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Any primatologist knows, though, that to decipher a dominance hierarchy, you don’t watch for aggression in the dominants. You look for signs of fear in the subordinates.


—Alison Jolly, Lords and Lemurs






As a woman I was taught to always be hungry.


Women are well-acquainted with thirst.


Yeah, we could eat just about anything.


We might even eat your hate up like love.


—Bikini Kill
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PART I



THE TEN OF SWORDS















1.



Two hundred million years ago, the Earth was like a house with all of its furniture piled into one corner. The seven continents of our planet were, back then, just one. Australia was shoved into Antarctica; India flopped nearby. South America fit into the elbow crook of Africa, and the land that would one day become the island of Madagascar was trapped in the midst of it all.


The continental plates that act as the foundation of the world began to move, as they are wont to do. As one dragged over another, volcanic magma burbled up from the planet’s angry core, rising toward the Earth’s surface, searing apart that giant mass of land into jagged new pieces. Those pieces drifted. For eons upon eons upon eons, they kept moving as the planet underwent a great reorganization.


As everything drifted, Madagascar, a wisp of land, spun like a feather in the wind until it settled, finally, 250 miles off the eastern coast of Africa.


Millions more years passed.


In the 1860s a British zoologist named Philip Lutley Sclater sat down at his desk to write an essay about lemurs—those strange, curious-eyed primates. He attempted to explain something that had until that point been a curiosity to men like him: men of answers, men of science.


Sclater was a lawyer and, in the zoological world, an ornithologist mostly—a bird man. But in 1864, he published his essay about lemurs in a small academic journal. At that point, he wrote, the animals primarily lived on the island of Madagascar, but lemur fossils had been unearthed in India as well. India but not Africa. This was a strange mystery: How could the same species be found in two places with a wide, gaping ocean between them, but not across the narrow 250-mile-wide channel that separated the African island from the African continent?


Sclater had a theory. In his essay, he posited that a massive continent had once stretched between Madagascar and India. And that continent had simply vanished. He said lemurs were a relic of this lost world, a living connection to it.


“I should propose the name Lemuria!” Sclater declared.


And with that, a place was born.


In one way, Sclater’s story had everything to do with the planet’s slow eternal rearrangement. And yet he had no idea that the land had been forever roaming. Scientists had not yet published findings about continental drift, and so Sclater did not know that the Earth was slowly shifting underneath his feet as he came up with this idea of a lost place.


Late in his life, Sclater would hedge on his lost-land theory, characterizing the idea as “hypothetical.” But by then, some people had already taken the idea of Lemuria and run with it. An Australian science journal discussed it not as theory but fact. Writers composed speculative stories about Lemurians—what they might have looked like, how they spoke, whether or not they kept pets. When Sclater died in 1913, it was his largest legacy—the story of a place that was never a place called Lemuria.


All the while, the Earth kept moving.















2.



From the front window of a yellow house in the remote southern Colorado desert, purple twinkle lights flickered, pulsed, throbbed like tiny sirens in the dark.


It was just before midnight on April 28, 2021, when the sound of tires crunched against the gravel driveway of 4 Alcedo Court as a fleet of law enforcement vehicles pulled in.


The moon was full. A dog barked at their arrival.


The deputies had come to see Mother.


A thin man with a closely trimmed black beard and long straight hair met them at the front door. The Saguache County officers knew by then that people called this man Father, or Father God. His legal name was Jason Castillo. Though it was late, he was dressed in a long-sleeved white shirt tucked into jeans, which were held up on his gaunt frame with a black leather belt. The man greeted them, politely folding his hands in front of his body. One officer asked Jason how many people were inside the house. “Five beings and a child,” he said. “And my wife.”


The officer said they had a warrant to search the property, and to do a welfare check on the child. And they wanted to see Mother. He nodded.


“Mother is in rest,” he said. “She has rested.”


Inside, at the center of the house, was a large living room painted yellow, decorated in a style one might encounter at an organic food co-op, or a children’s classroom. Mandalas and pink-petaled flowers were drawn on the walls. Across the ceiling, a rainbow arched from one fluffy white cloud to another. A painting depicted the Earth with a pulsing rainbow heart; “Starship,” it read.


Twinkle lights blinked from every wall and corner, garlands of pink outlined the room, and strands of purple were laid across the back of a couch. A poster-sized photograph of a thin white woman with her eyes closed and hands clasped in prayer hung on one wall, a contented smile spread across her face. This was the one they called Mother God, and she too was outlined in lights.


The people who lived there were part of a spiritual group Mother deemed “Love Has Won,” and they had come from around the world to her side. They believed themselves to be a glowing violet light in a world of darkness, assisting humankind into a higher spiritual dimension. This ascent was imminent. Mother had told them so.


Over time, she had also taught them that she had not only created the Earth and every being on it, but that she was the Earth. She was “the Prime Source Creator.” She was everything—the feminine life force from which all creation had been birthed, one half of a “twin flame” with a masculine energy called Father God, the man at the door. Mother God—Mom, as her acolytes more often referred to her—was power incarnate. Father acted as a disciplinarian and guard but was otherwise ancillary, a shoulder for Mother God to lean on when the burden of creating everything, and being everything, became too painful to bear alone.


Perhaps more important than any other single idea collectively held by the people of Love Has Won was their belief that Mother God was a reincarnated being who once ruled as queen of a continent called Lemuria. According to Mother, Lemuria had been a highly advanced ancient fifth-dimensional civilization of twinkling cities and “crystal technology.” About 27,000 years ago, the Lemurians had mastered true enlightenment before being destroyed.


Lemuria had defended itself in a great battle with a greedy, violent adversary called Atlantis. During the war, both civilizations had been destroyed and sunk to the bottom of the oceans, never to be seen again. But amid all the chaos, Mother God ascended from the rubble unharmed. Other Lemurians escaped as well but were left in a state of permanent amnesia. “They could no longer remember their true origin, their God selves, or their connection to the Source,” a Love Has Won follower named Archeia Aurora wrote in a book about Mother God’s teachings.


When Atlantis toppled Lemuria, it was the first shot fired in a thousands-year spiritual battle between the dark and the light.


By 2021, the people who followed Mother believed they were fighting beside her on the front lines of this war. She was battling for the soul of humanity, angling to bring all of humankind toward light and salvation. The enemy now, she told her people, were soulless beings with dark powers called “the Anunnaki.” The Anunnaki had shrouded humanity in lies, hypnotizing people into thinking lies were truths and truths were lies. Chief among the Anunnaki’s great betrayals had been making humanity believe that Jesus had been a man. By Mother God’s teachings, Jesus was a woman.


And she would know. Mother God had actually been Jesus. It was one of her past lives, and she had reincarnated 534 times. She had been the queen of Lemuria, but also said she had lived as Cleopatra and Joan of Arc and Pocahontas and Marilyn Monroe. Among others.


As the centuries passed in this thousands-year war, the Anunnaki had grown and multiplied, breeding new generations of villainous foot soldiers to carry out its dark bidding. The Illuminati, which Mother God said were reptilian hybrid people, and the Cabal—puppet-like minions whose strings were held by the Anunnaki—were all fighting on the side of darkness. Their mission was “domination of the planet and complete enslavement of humanity,” Aurora wrote. Mother God was the only thing standing in their way, a bulwark blinding the forces of darkness with her goodness and light, shielding humanity from peril.


According to her followers, just before Mother’s final human form manifested on Earth in Kansas in 1975, she had come face-to-face with the leaders of the Cabal and issued them an ultimatum. It was time for her to take her planet back. The Cabal said they would never surrender.


“She told them,” Aurora wrote, “to bring it on.”















3.



Every year since 2013, California’s Chapman University has organized a bizarre but prescient study called the “Survey of American Fears.” Over the years, the survey has proved that the things Americans feared most were forces beyond their control. They feared becoming collateral damage in global conflicts, withering from biological weapons, or being reduced to ash by a nuke. They feared their lives being brushed aside like pencil eraser remnants by the hands of the powerful or insane. Maybe Russia would flatten the country in a flash of light and impulse. Or North Korea. Or Iran. People feared world war, even though most living Americans couldn’t recall the last one when it had been America that did something powerful and insane by dropping bombs over Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Japan, that killed around 200,000 civilians.


People feared poisoned drinking water. They feared “corrupt government officials.” The people who took the Chapman survey seemed to be afraid of everything that was currently happening. They were afraid to die right now and yet also afraid to be alive.


People were also afraid of the Earth itself. Wildfires consumed California. In Lahaina, Maui, people ran into the ocean to escape flames. Floodwaters rushed into New York City. Hurricanes pummeled; heat waves crushed. Texas got snow and the ocean waters around Florida felt hot. Ancient glaciers became puddles on mountainsides. The climate was warming because of human behavior, and now we feared what we had done. When we looked into the mirror, the reflection looking back terrified us.


You couldn’t really blame anyone for being afraid. In 2022, in the midst of the global COVID-19 pandemic, Russia invaded Ukraine at the orders of President Vladimir Putin, who trafficked disinformation that the adjacent country needed to be demilitarized and “denazified,” when it seemed plainly clear he was a conqueror who only wanted more territory. By October 2023, another violent conflict was raging around the Gaza Strip. Months later, more than 34,000 Palestinians were dead. Images of missiles dropping from the sky, bloodied children, and bombed-out hospitals were nightly news. People were dying everywhere anyway, and still humans found a way to create new ways to kill each other.


Meanwhile, in the long aftermath of the presidential administration of Donald Trump, who had dowsed the darkest undercurrents of Americanism, hate crimes and extremism also became a regular feature of the news cycle. A mob of his supporters stormed the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, in an attempt to prevent the 2020 presidential election from being certified, sending congressmen fleeing into catacombs. Women’s rights were rolled back when the U.S. Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade, the fifty-two-year-old court decision that allowed women the constitutional right to seek abortions. “Corrupt government officials top the list of fears once again!” Chapman’s 2023 survey exclaimed.


At times, it felt like if you strained hard enough to hear, you’d catch a low tone chiming for the death of all hope. The world had become trapped inside its collective grief, like the only card in humanity’s tarot deck was one of utter vanquishment, the Ten of Swords, where a man lay dead on the ground with ten blades stabbed through his back. The future has always been unclear, but maybe it was the current inability to tune the horrors of the world out for even a second that kept people suspended in a state of permanent fear.


The Chapman surveys also revealed another part of America’s strange psyche: spiritual beliefs that weren’t quite fears per se, but also weren’t quite not fears either. From 2016 to 2018, the university’s team released a list of paranormal beliefs that had been expressed by the more than 1,100 adults who were surveyed. Roughly half said they believed houses could be haunted by spiritual entities. About 20 percent believed that Bigfoot invisibly stalked forests, and nearly a third expressed a belief that aliens hovered above, watching us.


More than half of people expressed sincere beliefs that “ancient, advanced civilizations, such as Atlantis, once existed”—a data point that increased over time. More and more, people genuinely believed entire places had simply slipped away.


This belief, though, was not exactly a fear. This one felt more like a hope.
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For centuries, humans have woven tales of spectacular and imaginary civilizations: lost golden cities, fabled lands, whole continents displaced by our vast and violent oceans. The seafloor, to those who believe, is pocked like Braille, telling a silent story of everything our world once was. Belief is at the heart of humans’ fascination with lost places—in order to see them, you must first believe they are there. Throughout history, people have expressed a feeling of being lost, that we need to search for our real home to better understand ourselves.


Around the year 1136, the cleric Geoffrey of Monmouth wrote about a fabled land called Avalon in his Historia Regum Brittaniae. Today, people are drawn to Glastonbury Tor, a rock formation in England, believing it to be the site of the long-lost location of so much heroism.


In 1938, Nazi leader Heinrich Himmler orchestrated an expedition to Tibet in search of a mythical refuge called Shambhala in the Himalayas. Himmler, and other leading Nazis at the time, believed it was where an Aryan master race with magical powers fled after a great catastrophe destroyed their homeland, and where they potentially had secreted away sacred documents and artifacts, like the Ark of the Covenant. They found no mythical Aryans, no prized treasures. However, in the 1980s, this quest was closely tapped for the plot of the first Indiana Jones movie, Raiders of the Lost Ark.


And then there’s Atlantis, the “mother” of all lost places, as Kenneth Feder, an archaeologist at Central Connecticut State University, called it in his Frauds, Myths, and Mysteries: Science and Pseudoscience in Archaeology. Atlantis is a fictional place with an origin story that is “essentially an Ancient Greek version of Star Wars,” he wrote.


The story is attributed to the Greek philosopher Plato, who in the fourth century BC wrote thirty-five Dialogues: stories in which two characters engage in good-spirited argument over big moral questions. In a pair of Dialogues, Plato told the tale of a massive island called Atlantis inhabited by “a confederation of kings, of great and marvelous power” that, over time, became driven by avarice and a need for more territory. A great war was sparked by this building greed, with Atlantis attempting to topple the humble but courageous Athens through a naval attack and failing. The war was watched with disbelief by the gods perched atop Mount Olympus, and Poseidon, the god of the sea, was so angered by the Atlanteans’ behavior, he shook the continent with an earthquake so powerful, the civilization was subsumed by the ocean.


Because Plato—of all people—birthed the story of Atlantis, it has enjoyed an air of credibility that few other lost place tales can claim. “The idea is that we should use the story to examine our ideas of government and power,” wrote Julia Annas, a Plato scholar and professor emeritus in the philosophy department at the University of Arizona, in a 2003 book called Plato: A Very Short Introduction. “We have missed the point if instead of thinking about these issues we go off exploring the seabed.” But believers in Atlantis who think it is a real place will often cite the fact that Plato, one of history’s foremost thinkers, spoke of it as a world that was here, then was not here. For centuries, people have sought to find it.


“If 9,000 years from now people ask whether the Star Wars saga is actual history, not fiction, it would not be too different from our suggesting today that Plato’s story of Atlantis really happened,” Feder wrote. “In trying to convey a rather simple message, one of the great rational minds of the ancient world produced fodder for the fantasies of some of the less-than-great, non-rational minds of the modern world.”


Over time, the suggested locations of Atlantis have spanned most of the globe. Sometimes it was near Antarctica, other times the Mediterranean. In 1882, a former member of the U.S. House of Representatives named Ignatius Donnelly wrote a book called Atlantis: The Antediluvian World, in which he argued that Atlantis had been located in the Atlantic Ocean and was the place from which modern civilization sprung. He believed that the Garden of Eden had been located there, and that it gave way to the Egyptian civilization. To Donnelly, Atlantis was the embodiment of human perfection, and showed how far we had fallen.


The story has remained a fascination—the subject of animated films, more than one television series, and a continual stream of new books. An Atlantis museum in Greece offers holograms of Plato and a 3D experience of the “earthquake” it says destroyed the place.


In some New Age circles, Atlantis is discussed in cautionary terms: a warning of what will befall those overcome by sin. To some, it is a literal place—flawed, but better than this modern world.


If Atlantis is a morality tale that warns, Lemuria is an allegory that inspires: a sunken not-place that speaks to the act of believing itself.


Like other lost lands, the story of Lemuria has been carried forward in time by believers over multiple generations, handed off like a baton from one runner to the next. Each carrier’s motivation to keep Lemuria alive has been slightly different, and with each pass, the tale gains new detail and depth.


When Philip Lutley Sclater published his essay about lemurs, lost continent theories were becoming a fad among biologists and naturalists to explain species distribution. So common and numerous were lost land theories that a young Charles Darwin penned letters to friends and colleagues about his annoyance with these ideas: “It is really disgusting and humiliating to see directly opposite conclusions drawn from the same facts,” Darwin wrote in 1855. “My blood gets hot with passion & runs cold alternately at the geological strides which many of your disciples are taking,” he complained to a mentor in another letter.


“Why not extend a continent to every island in the Pacific & Atlantic oceans!” he continued. “And all this within the existence of recent species!” Darwin joked that there was a region of hell reserved specifically for geologists who resorted to such laziness. Others agreed. The naturalist Alfred Russel Wallace lambasted lost continent theories as only interesting to “absolutely unscientific” people.


Even as science progressed in the opposite direction, Sclater’s Lemuria became a vessel to be filled. By the 1880s, the story was living a life of its own. Lemuria was floated by scientists as a counter-narrative to Darwin’s publication of On the Origin of Species, seen as radical and outrageous among polygenists who believed each race had evolved separately on their own segregated tracks. Darwin, who was a monogenist, theorized that all people had descended from a common ancestor.


In 1868, a white-bearded German zoologist named Ernst Haeckel published his first version of The History of Creation, in which he unveiled an elaborate evolutionary counter-theory to Darwin, in which Lemuria was believed to be “the possible cradle of the human race” and a “paradise.” Haeckel’s theory was that there were a dozen separate human races, of which whites were the most superior. “The Caucasian, or Mediterranean man,” he wrote, “has from time immemorial been placed at the head of all the races of men, as the most highly developed and perfect.” He also advocated for the killing of those with mental illness or physical disabilities. It should come as no surprise that the Nazis were appreciative of Haeckel’s theories and later put his ideas of eugenics into practice.


Sumathi Ramaswamy, a Duke University historian, argued in her book The Lost Land of Lemuria: Fabulous Geographies, Catastrophic Histories that Haeckel exploited Sclater’s Lemuria theory as a device to justify his own scientific racism. He “wrests Lemuria from the world of zoo-geography,” she wrote, and firmly placed it in the story of mankind’s origins, providing a new kind of “missing link” that proved his argument of “how much farther the white European had progressed beyond his less-fortunate Black brethren.”


But by 1885, Lemuria was falling apart. That year, the Austrian geologist Eduard Suess published The Face of the Earth, which introduced the world to the megacontinents Pangaea and Gondwanaland. In 1915, the German meteorologist Alfred Wegener delivered a crushing blow to Lemuria, Atlantis, and all sunken continents when he published The Origin of Continents and Oceans, discussing continental drift. Billions of years ago the supercontinents had slowly split into pieces, which migrated around the surface of the planet and eventually formed the geography we know today.


Continental drift “wipes out straightaway all the mythical lands… that have been conjured up to explain the life-distribution of the earth,” wrote geologist Alexander du Toit.


It also gave an answer to the question of why similar rocks or fossils, for example, might be found on distant continents with vast oceans between them. And so a new question formed: How did they drift apart in the first place?


By the 1950s, the answer was becoming clearer. As the seafloors of the planet were mapped using sonar technology developed during World War II, oceanographic cartographers realized they were much more complicated than previously thought. “It was the first time we ever actually saw giant mountain ranges and features on the seafloor,” Renee Love, a paleontologist at the University of Idaho, said. “Before then everyone thought the seafloor was basically flat.”


The 25,000-mile-long Mid-Atlantic Ridge was mapped in the 1950s, and it affirmed what Wegener had argued with his continental drift theory: the massive ridge marked the edge of several of the world’s tectonic plates. “You could think of the Earth as like a broken eggshell,” Love said, “and that broken eggshell is moving around and the plates are colliding into each other, pushing into each other.”


All that motion is its own kind of havoc, born of convection—the heat at the Earth’s center sent plates crashing into each other, or under each other, or lifting high into the air to create mountains. As land lifts, it erodes. Land can drop, too, but not entire continents. The Great Basin of Nevada is an example of a part of a plate that dropped during the process of subsidence, or the Hawaiian island chain, where islands have dropped below sea level.


“I know there’s a big conversation of ‘will California ever drop into the ocean?’ And the answer is definitely not,” Love said. Even the most cataclysmic of earthquakes wouldn’t make that happen. “Plates will move it around and change it, but something isn’t dropped down so far where all of a sudden it’s lost, and it disappears.”


But by the time plate tectonics came around, the story of Lemuria was too big to put back into the bottle. It was “a place-world that is ‘neither entirely “real,” nor entirely “unreal,”’ but is located somewhere indeterminately between the two,” Ramaswamy wrote.


Each time the story was repeated, it was given more detail. Boundaries had been drawn, locations mapped. People mused what Lemurians might have looked like, what their values had been. Some said they had third eyes and blue skin.


On the long-running conspiracy theory radio show Coast to Coast AM, one guest told host George Noory that his guardian angels had bestowed upon him the true story of Atlantis, and that it was actually subsumed by the ocean during a volcano eruption. Lemuria, he said, sunk itself with a bomb. During yet another episode, a hypnotherapist said Atlantis and Lemuria actually crumbled because of volcanic gases. An “alternative historian” told the host that Atlantis was not in the Mediterranean or the Atlantic, but Appalachia.


And yet on TikTok a user proclaimed Atlantis had been found in the desert of Africa, in a no-duh tone that suggested this was both boring and obvious. A woman with the username goldenheartempress laid out “five signs you’ve had a past life in Lemuria”: (1) You enjoy sustainable living; (2) You don’t like technology; (3) You like music; (4) You know how to be in “divine flow”; and (5) “You feel in your bones that new earth can exist.” A blonde user called superstarseed with 25,000 followers claimed to speak Lemurian. “I speak this language along with six others and here is what it sounds like… ehn-a-mah-ah, oh-ma-edda-edda-edda. Ah-mah-ah.”


On her own TikTok account, Holly Madison, the longtime partner of Playboy’s Hugh Hefner, held up a long clear crystal to the camera. “This is a Lemurian crystal,” she said. “The legend is the ancient people of Lemuria kept records in their crystals, and we just don’t know how to access it. Like finding a DVD without a player.”
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“In what does the peculiar value of religious ideas lie?” the Austrian psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud asked in his 1927 book The Future of an Illusion. He wrote that spirituality acts as a salve that can soothe fearful humans in the face of things that “seem to mock at all human control,” noting that everywhere—in society and in nature—there seemed to be constant reminders of our mortality. If earthquakes or floods or storms or diseases weren’t enough to underscore our helplessness, there was “the painful riddle of death, against which no medicine has yet been found, nor probably will be.”


All this roiling chaos, he explained, caused humans to cling to religion, “born from man’s need to make his helplessness tolerable.”


By 2020, during extended periods of lockdown amid the earliest days of COVID, spirituality seemed to be flourishing and was particularly visible on social media platforms like Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok. People sold tarot cards and crystals; self-help gurus offered coaching and meditation workshops. It seemed like a fresh surge of the New Age—an umbrella term for alternative spiritual ideas and practices popularized in the 1970s and 1980s that focused on self-improvement and healing but were not derived from any single religious tradition. This time, the New Age was online. It was young, but also old. It was a New New Age trying to make all our helplessness tolerable.


“New Age gives you this sense of ‘I can do something about this,’ either by narrowing your view to literally just yourself and your emotional responses, or by giving you this cosmic sense of you’ve got this higher purpose,” said Susannah Crockford, an anthropology lecturer at the University of Exeter. “People got stuck inside for a really long time.” The internet offered relief and connection.


The term “New Age” (often used interchangeably with “metaphysical”) is literal; historically, New Age seekers share an idea that a new era of human history, and consciousness, is imminent—that if we can just push through the current darkness, there is light ahead. Relief. “There’s a belief in progress and that humans, by striving to achieve a higher state of consciousness, are perhaps guided by some higher entity,” said Catherine Wessinger, a professor of history of religions at Loyola University New Orleans. But aside from that one belief, the New Age movement is generally “broad and diffuse,” Wessinger said. It sprung from many people, many schools of thought, many varying spiritual traditions from around the world.


“It does have its place in American religious history, but it’s very different because it’s decentralized,” said Philip Deslippe, a historian of American religion. “There’s no metaphysical church. There’s no pope of the New Age.”


Whereas in more traditional religious paths, like Catholicism or Islam, where believers take direction from ordained leaders, New Age adherents put stock in their own kinds of leaders: psychics, seers, mediums, spiritual coaches. Beliefs in reincarnation and paranormal phenomena are common, but not required. Nothing is required. There is much talk of science throughout New Age circles, but, simultaneously, just as much pseudoscience masquerading as science. Wisdom can be found in dreams, in stars, in astrological signs, in charts mapping where the sun and moon and stars were at the time of one’s birth. Crystals are treated like mystical penicillin, deployed for healing and balance, to de-stress, to calm, to purify. People speak in a language of energy and “vibes”: good energy, bad energy, positive energy, energetic vibrations, negative energy to be healed. It’s all a part of the wide New Age menu, options from which people can pick and choose to customize their own belief system.


Power is held by those who claim it. In New Age culture, anyone can self-profess their unique abilities. “You can have powers, you can be a healer,” said Deslippe. “It really is about specialness.” Some declare their ability to access ancient wisdom. Few, if any, give their powers or knowledge away for free.


Scholars differ on who exactly introduced New Age ideas to America. Many agree that its shared ideology of higher consciousness and self-improvement began mainstreaming in America at the moment in 1952 when a preacher named Norman Vincent Peale published a book titled The Power of Positive Thinking. Peale, often nicknamed “God’s salesman,” wrote of vanquishing “inadequacy attitudes” and “fear thoughts.” The path to personal success was simple, he explained: picture yourself succeeding and choose positive thoughts over negative ones. This message went viral. The book sold over two million copies in three years and remained on the New York Times Best Seller list for 186 weeks. (President Trump has on numerous occasions said that Peale was hugely influential on him.)


In many ways, The Power of Positive Thinking was building on a nineteenth-century spiritual movement called “New Thought,” which taught adherents that with the adoption of a positive mindset, disease could be cured and material wealth found.


By midcentury, seeking became a counterculture all its own in America. A movement of flower children spouting messages of peace and love flourished among young Americans—a counterpoint to the seemingly never-ending Vietnam War. New Age ideas found a foothold in the wider culture. Sociologists wrote that the phenomenon seemed to provide young people an alternative religious path to the more stringent spiritualities practiced by their parents. And yet, some leaders in New Age culture were simply cherry-picking ideas from world religions, repackaging them and offering them as a buffet of new ideas to eager seekers.


Another offshoot of New Thought, called the “human potential movement,” began to thrive, teaching that by simply realizing our fullest potential, we will be happier and thus society will be better off. The ideas were embraced by the writer Aldous Huxley and the Beatles’ George Harrison, and seemed to take Peale’s ideas to new levels. “I don’t know much about that New Age business,” Peale remarked to the Los Angeles Times in 1988, “but anything that develops legitimate, positive thinking principles, I’m for it.”


A series of Gallup surveys found that, by the 1980s, a quarter of Americans believed in both astrology and reincarnation. First Lady Nancy Reagan—well known for courting evangelical Christians with her husband—kept an astrologer named Joan Quigley on retainer for $3,000 a month, and consulted her on the best dates to schedule flights, summits, and debates. Upon this becoming public, Quigley told a Washington Post reporter that President Reagan had “the most brilliant horoscope” that she had “ever seen in this country this century.”


During the same period, the actress Shirley MacLaine, known for her Oscar-winning role in the film Terms of Endearment, published two bestselling books, Out on a Limb and Dancing in the Light, which revealed her beliefs in UFOs and that she thought herself to be a reincarnated Atlantean from the supposedly lost civilization. Some say this was when the New Age began to find its edges, and the term began to carry a stigma—“Say that someone’s a New Ager, and you hear the little cuckoo bird,” Deslippe explained. The term “metaphysical” emerged.


In August 1987, a New Age writer named José Argüelles, who wore loose white frocks and colorful silk scarves, predicted that a “harmonic convergence” would soon occur, ushering in a new period of human consciousness. In his estimation, this meant that the planets would align in such a fashion that cleansing energy would wash over all of humanity. “If at least 144,000 people join their minds in harmonic convergence,” reported the New York Times, “they can set the stage for a new period of peace and hope before the arrival of alien beings by the year 2012.” It was like a positive spin on the Bible’s Book of Revelation when 144,000 people are chosen by God to survive the horrors of the apocalypse.


Around the world, people held gatherings and rituals, dancing, singing, burning bundles of sage, waiting for this new consciousness to arrive—though no one seemed to know what that would look or feel like. “The old world order is collapsing and disintegrating,” one man told the Albuquerque Journal.


But not all groups were optimistic about the future. There was something fundamentally “millenarian” about the New Age. Millenarian is often used to describe groups catalyzed by a spiritual, social, or political idea that some event is imminent that will fundamentally change society. Wessinger has studied how millenarian groups can be optimistic, then shift to being pessimistic, or vice versa, based on “events in the believer’s context, such as persecution, negative press, or becoming more accepted in mainstream society.” In her book How the Millennium Comes Violently, she examined millenarian groups whose core belief was that “the human condition will be transcended finally and completely,” and by the 1990s, two groups with beliefs that dipped into New Age had turned to violence.


One was the Japanese religious group Aum Shinrikyo, whose members released sarin gas inside packed subway cars in Tokyo in 1995, poisoning more than 5,000 people and killing 13. They were obeying the commands of the group’s leader, Shoko Asahara, an unkempt man with long black hair who wore bright pink robes and claimed to be able to levitate. Drawing from Buddhist and Hindu teachings, he taught his followers, often highly educated people, to eschew a life of materialism. He professed himself to be the savior who would create Shambhala. Asahara preached that his followers’ salvation from an imminent Armageddon depended on their devotion to him. Over time, Asahara came to believe that the group must wage a war in order to achieve that goal. (For the sarin gas attacks, he and other leaders of the group were executed in 2018.)


In 1997, another New Age group was in the news. Heaven’s Gate, a California-based group whose leaders were interested in astrology, had prepared for years to ascend toward the cosmos, abandoning their “earthly bodies,” believing that “they would receive eternal extraterrestrial bodies on a mothership that was following the Hale-Bopp comet,” wrote Wessinger. Their ideas weren’t entirely fringe: the notion of a spaceship of human-saving aliens was frequently discussed by people who phoned in to Coast to Coast AM.


Heaven’s Gate members believed a catastrophic, world-ending event would be triggered, and they alone would ascend toward new life.


In 1997, as the Hale-Bopp comet passed by Earth, thirty-nine members of Heaven’s Gate were discovered dead in a stately home near San Diego in an act of mass suicide.


The violence at the heart of Heaven’s Gate and Aum Shinrikyo cast a pall over the New Age. While the movement appeared grounded in so much optimism, it seemed that those same ideas, in the hands of certain people, could be wielded to control and manipulate and cause irreparable harm.


Later, one of the astronomers who discovered the comet, Alan Hale, gave a speech. “Comets are lovely objects,” he said, “but they don’t have apocalyptic significance. We must use our minds, our reason.”
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By the 1990s, much of the New Age had gone mainstream. Conventions showed the movement turning toward health, healing, and environmentalism. Andrew Weil rose to prominence as something of a celebrity doctor within the mainstream by popularizing a combination of holistic healing with traditional medicine. Vegetarianism surged in popularity in the United States, and yoga evolved into a billion-dollar industry—overwhelmingly popular with women.


And the interest in metaphysical ideas continued to extend to America’s highest halls of power. In 1994, Democratic president Bill Clinton and his wife, Hillary Rodham Clinton, invited a team of New Age thinkers to Camp David to help dissect the flipping of the House of Representatives from a Democratic majority to Republican. Among them were motivational speaker Tony Robbins, self-help writer Marianne Williamson, and Stephen Covey, the author of The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People. A psychotherapist involved in the human potential movement named Jean Houston attended too, according to Bob Woodward’s book The Choice, and told the First Lady she was “carrying the burden of 5,000 years of history, when women were subservient.” Houston said Hillary Clinton was the most scrutinized woman since Joan of Arc, and “she felt that the First Lady was going through a female crucifixion.”


This speaks to one of the movement’s most undeniable facets: New Age ideas have had a longstanding appeal to women. Dreams and emotions are not discarded, but studied. It is a world where women are not followers but leaders, acting as gurus, mystics, living goddesses. “They’re offering a concept of ultimate reality—or God—that is not male,” Wessinger said. “It’s not an issue of talking about a he or a she. It’s just a higher state of awareness, of unity.” And this remains starkly at odds with many traditional religions, where women cannot be ordained, and their bodies and sexualities are legislated by men of faith.


But the New Age offered a true spiritual alternative—a path that prized personal insight over the entrenched ideas of spiritual leaders. “A primacy is placed on individual experiences,” Deslippe said. “There is an emphasis on anecdotal experience and evidence, rather than science and data.” In some circles, that distrust of expertise extended to medicine and technology, politics and government. It made aspects of New Age culture ripe for conspiracies to thrive, and for conspiracism to become valued and seen as its own kind of wisdom. By 2011, this sense of conspiracy was so ubiquitous that a pair of academics dubbed the blending of spiritual belief and conspiracy as “conspirituality.” The core belief that humanity is undergoing a drastic consciousness shift remains but is colored by the idea that a secretive elite group—often referred to as a cabal or “New World Order”—is preventing human enlightenment and the dawning of a New Age from happening. People saw evidence of this conspiracy everywhere, even on the American dollar bill, where a blazing eye burns above a pyramid and the words “novus ordo seclorum”—Latin for “new order of ages.”


Social media, which prizes personal experience and gives users a sense of exceptionalism, was the perfect space for this New Age to thrive, and as COVID blanketed the world in fear, conspirituality would play out online in wholly new and unprecedented levels. While on one hand, some practitioners of New Age ideas infused fearful people with a surge of love and light, others exploited that fear to sell goods and sow mistrust. One popular “certified juice therapist” donned a T-shirt in posts that read: “VACCINES ARE POISON.” Influencers pushed stories in which vaccines contained microchips created by Microsoft founder Bill Gates. The self-centered focus that provided so many with enlightenment, calm, and control in a time of chaos encouraged bucking mask advisories and vaccination despite the fact that doing so could kill immunocompromised people. A 2021 study by the Center for Countering Digital Hate found that one alternative health influencer named Erin Elizabeth—best known for her blog Health Nut News—was among the top twelve biggest disseminators of antivaccination rhetoric. On Instagram, she posted about the Gates microchip theory alongside antisemitic memes about a Jewish cabal running the world. (Number two on that list? Robert F. Kennedy Jr.)


Scrambling to respond to the growing hysteria, platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram automatically placed labels over posts discussing vaccinations in an effort to curb the spread of disinformation that was, in its own way, becoming a new kind of virus.


COVID gave even the most powerful wellness influencers an opening to make money by sowing doubt. The actress and wellness tycoon Gwyneth Paltrow, while recovering from long COVID, authored an article on her wellness website Goop, where she suggested supplements and “detoxing superpowder” alongside an $8,600 gold necklace, was helping her recover. One California doctor who sold botox treatments before the pandemic was charged with mail fraud after selling “miracle cure” boxes of medication that he claimed was a “magic bullet” against the virus. Instagram filled with posts about crystals, and cleanses, and essential oils, and drops of colloidal silver as cures, despite no proven evidence any of it would combat the virus, or any ailment.


From the political right and the left, online content around QAnon surged. It was a conspiracy theory that sprung up online during the Trump years, in which people believe a government insider named “Q” is slowly revealing that the world is controlled by a cabal of Satan-worshipping pedophilic Democrats, who harvest adrenochrome from the blood of children to allow themselves to live longer. It seemed to be a progression of the Patriot movement, which nurtures an antigovernment belief that a New World Order of elites are pulling the strings of elected officials.


Many people believe Trump is in fact Q, and on January 6, 2021, the letter was on flags and hats and signs as people stormed inside the Capitol. In ten years, or fifty, or one hundred years, this day might be remembered as an attack, as a committee of the U.S. House of Representatives characterized it. It could be remembered as the “Insurrection,” as National Public Radio dubbed it, or it could go down in history as a “protest,” as Fox News called it.


If any one person from it is remembered, it will likely be the white shirtless man who entered the Capitol building on that winter day, his face carefully painted red, white, and blue. On his head he wore a hat of coyote fur and wide, pointed horns, like a bull. He carried a six-foot-tall spear with an American flag tied around it. Photographers swarmed him. He could have been going to a football game. He could have been the mascot for this day. He stood like a minotaur atop the vice president’s seat in the Senate chamber and flexed his arm muscles, howling into the air.


The man called himself Q Shaman. He was an Arizona resident named Jacob Chansley who believed that occult forces were controlling the country in a battle between dark and light. Later, Chansley told the Washington Post that “what we did on Jan. 6 in many ways was an evolution in consciousness, because as we marched down the street along these ley lines, shouting ‘USA’ or shouting things like ‘freedom’… we were actually affecting the quantum realm.”


And while the aesthetics and dialects of the Patriot movement, QAnon, and conspirituality influencers couldn’t have been more different, the ideas were essentially the same. One researcher dubbed this New Age influencer/vaccine denial space “pastel Q Anon,” for the ways the Q aesthetic was softened and feminized for a whole new audience.


For members of the New Age who were certain some societal shift was imminent, COVID and America’s political upheaval was a sign. Everything they believed would happen was happening. In Colorado, the loyal followers of a woman who called herself Mother God logged online and told people to leave their lives behind. To join God. The ascension was coming. Soon.















4.



Amy Carlson was a daughter of America’s heartland, raised in the tornado towns that dot Interstate 35, which runs through the center of the United States from Minnesota all the way to the Mexican border.


Born on November 30, 1975, in the small city of McPherson, Kansas, Amy was the child of a thin blonde woman named Linda Krell and her high school sweetheart, Dennis Carlson. Four years later, the pair had another little girl, named Tara. The family was poor but got by. But things between Linda and Dennis were tense. When one argument finished, another was ahead. By the time Amy was seven, the marriage crumbled. Linda and Dennis divorced and began a contentious custody battle over the girls.


“I wanted them with me,” Linda said, “and we spent a lot of money trying to get that.”


For a while, the girls split their time between their parents. Both remarried. Linda managed a Holiday Inn, and one morning as she laid out breakfast for guests, members of a seismic oil crew strode into the dining room, and one caught her eye. Later that night, Linda was crawling into bed when a friend called from the bar. “That guy you think is good-looking is here, you need to come up.” Linda got dressed. “I went and stood close to him and he said, ‘Can I buy you a drink?’ And I said, ‘Yep,’ and there it went.”


Linda and that oilman, Reed Haythorne, married and had one more daughter, Chelsea—nine years younger than her eldest sister, Amy. But Reed considered himself a father of three, treating Amy and Tara as his own.


Over time, Linda noticed that when she got Amy and Tara ready to go back to Dennis’s house, Tara would throw a tantrum, kicking and screaming. She figured she probably just liked being at home with her better.


But then she found the bruise. One day when she picked Amy and Tara up for her scheduled time with them, she noticed a big purple bruise splashed across Amy’s leg. She asked her what happened. Amy was afraid to tell her.


Linda was enraged, and the attorney she had hired for the prolonged custody battle confronted Dennis. “We were gonna call [child protective services] out, and [Dennis] said, ‘If you don’t call CPS out, you can have the girls. They’re yours.’”


From then on, Amy and Tara lived solely with Linda and Reed, and had little to no contact with their father. From time to time, Dennis would mail gifts for their birthdays, but what he sent was never quite right. In his mind, Amy and Tara remained little girls; the toys he sent for their birthdays would consequently end up in their little sister Chelsea’s room.


The family eventually moved to Oklahoma City, where they lived until Amy was thirteen, and then they made a permanent move farther south down I-35, to Garland, Texas, a suburb of Dallas. They settled in an upper-middle-class neighborhood called Spring Park. Because of their ages, the three girls were neatly distributed across the area’s public schools; Chelsea in elementary, Tara in middle, and Amy at Berkner High School.


It was an American dream kind of life: neighborhood-wide parties and barbecues held in a nearby clubhouse, softball games where the girls played beside their dad. The neighbors next door proved to be lifelong friends. There were family dinners around a big round wooden table. Amy’s first job was working as a cashier at a local McDonald’s; later, as an adult, she became a manager.


Life was comfortable. Amy was given a purple Honda Civic when she turned sixteen, and both of her sisters were handed keys to their own cars when they were old enough. At school, Reed and Linda expected them to bring home good grades, and Amy always did. She thrived being the center of attention. She lived for singing and entered in regional choir competitions. She was the kind of kid who put her entire self into whatever she was doing, committing fully. She loved makeup and fancy clothes, and never walked out of the house unless she looked her absolute best. Hair, perfect; lipstick, flawless. She worried about her weight, which seemed to go up and down. She did a weight loss program with her mother, but would also squirrel away junk food in her upstairs bedroom.


As a teenager, Amy was wildly independent, confident, headstrong. But she could also be impulsive, moody, and self-centered in the way that’s typical of so many adolescents. Her bedroom, which had the only entrance to the house’s attic, was usually littered with rumpled clothes and cast-aside makeup. When Linda and Reed would ask her to clean up, she’d open the door to the attic, throw the mess inside, and shut the door. Room: clean.


Amy and Tara shared a landline upstairs, and when Linda and Reed grounded them, they unplugged the phone. But the sisters had several extra phones stowed away in their rooms, which they would plug into the line as soon as their parents were out of earshot and resume calls as usual.


Once, in 1992, when Amy was sixteen, after Linda told her she was taking her phone away, Amy screamed that her life was over. She slammed the bathroom door shut and downed an entire bottle of Advil. Reed rushed Amy to the hospital, where her stomach was pumped; Linda whisked Tara and Chelsea away to the movies to see The Hand That Rocks the Cradle.


Linda barely remembers the affair. “I hate to say it,” Amy’s sister Chelsea said, thinking back, “but she was just being a dramatic teenage girl.”


The family wasn’t religious in the churchgoing way but considered themselves to be Christians. “We knew about God,” Chelsea said. Later, after she’d left the house, Amy started attending services at a nondenominational church.


She also entertained alternative, spiritual-adjacent paths—she was fascinated with zodiac signs and astrology charts, and believed her weekly horoscope to be a factual prediction of her future. More than once, she paid to have her palm read. None of her family members thought it was all that odd. And why would they? Amy was smart, responsible. What harm is there in thinking there might be wisdom in the stars?
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Pretty early in Amy’s life, her family could tell she had a taste for bad men. Once, when she was seventeen, Reed caught her boyfriend holding a knife to Amy’s throat. The police were called, and Amy got a restraining order. Later, someone noticed he had come back around and was parked in his car down the street. Reed grabbed his gun and walked up to the boy’s open window and yanked him by the collar. “Don’t you ever show up here again,” he threatened. That time the kid listened.


“We absolutely would ask her, ‘What are you doing? You can do better than this,’” Chelsea remembered.


Amy was thin, blonde, blue-eyed. She had high cheekbones, a tiny mole on the left side of her nose, and her eyes—when a camera shutter caught them—seemed to glitter. She was funny and whip-smart.


When Amy was nineteen, she traded looks with a guy at a party, one thing led to another, and almost nine months later on Christmas Eve, she was in the hospital about to give birth to her first child. Her son Cole was born prematurely, his little body wheeled into a neonatal ICU on Christmas Day, where he would remain for a week. “That’s when I started noticing that Amy didn’t have the maternal instinct,” her mother, Linda, said. “I went up to the hospital and fed Cole more than she did.”


Later, she and the boy’s father worked out a friendly custody arrangement. But as a mother, Amy seemed irritated by her young son, often arranging for neighbors to watch him when she left for her shifts at McDonald’s or when she wanted to go out with friends. Amy didn’t seem to like being with Cole. She brought him Happy Meals from work or microwaved him a frozen Kid Cuisine before retreating to the garage to drink beer, smoke cigarettes, and quietly cry. She had aspirations to be a professional singer. Her email was always some incarnation of “Amie Sings”—amiesings2000@yahoo, amiesings2000@hotmail.
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