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NOTE TO THE READER

This is a memoir based on my experience with Nxivm and subsequent years of research into the organization. Certain names and identifying details have been changed. Certain quotes have been reconstructed from memory, to the best of my ability, and certain characters are composites.


For my India.

My love for you knows no bounds and my hope is that you will recognize this book as a testament of that unconditional love.



Prayer to Persephone

Be to her, Persephone,

All the things I might not be;

Take her head upon your knee.

She that was so proud and wild,

Flippant, arrogant and free,

She that had no need of me,

Is a little lonely child

Lost in Hell,—Persephone,

Take her head upon your knee;

Say to her, “My dear, my dear,

It is not so dreadful here.”

—EDNA ST. VINCENT MILLAY



PROLOGUE

Malibu, California, May 30, 2017

It was a question no mother should ever have to ask her daughter. But I had no choice—her life was in danger. I needed to get to the truth, and fast.

India was on the tail end of a five-day visit home from New York. We were driving along the Pacific Coast Highway to a doctor’s appointment when I asked her point-blank:

“India . . . have you been branded?”

Words I never thought I’d hear come out of my mouth. Not in a million years.

Sitting next to me in the passenger seat, my daughter looked gaunt and sleep deprived. Her golden blonde hair had been falling out in clumps, and, at twenty-five, she hadn’t had her period in a year—the reason she was seeing the doctor that day. Adding to that, my lighthearted, free-spirited daughter had grown distant and burdened in recent months, to the point where I barely recognized her.

A few weeks earlier, to my horror, I had discovered why.

A friend called to warn me that India was involved in a secret master-slave sorority in which women were put on a starvation diet and, in a secret ceremony, held down naked and branded on the pubic region with a searing-hot cauterizing iron—like cattle.

“You’ve got to save her!” my friend urged.

My head spun. What? Not India! In my mind, I could hear the women’s screams and smell their burning flesh. I prayed my sweet daughter had not gone so far as to allow someone to barbarically mutilate and torture her, but I feared the worst.

I clutched the steering wheel as I awaited her answer.

“Yes, Mom,” India admitted hesitantly. “I’ve been branded. But why is that a problem? It was a good experience for me!”

My heart broke. No, no, no! I gripped the wheel tighter and forced my eyes to stay on the road. How had I failed to notice she’d fallen so deeply into such a dark and evil world? I knew if I became judgmental, I’d push her even further away—beyond my help. So I tried to appeal to her sense of logic.

“Darling,” I said as calmly as I could, “if you can convince me how being branded can be a good experience, please, go ahead.”

India fell silent. She seemed confused as she struggled to answer me. Finally, she looked at me with childlike sincerity through her weary eyes and said: “It’s a good thing because it’s . . . character building.”

I wanted to scream. It was as if someone had tampered with her brain so she couldn’t think clearly or had replaced her with an imposter—like in that 1950s science-fiction horror movie Invasion of the Body Snatchers. Her words and phrasing sounded preprogrammed, drilled into her head by a deviant master.

I answered slowly, reasonably.

“But India, the fact that you think mutilating your body permanently is character building is proof that you’re brainwashed.”

Again she looked bewildered and shook her head.

“I’m not brainwashed.”

“You are.”

“I’m not.”

“Angel, you’re being manipulated by a psychopath.”

“Mom, I’m not.”

There was no getting through to her. Nothing I said could break the spell she was under.

A few hours later, she’d be on a plane to the cult’s headquarters in Albany, New York, to take part in the next victim’s branding ceremony the following week.

I’d lost her, I was sure I’d lost her. And I felt like I was losing my mind.

But there were two other truths I was immediately certain of in that devastating moment.

I was going to do whatever it took to save my daughter from the clutches of this vicious cult and get her back. And I was going to take this cult down. Not just for my daughter’s sake but also for the countless other sons and daughters in this country who get lured into these exploitive, abusive traps every day.

I was a mother with a mission; I was on a crusade.

And I was not going to rest until our children were safe and the last enemy was down.



INDIA AND ME: OUR SEARCH FOR MEANING

From the second she was a little speck growing inside me, India and I were a magical, mystical team—an intertwined force of nature and spirit to be reckoned with.

When I conceived her in the fall of 1990, I was traveling through Europe obsessed with hunting down murals of the Archangel Michael. India’s father-to-be, Bill, wasn’t the spiritual type, but I dragged him along, waxing eloquently about angels as we explored villages and biked through the Alps.

A few weeks into my pregnancy, Bill swears that one night he had a vision of the Archangel Michael telling him we were creating an especially “conscious being” together, and it was our destiny to protect her.

“Um, are you hallucinating?” I said, laughing over the phone.

By that time, Bill and I weren’t together anymore—our briefly crossed paths had uncrossed—and the idea of being a mother on my own was daunting. But . . . there was that vision he’d had. The Archangel Michael, I knew very well, had led God’s army to vanquish evil forces and banish them from heaven.

He was just the strong, valiant, protective hero a single mother and child could use. He’s watching over us, I decided. And so, I embraced my fate as a cosmic mother and guardian.

India arrived into the world on June 7, 1991, by my own hands.

My mother drove me to the hospital at three in the morning, and during labor I begged and screamed for drugs, but my midwife was having none of that talk.

“You wanted a natural birth,” she said in a cheerful, singsong voice, “and that’s what you’re gonna get! Do you want to touch her head?”

“Nooooo!” I whimpered, but I instinctively reached down and felt her. And then, without thinking, I slipped my fingers under India’s tiny armpits and gently pulled her out of my body.

At 4:36 a.m., one became an inseparable two.

My mother cut the umbilical cord, and I named my daughter India Riven Oxenberg. My best friend growing up was named India, but I was duped into believing that riven was Celtic for “priestess.” By the time I found out it meant “heartbreak,” it was too late to change it.

For the first seven years of her life, India and I were inseparable—I took her everywhere with me, be it a film set for work or a spiritual trek for enlightenment. From as far back as I can remember, I’d been an ardent seeker.

In 1999, our little family of two grew to five after I married fellow actor Casper Van Dien. India inherited younger stepsister Grace and younger stepbrother Cappy. Over the next four years our brood expanded further after daughters Maya and Celeste were born, and then we made seven.

But when we were alone, India and I were still the original, inseparable duo.

I continued on my path for self-improvement and illumination, often taking India with me to dance with shamans and practice with yoga masters and meditate with gurus.

As far as I was concerned, India was already there. She was highly spiritual but grounded, with her own internal guidance and wisdom that she followed. I was in awe of her, actually.

When she was around ten and struggling at school because of her severe dyslexia, I asked her if she wanted to do a guided visualization with me. We were the only ones home that Saturday afternoon—Casper had taken the other kids to see X-Men—and she said yes.

She sat down, closed her eyes, and I told her to concentrate on her breath. I took her through some guided imagery, but she had trouble visualizing what I described. I thought about one of her favorite books, The Little Engine That Could.

“Keep trying,” I told her gently, “just tell yourself you-think-you-can.”

“I think I can!” she said. “I think I can!”

Pretty soon, her mantra turned into “I know I can!” and she burst into tears of joy. We hugged, and she looked at me in amazement. “I can feel my body vibrating with energy. I feel so free and happy,” she said. “Like I’m brand-new!”

It was her first experience with repetitive, positive reinforcement, and she sure took to it.

The next day, the two of us slipped out to a Unity Church together, just us, and when the minister announced the theme of that day’s sermon—“I Can!”—we looked at each other with mouths agape. India was blown away and felt elated after we left the service. But a few days later, she wanted to know, “Mom, why doesn’t the joy stay? Why does it go away? The happiness feels like a light switch that turns on and off.”

“Darling,” I said, sitting down. “You are experiencing the greatest and most common of all human challenges,” I told her, “the desire to find happiness—and keep it.”

India, it seemed, was a seeker, too.
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THE GURU AND GOLD SASH

As always, India and I were excited to set out on a new adventure together.

We made our way along the Venice Beach boardwalk early one morning in May 2011—past the maze of street performers, mystics, artists, funky shops, and bikinied girls on roller skates—until we reached our destination: a modern-looking duplex a block from the ocean.

It was our first day of a five-day “personal and professional growth” seminar called Executive Success Programs (ESP)—a course, I was told, intended for people looking to bolster their business acumen and develop their communication skills; entrepreneurs who wanted to be successful and make money, but in an ethical, humanitarian way.

“It’s conscious capitalism,” an acquaintance of mine, who’d been urging me to sign up for months, told me. “And it’s the best thing I have ever done. Truly life changing.”

A business seminar, life changing?

Hmm. I’d heard that line before.

At fifty, I was a veteran of the self-help, self-improvement, self-realization genre. In an effort to overcome a tenacious, life-threatening eating disorder that I’d struggled with from age sixteen up until my midthirties, I tried every kooky idea out there that promised to heal my body, enlighten my mind, and, hopefully, save my life.

In no particular order, I’d been rolfed, rebirthed, chelated, Deeksha-ed, magnetized, fêng shui-ed, baptized, ozoned, watsu-ed, and hypnotized. I’d meditated, chanted, 12-stepped, past-life-regressed, fasted, rehabbed, and sweated in lodges. I’d listened to Jungians, herbalists, angels, yogis, shamans, astrologers, Apache medicine men, Buddhist monks, Chopra, Robbins, Kabbalah, the maharishi who hung out with the Beatles, the constellations, and even my own dreams.

I drank a Peruvian tea that makes you hallucinate and vomit; I ran across hot coals and floated in sensory deprivation tanks; I flung myself off a sixty-foot telephone pole in the middle of a winter blizzard in Oklahoma.

I did everything I could to try freeing myself from the addictive clutches of a disorder that held me in its grip. Subsequently, self-help became a way of life. A badge of honor.

Did any of them help? Some did, some didn’t. It always seemed that the more they cost, the less effect they had.

What my experiences did do for me was make me skeptical about anyone or anything that promised to have The Answer and guaranteed to truly change your life. My life and I were just fine now, thank you very much. I’d recently entered a new decade and made peace with my past and with myself. I was done looking for that one magical, miraculous recipe that would make me perfect.

Life didn’t work that way, I’d learned. And human perfection was an oxymoron.

My sweet India, on the other hand, was a young woman on the threshold of seeking, trying, questioning, and experiencing everything life had to offer—as one should be at nineteen.

Back home after a year studying entertainment media at Bay State College in Boston, she was head over heels in love with her high school sweetheart, Hudson, and embarking on a new business venture with a friend: a gluten-free baking company called Scrumptious Soul.

India was a born entrepreneur and foodie. As a little girl, she watched the Food Network as passionately as other kids watched cartoons. At six, she was whipping up those premixed, chemical-filled Easy-Bake Oven cakes (that Mom ate dutifully with a smile), and by seven, she’d graduated to artfully arranged vegetable and burrata platters (that Mom devoured!).

When we’d attended the ESP introductory meeting three months earlier, she’d been in the happy throes of creating her company and shooting a pilot for a potential TV series about their mobile bakery truck called Food Angels.

I was helping her launch this dream career of hers, so the opportunity to take a course that would hone India’s business skills (and in a humanitarian way!) sounded like a good idea.

India and I sat in a rented conference room with a small group of other wannabe entrepreneurs, ready and eager to hear how to be successful businesswomen with heart.

Mark Vicente, a high-ranking member of ESP, began by explaining that the program was based on a revolutionary, patent-pending “technology” called Rational Inquiry, created by a scientist and philosopher named Keith Raniere.

“As we develop, we form beliefs about ourselves and the world, often innocently making associations that are inconsistent with reality,” said Mark. “Our technology allows you to uncover, reexamine, and integrate these mistaken perceptions. We offer you the tools for removing errors of cognition and for creating consistency . . .”

Right around there, I started daydreaming—then perked up when I heard Mark say that this guy Keith had an IQ of 240, which apparently was in Guinness World Records. Really? Was that even possible? I’d never heard of anyone breaking the 200 barrier, not even Einstein. And this Raniere guy obviously wasn’t a devotee of physicist-cosmologist Stephen Hawking, who said a few years earlier that “people who boast about their IQ are losers.”

Mark continued to boast:

“He’s been recognized as one of the world’s top three problem solvers. He has an estimated problem-solving capability of one in four hundred twenty-five million with respect to the general population.”

Whatever that meant. If he was the third best problem solver in the world, I wanted to know who the first and second were! Still, number three was pretty impressive. Mark Vicente was known and respected in the entertainment industry, so I assumed he wasn’t making up this shit. He’d cowritten, directed, and produced the 2004 indie hit What the Bleep Do We Know!?—a spiritual, existential documentary about quantum physics and how consciousness shapes the material world.

After Mark’s pitch, a handful of current ESP devotees got up in front of the room and proselytized about how much better their lives were because of the program. A pretty brunette, who I would later find out was Sarah Edmondson, an accomplished Canadian actress in her late thirties, stood up to give a charismatic close, avowing that “ESP is the key to success and happiness.” With Mark, Sarah was the co-owner of the Vancouver ESP center, and she was hosting this introductory course with him.

Again I heard the term life changing. It was about more than just business, they stressed; it was about learning tools that would improve all of mankind.

What tools, you ask? So did a bunch of us in the room, including me, who couldn’t make heads or tails of what they were saying. Mark was expounding some kind of lofty, noble ideology, but it wasn’t clear how they or we were supposed to achieve it.

Apparently, we’d have to wait a little while longer to find out. None of those details could be divulged in the slightest until after we made an initial down payment on the very special, time-limited $2,400-per-person discount rate that would end imminently.

It was all very top, top secret because their material was “proprietary,” Mark said with a reverential tone, and people were always trying to steal it and copy it.

“You do not want to miss this deal of a lifetime,” one of the coaches urged us.

Oh, pleeeeease, I thought, trying not to let any of them see me roll my eyes.

I turned to India, assuming she would have seen through the snake oil tactics as well.

“This is for me,” she said resolutely. “I want to do this, Mom. And I want you to do it with me.”

Later, I would wonder desperately what attracted her so powerfully. I think it was their talk about creating more joy in the world and improving mankind. Ever since she was born, India was good and kind to her core and drawn to help others. She was the family mediator who rushed to diffuse anger and find common ground when a squabble was brewing among siblings and parents. With her light touch and disarming sense of humor, there was an artistry to her diplomacy.

She couldn’t stand violence or to see anyone get hurt, and acted as warrior and protector for those who were. In those instances, her touch could be bolder. When she was nine and at summer camp with her younger stepbrother, Cappy, she saw him being picked on and pushed around by a group of bigger, older bullies. She marched straight up to the bullies, unafraid, and demanded, “Leave my brother alone!” The boys scampered away.

Around that same time, she also showed a wisdom and empathy beyond her years. I took her with me to Italy when I was shooting The Omega Code in 1999, and, as usual, little India had an impact on everyone she met, in the most beautiful way.

We were filming in the Castello Orsini-Odescalchi, a fifteenth-century castle just north of Rome (Tom Cruise and Katie Holmes would marry there a few years later in what would become Scientology’s most extravagant and highly publicized wedding of all time), and the director invited India to be an extra in one of my scenes. They made a big to-do: the costume person took her out to get a new dress, and they did her hair and makeup in the trailer, sitting right next to me. She loved it!

India always had a luminous, ethereal quality about her, but as soon as they put her under the lights, she looked . . . magical.

“Remember, angel face, don’t look into the camera,” I reminded her in a whisper before the director called “Action!”

She looked at me like I’d just said the most asinine thing in the world to her.

“I know that, Mom!”

As the camera rolled, I watched her out of the corner of my eye; she knew exactly where to go and what to do. I was so proud! She was a natural. Later, as Linda the makeup artist powdered her nose in between takes, India looked at her seriously.

“Linda, even though you’re smiling,” she said, “and I heard you tell someone with my rabbit ears that you’re happy, you don’t have to lie about your feelings. Kids always know the truth.”

Linda looked at her, stunned. She had indeed been going through a difficult time all week but was trying not to show it.

“But it’s okay,” India continued. “Don’t worry. You may not be happy now, but you will be—soon.”

Linda nearly fell over backward. Everyone was amazed at how precocious and compassionate India was.

So back to the ESP introductory meeting: I imagine their promise of creating a better, more ethical workplace and happier world appealed to India. Whatever it was, I put aside my skepticism, took out my credit card, and checked and signed some paperwork they’d handed me without much scrutiny.

What appealed to me was spending time and sharing a new experience with my daughter—that, I was always interested in.

—

WHEN WE ARRIVED at the beach house three months later on that May morning, we still had no idea what to expect. As well as being excited, we were both also slightly disheartened. A week before, India’s bakery business and TV pilot had fallen through. And a screenplay that my husband, Casper, and I had written about my grandfather, Royal Exile, hadn’t interested producers as I hoped it would. The time for both of us to learn new business skills was perhaps more apropos now than ever.

The scene that unfolded inside was just as bizarre as the madcap mystics and circus performers on the boardwalk. The loftlike living room was set up like a minimalistic lecture room, with a few couches and rows of folding chairs and not much else. It was as if the ESP troupe had slipped into town the night before and transformed someone’s home into a pop-up self-help venue.

Standing at the front of the room, an army of barefoot ESP coaches greeted us. They wore green, orange, and yellow sashes around their necks, and they grinned from ear to ear. And when I say they grinned, I mean grinned. I’m talking face-splitting, vaguely unnerving, over-the-top smiles—as if they were trying desperately to convince us: we’re the happiest, most successful people on earth. I felt like I was standing before a choir of Tom Cruises.

The attendees included a few celebrities and some high-profile people already attached to the organization. Emiliano Salinas, the son of former Mexican president Carlos Salinas de Gortari, was there—he held a high-ranking position in the group and wore an elite green sash around his neck. Each color signified a level in the group’s hierarchy. “Like a martial arts dojo,” explained one coach.

Beginners started off with white, and then you got stripes added to the bottom of your sash as you moved up in the color group. The next color was yellow, which you received once you became a coach. Then came orange and, finally, green, which meant you were a senior proctor. I have a vague memory of a blue and purple sash, too, but at some point, their system got very fuzzy to me, so I can’t be sure. Gold was the highest sash color you could wear, but later I would find out that only Nancy Salzman, the organization’s second in command, was deemed worthy of one.

With Salinas was his new girlfriend, Polish-Mexican actress Ludwika (“Mika”) Paleta, who was taking the course for the first time. She sat with her arms crossed and projected that cynical I’m-not-going-to-buy-into-any-of-this-BS attitude.

We spotted actress Rosario Dawson, and India went over and struck up a lively conversation with her. India had always been a carefree spirit who could chat with anyone; she was never overly impressed or intimidated by people she didn’t know. I was more reserved and envied her confidence in that way, and was glad when I saw a good friend of mine in the small group: British actor Callum Blue.

We glommed on to each other like allies and took up permanent residence in the back row while India took a seat near the front. That’s when I noticed for the first time that Callum had a big, beautiful blue tattoo of the Archangel Michael’s sword running up and down his left arm.

“He used to stand at the end of my bed when I was a child—ten feet tall, with a sword of light,” Callum explained.

“Throughout my life, I always felt protected by Michael,” he said.

I was starting to feel left out; these visitations from Michael were a dime a dozen with my family and friends, but he was playing hard to get with me.

—

MOMENTS LATER, WE were asked to remove our shoes and put away our cell phones—they were officially banned from the house for the duration of the course.

Then a hush fell over the room: Nancy had arrived.

She was short, bespectacled, and overcaffeinated, and went by the ancient Roman title “Prefect.” Of all the smiling going on, Nancy had mastered it the best—or rather, the worst. Her wide, pasted-on grin was so inauthentic to me that it looked like a Halloween mask set off eerily by her gold sash and bobbed hair.

She stepped to the front of the room, and all the coaches put their hands together and bowed to her.

Creepy, I thought.

Even creepier was our instruction that we, too, were to bow to the Prefect every time she entered or exited the room—and every time we left the room ourselves. At the beginning of each day, coaches instructed everyone to huddle together and repeat in unison their mantra: “We are committed to our success!” This was accompanied by a synchronized hand clap.

And, we were also told that we’d have to bow for the founder and creator of ESP, the genius problem solver Keith Raniere. Only his name wasn’t Keith anymore. We were now instructed to call him “Vanguard.” Apparently, he didn’t need no stinking colored sashes, because he never wore one.

We wouldn’t have to worry too much about bowing to him, though, because we wouldn’t be meeting him. Vanguard, it seemed, was as elusive as the Wizard of Oz. He did all his brilliant thinking back at ESP headquarters in Albany, and no student got to meet him until they had graduated from the first level of classes.

But although he wouldn’t be with us physically over the next five days, he would most certainly be there in spirit. He would be talked about, thanked, and glorified in almost everything we did—God forbid we should forget Vanguard for one second.

“We must always remember to pay tribute to Vanguard,” Nancy said with reverence. “Without him, these great teachings wouldn’t exist.”

Just like a god, I thought.

I couldn’t help myself; I had to see what kind of power trip this guy was on. I whipped out my iPhone, hid my hands behind Callum, Googled “Vanguard,” and snuck a peek.

Up popped a site for a comic book character of the same name: a gigantic, muscle-bound alien superhero with tiny antennae on his head. His job was to guard Planet Earth.

Oh, man, I thought. This guy is living out his childhood fantasy.

I showed Callum, and we both laughed. Back then, it was just funny and nothing to take seriously.

—

AFTER ALL THE bowing was done, our next step was to recite in unison the mission statement written out in big block letters on a giant poster board at the front of the room. It was to be regurgitated daily until we knew it by heart.

I silently read the twelve points on the board as the others said them out loud. It was a word salad of platitudes and obsequious beyond belief:

Success is an interior state of clear and honest awareness of who I am, my value in the world and my responsibility for the reactions I have to all things.

What did that even mean? And then there was this gem:

The methods and information I learn in ESP are for my personal use only. I will not speak of them; nor will I give to others knowledge of them outside ESP. Part of being accepted into ESP is to keep all the information confidential. If I violate this commitment, I am breaking a promise and breaching my contract, but more, I am deteriorating my internal and integrated honesty.

And the statement ended with us making a vow to bring in more students:

I promise to share and enroll people in ESP and their mission for my own benefit and to make the world a better place to live.

My hand shot up in the air.

“I have a problem with that,” I said to Nancy and her foot soldiers. “I didn’t sign up to recruit people.”

There was an uncomfortable silence in the room.

“And furthermore,” I continued, “the idea that I can’t share this experience with my family is simply unrealistic.”

Apparently, the reserved Catherine had left the building. Nancy cocked her head like a parrot, and the coaches looked both surprised and mildly annoyed at me but kept their smiles intact. I guess no one had ever challenged the mission statement before.

“You already agreed to all of it,” said one of the smiling, yellow-sashed ones. “When you signed the nondisclosure agreement.”

The wha—? And then I remembered: the paperwork I had quickly filled out and signed months earlier at the intro meeting. Wow, that was sneaky. And it didn’t sit well with me at all. I’d been tricked into signing a legal contract, and now they wanted to bind and gag me to secrecy? That was preposterous and fundamentally wrong to me.

Much later, I’d understand exactly why. This kind of extreme exclusiveness was the first wedge a group like this placed between you and your life outside the group. It was the first stage of imprinting upon you that loyalty to ESP overrode anything else in your life.

And that, I would learn, was the beginning of being inducted into a cult.

—

EACH DAY WE began at eight in the morning, broke for lunch, and finished around ten at night. We didn’t get a break for dinner, and by the end of the day, I was famished.

What India and I expected to be a course about business was more of an intensive facilitated group therapy. We learned a technique called “mirroring”—a type of NLP (neuro-linguistic programming) in which you built rapport and influenced business associates by copying their body language. Nancy’s background was as an NLP practitioner, and it was something I’d already learned from numerous seminars by Tony Robbins, the self-help guru. The technique was performed without the other person’s knowledge, and that always struck me as highly manipulative—was it even ethical? I wondered. I could see India’s profile from where I was; she was listening intently in the front row.

We learned something called a “takeaway,” which was standard salesman-pitch stuff, and we learned how to avoid libeling or slandering someone—which would end up being the most valuable tool I learned that week. The information was couched within a lesson about how to speak honorably about people and make judgments without committing “verbal violence” against them. You could pretty much say anything about anyone, they taught us, as long as you prefaced it with the phrase “in my opinion.” It was a tool to build better communication skills, said Nancy. (And one I was grateful for years later, when I would use it against them while at war with ESP.)

For a program supposedly based on ethical business practices we spent an inordinate amount of time learning about how a con man runs a scam and how to pinpoint and identify the telltale signs and markings of a con artist at work.

Other than that, most of what we learned had nothing to do with business.

In the mornings, we cycled through a number of “modules”: weirdly constructed question sets full of hokey terminology that put me to sleep. If you nodded off in this class, you received a very unique kind of scolding:

“Catherine! You’re falling asleep because you’re disintegrated! Which is why you need to pay even closer attention!”

Translation: I wasn’t evolved enough yet to absorb the highly evolved principles they were talking about. It was the worst insult they could give you, and they gave it out frequently that week. Telling someone she was “disintegrated” was cultspeak for calling her stupid in front of the entire class. Pretty soon I noticed that a lot of students stopped asking questions or making comments for fear they’d elicit the D word.

Even though Nancy was there in the flesh, she introduced the modules to us using cheaply produced videos in which she was the only star on a TV screen. In the videos, she asked us a series of tedious questions, which she compensated for with overanimation. Then we broke into small groups to come up with the answers.

My daughter and I weren’t allowed to be in a small group together, they told us that first day. The group talks could get emotional, the coaches explained, and they insisted it was best for us to be separated. India seemed to agree, giving me a “like I really want to watch my mom bawl her eyes out over some childhood memory” look.

But I was frustrated by this rule. We were doing this together to share an experience; that was the whole point of it! I didn’t like being disconnected from her like this. I’d noticed earlier the wedge they tried to create between students and their outside lives; obviously, this applied to family as well. Looking back, it was easy to see what they were doing: separating you from your real family so that you’d think of the group as your new family.

One module was called “Honesty and Disclosure,” and I remember it well because it posed one of the more interesting questions: if you were in Nazi Germany and hiding Jews in your basement, and the Nazis came to the door searching for them, what would you do? Would you give them up, or would you lie to save their lives? The real question was: When is it ethical to lie for a higher purpose?

When discussion time within the groups was over, Nancy would return to the front of the classroom with much fanfare to give the “debrief.”

Each group would report the answers its members came up with, and Nancy, or Prefect, would smugly “correct” them, providing them with the right answer. No group ever got it right on its own, I noticed.

After the modules, we moved on to what they called “exploration of meanings,” or “EMs,” an umbrella term for a Socratic line of questioning that’s more experiential than the modules. It’s a one-on-one process done with a coach that is meant to unhook the emotional charge around painful memories in one’s life and dismantle phobias. The same one-on-one process done in a classroom setting where other members witness it is called a “sourcing.”

(For the sake of simplicity, I’ll refer to both “sourcing” and “exploration of meanings” as “EMs.”)

But before we even got to that, I was already having an emotional charge of my own—and not a good one. Somewhere between the sashes, the bowing, the groveling mission statement, and the hokey handshake they showed us to use, I snapped. Like an allergy, I had a violent reaction to the structural rules and rituals these people were presenting, and, from the back row, I became the rebellious, obstreperous teenager I had never been.

I refused to call Nancy Prefect. (Callum and I came up with our own nickname for her early on: Gold Sash.) I refused to bow to anybody, I refused to learn or do the silly handshake and clap, I refused to say the mission statement (I mouthed the words and, under my breath, said “Blah, blah, blah, blahhhhh”), and I refused to wear the white Level-One sash I’d been given. Just the thought of putting it around my neck made me choke. I kept leaning back and letting it casually slip off my neck and slither down the back of my chair until it reached the floor in a heap. (I found out later that Keith had requested patents on many of their weird rituals, accessories, the methodology, and terminology—including the sashes, and even the handshakes and hand claps.)

Emiliano Salinas always seemed to be conveniently lurking nearby when that happened, and he would pick it up for me and put it back on my neck. After the third or fourth time my sash fell, I’m sure he was onto me. But at least he wasn’t a dick about it.

In fact, speaking of . . .

Another of the peculiarities I noticed that first day was how the male sash wearers in the room all had a vaguely “beta male” quality about them—a description Casper used when he attended later. They gave off a subservient energy that was disturbingly deferential to Nancy, who reveled in her power.

I was the opposite of deferential.

As Nancy debriefed, I raised my hand every ten minutes like a disruptive heckler with Tourette’s, yelling out “I have a problem with that!”

And I truly did. I was trying to be open minded for India’s sake, but most of what Nancy was saying continued to rub me the wrong way. I made horrendous comments that had Callum doubled over in tears of laughter.

When Rosario Dawson had to leave in the middle of day two because of a death in the family, I quipped a little too loudly to Callum, “Lucky Rosario!” He almost fell off his folding chair.

I was shocked at my behavior, and I’m sure Callum was, too. He was British, after all, and to a born-and-bred Brit, being rude is a cardinal sin. The funny thing was, my actor buddy was born on the wrong side of the tracks and grew up in a strip club with a gangster dad. And here he was, acting the perfect gentleman (except when I had him guffawing) and pretty much channeling his role as the duke in The Princess Diaries 2: Royal Engagement.

Meanwhile, I’d been taught the strictest rules of proper etiquette and was descended from a royal pedigree (Mom is a bona fide princess, and second cousin to Prince Charles of Wales), and I was acting like a common, haggis-tossing hooligan!

And there was India up front, behaving like the well-mannered dream I’d brought her up to be, looking over at me quizzically. It was like we’d done the Freaky Friday switch, and I was the immature adolescent.

The only, only, other time I’d ever behaved this outrageously in a class setting was the time India was in preschool at the prestigious and progressive Waldorf School and her teachers were putting on a Christmas nativity play for the kids.

Again I sat in the back of the classroom, teetering on a tiny kindergarten chair, while India was up front acting like a little lady. I was fine until the teachers put on their woolen, felt hand puppets and proceeded to enact the biblical nativity story, not as Mary, Jesus, and Joseph but as a family of insects. It was their version of a New Age nativity play; it was an Insect Revival!

One look at those insects huddled in the manger, and I lost it. I laughed so hard, I couldn’t walk and had to get down on all fours to crawl out of the room as snot poured out of my nose and dripped down my face. Not my finest moment.

Other than that day and this one, I was Miss Manners all the way. Which is why the way I was acting made no sense to me.

Could it be an absurd, delayed reaction to my strict upbringing? My father adopted the motto of a generation that believed children should be seen and not heard. If my siblings or I were disobedient or voiced an objection, we were punished. I loved him, but my father had a fierce temper, and for my own survival, I taught myself to be quiet and stay out of his way.

The one and only time I did muster up enough courage to defy him to his face was when I was sixteen. I spoke back, and he grabbed me by the throat and threw me up against a wall. You can believe I never tried that again. (The following year, I did tell him to go fuck himself, but it was over the phone, with an ocean between us to keep me safe.)

And now, everything in my nervous system was urging me to fight back in that ersatz classroom against those smiling sash wearers, no matter what the consequences.

Why? Why?

Later on, I’d figure out why: although I wasn’t aware of it consciously, my subconscious knew very well that it was under siege; it knew I was being infiltrated and indoctrinated by a system of pure subterfuge. My gut was trying to tell me that my daughter and I were being lured into a trap.

Nancy, of course, corrected me with the right answer as to why I was being so combative in class.

“You, Catherine,” she said, pointing at me from the front of the room, “have a defiance issue. We’ll have to work on that.”

It was a word Nancy would use for me many times over the next five days, but once again—I had a problem with that.

She may have considered me defiant, but what she was witnessing wasn’t defiance at all. It was the wisest, strongest, truest part of me rising up to do battle—and for very, very good reason.
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LOVE BOMBING AND EPIPHANIES

And then, something unexpected and inexplicable happened to me.

Somewhere around day three, I wrote in my journal: “Hated the process. At the same time, couldn’t wait to get there.”

We began EM-ing in class and broke up into small groups again. One coach was assigned to each group to work one-on-one with each member and go over answers we’d given when filling out a questionnaire on our first day. The questions included:

What is the worst thing that’s ever happened to you?

What have you done that you’re most ashamed of?

What is your greatest fear?

The questions were designed to expose our weaknesses, and they did. Within fifteen minutes, students were making confessions and having tearful breakthroughs and revelations left and right like an explosive fireworks display—including me.

Nancy was coaching my group. When it was my turn, the first thing she tried to dismantle was the emotional charge around the memory of my father throwing me against the wall at sixteen.

“Had you known then that it would be the worst thing he’d ever do to you, would that have lessened your fear in that moment?” she asked.

“I suppose so . . .”

“And you survived it, and you are alive, right? So you survived the worst.”

“Right.”

“Men get terrified when they lose control of their children, Catherine. You were taking control in that moment, and that scared him. He was acting out of his own insecurity. Can you see that?”

“I never thought about it that way . . .”

“Your father yelling at you or grabbing you by the throat has nothing to do with who you are. And it doesn’t mean he doesn’t love you or that you are not lovable.”

I could feel a tug-of-war taking place inside of me: the kind of internal fight that ensues when a person tries to make a deep-rooted change. I’d held on to a specific perception of the incident for many years, and now Nancy was inviting me to reexamine it and dismantle it through a new lens—her lens. I felt a struggle, and then gave in to it.

Her explanation humanized my father and helped me understand his own struggle, lessening the resentment, fear, and grief I’d previously linked to the memory. Looking at him through this new lens, I actually felt compassion for him. I was even able to thank him for inadvertently being a powerful teacher for me in his school of hard knocks.

“He was an antagonist for most of my life, but I developed a lot of strength, resilience, and self-reliance because of him,” I told the group, who all nodded in understanding. “I started supporting myself financially at seventeen. I became adept at dealing with difficult people.”

Suddenly, in that room, I felt safe surrounded by these encouraging, empathetic people I barely knew, which was unusual for me. It was a soothing feeling, like a warm, gentle waterfall—and completely unexpected.

Nancy asked me what I’d like to work on next, and I told her about my phobia of auditions. For decades, I’d get so overwhelmed by anxiety before walking into an audition room that I’d often end up not going in at all.

“Why don’t you want to walk into that room?” she asked.

“I don’t know. For some reason, I just don’t feel safe.”

“Do you remember the first time you felt that way?”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath . . .

—

SUDDENLY I WAS four years old at a family gathering north of Florence, Italy.

My grandfather on my mother’s side, Prince Paul of Yugoslavia, owned a beautiful summer residence, Villa Demidoff, built by Francesco de’ Medici, the grand duke of Tuscany, in the fifteen hundreds. It was a palatial home filled with antiques from my grandfather’s Russian heritage. In the gardens, I used to climb onto the thirty-five-foot-tall, half-man, half-mountain sculpture Colossus of the Apennines by the Italian artist Giambologna, a disciple of Michelangelo’s. My sister and cousins and I would dare one another to run into the grottos at the back of the sculpture, which were filled with bats, and were warned by our parents not to swim in the lake out front because it was filled with venomous snakes.

In the villa, family and friends had gathered after dinner in the living room: my mother; my sister; my cousins; aunts and uncles; Princess Marina, the Duchess of Kent; and my grandmother, Princess Olga of Greece and Denmark.

My uncle was sitting in the antechamber, and as I ran by him, he grabbed me by the waist and pulled me onto his lap. I didn’t understand what happened next, but even at four, I knew it was wrong. He started rocking me back and forth. I wanted it to stop, I wanted to get away, but instead I froze.

I looked across into the living room; no one noticed what was happening to me. I could see my younger sister and cousins gathered around my grandfather. He was dunking sugar cubes into his coffee cup using a little gold spoon and distributing the cubes into the palm of each child’s hand. “Faire un canard,” he called it—French for “to make a duck.” He lined the children up in a row, like his little ducklings, eager for coffee sweets. In my mind, I imagined I was standing next to my cousins enjoying a coffee-soaked sugar cube, not frozen on my uncle’s lap.

—

WITHOUT ANY PROMPTING, that memory rolled seamlessly into another:

I was in my early twenties, at an audition for a big part in a Blake Edwards film, and it was the first time I experienced debilitating anxiety during an audition.

I’d grown up on the Pink Panther films, and director-producer Edwards was an idol of mine. His 1982 film Victor Victoria had recently won an Academy Award and a Best Actress nomination for his wife, Julie Andrews (The Sound of Music). I was still wet behind the ears and new to the profession. I’d made my acting debut two years earlier, playing Lady Diana in the highly rated TV movie The Royal Romance of Charles and Diana, and had just been cast as Amanda Carrington on the hit ABC-TV series Dynasty. This was one of my first auditions for a feature film, and if I got the part, working with Edwards could be a career maker.

I met with him alone in a studio lot office in Culver City, and he gave me some pages to read—we call them “sides” in the film biz—from his new screenplay. As I started to read, both my hands suddenly started to tingle, and I couldn’t move my fingers. I looked down at them; they were like two frozen crab claws pinching the pages, as if rigor mortis were setting in. I tried to concentrate on delivering my dialogue, but the tingling and numbness began to creep up my arms, sweep across my chest, and spread up to my neck. I had no idea what was happening—I felt embarrassed that he might notice and scared that something was terribly wrong with me. Most of all, I felt like a freak. Why is my body doing this to me, and why now, of all times?

As they say in show business, “The show must go on,” so I did. But I sped up my reading pace, worried that if the paralysis reached my jaw, I wouldn’t be able to enunciate or even breathe. After I was finished, I quickly thanked Mr. Edwards and rushed out of the room, thinking I needed to get to a hospital and fast.

But as soon as I left the audition room, the paralysis went away as mysteriously as it had taken hold.

Amazingly, I did well enough to almost get the part—almost. Edwards called me the following week to tell me that the final decision was between me and another actress, and to let me know that he and Julie would be in Switzerland in the coming weeks at the same time I was vacationing there.

“Come visit us for tea at our chalet in Gstaad!” he insisted. “We can discuss the part some more before I make my final decision.”

His chalet, called the Fleur de Lys, was sumptuous. When I got there, I was ushered into a spacious living room with a stunning panoramic view of the Swiss Alps, where the director and Julie Andrews were waiting for me.

Maybe it was the thin mountain air, but I immediately turned into the world’s most obnoxious fan. I was starstruck.

“I can literally recite all the lines from The Pink Panther Strikes Again,” I gushed. Then I went into the infamous “Does your dog bite?” scene, acting out all the roles: Peter Sellers’s Inspector Jacques Clouseau, the old hotel clerk, and even the dog.

“Does your duuug biiiite?”

“No.”

“Nice doggie—ouch! I thought you said your duuug did not biiiite?”

“That . . . is not my dog.”

Somewhere in the middle of my barking, I noticed the polite, tolerant smiles on their faces. Of course: they probably had rabid fans acting out for them “Does your duuug biiiite?” about a hundred times a day for the last decade. I felt like an idiot.

We made chitchat, and they were very gracious, until Julie left the room to answer a phone call, and Edwards leaned in toward me.

“Before I work with my leading ladies,” he said, “I like to go off with them alone for a weekend to get to know them really well.”

I froze, just like I had when I was four. And in five seconds, a lifetime of admiration I had for my childhood icon shattered into a million pieces. I panicked, flushing from head to toe, and felt like I was suffocating. How could I get out of there without making him angry and losing the film role?

I stood up and stuttered some lame excuse and rushed out of the room and out of the chalet without even saying goodbye to Julie. I was mortified, and agonized about whether I’d accidentally done something that led him on in some way. (I know now that victims of sexual harassment and assault often blame themselves at first.)

I consoled myself with one bright side: at least I hadn’t gotten down on all fours when I did my dog impression.

It was the first time a powerful man in the industry propositioned me, but it wouldn’t be the last by far. Each incident after that would harm me not only as a woman but also as an actress, chipping away at the love I had for the craft until there was barely anything left. It happened a lot, but I never got used to it. This kind of sexual harassment in the film industry has been around since movie cameras were invented, I’m sure. We were the only industry that proudly originated our own pet name for it: the casting couch.

After my experience with Blake Edwards, I became plagued with terrible anxiety before auditions. Sometimes it got so bad, I had to take a tranquilizer beforehand to survive them. I had to monitor my dosage carefully, so that the effect would be somewhere between paralyzed and slurring.

—

“SO NOW,” NANCY prodded, bringing me back to the present, “why were you so afraid to go to auditions after that? Why don’t you want to walk into that room?”

I looked down at the floor, barely able to talk.

“Catherine?”

I thought of the room where my uncle had touched me inappropriately and the room at Edwards’s chalet, and realized something.

“Because”—I looked up at Nancy—“every room I walk into could potentially be a room I would be abused in.”

Not until that very moment had I ever linked together the abuse at four, my incident with Edwards, and my subsequent angst before auditions.

“You formed a belief about men in power hurting you,” Nancy observed.

I continued to connect the dots:

“I feel as though the memory of my father grabbing my throat is woven in there, too,” I said.

Nancy nodded.

“Maybe my body started to shut down at the audition with Blake Edwards because my subconscious sensed he was a predator?”

More nodding from Nancy.

“The anxiety after that—it’s like I’ve been suffering a form of PTSD,” I said.

I took another deep breath and exhaled, bursting into tears. My little group cheered me on in support, and, again, I felt a wave of relief wash over me. All week, we in the class would bravely bare our souls and reveal our flaws and imperfections to one another—our version of emotional boot camp. Like soldiers in the trenches, we formed very special, intimate bonds.

Did I overcome my audition anxieties after that day? I’ll never really know the answer to that because I haven’t auditioned since then.

Did I feel fantastic after Nancy led me through a mosaic of memories until I reached a moment of connection and understanding? Yes! I felt elated! I found reason for my fears, I thought, and that gave me a sense of relief.

“Human beings are meaning-making machines,” Nancy told us. That’s why it felt so good to make the associations I did during my EM-ing. Afterward, I felt empowered and exhilarated. And that day, I was the EM-ing rock star of the class.

“Good luck to any of you following Bruce Springsteen here,” said one of the coaches, Nippy (who later married Sarah Edmondson), patting my back as I dried my eyes.

I went home that night exhausted in body but euphoric in spirit.

So it didn’t occur to me to ask Nancy or any of the coaches while they were zigzagging around in my brain if they were licensed therapists. It didn’t occur to me to wonder why most of the exercises we did in class had nothing to do with business skills. And it didn’t occur to me to remember that I’d been down this road before.

Did I suddenly have amnesia? After a thirty-year history in the self-help world, I should have known this was the same-old, same-old, just repackaged. It had only been two days earlier that I was the Defiant One! Instead, I was once again getting hooked on a heady cocktail of neurotransmitters that was the chaser for each poignant revelation.

The ESP program was so carefully calculated, so devious, and such a well-oiled machine that my subconscious had now been distracted and disarmed. As the ancient Chinese general, military strategist, and philosopher Sun Tzu once said: “The supreme art of war is to subdue the enemy without fighting.”

—

AT THE END of the five days, we had a graduation ceremony.

Callum had been chosen to do a “live” EM in front of the class, as a shining example of a student who gave his all during explorations. He went to the front of the room and, before starting, warned Nancy with a chuckle, “I’m a really good actor, you know.”

Nancy took him through some heart-wrenching experiences with alcoholism and difficult childhood memories, like the time his mother introduced him to his “real” father when he was five years old.

“But . . . I thought the man we visited in prison was my dad?” he asked her.

“No, dear, that was your imaginary friend.”

Callum had the entire class laughing and crying, and for a moment, I had to remind myself this was real life, not acting class. If I was the Bruce Springsteen of the class, Callum was our Daniel Day-Lewis.

When his EM was over, he was drained. “Go take a walk outside on the beach,” Nancy told him. “Give yourself time to integrate.”

After Callum left the room, we all wiped our tears, and Nancy announced proudly to the class that she’d just cured his alcoholism.

Little did she know that as soon as he walked out the door, Callum went straight to the nearby pub to celebrate his “integration” with a few beers. He’d faked his entire EM, he told me later! After a few ales, he returned just in time for the official ceremony.

The coaches lined up in front of the room, with Prefect center stage. Then, one by one, we went up and bowed our heads (even though I’d vowed not to), and Nancy ceremoniously placed our newfangled sashes around our necks. Our old ones had been taken away temporarily and transformed to reflect our progress. Callum and India now had one stripe added to the bottom of their sashes, to symbolize that they’d finished the first five classes. Mine had three red stripes across the bottom—the most you could be awarded.

Me? The highest honors? Callum and I were dumbfounded, and then one of the coaches explained:

“You’ve been awarded the honor of Best Recruiter in the class because you signed up more recruits than anyone else!”

Callum and I looked at each other again and went into hysterics. After my dramatic protest on the first day refusing to ever, ever recruit for them, I’d gone ahead and beat everybody at it. Earlier that day, I’d signed up my husband and his two kids from his first marriage, Grace, thirteen, and Cappy, sixteen, to take the five classes we’d just completed—that’s how I’d become a three-striped family recruiter!

Before we left that day, the coaches went into overdrive pressuring the class to sign up for the next five classes of Level One. As it turned out, the entire level consisted of three sets of five classes, fifteen in all. So while we were all whipped up in a frenzied, vulnerable state of bonding and emotions on graduation day, they tried to trap us into more.

Callum was for sure bailing and urged me to do the same.

“It’s a cult, dummy!” he said.

I laughed, and imagined myself dressed up in those shapeless, pastel prairie dresses worn by the many young wives of polygamist Mormon sect leader Warren Jeffs, who was about to be convicted for sexually assaulting two of the girls—one fifteen years old; the other, twelve—and sentenced to life in prison plus twenty years. Now that’s a cult, I thought. This group was just . . . way, way too happy and dogged.

“You’re just a sore loser, because you only got one stripe!” I teased.

A trio of coaches came over and zeroed in on India and me like heat-seeking missiles.

“You’ve seen such remarkable gains so far,” they said. “It only gets better from here on out. You two showed so much promise in class—we’ve never seen so much potential!”

They were like a cheerleading squad on steroids. Something felt off to me about their effusive flattery, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Later, I’d learn from cult experts the term “love bombing”: the overly affectionate and ego-boosting attention that cult members lavish upon you when they are trying to build you up and lure you in. It’s an aggressive, predatory, and manipulative seduction meant to make you feel special and irreplaceable. In the world of romance, it would be like dating a sociopath-narcissist.
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