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author’s note



Now I Can See the Moon grew out of the 1980s social panic over child sexual abuse and its impact on my life and the lives of people I love. The material the book covers is sensitive and certain issues remain controversial. For some readers, parts of the book may be difficult. It is not my intention or the focus of this book to judge or challenge anyone’s experience of childhood sexual abuse, the effect it had on their lives, or the means they have chosen to heal from it. I wrote Now I Can See the Moon to get a fuller understanding of a fraught and disturbing time that had grievous consequences for my family, and for many other families as well. This book is a memoir, not a comprehensive or objective analysis. I chose to read researchers and journalists whose work and approach I felt to be most valuable and helpful—there are others who have written about this issue whose work I chose to bypass. The conclusions I’ve drawn and the opinions I’ve developed come from my experience, my reading, and my evolution. They are subjective, and not intended to be anything more than that.


Now I Can See the Moon is about a time in our shared history when rogue practitioners, as well as some who were likely well intentioned but misguided, ended up using approaches that created trauma, rather than healing it. I support all efforts that bring survivors of childhood abuse to a kinder, clearer acceptance of themselves, that make them feel connected to their community and families, that encourage them to live fully and joyfully, and that give them tools to recognize and reject anything that erodes that joy.





prologue



The last time I saw my niece Michelle was at the Utah State Hospital in Provo in 1991, four months before she took her life. She was on suicide watch, but I had permission to meet with her for an hour. Our time was almost up. As our conversation wound down, she looked at me intently. “Aunt Alice, inside you, how do you feel yourself?” she asked, leaning in toward me, her blue eyes direct and pained. “I mean, do you feel like you are just one person? Or are there other voices, other people in there, saying things, speaking to you?”


I paused. I cherished my twenty-three-year-old niece, but she was deeply troubled. For the past two years she had been racked by “memories” of what she said was satanic torture during her childhood and adolescence. She believed her psyche was inhabited by a host of alternate personalities. She believed members of the satanic cult that had abused her in the past were tracking her every move, determined to punish her because she had spoken out against them. She trusted few people, and I was one of them. My answer had to be the right one.


“I feel like just one person,” I said. “I mean, sure, there are different parts of me. But deep down, I’m always just me.”


She slumped back in her chair. “I want so much to be a whole person again,” she said, her voice wavering. “That’s what I want, more than anything.”


For almost a decade after her death, I had kept the questions surrounding the last years of Michelle’s life muffled and stashed in a back corner of my brain. I had occasionally thought about trying to ferret out truth from delusion, fact from suspicion, in order to comprehend what curse of biology or belief had taken hold of my niece’s insightful, curious mind and transformed it into a maze of self-torment. But each time I had backed away. And for good reason.


Michelle’s last years were mired in a muck I didn’t want anything to do with—not as her aunt, and certainly not as the journalist I was trying to become. She first disclosed her “memories” to me in 1989 when she was twenty-one and had already been hospitalized once for an emotional collapse. Her father, my brother John, was skeptical of Michelle’s “memories.” Her mother, my sister-in-law Mary, believed they were recollections of actual events. So did Michelle’s last therapist, local leaders in the Mormon Church, and many of the caregivers at the hospitals where my frightened, confused niece had been admitted. At the time, I had no idea what to believe. I straddled two versions of reality—the rational world I inhabited in my home in Oregon, and, when visiting my brother’s home in northern Utah, a world being undermined by an insidious cult creeping undetected through the country’s underbelly.


I had tried to piece together events and conversations from Michelle’s and my time together, but I hadn’t kept notes or a journal, and I mistrusted my ability to remember details. There was so much I didn’t know. Probing into Michelle’s past would require having difficult discussions with my brother and his wife. My secular views clashed with their Mormon beliefs, and we shared no political common ground. Talking about their daughter would mean going deeper than either of those territories.


But then, one November afternoon, rummaging through a stack of old file folders, I found a trove of letters Michelle had sent to me, a slim pile I hadn’t remembered saving. Some of the letters were tucked into their envelopes, some lay open and flat. Heat prickled through me as I recognized my niece’s cramped, even script. I counted the envelopes. Four, five, six—all from before she began spiraling downward like a broken kite, unable to defy the insistent gravity that had sucked her into its suffocating embrace and refused to let her go.


I unfolded the pages one by one, smoothing their creases tentatively as if they might turn to confetti at my touch. A few were printed out on an old dot-matrix printer, the letters standing pale and gray in precise formation. On another, the scribbled words clung to the thin lines on the paper as if to keep her widening scrawl in check.


“This letter is going to get to you if I have to hitchhike to Oregon and hand it to you personally. Or tape it to my forehead until I chance on a mailbox. Or chain it to my wrist,” she wrote in 1985 when she was seventeen.


And in another note: “When I am trying to work out a facet of my life, I work on that facet studiously, and disremember simple things, like hanging up my clothes, or getting good grades, or helping clean the house. I have told this to Mom, but she has a hard time believing I can walk through a foot-thick layer of clothes all over the bathroom floor without noticing. Amazingly enough, I do in fact have this talent. Therefore, my family finds it hard to believe I am real.”


Her letters rang with the lilt of her smart, irreverent voice. Reading them, I saw her blue eyes roll in a show of frayed patience as she confronted yet another of life’s unending absurdities. I saw her slouched shoulders and loping stroll. I saw again the shelf of blonde hair that hung over half her face, announcing to the world that we were only seeing part of who she was.


The letters were like a message calling me back, reminding me of what remained unfinished. I could no longer ignore the past, my memories, or the memories that had besieged her. Back then, I had no idea how central the very concept of memory would be to the memoir I had yet to write. Certainly I would be humbled by my own memory’s gaps and inaccuracies. But I also was to learn how society’s misunderstanding of memory contributed to a decade-long social panic over child sexual abuse during the 1980s. This nationwide panic ensnared my niece, her mother, and countless others into believing egregious claims of satanic sexual abuse in childcare centers, in families, and elsewhere across the country. The panic led to criminal charges that, despite a consistent lack of evidence, landed scores of innocent people in prison. The shared belief that recovered memories of sexual abuse were true without regard to how they were uncovered or their historical accuracy would shatter families and destroy lives. I would learn that all memories—not just the memories of those who write theirs down—are subjective and vulnerable to manipulation and reconstruction. And that the consequences of not understanding that were immense.


But all that was yet to come. That afternoon, it was Michelle’s voice I heard and responded to. I felt her presence. I remembered the last words she had said to me. When it was time for me to leave the hospital ward, she had thrown her pale, stick-thin arms around me and drawn me close.


“Don’t forget me,” she had whispered. “Please, please don’t forget me.”





chapter 1
pavane



At the funeral home in Logan, Utah, Michelle’s name was posted in plastic letters on a felt board hanging outside the spacious viewing room. A line of mourners snaked out the door and into the hallway. Earlier that afternoon I had met up with my eldest brother, Carl, and two of my sisters at the Salt Lake City airport. We drove north through the bleak, late-November landscape to the motel where our brother John had reserved rooms for us. John had deep roots in the town’s widespread Mormon community—the motel host knew why we had come and was kind and attentive. I’m sure he was expecting a more somber group, but during the hour’s drive from Salt Lake the four of us had grown punchy from the weight of the unfamiliar emotion we were carrying.


While checking in at the desk, one of us told a lame joke; the rest of us chuckled in response. The host looked up quickly, his eyes registering a shocked surprise.


We changed our clothes and drove to the funeral home. Once inside, we huddled together under the buzzing fluorescent lights, waiting for John to find us. Soon he came striding through the crowd, his clean-shaven face tight with the effort of composure. He gave each of us a hug and shepherded us to a private corner. There he choked out the story.


Michelle had been doing well at the Utah State Hospital in Provo where she had been a patient for eight months. Her doctors had given her permission to spend the weekend before Thanksgiving with him and Mary in Logan. It was a test, John told us, to see if she could handle being home for the holiday. The visit had gone smoothly. She helped Mary cook dinner and made John an apricot crepe for dessert. Afterward she massaged Mary’s feet. She cleaned up the kitchen, then asked to borrow the car to visit a friend. “She really wanted to go,” he said. “And she seemed to be doing really well. We said yes.”


Tears welled in John’s eyes as he paused. I had seen him dispirited and overwhelmed during the last few years, but I had never seen him this naked, or this raw. I caught a glimpse of Mary from across the room. She looked shell-shocked.


Michelle never showed up at her friend’s house, John told us. She hadn’t intended to. Instead, she drove to a grocery store, bought a large bottle of aspirin, and swallowed as many as she could keep down. She then drove several miles up Logan Canyon, toward Bear Lake on the Idaho border where the family had gone so often in the summertime to swim and camp.


She had planned it all out, he told us. She had tried taking aspirin before, but had taken so many she became sick. This time, she was more measured. She took enough, but not too much. “She knew by the time anyone found her it would be another hour before they could get her to the hospital,” he said, his voice a hoarse whisper, his blue eyes bloodshot and hooded.


As he spoke, I thought of her pulling the fluffy cloud of cotton out of the bottle. The moist silence of swallowing. The white of each dusty pill.


A passing motorist noticed Michelle wandering along the side of the highway just past the crest of the pass, at an elevation of about six thousand feet. John didn’t identify him that night, but years later I tracked him down. Eldon Robinson told me he and his wife, who are Mormon, had worked in the Logan Temple that evening and were returning to their home in Garden City, a few miles over the state line into Idaho. He noticed a car by the side of the road. It was odd, he remembered thinking, because the roads weren’t that slick, but the car was stuck fast in a snowdrift. He checked inside and didn’t see anyone. A mile later, he saw a figure stumbling along the side of the road. Michelle.


“I stopped and asked her if she needed a ride. She told me she was going to Garden City,” he told me. “We got her in the car and drove a few more miles. I could tell she was confused. She couldn’t tell me who she was visiting in Garden City. Then she quit breathing.”


Robinson, who worked as a biologist with the state of Utah, pulled off the road and checked her pulse, which was weak. He gave her a few mouth-to-mouth breaths. She took in some air. He drove to a nearby friend’s house and called 911.


If she had fallen into the drifts at the side of the road, she wouldn’t have been found for days, Robinson told me. “She was only in the van five minutes before she stopped breathing. She wouldn’t have made it.” An ambulance crew from Rich County in Idaho drove Michelle back up the pass. At the state line they transferred her to an ambulance from Cache County. It sped down the mountain, back to Logan.


John and Mary raced to the hospital when they got the call. Doctors told them Michelle was alive, but barely.


John, a Mormon convert, prayed that she would let go, he told us, tears streaming down his face. He was afraid the doctors would bring her back, denying Michelle what she wanted most: release from the isolation, then terror, that had racked her for years.


At the hospital, the doctor suggested John give his daughter a blessing, a Mormon ritual used to ease mental anxiety or physical pain. In the last few years he had held his hands over his daughter’s head countless times, praying for God’s peace to ease her tormented spirit. But each time her fears had returned, relentless as greedy thieves. John agreed to try again.


“But I knew as soon as I started it was the end,” he said, his voice by then a raspy whisper. Not a shred of propriety veiled his grief or his obvious relief as he spoke his next words. He knew what she had been through. He knew every attempt to help her had failed. “When they told me she was gone, I walked outside. I looked up at the sky and I said, ‘Atta girl, Michelle. You did it. You finally did it.’”


People often say suicide is an act of anger, but hers wasn’t, I thought then, and think now. Hers was utter surrender. She crossed over softly, the way snow falls.


I had received the call four days earlier. It was a typical blustery, rain-swept morning in Oregon’s Willamette Valley. The night before I had begun spreading a new coat of paint on my kitchen walls. November is an uneasy month for me. I am wary of the fading light, the naked trees, the ominous pewter clouds that hang in the eastern sky. But that night I had felt unusually lighthearted while rolling fresh color over the dingy walls. Maybe it was because I was taking action to brighten up the space I lived in. Or maybe, I thought much later, I had felt Michelle’s letting go. Time-wise, Logan is one hour ahead of Oregon. By the time I had finished painting one wall and pressed the top back on the paint can, Michelle had likely made it to the pass. By the time I rinsed out the roller and placed it into a tub of water to soak, she may have already been sinking into the arms of her last deep sleep. But those thoughts would come much later. That Friday night, I had told myself there was no need to clean everything up. That I had time. That I’d finish the job over the weekend.


I woke up the next morning, slipped into my red terry cloth bathrobe and heel-worn slippers, and scuffed to the kitchen to make tea. Catherine, the nineteen-year-old college student who rented a room in my house, was ensconced in her room with her dog. I could hear music playing from behind her door. While my tea steeped, I turned on the radio, sat in my favorite armchair, and surveyed my late-night paint job, pleased at how a few hours of effort had already made a difference.


When the phone rang, I grabbed my steaming mug and reached for the receiver. “Good morning,” I half-sung into the mouthpiece.


“It’s Caroline,” said my younger sister, calling from her home in Ottawa. Her voice sounded somber and crisp. I started to answer back, but she cut in. “It’s about Michelle,” she said. “She’s . . . There’s been . . .” Her voice broke, then faded away. “Caroline?” I called into the phone. “Caroline? Are you there?”


I put down the mug, rose to my feet, and flipped off the radio. I stared out the large front window that looked onto the drizzling gray sky, my legs already beginning to tremble. News about my niece was rarely good. The slice of time was like that after touching a hot stove—you know pain is inevitable, but the synapses haven’t yet transmitted the sensation.


The deep, efficient voice of my brother-in-law, Rod, came on the line. A surgeon, he was practiced at delivering difficult news.


“I’m afraid it’s bad,” he said, with excruciating tact. Bad wasn’t the worst, I thought. Bad could be OK. An accident. More broken glass. Another cutting episode. “How bad?” I insisted.


“Very bad,” he said.


I refused to make the leap. I made him say the words.


“She’s dead.”


I must have cried out. Catherine came running out of her room and hovered at my right side, her eyes wide and frightened. I turned my body away from her to face the wall. It was covered with cheap, fake wood paneling into which someone had, years before, willy-nilly pressed a staple gun to fasten it to the sheetrock underneath.


I fixated on the ugly paneling as Rod told me the little he knew. I took in bits and pieces, each a staple that nailed down a segment of the disconnected story: a visit home, a car, a mountain pass, aspirin.


I heard my sister weeping in the background. I stammered out a string of pointless questions: Wasn’t Michelle a patient at the state hospital? Hadn’t she been on suicide watch? How did she get a car? Rod told me what he could. I realize now that I didn’t really want answers—I hoped that if I kept him on the line longer the news would change.


After we hung up, I slumped back into the chair. A draft of cold air slipped in from a crack under the front door and crept up my legs. I would be cold, it would seem, for months. A couple of years would pass before I finished the paint job.


Catherine plied me with questions. She was blonde-haired and blue-eyed like my niece, but young in a way I can’t remember Michelle ever being.


“I’m so sorry,” she said, stooping to be at my side. “Where was she? Was she depressed? Will you go to the funeral? Are you OK?”


Her questions hit like bullets, the words pushing the reality of Michelle’s death in deeper and deeper, past my skin to tissue, bone, marrow, heart. I wanted to be alone, but I didn’t know how to send Catherine away. She lived in a sugary, pastel world of big dogs, poster-sized superheroes, and college homework. She was young, open, malleable as fresh clay. She was new to death. She wanted to know why. The truth would have terrified her.


“Michelle had a difficult time the last few years,” I said, deliberately sounding vague. “She was really sick. We knew this might happen.”


As I spoke, the glut of words I couldn’t say rose and locked in my jaw. I crossed my arms in front of my chest and, very slightly, began rocking back and forth. Outside, the leafless trees swayed in the wind. The bough had broken. This time, she had fallen.


The people at the viewing were gracious and caring. After we were introduced, one woman took me aside. She gestured toward the crowd of people waiting in line to say goodbye to my niece. “This is a testament to your brother and his wife,” she told me. “They are very highly thought of. People are heartbroken this happened. To her. To them.”


I thanked her for her kind words, but they couldn’t dispel my grief, or the shadow that shrouded my niece’s death. The specter of ritual abuse was like a mute, unwanted guest lurking in a corner of the viewing room whom no one wanted to acknowledge. Michelle had been emotionally unstable since her early teens. She suffered from severe bulimia, anxiety, and depression. When the flashbacks of abuse surfaced, nothing could quell them. One of her last diagnoses was multiple personality disorder, a condition that was believed to be linked to severe childhood sexual trauma. I noted a few visitors at the viewing had signed the guest book by adding “& Co.” after their names, code for indicating that the signee, too, believed she or he had multiple personalities.


When my turn came to say goodbye to my niece, I looked down at the body lying in the casket. She was dressed in a simple navy blue dress. Her lush hair was combed away from her face. Her hands held a Book of Mormon over her heart. Mary would later tell me that the mortician had done a terrible job preparing the body, that he had used thick thread to sew her up after the autopsy, that Michelle barely looked like herself. I thought the same thing but for different reasons. The prim young woman in the casket looked nothing like the Michelle who lived in my heart—the profound, funny, insightful writer who could dance up a rock face and make a clarinet sing. She looked nothing like the young woman who had jogged with me in the rolling hills near her house, who had walked with me for hours at night under Logan’s star-studded sky, discussing the mysteries and ironies of life. Nothing like her.


During the next day’s funeral I sat next to Caroline. Our backs straightened when we saw our nephew, who was in the Air Force, stride down the aisle in full dress uniform after driving all night from his home in California to be one of the pallbearers. We nodded our heads as Michelle’s friend Tammy reminded the mourners of her friend’s brilliance, compassion, and courage. Midway through the ceremony, when two young people began playing a duet, Caroline nudged me. “That’s really called the ‘Pavane to a Dead Princess,’” she whispered, “but in the program they only call it ‘Pavane.’” We grimaced as one speaker exhorted us to take up the cross against Satan. We didn’t look at each other when John delivered his anguished eulogy.


Even though I was forty-one, I was new to grief. Or at least new to grief that carved so close to the bone. I wasn’t familiar with its confounding paradoxes. I didn’t know that, even in the midst of profound loss, the physical body hangs on to its appetite for food, sex, and sleep, even as the outer world feels tilted and surreal. When I sat down to eat in the church hall following the funeral, I was embarrassed by my voracious hunger. I shoveled down forkfuls of food I normally never ate—fruited Jell-O with marshmallows, cold pasta salads, a white flour roll. After we left the church, my sisters and I wandered into a thrift store downtown, an activity we usually enjoyed. I shuffled through the racks of hangers as if it were any Wednesday afternoon, as if everything around me didn’t look like it was wrapped in gauze.


The next day at the airline desk in Salt Lake, the Delta agent demanded proof of Michelle’s death in order to approve my bereavement fare. I pulled a folded copy of her obituary from my purse. It had appeared in the Logan paper and copies were available at the funeral. But opening it there, under the pitiless lights of the bustling airport, was like exposing the gaping, unfathomable questions that hung over her life, and her death, to the larger world. My shaking fingers fumbled as I tried to unfold the flimsy strip of newsprint.


From the time Michelle had first told me about her memories of being abused, I had fought against believing in the preposterous, gruesome scenarios she relayed with such assuredness. I maintained—but didn’t express—my skepticism as Mary described the nationwide underground cult she believed was operating undetected at all levels of society. I held on to my doubt as newspapers published stories on the rise in occult crimes, and quoted young women who claimed to be victims of abuse that was eerily similar to that described by Michelle. I didn’t admit it, but my doubt grew less assured as therapists in my community began including “SRA (satanic ritual abuse) survivors” in their lists of treatment specialties. Now Michelle was gone, her life summed up in a wrinkled, five-paragraph obituary. Whatever their veracity, her memories—or her delusions—had proved too strong for her to fight against. Somewhere deep inside me, a chorus of questions I wasn’t ready to acknowledge simmered. What had really happened to my niece? Had my reluctance to join with Mary and others in believing in her memories blinded me to something I should have seen coming? Or had I, in some way I hadn’t been able to see, become caught up in the same sticky web of paranoia that had ensnared Michelle, Mary, and so many others? I wasn’t aware of those questions that morning. I was years away from even being able to formulate them.


I tried to smooth the edges of the obituary. The agent drummed her painted fingernails on the counter. My sister Anne reached over, grabbed the paper from my hands, and thrust it at the agent. “Is this good enough for you?” she said, her voice sharp and commanding. I often bristled at my eldest sister’s authoritative tone, but at that moment I was grateful for it. The agent took the obit from her, glanced at it, and nodded. At the gate Anne and I hugged tightly, wordlessly, before I boarded the plane back to Oregon.





chapter 2
ticker



Her nickname as a child was Ticker. When I asked John and Mary where the name had come from, they said they couldn’t remember. But her sister, Wynlee, just fifteen months older than Michelle, told me it was because of the noise Michelle made as an infant when she sucked on her bottle. I preferred her given name. I liked the way it started with a hum and remained quiet through the sh and elle. But throughout her childhood, the name Ticker stuck. It brings to mind a wind-up clock’s steady, rhythmic beat. Later I would realize it’s also the sound of a time bomb: something about to go off.


Certainly that was the tenor of the time she was born into. Her arrival on July 7, 1968, followed two assassinations—Robert F. Kennedy two weeks earlier, and the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. two months before that. The gentle “free love” mantra of the early 1960s had turned sour. The incomprehensible Vietnam War had confused and polarized the country. A sizeable chunk of the baby-boomer generation had come to view authority with suspicion and hostility. Angry young men spat on the flag, yelled obscenities at politicians, and burned their draft cards. Destabilized by riots and looting and years of neglect, ghetto neighborhoods across the country teetered toward anarchy.


But the country’s clashing political views were the least of my brother John and his wife’s worries that summer. A few weeks after Michelle, not yet Ticker, was born, Mary was blindsided by a crippling postpartum depression. “An absolute black hole,” she called it, one that robbed her of her ability to cope and sent her to the hospital for several days. When she returned home, she couldn’t meet the challenge of caring for Michelle and her toddler sister. The family lived in Minneapolis, hundreds of miles from Mary’s Utah roots. John’s job as a salesman for Dow Chemical Company frequently took him away from home. My sister Caroline flew west from upstate New York to help out.


“I remember when Wynlee was a baby, how delighted they were,” Caroline remarked to me, years later. “But there just wasn’t the same sense of delight around Michelle when she was born.”


From the beginning, it seemed, she was born under a difficult star.


A year earlier, in the summer of 1967, my father had hitched a tent-trailer to our car. With my mom, three sisters, and me in tow, he drove from our home in upstate New York to the state of Washington to meet up with John, Mary, and our newest niece, Wynlee, then four months old. I was a restless and peevish sixteen-year-old, and the trip tried my patience. I spent hours in the back seat counting telephone poles and thinking about my boyfriend back home. At night when we stopped at a campground and set up our camper trailer, I shut myself into a pay phone booth and shoved quarters into the coin slot to try and reach him at his favorite bar.


When we finally hit mountain country, I woke up from my backseat torpor. Those mountains. The emptiness. The sharp, high-elevation air stung my throat and jolted my lungs, awakening me to a heightened experience of breath. I forgave everyone everything.


We met up with John and Mary at a campground on the Strait of Juan de Fuca, a watery boundary between the United States and Canada at the northwest tip of Washington. Wynlee had a partially collapsed trachea that made her breath rumble and wheeze, but doctors had assured John and Mary it would heal on its own. I watched, fascinated, as my new niece lay on the bed in our camper, her wide eyes gaping at the leaf shadows on the canvas roof. As she watched their quiet dance, her tiny hands waved in the air and choked-up awe gurgled in her palmsized chest.


But there was no cross-country family jaunt to meet Michelle after she was born. In fact, I didn’t set eyes on her until she was far older. Was the first time when she was five? When she was seven? In my life, those years were tempestuous, confusing and blurred even while I was living them.


Two weeks before Michelle was born I had graduated from my all-girls’ Catholic high school, wearing a hand-sewn black-and-white dress with a flashy red lining underneath my black robe. During the ceremony I focused much more on the night’s coming parties than on my future. The political storm churning through the country hadn’t yet broken through the insulated, apolitical cocoon I lived in. That summer my focus was on preparing my college wardrobe—making sure the plaids of my jumpers met at the seams, that my hemming stitch left a smooth, unpuckered line, that I chose a wool check for a skirt that matched the plum hue of my new cable-knit sweater.


I was also fighting back intuitions about the future of my relationship with my boyfriend—a funny, charming college sophomore whom I was very attached to, but who had a dependency on alcohol no one spoke of. I didn’t know what words to use, but I knew something was amiss with my first love. Our dates increasingly involved him downing large quantities of alcohol, staggering out of the car, and heaving onto roadside bushes while I looked the other way. I was becoming uncomfortably aware of how he never said no when his friends urged him to slug back “one more” for the road. I had begun noticing how rooted he was to our hometown, how his future plans were as safe and prescribed as the golf courses he loved to play on. Even though the private college I was headed for—Hobart and William Smith Colleges in upstate New York—was just an hour’s drive away, I had a premonition that, once I moved there, my life would change drastically.


“But why do you think that?” he pressed during one of our late-night talks. We were lying on the living room couch in my parents’ house, our legs wound together in a comforting, yet chaste, braid of familiarity. His large green eyes—sober at the moment—were pained. “How can you know things will be different?”


“I don’t know,” I said. I didn’t know how to tell him that, when I envisioned the future, it looked like a stormy sky on the brink of breaking open. “I just do.”


By the time Michelle was a year old, he and I had split up. I had traded my matched plaids for paisley, my tailored jumpers for bell-bottomed blue jeans, and my Catholicism for a leftist philosophy I didn’t quite understand. By the time Michelle was two, I had marched against the Vietnam War in Washington, DC, and sucked down the requisite amount of marijuana smoke. I had also adopted my rebellious peers’ self-righteous arrogance. At one of my parents’ parties, I informed a couple whose son was killed in the Vietnam War that he had wasted his life—a cruel proclamation I still wince to remember. By the time Michelle was three, she had a new brother, Greg. I was struggling to reconcile my student and protester selves and was scrambling through the underbrush of romantic relationships. In June of 1972, a month before her fourth birthday, I dropped my first dose of LSD, earned a Phi Beta Kappa key, and graduated with a bachelor’s degree in English literature and no idea what to do with the rest of my life.


I moved to Boston with a friend to try my hand at adulthood and living in a big city. Both demanded every shred of attention I could give them. My friend and I rented a fourth-floor walk-up apartment on the shabby side of the Beacon Hill neighborhood. I was still passionate about my anti-capitalist, proworker politics. During the day I scuttled around at a grungy cafeteria job—Vera, the fat, steely-haired manager, barked orders; Stan, her gaunt, wheezing husband, smoked and swore under his breath—and read philosophical treatises at night. I got acquainted with the nighttime scrabbling of cockroaches and dodged piles of dog poop on my way to and from work.


I tracked my brother’s growing family sporadically my first few years in Boston, gleaning information about them from the family grapevine or through photographs my parents snapped when they drove out to Logan. My brother’s family wasn’t on my radar. I’m sure I wasn’t on theirs.


Since Michelle’s death, I’ve asked her siblings and her parents about her childhood, but their recall of the “good times” was scant. I look through family photos to help fill in what they couldn’t remember and I hadn’t been around to witness. I know the lens through which I peer at the photos is filtered by all that transpired after the camera solidified the images. Viewing the photos, I am alert for any clues hinting at Michelle’s later vulnerability and psychological collapse—an unmasked sadness, a vacancy in her facial expression, a reluctance to face the camera. But I don’t see any of that. The photos are precious but unremarkable. In frame after frame I see a little girl with bright, shining eyes, pudgy arms, and a delighted smile. In one she and her sister are sitting under a Christmas tree, dressed in look-alike red-and-green outfits; a white beret is perched on Michelle’s head, accentuating her glowing face. In another she is nestled next to John on the couch, her hair pulled back into pigtails, giggling into the camera. All the summertime photos are outside shots. She is bent over some black rocks looking for bugs or snakes; sitting in the back of John’s rusty blue Chevy pickup; wading in a mountain lake; leaning over a tin tub helping scrub a soapy dog. A wintertime shot shows her stuffed into a blue parka, standing next to a snowman that towers over her. She faces the camera square on, grinning. Her smile is open, sweet, unafraid.


As Michelle grows older, she becomes lean and leggy. She wears her light brown hair in a short bob with a line of bangs covering her forehead. Her mouth and teeth are too large for her narrow face. She is playful. She crouches in the fork of a gnarled tree, vamps for the camera at a highway rest stop, strikes a fashion model pose on the edge of the family’s vegetable garden. She wears lots of stripes, lots of red. But it is a cheerful red, not a flag of warning. I see no foreshadowing of the chaos to come.


My first recollection of Michelle should be from the summer of 1975, when she was seven and I was twenty-four. A pitiless, moist heat had settled on Boston like a suffocating fog. I was newly unemployed and entangled with a wild nighthawk of a man who drove a taxi, painted murals on his bathroom walls, and drank a six-pack of beer just to warm up for the coming evening. My evolving feminist/socialist/anti-establishment philosophy provided plenty of ammunition for bashing the status quo, but it was far less helpful when it came to providing guidance in navigating the world of jobs, bills, and an incomprehensible attraction to someone with values so utterly different from mine. Later I would identify this as my “bad-boy phase,” but I didn’t have a name for it then. I read philosophy; he read comic books. My life was defined by other people’s rules; he was a law unto himself. He had begun working with a friend of mine who loved her wine as much as he loved his beer. I quickly became a third wheel, sober and ignored, in their boozy shenanigans. I couldn’t escape them, or the heat.


Jealous and desperate, I called Caroline. She reminded me that John and Mary had moved back to Mary’s hometown of Logan, and were living in the house she had grown up in. They had an open-door policy for folks who were down on their luck or just passing through, Caroline said, and for family members. I paid attention. Even though I hadn’t seen my brother for years, and there was a two-thousand-mile gap between us, a trek to Utah sounded like a plausible solution to a swarm of troubles I didn’t know how to sort out.


I answered an ad looking for someone to share expenses for a trip West. During my previous cross-country trips, my father did all the driving, and we traveled only in daylight, stopping at as many tourist attractions as he would tolerate. But the trip out of Boston was all business. My partner and I drove straight through, not stopping to sleep, barely to eat. At night, when it was my turn to drive, he dozed. As we drove further into the country’s heartland, the massive blackness that soaked up the land and sky intimidated me. I hallucinated towering bridges spanning the highway and hulking creatures staring out from a landscape that had no shape I could discern.


Several bleary days and nights later, we arrived at my brother’s house on Center Street in Logan. I unloaded my backpack, waved goodbye to my driving partner, and turned to greet a world where everything appeared scrubbed in light. To the west were the immaculate, manicured grounds of a yellow-brick Mormon church. To the east lay the mounded foothills of the Wasatch Range. My brother’s cottage of a house looked as if it were lifted from a storybook—the home of the crone witch or the hermit woodcutter, but with children added in. The backyard was strewn with a domestic jumble of bikes, balls, sticks, tools, and toys. A yellow Lab pulled at his tether underneath a sprawling tree.


I squinted in the bright sunlight. Before I left Boston I had stopped by my boyfriend’s house to say goodbye. I had met him in a martial arts class. He was biracial, agile as a cat, and when he worked out, sweat beaded on his swarthy forehead. The morning I left he had stumbled out of his house in the Mission Hill neighborhood, hungover but eager to show me a Playboy spread featuring the round, bare haunches of a woman bent over in a teasing come-on. I recalled how his teeth glowed in his dusky face like pearls, how the sun glinted off the glossy pages like a lewd wink, how his fingers had caressed the woman’s unavailable body. I had felt like a fat, pimply teenager who showed up at the wrong house, who was living the wrong life. By escaping to Utah, I wasn’t just fleeing Boston’s heat, but the whole mess of my life there. My leftist philosophy encouraged aligning with the working class, but the low-paying jobs I took were boring and repetitive, and I never came across the blue-collar heroes celebrated in political theory and classic folk ballads. I chose to live on the gritty edge of life. I thought it would be cool to hang with the rebels and social misfits that hung out on the seedy side of the hill, an area where the charred hulks of cars that had been torched in efforts to scam money from insurance companies remained for months like burnt-out hopes. But instead of gaining street smarts, I had lost the contours of my original self. I didn’t know how to get her back.


I shook my head to disperse the image and followed the walkway to the back porch, where hammers, saws, and bags of fertilizer kept company with flowerpots, bags of dog food, hard-used sneakers, and a leaning stack of bushel baskets.


“A bed and three squares,” John proclaimed a few minutes later when I was seated in his kitchen, wolfing down the simple, delicious lunch Mary had set in front of me. His eyes were the same brilliant blue I remembered. He exuded the same self-confidence that made me think he could do anything. Eleven years my senior, he had always struck me as half-human, half-myth. When he lived at home, my parents would alternately shake their heads or chuckle at his exploits: Boy Scout camping trips gone amok, wayward canoes, weekend revels, once a “borrowed” car and a late-night call from the local police. He had fished for salmon in Alaska, rounded up cattle in the Rockies, fought wildfires in Arizona, choked down dust on a cattle drive in Wyoming. Seeing him in his home, wearing his trademark faded Levi’s, his torso taut, his forearms thick from his job milking cows at a nearby dairy farm, made me feel safe.


He eyed the scarf tied around my forehead, my paisley shirt, and ragged, cutoff jeans. “So what do you do there back in Boston?” he asked as I savored the freshest food I had eaten in days. I mumbled something evasive about being between jobs. I left out everything else—the alcoholic boyfriend, my lack of career direction, my castigating self-doubt. I figured the omissions were safe. I knew he wasn’t a guy who probed for hidden secrets. He liked his world clear and out in the open, where he could see, touch, change, or charm it.


“We’re not fancy, but you’re welcome to stay,” he said again. “See ya at supper,” he called as he banged out the back porch door on his way to the afternoon milking.


Michelle had just turned seven the summer of my first Utah visit. Wynlee was eight, and their plump, amiable brother Greg was three. To me, they comprised a blur of blond hair, blue eyes, pumping limbs, and chirpy voices. I had a hard time following their staccato conversation, which ranged from giggles to arguments to tears in a matter of seconds. In the mornings, after a late rising, I would make a breakfast of toast and tea and bury myself in the town’s thin newspaper. John and Mary would have been up for hours—John for the morning milking, Mary to tend to laundry, shopping, the garden, canning, dishes, phone calls, or church responsibilities. By midmorning, a bunch of neighborhood kids swelled my brother’s brood to what sounded to me like a mini-army. The multi-limbed gang whirled through the backyard in a kaleidoscope of color and motion. They rode their bikes up and down the gravel driveway, chucked green apples at each other, and bickered over the rules of their intricate games. They gobbled mountains of tuna fish sandwiches at lunchtime and gulped down endless glasses of Kool-Aid throughout the afternoon. At night after dinner my nieces and nephew collapsed on their upstairs bedroom floor like played-out puppies. In the morning, they woke bright-eyed, cheerful, and ready to do it all over again.


I was awkward around little kids. I didn’t know how to think up fun projects, settle spats, or fix broken bicycles. In my teens I babysat for the money, not because I was good at it. I rarely warmed to my charges, and they didn’t particularly like me. That first trip to Logan I considered my adult-sized problems of far more import than my nieces’ and nephew’s waist-high lives. But even in my distracted, child-numb state, I couldn’t help but notice how each day was shiny new for them, not stalled as I felt about my own life. One morning, while walking through the garden, I spotted a stunned sparrow lying in the dirt. I called out for Wynlee, who even then was devoted to anything with feathers, to come and check it out. I watched in quiet amazement as she picked up the tiny, quivering creature and stroked its brown feathers with small, assured fingers. “Don’t worry. It just got knocked out. It’ll be fine,” she told me as she gently placed it deep in the branches of a nearby bush.


I may not have been comfortable interacting with them, but my brother’s brood knew what to do with me. In the late afternoons when the backyard gang thinned out, they took me with them to play fetch with the dog in the nearby Logan River, or on forays to the corner market where the penny candy was, indeed, a penny. I was an extra hand or a long reach when they needed one. At night I was a willing audience. I hooted as Greg stomped around in his dad’s shoes, and at Michelle when she donned one of her funny hats and struck exaggerated poses, her head thrown back, splayed hands on her bony hips.
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