trying to avoid the negativity. But this was turning into a big story, the kind of weird headline that made it into the jokes on David Letterman.


But I wasn’t sure this was really newsworthy.


If a bunch of people all happened to make the same mistake, whose fault was it? I had a lot to be forgiven for in this life, and I wasn’t expecting that to happen until I was in the next one. Who was I to judge? But at the center we believed in consensus, in collective process. I didn’t want to hold the group back. Sometimes you have to do what’s good for the group, especially if your own feelings flit about like flies, the kind that only live for one day.


I followed the cop into his office. I had said the word solidarity and hugged the women who were certain. A fan clicked uselessly. My father had been a cop. I never understood why they were always so angry, when they were quite literally in charge of any room they walked into.


“So, this shaman guy,” he said, scrawling my name at the top of a piece of tea-colored loose-leaf paper, stabbing a period at the end before looking up at me, “when did it get, you know, sexual?”


OH, HE WAS ugly. The kind of repulsive that is just factual. I winced at first when I looked too closely at his face. But you can’t account for chemistry. It can build between any two people, regardless of how you’ve been taught to value a certain facial symmetry, to see beauty the way others do. It can change. I didn’t know that. So there was one valuable lesson, I suppose. That beauty isn’t fixed. It’s a comforting thought as one gets older.


When he first touched me, I thought it was an accident. It was an outdoor yoga class in the summer of 1989. There were about twenty of us on the south lawn, and the sun was rising. I’d been at the ashram for a few weeks. It had recently been renovated and it was starting to look less like a ramshackle assembly of old buildings and more like a luxury resort. The staff and volunteers were barely able to handle the numbers of wealthy women coming for retreats. But it was an exciting time. We felt like we were building an empire, and we could see it growing day by day. Because I hadn’t packed much, I tended to dress in clothes left behind in the lost and found. I remember that day I was wearing a gaudy hot-pink tie-dyed T-shirt with a silver peace sign decal on the front.


Our toes were wet with dew. My back hurt from the thin mattress in my bunk in the volunteers’ cabin. He came over to adjust my pose. Normally he just sat at the front of the class on an oversized pillow looking sleepy and revered, while his helpers demonstrated the poses. Often he gave short talks on the spiritual value of chastity before the class began. I didn’t see him as sexual, let alone a prospect. Plus, sex was something I thought I’d left behind when I moved away from the commune. I was at the ashram to be a whole person, to learn about who I could be as more than a body, a mother, a wife.


When I’d first arrived, he seemed just like a normal person, albeit older than everyone else, so it took some time to understand all the small photos of him on the bedside tables of most female volunteers. Some had even set up homemade altars, along with sage and candles and little rocks. A still recovering Catholic, I was skeptical of idols, even ones who are teaching you to slow down, breathe, appreciate both the world and your smallness. I think he liked me because he could see that I didn’t glow, open faced and wanting, in his presence. I was a nonbeliever. They can spot you. But I decided to let go and see if he could teach me, the way he seemed to be giving the others a sense of purpose and inner peace. I certainly did not have inner peace. I’d woken up every morning for years feeling like death might be a welcome release. And by the thick of summer, I let go any vituperative feelings about those women and the psychic salve those tiny photos provided. By then, beside my own tidy bed, alongside my book of meditations, my green ceramic bowl of clipped herbs, my growing collection of crystals, was a photo of him. It wasn’t a real photo, but a glossy magazine-paper image inside a cheap frame that they sold in the gift shop. Occasionally I would hear Bryce’s voice in my head, telling me that Sunflower had been democratic, but where I’d landed now was a cult. What difference does it make? I’d ask him in these imagined arguments.


That morning in the yoga class, he put his head close to my cheek and said, “Let go.” His voice was deep and commanding, which surprised me because his body was small and almost feminine. And as he said it, he ran his finger along the inside of my thigh. I shuddered, felt my whole body light up. He looked me in the eye, like a challenge. My body responded like it understood God for the first time.


“You look lost,” he said. In any other context that might have felt like a line. But I was lost. And so I felt seen.


The other women around me kept their downward dog poses but I knew they were listening. I didn’t care. I hadn’t felt seen since Missy was born. I was in my thirties then, but still felt physically in my prime. Watching everyone revere him, the corporeal ceased to matter. I suppose it was groupthink, but I desperately needed to be a part of it. I’d been needing it for years, and when I finally found it, I couldn’t leave. If you haven’t had a complete collapse of exhaustion, if you haven’t watched everything around you drain of color and cease to matter, if you haven’t felt like slipping off into the chasm of your own pain, then you’re not going to understand my choices.


I DIDN’T KNOW how to say that to the cop.


So I said, “I guess the first summer I moved to the center, we became lovers.”


He wrote that down, then looked at a photo of him and grimaced.


“You wanted to become lovers? With this guy?”


“Yes,” I said, “I know by looking at him it doesn’t make much sense, but I did.”


I felt like I was wasting his time.


“Yeah, you’re wasting our time here, lady.”


But then a cult expert came into the room. Her name was Miranda and she approached me with the gentle, patient demeanor of a kindergarten teacher. Her hair was a mess of grayscale curls, kept in place by a pair of eyeglasses on her head. Clearly, she’d been listening to our conversation from the other room somehow. Was there a microphone in the room? I was feeling a bit spooked.


“Please keep talking. I want to know about how it all began, no judgments.” She leaned toward me. “I know this must be hard,” she said. It wasn’t hard, in fact. I wasn’t feeling particularly perturbed or upset by any of it. I was only here because I had made this commitment to the others and I had to honor it.


“I began to look forward to seeing him, and would alter my daily routes to try to catch his eye. When he started paying attention to me, I felt chosen. Then he requested that I join his team of assistants.”


“So it was like a promotion?” she asked, writing down something in her notepad before I had a chance to say yes or no. Despite her befuddled style, her nails were a faultless glossy red in uniform ovals.


“Sort of. I mean, we were all volunteers. We brought him dinner at his house sometimes, did the gardening, tidying, ran errands in town, fed and cared for his goats and chickens. I didn’t realize right away that there were other women. I thought we had a secret relationship.”


“A lot of women have reported that.”


“Well, yeah, I know that now,” I said.


I WAS SUPPOSED to stay for three months, be home in time for Missy to start grade eight, return to life at Sunflower. But after I joined his inner circle, I couldn’t imagine leaving. I knew it didn’t make logical sense. I knew it was morally reprehensible to leave one’s own child. But what about the impact of being around a child when you are a husk? That couldn’t be good either.


“Your old life, it wasn’t working,” he whispered. I couldn’t do anything but agree.


He took my clothes off, and then he knelt on the floor in front of the bed. The room smelled of geranium and lemons, faint amber incense. He didn’t pull the curtains closed. I think he liked them open. A dare.


One time, when Missy was six or so, I made her some scalloped potatoes for lunch, and then I went outside to get washing off the line. While folding thick towels that had stiffened in the open air, I peeked in the kitchen window to see her at the table. She was looking at the scalloped potatoes with the biggest, most rapturous grin I’d ever seen.


That was how the guru looked at me when I was naked.


The memory made me laugh, out-of-control laughing, which made him laugh, and that was how it was at first with him, a tumbling joy, an erotic escape hatch.


You shouldn’t go home. You should stay, he said.


It was as if I could watch myself making those decisions from somewhere across the room, and I knew it was wrong, but it felt right. It felt like I had to stay. A deer was nibbling on grass outside the floor-to-ceiling window of his palatial bedroom. The sky was a soft gray at the edge. We could only make out the shadowy shape of the deer. We watched for so long, silently, that the sky pinkened, and other deer, all clearly defined in rich browns and grays, joined the first one. A flawless tableau. I didn’t want to go home. I knew that if I were a good person, a good mother, I would want to. It sounds awful, but I didn’t miss my family. I didn’t miss Bryce. I felt like I’d found my home. Like I could finally breathe.


I padded to the window, slowly, pressed my palms against the glass. They kept eating. I slid open the door, tried to move every isolated muscle in infinitesimal stages so they wouldn’t notice. Thanks to daily progressive muscle relaxation exercises, this worked, until all ten toes pressed into the grass, and they were eyes up and then tails retreating, into the woods.


He laughed as I slid the door shut.


You thought you could just join them. Like they wouldn’t notice you’re not a deer! He kept laughing as he walked into the en suite bathroom, scratching one ass cheek.


Still, I felt like wildlife, like I was free.


I didn’t say any of this to Miranda and the cop. I took a deep inhale, counting to four, and exhaled to four. I pressed my hand to my chest. I smelled the lavender oil I’d placed on my wrist that morning.


“He made me feel special,” I said, which sounded so elementary, so pedestrian, but I could tell by their expressions this was the kind of thing they expected to hear.


MY PRIMARY JOB that first summer was in the laundry, rows of stainless-steel industrial machines in the basement of the center. It was my self-admonishing cave. The row of rectangular fluorescent light fixtures flickered like TV static. One row of lights had burned out completely and was never replaced. It felt punishing, the heat and the mounds of linen, but that was also the point. I deserved hardship, and I needed to provide service. If every day started down there, my journey would eventually end in some sort of soul healing. I didn’t fully understand the concept of soul healing in an intellectual way, but I felt it. I felt it in the hot cotton sheets pulled out of the dryers, folded on the long metal table.


Soul healing was the main goal of most of us living at the center. Everyone walked around like they had done bad things, or had come here to avoid doing bad things. We moved around underneath the rich ladies who paid piles of money to come for silence and meditation, for sweaty yoga and forest walks. I washed the plain white sheets they slept under, had soaked with their tears about the husbands who ignored them or the ones they no longer loved. They’d screamed into the pillowcases, or rested their heads in bewilderment, thinking Is this all life is? Everyone spoke to one another as though life was joyful, as though they were finding simple joy, as though that joy was in the small moments of life. But their eyes said that malaise was killing them. I tried every workshop offered at the center, except the one about laughter. In that workshop the leaders encouraged you to begin laughing, but not because anything was funny. You just had to fake it at first, and then eventually everyone truly started laughing. I found just the sound of it to be heartbreaking, all that forced boisterous guffawing at nothing. The facilitator knew I was a skeptic. Linda. Linda cornered me whenever she saw me, her eyes unnaturally bright. You should take my laughter workshop, you look like you need it!


I worked in the kitchen, too, and we served women who frequently said things like I really needed this rest with such sincerity, but they never looked tired. My wrists and hands were covered with tiny moon-shaped burns, my skin puckered from hot water and steam, then flaking and red later as I fell asleep. I rubbed shea balm on them every night but it never quite worked. This was a deep discomfort I deserved.


I ate the plainest of foods, giving up sea salt and tahini and Bragg liquid amino acids, sticking to the end of the buffet with the steamed vegetables, the unadorned brown rice, meant for the residents with allergies or who were undergoing sacred fasts. I did cleanup shifts, standing on top of an old produce box to reach the taps on the giant sinks, and burning myself on Hobee, the Hobart, a dishwasher that sanitized the giant pots and pans. I went to the evening yoga class with parsley in my hair, smelling of the night’s meal, hands and arms pink and rubbery from the heat and sweat. I lost weight. I didn’t cut my hair. Then I impulsively cut it all off with kitchen shears. I woke up with the sunrise and bathed in the stream on the hill above the center. I was leaving my ego, leaving vanity, behind in the water.


MIRANDA SHUFFLED HER papers. She was beginning to look annoyed, rubbing her eyes so that her eyeliner looked like smudged wings.


“So you left your husband?”


“Yes.”


“That must have pissed him off.”


“Yes. But we were separated. He’d cheated first.”


That wasn’t the whole story, but that was the only way square cops would understand the story. I didn’t tell them that before I left, our theoretical open relationship had taken a turn for the literal. Bryce had taken up with a new girl at the commune, one barely out of her teens who called everything the most. Even lentil stew or carrots pulled from the garden, they were the most! I wanted to bash her head in. I couldn’t handle the itch of violence she had awoken in me. We always did group conflict mediation sessions, and at the end we hugged and made peace. But I had no peace in my heart. I was acting. Standing in the healing circle, holding hands and discussing conflict resolution and our personal responsibility, I realized Sunflower was a failure. The disintegration of everything we’d hoped it would be. I saw Missy sitting in a tree several yards away, listening to her hot-pink Walkman, aggressively ignoring us. In those days, she listened over and over again to the same song she’d recorded from the radio onto an empty cassette tape in the living room: “Pump Up the Jam.” Sometimes she would dance around us in her bright yellow ankle socks, her arms filled with jelly bracelets, and I saw the teenager she was becoming.


She scoffed at everything we said to her.


I drove her to her last day of grade seven the next day, and then I just kept driving.


AFTER I PHONED Bryce from the pay phone in town, telling him I wasn’t coming home just yet, he demanded to know where I was, but I wouldn’t say. I didn’t want him to show up and blue-eyes me back into his arms. There was something about him I could never resist, even when I felt so much anger and resentment I could barely breathe.


I called at night so I wouldn’t hear Missy in the background and fall apart.


I truly was trying to find myself, but saying that didn’t sound sincere, so I didn’t say it.


“Tell Missy I love her and this is better in the long run. It won’t be for long, I promise.”


“I’m not going to lie to her.”


“Do what you think is best, you’re the parent now. Say something so she knows she’s loved, and that I haven’t just walked off a cliff or something. I don’t want her to think that.”


When I hung up the phone, I felt relief. And then I felt guilt for the relief. I cried through evening yoga. But then at night, there was a quiet. A stillness inside me. I had to press my thumb to my neck to make sure my heart was beating. It was in those moments when I knew I’d made the right decision. A decision that no one would ever likely understand, a decision that would make me an outlaw, a madwoman, a monster to most of society. But it was stillness, and it was freedom, my solitude in a tiny bunk, under stiff white sheets, and it was everything.


AFTER I’D CRIED through several more nights of yoga, the guru led me to his house on the edge of the property. It looked simple from the outside, but inside there was a fire and fresh flowers and an elaborate table of fruits and cheeses. I’d been eating so many plain foods that the berries, peaches, and Brie made me feel alive again. He said he wanted to cleanse my aura while I tore through a handful of grapes like a starving wolf. He laid me down on the softest bed, and moved his hands all over me until I came in waves that seemed endless, and I saw a warm bright light and he held me for hours until I fell asleep. When I woke up he was gone, and one of his handlers was cleaning the room, and she offered me a cup of ginger tea and pressed one palm to my chest and said, Welcome.


It sounds so creepy, to recount it, but it was blissful and oddly uncomplicated. And even years later, when we all offered our narratives to the investigators, I told them the truth, that I’d felt loved. When I told him I wanted to leave my husband, he’d put his hands on my heart and said, Your heart yearns to be free. He helped me choose myself for the first time in my life, even though soon it felt like I’d chosen him, traded one selfish dreamer for another.


THE ROOM AT the police station was cold, but I was flashing heat from perimenopause. While I explained how I’d given the guru all my money, though I hadn’t had much, sweat dripped down my back and then froze. Why couldn’t I ever be the same temperature as everyone else? When I described how I felt married to him, it sounded more sordid than it was.


“It was love,” I said. The cop gave me a look that said he thought I was a crazy quack, but Miranda just looked down and scribbled another note in her pad. I had felt calm in that love, as I hadn’t in years. Not since before Missy was born. And maybe it was crazy to feel that way.


Since the guru’s expulsion, everything was chaotic at the center, but we were determined to keep it going. A group of longtime residents decided to take over, and we were in the middle of figuring out how to do this. But instead of asking permission for things, we organized by collective and tried to decide via consensus decision making. We’d been the ones doing the hard work all along, after all. So it wasn’t all that different. We replaced any events that had centered on the guru with extra meditation sessions about joy. We brought in a facilitator to teach forgiveness. It was funny that I’d escaped one intentional community only to end up in another, but this time the men were gone.


Sex had always complicated my life. It had almost never made it better, no matter how good it had felt at the time. The acts of devotion, as the guru called it, made me feel closer to the goddess, to the spirit of the world, than anything else ever had. But over time, the sex began to feel a bit like a chore or a habit. I started to see him as ugly and demanding, as any other man. The feelings of transformation were just lies of chemistry and hormones, the alchemy of momentary compatibility, and it was just sex and that was all. Humans are so undone by it, and we are fools.










CHAPTER 3



[image: Missy]


WE ARE DRIPPING in America by the middle of the tour and feeling pretty good about ourselves. I’m in an airfield outside Baltimore, playing my fucking heart out. The crowds are stomping. Hands crushing beer cups. Arms raised in group awe. When the audience is with us, we own them. Their love is embarrassing and beautiful but also crazy to fathom. Here we are, the Swearwolves, a bunch of music-school geeks, but now we’re all so fuckable. And I love us. My tits through a thin T-shirt that reads THE BITE TOUR are on the cover of Spin magazine. I’m not even sick to death of half the new songs yet. When we reach the end of the set and Billy says our names, introducing us one by one, I fall in love with everyone, even when Tom prolongs the drum solo to a masturbatory length.


And there is James. I want James. He’s in the front row, which is where I first met him. He’s that record store guy at every show, hanging around so much he’s genuinely friends with the band. He has an adoring face, a hot interrogation light, but a flattering one. His hair is golden, curled down below his shoulders. But he hasn’t been front and center since New York last year.


Near the end of our set, the crowd is a hungry mass and we are feeding them. I’m playing rhythm guitar for this song, and I kick out my leg toward James. He gives me a wink. I can feel the way he likes to wrap one hand around my hair and pull gently, and then with force. As we hold each other’s gaze, I’m briefly alight, floating above the sold-out crowd.
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