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I want those women to say,
Mrs Pelicot did it, we can do it too.
I don’t want them to feel shame.
When you’re raped there is shame.
But it’s not for us to have shame.
It’s for them.
Shame must change sides.
Gisèle Pelicot




Make peace
with all the women
you once were.


lay flowers
at their feet.


offer them incense
and honey
and forgiveness.


Emory Hall




This work was written on the unceded lands
of the First Nations peoples. I honour their
enduring connection to Country, storytelling,
and culture. I am grateful to live and write on
this land, and I pay my deep respects to Elders
past, present, and emerging.




A Note to the Reader:


This is a story of survival and healing, but it includes references to sexual violence and other traumatic experiences. I offer this warning with care, knowing that some readers may need to approach certain parts with caution or skip them entirely. Please take care of yourself as you read.




PROLOGUE


April 2025


The Taoists say that each human life holds ten thousand joys and ten thousand sorrows. No one is exempt, and our sorrows will come to us all. Mine began in early childhood and continued into adolescence and my twenties. In order to discover my joys, I had to first find the courage to wade thigh-deep through the muck of long-buried traumas. I had to face the consequences of the reckless decisions I made as a young woman. In my mid-twenties, I was fortunate to discover the profound transformation that occurs in the sanctity of the therapy room. Gradually, I learned to hold my sorrows gently in the palms of my hands, like tiny baby birds, with infinite patience and kindness. And much later, the joys came to me, like precious jewels.


Raised in an authoritarian household in Switzerland, I experienced sexual abuse in early childhood at the hands of my maternal grandfather, a prominent judge and academic, and my maternal uncle, a highly regarded Swiss politician. I didn’t stand a chance against the further abuses I experienced. For decades I believed I was a magnet for perverts, that the sexual violence I suffered was somehow my fault. It took years of therapy to become a strong woman with boundaries, able to have a voice and put the blame where it belongs. The abuse is not my shame, but that of the perpetrators who chose to harm me.


As I complete the final edits of this story, a familiar fear invades me, like large brown moths beating their wings inside my stomach. Sleep eludes me. My story will be in the public realm and people will judge me. Family, colleagues and even strangers will think of me as a moral delinquent, unhinged and ‘psycho’. I hear my mother’s familiar voice. Even though she is long dead, she still has the power to berate me in her harsh Swiss German.


How dare you reveal our secrets! You are sullying our family’s good name, she hisses. The Swiss must keep family dysfunction hidden behind lace-curtained windows and locked doors.


I remind myself not to listen to my mother. Instead, I celebrate the achievement of sharing my life story, just like when I received my PhD titled ‘Women of Courage’. Gently, I hold the tiny birds of fear in the palms of my hands. Softly, I kiss the tops of their delicate feathered heads. Taking slow deep breaths, I put my hands over my heart and whisper to myself, I’m proud of you. These words of self-compassion liberate me from the shame that is not mine to carry, allowing me to release my story into the world.


This is the story as I have lived it, as it has echoed in my memory and settled in the quiet spaces of my heart. It is, unavoidably, a subjective account – shaped by the passage of time, the haze of emotion, and the imperfect lens through which we all view our past. I do not claim to speak for anyone else. This is my truth, told as honestly as I can, knowing that others may remember differently. And that, too, is part of the story. To protect those who may not wish to be part of this telling, I have changed some names and details. Their presence is still felt; their identities are simply veiled.




PART ONE:
FALLING




CHAPTER ONE


1981


Rajneesh, dressed in a white kaftan, gazes at me from a large, framed photo on the wall opposite my bed. His eyes twinkle – bottomless, dark and liquid. His white beard, long hair and gentle face beckon me towards a brand-new spiritual life. I hold my hands in front of my heart in the namaste prayer, the traditional Hindu salute of reverence.


Aged nineteen, I’ve become one of Rajneesh’s one hundred thousand devotees after reading his book, My Way, The Way of the White Clouds. My adoration of him is the profoundest form of love I’ve felt for anyone in my short life. I’ve spent days dying my clothes red, orange, purple and pink – the shades of the rising sun and the colours worn by Rajneesh’s devotees. Wearing my new mala, a sandalwood necklace, I gaze at the locket containing a photograph of my Indian guru. I love the Sanskrit spiritual name Rajneesh has bestowed on me, Pragito. Reborn as a completely new person with a new name, I’m free from a past. Inserting a cassette – one of his sermons – into the cassette recorder, I press play and listen to his voice. It’s as though he’s speaking directly to me, his honey-toned words and lilting accent mesmerising.


‘Surrender to me and I will transform you. That is my promise.’ Each sentence ends with his signature drawn-out last letter, its effect hypnotic. ‘Meditation is the way to stop the very idea of time as fluuuux. Meditation is a total stillnesss. Nothing mooooves.’


Sitting cross-legged on my futon, I place the palms of my hands on my heart, his words filling me with a profound longing. Certain I’ve discovered my life’s purpose, I resolve to devote myself completely to him and to a spiritual life. If I save enough money, I’ll soon be living with him on his sixty-four-thousand-acre desert ashram in America. I picture myself kneeling at his feet and bowing down before him in devotion. All I need to do is save up eight thousand dollars so that I can stay with him for a whole year and reach the enlightenment he’s promised those fortunate enough to appreciate his holiness.


I now have three names: Martina, the name my parents gave me and which I have rejected; Pragito, meaning ‘Song of Love’, the name my guru has given me; and Zoe, the sexy new call-girl name that I’ll be using to earn money the quickest way possible. I’ll be working my first shift tonight at Penthouse, an upmarket brothel in Sydney’s business district. As I sit on the futon, I wonder whether there is an incongruity between being a call girl and a spiritual seeker. But I quickly decide the idea that sex work is immoral is a social construct that doesn’t apply to me now that I’ve embarked on a spiritual path. I reason it’s okay to be a sex worker and a spiritual seeker because I no longer have to obey the rules that society and my authoritarian parents have imposed on me.


But soon, Mum’s thick Swiss German voice hisses inside my head, You’ve gone completely mad. You’re in love with a bogus guru you’ve never even met! Mum will disown me if she finds out about my new job, but I quickly banish this thought. I love Rajneesh, and I’m willing to do anything to be with him. Surely, it’s a spiritual act to surrender wholeheartedly to one’s guru.


I go to the bathroom to prepare for tonight’s shift. I stand under the shower and shave my legs, underarms and bikini line with the new razor I bought at the corner shop. I haven’t removed my body hair since I became a hippie in my mid-teens. I lather soap and hot water onto my legs and begin to shave the thick pelt of hair. I watch as the long brown hairs swirl in a circle at the bottom of the shower and then disappear down the drain. Next, I shave my underarms and bikini line. When I step out of the shower and dry my body, I admire its sexy sleekness. I rub Nivea cream into my smooth skin and put on my new red lacy g-string and bra, a pink skirt and a purple crop top.


§


At five in the afternoon, I climb onto my red pushbike in Darlinghurst, ride into town past the Ferrari showroom on William Street, then up the hill past St Mary’s Cathedral and finally arrive at Penthouse on Pitt Street in the heart of the city. Carrying the bike up the steep, dark stairs, I enter the reception area out of breath. My hands shake with fear of the strangers I’ll have to have sex with tonight. I don’t even know if I’m any good at sex. I worry the clients won’t want me, an awkward, chubby teenager. Paul, my new boss, has red pitted acne scars. His intense blue eyes are friendly and his carefully tended dark curls make me think he might be gay.


‘Hi Paul, I was here for my interview yesterday. I’m supposed to start at six.’ My voice is shaky, revealing my lack of confidence.


‘Ah yes, Zoe, come with me. I’ll show you around,’ Paul says, smiling. ‘This is the lounge room where you’ll be relaxing in between clients.’


I wave hello to half a dozen women sitting around on white couches in front of the television. They are smoking, drinking champagne and painting their nails. Next, we walk into a large room with cement flooring, a wall of mirrors, a row of grey metal lockers and four shower stalls.


‘You’ll shower here in between clients and do your make-up. This is your locker.’ Paul hands me a key.


What have I done? My stomach fills with a rush of panic and my hands shake.


‘You’ll be okay, Zoe.’ Paul gives my shoulder a squeeze. He can probably sense my fear.


I put my bag in the locker and follow Paul up the stairs to the second floor. He opens the door to one of the rooms. It has no windows and is dimly lit by a bedside lamp and I’m immediately claustrophobic. There’s a king-sized bed with red satin sheets and two fluffy white towels folded in the shape of a swan. I wonder whether I’ll have to learn to fold towels into swans.


‘This is your room, where you’ll be looking after your clients tonight,’ Paul says. Stevie Wonder’s ‘Isn’t She Lovely’ is playing in the background. Paul picks up the alarm clock and shows me how to set it for either thirty minutes or an hour, depending on the service the client has booked. He shows me the large red button on the wall next to the door.


‘You can press this duress alarm in case one of them gets nasty.’


My heart thumps a fast rhythm inside my chest. ‘Do they become nasty?’ I ask, wide-eyed.


‘Only sometimes, but you’ll be okay,’ Paul says reassuringly as he pats my shoulder.


I quickly push my fear out of my mind and conjure up a string of kind, handsome men who will shower me with tips.


We walk upstairs to the rooftop, where there are several blue-lit round spas.


‘You’ll relax here with your clients while they chill out with a beer or champagne after a stressful day at work.’


We return downstairs to the locker room, where Paul hands me my uniform, a skimpy white dress. He introduces me to Donna, a busty woman in her thirties with long legs and a shiny black bob. Her dark brown eyes are almond shaped, and she’s busy attaching her black lace stockings to a suspender belt.


Paul introduces us. ‘Donna, this is Zoe, it’s her first shift tonight.’


Donna puts an arm around me and smiles warmly. I’m sure she can see my trembling hands.


‘You’ll be all right, love. Go and get changed and then I’ll help you do your make-up.’


My uniform barely covers my knickers: a soft white tunic split from top to bottom on both sides, secured with a wide red belt that pairs with the new red patent-leather stilettos and lacy g-string and bra. During our interview yesterday, Paul took one look at my saggy cotton undies and hairy legs and shook his head sadly. He recommended I shave my legs and purchase some lingerie from the House of Merivale, an upmarket boutique just a few doors from Penthouse. When I entered the shop, I felt immediately out of place and my new purchases cost me nearly all the money in my Commonwealth Bank account.


This afternoon in the locker room, my sexy new underwear and stilettoes provide me with a small amount of confidence as I gaze at myself in the floor-to-ceiling mirror. Taking a seat in front of the mirror on one of the white fluffy stools, I pull down my tiny dress to cover my dimply thighs while I contemplate my face that looks grey, my pupils large with fear. By now, I’m truly terrified and my former bravado has left me altogether.


Mum hisses at me inside my head, I’m ashamed of you. You look like a slut!


‘You’re very pale, Zoe. I’m going to bring some colour to your face.’ Donna gathers her boxes, tubes and potions of make-up.


Being a new age girl, the only thing I’m familiar with is eyeliner. The soft caressing movement of Donna’s brush soothes my fear as I surrender to her touch.


‘Now we’ll put on some eye shadow and false eye lashes to frame your beautiful blue eyes.’


Donna’s motherly touch is deeply soothing and I want to sit there forever. I don’t want to have sex with strange men.


Donna applies a deep red lipliner and lipstick. She adds a soft shade of rouge to my cheeks and blends it with her fingers . Mum wasn’t any good at affection, so the longing for tenderness has been a constant companion in my life. Donna dabs some of her Chanel No 5 perfume on my neck, between my breasts and behind my ears.


‘Have a look, you’re stunning. You’ll break some hearts tonight, girl.’ Donna smiles.


I open my eyes and a mysterious young woman stares back at me. I look five years older and like a real woman.


‘Thank you, Donna. You’re so lovely to help me.’ I squeeze her hand.


‘Come meet the others,’ she says, putting lip gloss on her full lips.


We walk into the staff lounge, where half a dozen women sit on two large white faux-leather sofas, smoking cigarettes. The women are drinking Yellowglen champagne from plastic flutes.


‘Everyone, this is Zoe. It’s her first shift, so be nice to her.’ Donna takes a seat on one of the sofas.


The women smile at me as I perch on the edge of one of the sofas. My legs pump up and down with nervous energy, and I pick at my cuticles. One of them begins to bleed, and I quickly hide it in the palm of my hand. Everyone is confident and beautiful, while I feel frumpy in my small white dress. I look down at my thighs. They are too thick and they stick to the vinyl couch while Sale of the Century blares on the television. Lighting a cigarette, I take a deep drag to calm myself. At least the tightly belted tunic shows off my small waist and large breasts. I’ve never worn a g-string before. It creeps uncomfortably between my butt cheeks, and I pull it out when I hope no one is looking.


§


Half an hour later, Paul introduces me to Alistair, my first client. He is a tall, lanky, grey-haired man in his early forties, wearing thick glasses, a dark blue suit, starched white shirt and red tie. The two of us walk upstairs together to my room. My stilettos are already uncomfortable, and a large blister has formed on my right heel. I open the door to the room, unsure what to do next. I hide my fear by giving Alistair a wide fake smile. I glance at the red duress alarm, the basket of condoms, the large tub of KY Jelly and the bottle of Johnson’s Baby Oil on the bedside table. I remain close to the door, ready to flee. Alistair pulls me into his chest, my body rigid. He smells of expensive aftershave.


‘How long have you been working here, Zoe?’


‘Not long, but I’ve already learned a lot,’ I lie. ‘What service would you like?’ I sound ridiculous.


‘I just want to spend time with a beautiful girl like you, so I can forget all my worries for an hour.’ He slowly removes my belt and dress and gazes at me. ‘Oh my, you are lovely,’ he sighs.


I smile, relieved he thinks I’m good enough. I pull in my stomach to make my waist appear smaller.


‘Have a shower, and then we’ll have some fun,’ I say, trying to appear confident. But deep inside my stomach, I’m cold and scared.


Alistair undresses, hangs his suit, shirt and tie onto coat hangers, and steps into the shower. Taking a peek at his long, thin penis, I’m suddenly terrified that I’ll have to have sex with him. Setting the clock for an hour the way Paul showed me, I apply a large dollop of KY Jelly and lie on the bed trying out my most seductive pose as I wait for Alistair to join me.


He towels himself dry and lies down next to me. Soon, he’s inside me. As I lie beneath him, I focus on the ornate art deco ceiling and think about the money I’m earning. I moan using a fake sexy voice. But soon I start to worry that the condom might break. I could end up pregnant or catch a disease.


‘Oh, what a special treat this is for me, Zoe. My wife is menopausal, and she hates sex,’ he confides as he pushes deeper inside me and gazes at me with tender eyes. Suddenly, he starts to slam his penis into me, hard and fast. Every thrust hurts and, desperate for him to finish, I moan louder and dig my nails into his back in a pretend fit of passion. Finally, the ordeal is over and he lies down beside me, out of breath. When he strokes my face, his hands are soft.


‘Thank you, Zoe. That was wonderful. You’re going to be my special little secret. My wife spends all the money I earn on my Mastercard, as if money grows on trees, and my three teenage kids don’t respect me.’ Alistair sighs.


I think about needing to find a Band-Aid for my blister while I tickle Alistair’s back until the alarm goes off. When I give him a kiss goodbye, I decide that my new job is easy.


That night, I provide a service to four more men. At three in the morning, feeling proud of all the cash in my backpack, I ride home on my pushbike. My vagina is sore as I sit on the bike’s seat and cycle up William Street past the Coca -Cola sign at Kings Cross and back to my share house in Darlinghurst.




CHAPTER TWO


Three months earlier
1981


When I arrive at Gaya, a commune on the south coast of New South Wales, my boyfriend Tim flings open the car door, picks me up and swings me round and round in wide circles on the vivid green lawn. We laugh and kiss deeply and when he puts me down, I notice he is wearing torn pyjama bottoms, without underpants, and a dirty-looking white-grey Bonds singlet. His bum crack shows, and I try hard to ignore the body odour emanating from him. I don’t want to appear petty, since living on a commune means rejecting conventional values, including daily showers and freshly laundered clothes. Tim’s an idealist, and I’m afraid my shallow values might disappoint him. Looking around, my eyes feast on a hundred shades of green – the olive grey of eucalyptus trees, the jungle green of palms and the mint green of the abundant lawn surrounding the wooden communal house with its kitchen, dining room and wraparound veranda. Everyone has built their own accommodation, while the communal house is used for meetings and workshops.


‘Come on, I’ll show you our new home. You’re gonna love it,’ Tim says.


Arms wrapped around each other, we walk up the hill towards the house Tim has built for us. I can’t wait to move into our very own place that we don’t have to pay rent for. We’ve both signed up for the dole so we won’t have to do tedious jobs anymore. We arrive at a small wooden platform under a redgum tree, with a sagging old mattress with flannel sheets and lumpy pillows, a mosquito net and a corrugated iron roof to keep the rain out. There’s barely enough room to accommodate the two milk crates in which I’ve stored my clothes and books. Trying to hide my shock about the complete lack of luxury our new home offers, we climb up into our makeshift abode, where we sit cross-legged while Tim packs a cone and we smoke some weed.


‘Don’t you just love this place?’ Tim takes a long pull on the bong; the water gurgles as he grins at me.


‘It’s amazing,’ I lie, not wanting to disappoint Tim.


I try to soothe my anxiety by listening to the noises of nature: cicadas, whip birds and the rustling of a goanna on the leafy forest floor. Mum’s voice hisses inside my head. You’re living like a hobo under a tree. But I quickly decide not to listen to her.


We make love and, stoned, I manage to push my worries to the back of my mind. Tim wraps his long body around me as we laugh about all the jobs I’ve run away or been sacked from since dropping out of university during the first semester.


I roll over and rest my head on Tim’s shoulder. He passes me a cigarette and I breathe in its comfort.


‘Do you remember how I stank of fish when I worked at Pyrmont fish markets, even when I scrubbed myself afterwards?’ I laugh.


‘Yeah, that smell was rank, darling.’ Tim strokes my hair and face.


‘And then I was a sandwich hand in Glebe where Deb, my boss, said I was lazy and stupid, and I walked out in the middle of making a ham and cheese sandwich?’ I pass Tim the cigarette and give him a kiss.


‘Good riddance to that old cow.’ Tim takes a deep drag of the cigarette.


‘The most depressing job was at the Maroubra nursing home. The place smelled of poo and urine and the poor oldies were forgotten and alone.’ I look at the corrugated iron roof above me. It ticks as the sun warms it.


‘Yeah, I don’t know how you did that job,’ says Tim. ‘I was working at the Valhalla in Glebe then, wasn’t I?’


‘I loved how you’d sneak me in to see movies for free,’ I say, squeezing his hand with a flash of pot-induced hope. In this moment, as I gaze through the mosquito net at the red gums that surround us, I decide that I’m going to embrace my new living conditions.


‘I remember cleaning that Vaucluse mansion, where I stole two fluffy white bath towels and got the sack.’ I giggle, but shame nags at me.


‘Yeah, no more shitty jobs from now on. Hey, what about when my dad tried to get me to do an accounting degree? Can you imagine me in a suit and tie?’ Tim laughs as he holds my hand.


We smoke some more weed and as I take a long pull on the bong, I decide to ignore the lumpy mattress and the musty smell of the pillows. I’m going to love my new age life, living in harmony with nature.


§


A few weeks after my arrival, days and nights of heavy storms descend. Our mattress, bedding and clothes become damp and musty. We install blue tarps around the sides of our dwelling, which now feels like a prison cell. As the rain drums on the tin roof and fierce winds shake the flimsy tarpaulin walls, I secretly nurture middle-class dreams. I long for a warm house with proper walls, a kettle, indoor toilet and bathtub – a home large enough to walk around in. While I yearn for a washing machine and clothes dryer, I keep a fake smile on my face for Tim’s benefit, because I can’t admit that I’m fostering dreams of domestic comforts. Mum’s voice cackles in my mind. Ha! You won’t last here, you’ll see.


That night, we lie in bed as the rain hammers down and the wind shakes our small dwelling. I’m reading by the light of the torch when Tim starts touching my breasts and kissing my neck.


‘I think I’m coming down with a cold,’ I tell him as I move away to the edge of the bed.


Tim continues regardless, now nibbling my ear.


‘I really don’t feel like having sex, sorry.’ My libido has disappeared with the rain.


‘Fuck this!’ Tim jumps out of bed and steps out into the rain. He’s a large man, standing just inches away from me on the outside of the tarpaulin. My body freezes and I hold my breath.


This is the first time I’ve seen Tim angry. I peep through a crack in the tarpaulin and watch him pick up a heavy tree branch from the forest floor. Terrified he’s going to hit me with it, I curl my body into the foetal position, making myself as small as I can. I watch him swing the branch above his head and bring it full force against the trunk of the redgum tree that houses our dwelling. The impact of the heavy blow shakes our fragile home. Tim begins to strike the other trees near us. These beautiful gum trees suffer from Tim’s violence, and it’s all my fault. If I had sex with him, he wouldn’t be attacking the trees that share water and nutrients through their intricate root networks. Certain they are sending one another distress signals, I can almost hear them cry out in pain and empathy.


‘You don’t love me, just admit it!’ Tim shouts.


I pretend I’m not there and cover my ears with my hands, my body curled into a ball on the edge of the bed.


Terrified of this new angry version of Tim, I cry silently. My body is not my own and I don’t have permission to say no to sex. Instead, I deserve to be punished for denying Tim access to my body. As I lie in silent terror, Tim continues to shout and attack trees, and a dark seed of poison enters our relationship. I don’t love this frightening side of the man I thought was gentle and kind.


§


A few weeks later, Tim and I attend a rebirthing workshop conducted by Aurora, a spiritual teacher from Melbourne. Barefoot, we walk into the community hall, where about thirty women and men sit in a circle on the wooden floor. Aurora reads a passage by the Indian guru Rajneesh, a quote that lands an arrow in my heart: ‘If you love a flower, don’t pick it up. Because if you pick it up, it dies and it ceases to be what you love. So, if you love a flower, let it be. Love is not about possession. Love is about appreciation.’


During the morning tea break, David – a long-haired, bearded man – and his wife, Sally, wander over to where Tim and I sit on the grass, drinking dandelion tea. David passes me a book by the guru Rajneesh, My Way, the Way of the White Clouds. On its cover is a photograph of an Indian man dressed in a white kaftan. He has a long silver beard. This is my first introduction to my future guru – the man I will love and follow across the world for the next eight years. As I hold the book with reverence, Rajneesh’s mesmerising eyes seduce me to join him on a brand-new spiritual quest.


‘He is a truly wise man,’ David smiles. ‘Please keep the book. Sally and I are leaving next week to live with Rajneesh in America.’


They both wear the signature orange, purple and red clothes of Rajneesh’s disciples, and their faces radiate joy.


That night, I stay up reading by the light of my torch while Tim sleeps beside me. Devouring the book as if I was perishing of thirst, Rajneesh’s poetry fills me with a shock of wild love, a coup de foudre.


‘Look for the mysteries in life. Wherever you look – in the white clouds, in the stars in the night, in the flowers, in a flowing river – wherever you look, look for the mystery. And whenever you find that a mystery is there, meditate on it.’


Yes, I want to be a white cloud or a flowing river, floating away from our miserable abode beneath the gum trees. Instead, I’m trapped, our bed is damp, our clothes are growing mouldy and we’re enclosed by plastic walls that feel like a prison. We have no money, no options, and I’ve fallen out of love with Tim. Since his outpouring of rage, all romance has departed our bed.


As I continue to read the guru’s words, the rain stops and the first birds announce dawn while I start to think about painless ways to break up with Tim. I want to go back to Sydney to the Rajneesh meditation centre David and Sally told us about. Participating in Rajneesh’s transformative meditation practices will allow me to attain the emotional healing and spiritual freedom I long for.


§


A few days later, Tim and I sit smoking weed on the mint green lawn near the communal house. The sun has returned and Tim is topless, barefoot and wearing his favourite torn pyjama pants. Smiling, he passes me the bong.


‘I have to talk to you.’ My voice is shaky. ‘I want to go back to Sydney to live near the Rajneesh centre. This book has changed me.’ I pass it to Tim and put my hand on his shoulder.


I explain to him that I want to get a job in Sydney so I can earn enough money to live with Rajneesh at his ashram in America, just like David and Sally. Feeling guilty, I look away from Tim at the veggie garden.


‘But you’ve only been here for a couple of months. I thought this was your dream?’ Tim’s face contorts with rejection, tears streaming down his face.


‘I’m sorry. Living here is harder than I thought.’ I bite the inside of my cheek and curl my toes.


‘Are you breaking up with me?’ Tim’s sobs are becoming louder, and I lean in to hug him.


‘I guess. I’m sorry.’ I continue to bite the inside of my cheek.


‘You don’t even know anything about that man.’ Tim’s shoulders shake with his sobs.


I hold his hand and stroke his back. In my mind, I’ve already left him. I secretly relish the thought that soon I’ll be living in a house with walls, an indoor bathroom and a bed with freshly laundered sheets. David and Sally told me about the cheap Rajneesh share houses in Darlinghurst that provide homes for new devotees. Tomorrow, I’ll phone the ashram to ask about moving into one of their houses. My heart gallops with secret excitement and relief.




CHAPTER THREE


1981


It’s a Thursday afternoon and I’ve been working at Penthouse for a few months. I carry my bike upstairs, store it in the locker room and take off my Birkenstocks and red dress. Changing into my white uniform and red stilettos, I pop three Valium to ease my anxiety, grateful to the Kings Cross doctor who is so generous with his prescriptions. I go into the lounge room, light an Alpine cigarette and pick up my knitting.


The women are busy painting their nails, smoking and plucking hairs from their chins with tweezers. They drink champagne while they chat about clothes, diets, children and their clients.


‘I still can’t believe you knit, Zoe. It’s so old-fashioned. Mum knits too and so does my Nan, but they’re old!’ Stella laughs.


‘You can be our granny-mascot.’ Donna giggles.


They don’t know that my knitting, along with the pills I’ve been swallowing at regular intervals, helps calm my nerves, a habit I learned from Mum. Despite my desperation to earn lots of money, I remain scared of each new client, especially men who have bald heads, bright blue eyes or cleft chins. The thought of being alone with a strange man continues to be frightening, despite the red duress alarm in the room. Over time, I learn to suppress my fear by mentally adding up the dollars I’m earning and thinking about my guru. I imagine his soulful eyes as they gaze at me, beckoning me to join him at his ashram in America.


It’s late afternoon, just before Penthouse’s peak hour. We sit at right angles to each other on the white faux-leather couches and watch A Country Practice, which Janice has recorded for us. Spellbound, we chat during the advertisements. Maternal Donna is my favourite since she always looks out for me. She’s recently got a divorce from her abusive husband.


‘He’s in Queensland now with his new wife, the poor woman. Good riddance to that prick!’ She takes a deep drag on her Marlboro Gold and laughs her smoker’s laugh. She supports her three kids and her mother, who also lives with them and babysits while Donna is at work.


Janice has alabaster skin and long black curls. She’s married and can’t have children. Her husband thinks she works as a receptionist in a five-star hotel in the city. She has a fetish for whitegoods and busily flicks through a glossy brochure with her long purple nails.
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