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To Sri Anandamayi Ma, whose early life story was the inspiration for this novel.









By John Nelson
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“What I am, I have been from my infancy.”


—Anandamayi Ma








Chapter 1


When asked years later about the pregnancy and birth of her daughter Anna by dreamy inquirers expecting to hear sacred tales with celestial harbingers, Maggie would laugh and irreverently tell them, “It wasn’t an immaculate conception, for sure,” although her guru did foretell Anna’s birth and sanctity. Actually, if her unborn baby’s ability to talk to her was a sign of her elevated spiritual status, there was also that to consider. So they would smile indulgently at Maggie and glance at each other with doubtful looks to remind themselves that holy water can be carried by tainted vessels.


Such zealots were rarely in tune with her daughter’s presence as a child and later in life, for Anna was the most “present” and least starry-eyed person she had ever known, and Maggie had met a few on her own spiritual journey. This may seem surprising given the mystical trance states that Anna so readily came to occupy and which first drew attention to her as an awakened child. To illustrate this point, Maggie loved to tell the story of coming upon her two-year-old daughter in a trance state and being mesmerized by the child’s saintly aura, only to have Anna tell Maggie, with her eyes still closed and her trance undisturbed, “Mama, water boiling.”


Maggie had been unprepared for the arrival of any child, not least one with Anna’s spiritual lineage. She had been visiting her guru Ma hi’ Ma’s ashram in Northern California for the Hindu Maha Shivaratri festival in mid-March, or the great night of Lord Shiva. There she met Thomas, a Kundalini Yoga teacher from Seattle. He was tall and thin with a mop of curly brown hair and as limber and sexy as a feline. Maggie was immediately attracted to him. She attended one of his classes, and when Thomas’s delicate hands touched her to correct a posture, Maggie felt surges of energy running up and down her body. Lithe and below average height, she was light-haired with green eyes and a heart-shaped pixie face, and drew a lot of male attention. While some teachers are known to activate the kundalini energy in their students, Thomas was not that advanced of a practitioner. This was due more to Maggie’s sexual response than to any transference of Shakti. She had been celibate for a while from a lack of opportunity and disposition but recognized the stimulated energy. The attraction was mutual as Thomas found the need to constantly adjust her postures that first session. Finally, one of the other female students petulantly told them to “get a room, will you?”


This stifled their budding relationship as they avoided each other for the rest of the week. It was a large ashram and there were many religious activities to keep them occupied and apart. But, as fate would have it, the following Saturday the two of them found themselves sitting across from each other in the wide meditation circle surrounding their guru during the early-evening satsang. They tried to focus on her discourse, but inevitably their eyes came to rest on each other, and Maggie became noticeably flushed by this eye exchange. That night a group of them headed over the mountain to Santa Rosa for dinner and spiritual discussion before their one-day fast. Thomas arranged to sit next to Maggie at the long dinner table, and they talked to each other exchanging personal histories and spiritual perspectives and rarely took part in the general discussion.


“Do you paint with oil on canvas?” Thomas asked at one point.


“I’m more into watercolors and depictions of mystical landscapes.”


“A budding Turner?” he teased.


Maggie smiled. “A budding Langford.”


Thomas laughed. “I like that. A woman claiming her power.”


Maggie nodded her head in appreciation, but she had to cross her legs to manage the stirring energy. At the end of the night, it became obvious to all that Thomas and Maggie needed to spend more time together, so those who came with Thomas in his van stuffed themselves into the other van and drove back to the ashram. The two of them sat in the van’s bucket seats in the parking lot talking until two o’clock in the morning, while Maggie waited for him to make the first move. Finally her alluring smiles drew the desired response; Thomas blew up an air mattress and they made love in the back of the van.


They used condoms the first two times, but that was all Thomas could scare up, and stores were closed at this hour. Knowing her monthly cycle, Maggie figured it was safe to continue; she just couldn’t get enough of him, or was something else driving this coupling, she would soon wonder? They made love again, and the intensity of their sexual congress created a perceptible glow around them both. Finally, they fell asleep wrapped around each other on the air mattress with a blanket flung over them. Their tryst ended rather abruptly hours later when a cop pounded his fist on the side of the van and told them to move on. They hurriedly dressed and drove back to the ashram in time for morning prayers. At the convocation hall, they entered separately five minutes apart, and didn’t seem to draw anybody’s interest. But, at morning satsang, Ma hi’ Ma was answering a young woman’s inquiry when she abruptly stopped, scanned the room, and her eyes came to rest on Maggie. The intensity of that long stare did attract attention, and she soon found the assembly gawking at her. Was this the ashram’s equivalent of The Scarlet Letter?


Ma hi’ Ma smiled and closed her eyes, swaying in her customary ecstatic trance state, which lasted some thirty minutes and at least drew attention away from Maggie back to their guru. At noon prayers, one of those chosen to attend to Guru summoned Maggie to an audience with her. Oh shit, she thought. Now I’m going to hear it. She followed after Prema, a waiflike creature who seemed to walk on air, and once again all eyes were focused on her. Their guru lived in the main house, or the Palace as everyone called it—a converted plantation house with white Dorian columns, high ceilings and massive windows, all impeccably kept clean. The ceiling of the temple room had been converted into a dome shape with skylights, its pine wood floors covered with Persian rugs and embroidered pillows with Hindu art. Ma hi’ Ma sat atop a small mountain of them and smiled at Maggie, who gingerly made her approach with hands in folded prayer mode and her head bowed. Her guru was a Westerner, actually from Boston and of Irish descent, and while she had lost her Southey accent, she still retained the direct manner of a street fighter.


“Sit down, child,” she told her.


Guru looked around the room, and her attendants all stood and marched out, closing the high double doors behind them.


“You look tired,” Guru said.


Maggie had never spoken directly to her and wasn’t sure if she was meant to reply.


“Has the cat got your tongue?”


Maggie glanced up. “We went to dinner last night and I… stayed up late.”


Her guru smiled knowingly. “Yes, very late.” She paused. “Get some rest before tonight’s meditation.”


Maggie nodded.


“I have detected a spiritual presence around you, a soul that wishes to enter.” She paused. “You are single, are you not?”


“Yes, Ma,” Maggie replied, as she had heard others address their guru.


“This is a great soul and I would suggest that, if you are willing, to find a consort… if you haven’t already,” Ma said with a coy smile, “since I’m sure neither of us believes in immaculate conceptions.”


“Yes, Ma.” Maggie looked down. So did Guru know of last night’s indiscretion, and did she get pregnant by a man she hardly knew? And not just any baby, a great soul. Oh boy, she thought, almost grinding her teeth.


Ma paused for a moment, closed her eyes, and then laughed to herself. “You will name her Anna, and we will see what will come of this most auspicious opening for you.”


Maggie raised her eyes but did not speak, somewhat overwhelmed by the import of this directive.


“That will be all, child. We will be in touch, and if you have any needs, make us aware of them, and they will be taken care of.”


Maggie stood up to leave, sensing she was being dismissed.


“One more thing. If you are not a vegetarian, during your pregnancy maintain a strict vegan diet, or… you will regret it.” Maggie glanced up and expected a penetrating stare to accompany this admonishment, but Ma had already closed her eyes and slipped back into a meditative state.


When Maggie missed her next period, she did a home pregnancy test. It was positive. She expected nothing less, although she had hoped otherwise, if only briefly. It wasn’t as much due to Ma’s premonition as it was her own inner awareness. She was already linked with Anna and began to hear her unborn daughter speaking to her in the first weeks of her pregnancy, especially given Guru’s warning regarding diet. This was a bit overwhelming at first, but Maggie would reply orally and figured her daughter got the message. When inquiring about food selections at a health food store, another shopper asked if she was talking to herself.


“I do it all the time,” she reassured Maggie.


“No, I was listening to my unborn daughter who claims to be a vegan. Jesus,” she blurted out before she could catch herself.


The woman was startled by this reply and hurriedly pushed her cart down the aisle. What did she expect? Maggie wondered. This was San Luis Obispo, California, not Cleveland. But she was a bit beleaguered by her situation, and for now appearances were the least of her concerns. How do you prepare for the birth of a “great soul”? she asked herself repeatedly. Maggie was already a vegetarian and celibate, or had been until her one-night stand with Thomas, and while she meditated daily and did yoga, she was definitely no saint. Well, she was who she was and Anna had chosen her for a reason, or so she reassured herself.


When Maggie went for her first prenatal checkup, Dr. Ross Martin asked if she wanted to schedule an ultrasound on the four-month visit to check on the baby’s sex.


“Oh, it’s girl. No need,” she said.


The doctor and nurse looked at each other questioningly.


“That’s your sense of it?” he asked.


“Well, it’s what she tells me.”


“You talk to your unborn child?” he asked with concern.


“More like she talks to me. Can you believe that?” Maggie said, shaking her head.


Again the doctor and his nurse exchanged looks, and Maggie could almost read their minds: “Hormonal.”


On the way out, the receptionist asked her to fill in the father’s name on a maternity form. Maggie wrote: Thomas, the Kundalini Yoga teacher. When asked for more details, she simply replied, “I heard he moved to India. No luck for me finding him there.”


Shortly after her return from the ashram, Maggie started receiving a $2,000 check every month from a J. Edwards, an attorney with offices in San Francisco. She checked the ashram’s website, and he was on their board of directors, and so Ma hi’ Ma was indeed “watching out” for her as she had promised. This would come in handy.


When Maggie returned from summer vacation for the new school year definitely pregnant, the principal at her elementary school called her in for a consultation.


“Maggie, I wish you would’ve let us know you were pregnant,” Mrs. Phillips said, as she sipped her morning tea. She was in her fifties, rather dowdy, with elaborate eyeglasses and a shiny-beaded neck cord.


“I was going to say something once I got settled in.”


“As you can imagine, we’re a little taken aback, given that you’re unmarried,” Phillips said.


“Is that going to be a problem?” Maggie asked, trying to keep her voice even-tempered.


“Well, not if you get married.”


“No chance of that,” she replied. Six months later, and Thomas had not even emailed her.


The principal nodded and continued, as if she had expected this response. “Well, I believe the teacher’s union will back you, but the school superintendent does have a problem with you teaching grade-school children given your… condition.”


“There’s not much need for an arts and craft teacher at the high school level.”


“No, I wouldn’t imagine.”


“Well, what do you suggest?” Maggie asked.


“We were thinking that you could take one month of paid sick leave and start your maternity leave one month early.”


“Fine with me. That’ll give me a month to get my classes started on projects, and the substitute can take it from there.”


“I’ve always liked you, Maggie, and I respect that you’re going to have this baby. Will you being giving it up for adoption?”


“I wish,” she laughed, and felt a sharp pang in reply. “Ow, that hurt,” she said, glancing down at her slightly bulging abdomen.


Mrs. Phillips smiled indulgently. Another reason she wanted to take quick action was due to the rumors circulating around town about Maggie’s “state of mind,” which this episode only confirmed.


“Good. I’m glad that’s settled,” the principal said and stood up. As she walked Maggie to the door, she added, “I hope that you can keep this between us.”


“Sure. I’m glad for the extra paid time.”


Mrs. Phillips smiled. “We’ll get the paperwork together.”


Maggie should have had J. Edwards examine the early maternity-leave papers she signed two weeks later. She wasn’t feeling well that day and didn’t read through the document. After she took the sick leave, her monthly paycheck was deposited into her checking account as always, but the next month she received a two-month severance package. When she read the document, Maggie found that she had unwittingly agreed to resign her position to focus on a “difficult pregnancy.” She could have protested this blatant subterfuge with the teacher’s union, but given that she had been able to bank Guru’s monthly stipend and live on her teacher’s salary for the last seven months, she decided to just drop it. She could always find another teaching job elsewhere, and preferred not to continue working for people who could be so dishonest. Maggie was not surprised to learn the following year that the superintendent and Mrs. Phillips, who had been conducting an illicit affair, were both relieved of their positions. Instant karma, she thought.





Chapter 2


Maggie’s parents had been hardly outraged by their daughter’s unwed pregnancy or by her wish to have the baby and raise it herself. Her father, Mark Langford, was a professor of medieval history at UC Santa Barbara, and her mother, Grace, was a housewife and an artist—an abstract impressionist, or so she called herself. They had two daughters. Maggie’s older sister Jill was married to an architect and they lived with their son in Iowa. She was never close to her, and their temperaments couldn’t be any more different. Jill had studied mathematics at Berkeley and Maggie art, and while they were in school together for one year before she graduated, they had rarely spent time together. Jill was the head of the chess club, and Maggie hung out with artistic and spiritual types, and had already started practicing yoga and studying Eastern mysticism. They drove home together that year for the Christmas holiday and proceeded to drive each other to distraction with their contrary opinions and views on just about everything.


“You think you come back in another lifetime with your ‘karma’ to work out?” Jill said in disbelief. “Really, Maggie. It’s either heaven or hell, and nobody comes back,” she insisted.


“If you look around this world, you’ll find enough hell on earth to suit any Christian sinner; why go anywhere else.” Jill just shook her head, her rimless glasses slipping down her red nose, and she drove on in chilled silence the rest of the way.


Maggie stayed on for the New Year’s celebration while her sister had hurried back to Berkeley to spend it with her boyfriend Hank, and Maggie then caught a ride to the Bay Area with friends.


When she had told her parents about her pregnancy back in early May, Grace had wanted Maggie to come home and relax for the summer. She had always enjoyed being pampered, but she decided to stay in San Luis Obispo, which was only a hundred miles north. Her childhood home with its stifling memories was no place for her to relax. And then during her third month, her outward focus began to shift and she became much more inner-directed. She started attending formal meditation classes at the yoga center, and while she had meditated for years, she now found the practice almost effortless. It helped that she was on summer vacation, unattached, and was staying mostly to herself. In class the teacher often had to nudge Maggie after everyone else had already opened their eyes. She also took a yoga class for pregnant women and found that she could do most of her customary asanas except the extreme twists. She just felt buoyant, and others remarked that she had a luminous glow around her. Of course, she had told no one about her guru’s premonition, and after a few slips about talking to her unborn daughter, she kept those exchanges to herself as well. Maggie soon realized that this was the “auspicious opening” that Guru had forecasted for her, and her early doubts about having this child began to evaporate.


In July she received an invitation to visit Ma hi’ Ma at the ashram, and that a car would pick her up and drive her both ways. Maggie responded that she would love to visit, but felt it was best to stay close to home and not undertake any long journeys during her pregnancy, or so she said. She was surprised weeks later when she saw a poster announcing a visit by Sri Ma hi’ Ma, who would hold satsang and give blessings at the Bodhi Path Buddhist Center the first week in August. So, she thought, If the mountain will not come to Mohammed, then Mohammed must go to the mountain. Guru would be staying with a local devotee on his farm outside of town, and after her arrival Prema called and said a car would pick up Maggie the next afternoon for tea. Maggie was a bit apprehensive. She appreciated all that Guru had done for her—the extra money was a godsend—but she was more concerned for her unborn child. The last thing she wanted was for Guru and their community to project the same kind of high expectations on Anna that Krishnamurti had to deal with as a child, or in the future to appropriate her daughter’s supposed high being to bolster even Ma’s benign agenda.


When the car arrived at the farm, Prema met Maggie and ushered her through the lustrous rose garden to an elevated gazebo with a magnificent view of the surrounding countryside with its green fields and blue lake. Here Ma hi’ Ma was having tea with Gary Pritchard, the landowner and longtime devotee.


“Ah, here she is,” Ma said, as Maggie gingerly walked up the steps to the gazebo, holding on to the railing. She stopped at the top and bowed to her guru, with hands folded and the thumbs touching her third eye. Pritchard stood up and pulled out a chair for her, and she sat down.


“I’m so pleased to meet you, Maggie,” he said taking her hand. He was in his fifties, with touches of gray hair at the temples, his blue eyes clear and his smile utterly genuine. Maggie sighed in relief.


Guru had watched this exchange and smiled. “You sigh,” Ma said, her stare piercing through her devotee’s cautious manner. She turned to Pritchard. “Oh, I believe Maggie thinks we have designs on her daughter.”


Looking at Guru and her beaming smile, Maggie felt guilty for harboring any such reservations. She bowed her head again. “No, Ma. Just concerns that Anna be allowed to develop on her own.”


“One never knows with these great souls; it takes many years for some of them to find their path, while others know immediately.”


“So the pregnancy goes well?” Gary asked.


“Yes, and she’s a chatty little girl,” Maggie volunteered, feeling she could share this revelation with them.


Ma hi’ Ma’s eyebrows lifted. “So, you speak with her?”


Maggie shook her head. “She speaks to me, and even has a preference on soya milk.”


Ma clapped her hands. “Oh, how wonderful. You must tell me everything, child.”


Prema brought out a teapot and filled their cups, and leaving the pot in the center of the table, she strolled away. Maggie took a sip of the yogi tea, and then placed a hand on her abdomen as the baby stirred.


“Well, apparently she likes this brand. We’ll have to order some for you,” Ma added.


Maggie proceeded to share several stories with them, like the one about talking to herself in the health food store, and she had a rapt audience for the next hour. After a while, Ma closed her eyes and seemed to create her own bridge to Anna, or so it appeared. When Maggie finished her last story, Ma hi’ Ma opened her eyes and said that Anna had a distinguished spiritual heritage, having been both a Hindu Guru and a Tibetan Rinpoche in past lifetimes. But, while she may follow her mother’s religious tradition, she eventually wants to be free to choose her own path.


Maggie started to tear up upon hearing so wisely expressed what she felt in her own heart, even as she wondered about its true source. She reached over and kissed Guru’s hand. “Thank you, Ma. That is what I wish for her as well.”


Ma lifted her chin and stared into the young woman’s eyes. “You must trust that I want only what’s best for Anna, and to prove that, I will not force any further contact and will wait for you to get in touch with us, be it months or years, but our support will continue for as long as you may need it.”


There was a small gathering that evening of devotees from the area with some coming from as far south as Santa Barbara, but Maggie was treated as just one of many with no special considerations. Apparently Ma hi’ Ma’s premonition about Anna was also a kept secret among the three of them, not even Prema or the other attendants seemed to know. At the conclusion of the evening’s festivities, everyone lined up and one by one Guru gave each of them her blessing, which included a laying on of hands and a transmission of Shakti. Maggie nearly fainted as her unborn child seemed to draw in huge amounts of the precious energy. When she opened her eyes, Ma smiled sweetly and knowingly at her. Prema volunteered to drive Maggie back to her apartment, and while the conversation was general, she sensed that Prema was curious as to Guru’s unexpected visit here and Maggie’s equally surprising personal summons. But nothing was made of it.


When she had started back at school in late August, Maggie found herself less bothered by the hustle and bustle that attended the startup of each school year, but when her early maternity leave turned into a permanent vacation, she was somewhat relieved to be free of teaching for now. This may have accounted for Maggie’s lack of protest over her unjust dismissal, or how it had been contrived. She had come to feel that the events of her life were being orchestrated at some higher level, and she just needed to go with the flow. Her friend Leo, a musician and fellow yogi, had volunteered to be a surrogate father at Lamaze classes if she were so interested, but Maggie didn’t want to gather with other pregnant women, especially those with partners, and hear their customary complaints. Since Maggie had no grievances and Dr. Martin said hers was a most uncomplicated pregnancy, she preferred to keep to herself.


When Maggie had not come home for a visit and her pregnancy was progressing and preventing travel, her parents decided to take the initiative and drove up to San Luis Obispo in mid-October. Her father was able to take a four-day weekend: his Fridays were usually free and he would have graduate students teach his Monday classes, and so they arrived midmorning, checked into their hotel, and drove by and picked up Maggie for brunch. She had had two days’ notice, but given that this was the first few weeks of her sick leave, she had not had the time or inclination to thoroughly clean her apartment. Grace took immediate notice of the clutter, but said nothing given her daughter’s condition.


At a local bistro with outdoor seating under a canopy of cottonwood trees, they ordered and her parents were surprised that Maggie was having a salad given the vast array of omelets and egg dishes on the menu. Her mother said something about it.


“I’ve gone vegan for the pregnancy,” she replied.


“Aren’t you concerned you won’t get enough protein?” Grace asked.


“I eat lots of soya products and vegetable protein, and Dr. Martin says my blood protein levels are… adequate.”


“Only adequate,” her father protested. “Won’t that stunt your child’s brain development?”


“Not really, Dad. I trust my baby has inherited enough smart genes to handily compensate.”


Mark laughed. “Flattery will get you… only a brief reprieve, my dear. Nothing more.”


While they waited for their meal to be served, Grace brought up the subject that had been bothering her and that Maggie had circumvented during their recent phone conversations.


“So Maggie, you’ve never told us who the father is?”


Maggie hesitated, knowing this subject would be contentious, and she didn’t want to quarrel with her mother about it right now. “He is a Kundalini Yoga teacher I had a brief one-night fling with. He had already left for India when I discovered I was pregnant,” she added and lied, and could actually feel a physical reaction to lying. Was it Anna monitoring her, or her own increased sensitivity, she wondered.


“Well, if I’m not mistaken, there is postal service in India, and if he has a cell phone like most in your generation, you could just call him.”


They were interrupted by their meal being served, and with the attendant fill-up of coffee cups and a new hot water pot for her yogi tea, the subject was momentarily dropped, but not forgotten. After they had started eating, her father directed the conversation to how Maggie planned to spent her maternity leave and make use of the opportunity. She couldn’t help but smile; her father was always the supreme utilitarian.


“Well, Dad. I won’t be taking night or correspondence classes, if that’s what you’re getting at. I plan to paint, listen to music, do yoga and meditate to create a sacred space for my baby’s development.”


Her father sighed and lowered his head, concentrating on his steak and eggs, which were rather good and with plenty of animal protein.


As they finished their meal and after her husband had surrendered the conversational field, Grace once again pressed the issue. “Really, Maggie. You can barely support yourself on your teacher’s salary. Raising a child by yourself without spousal support is… rather irresponsible.”


Maggie didn’t want to discuss her guru’s stipend with them, since it would lead into an area, her premonition of Anna’s sanctity, that she didn’t want to share at this time. Let the child’s presence be the test of that claim. Maggie just looked back at her mother with a sweet smile, and after a few moments it became clear a reply wouldn’t be forthcoming.


Before Grace could press the issue further and spoil a rather pleasant outing, her father added, “Well, put his name down as the father on the birth certificate, so if you change your mind later, you’ll at least have legal recourse.”


Maggie turned to her father. “Yes, that would be smart.”


While this wasn’t an agreement to follow through on the suggestion, it was the best he could expect. “What say we head down to Pismo Beach, get a cabana, and let you get some sun?”


“Yes,” Grace chimed in. “You do look rather pale.”


“Sounds good to me. I don’t have a bathing suit that’ll fit, but I can put on shorts and a halter top.”


Her father stood, tossed a fifty-dollar bill on the table, and said, “Then it’s settled.”


Maggie decided to have a home birth with a midwife. She had attended the hospital births of friends’ babies, and the cold sterile atmosphere of the delivery room would not be in harmony with her baby’s energy, or hers for that matter. She contacted the ashram, and their outreach clinic recommended a local devotee, Megan Fairchild—a most auspicious name for a midwife, Maggie thought. Dr. Martin wasn’t entirely pleased with her decision, but said if any pregnancy lent itself to a home birth, it was hers. Maggie also sensed that this was her child’s preference as well, not that she would tell anybody about this consideration. Her parents, especially her father, were rather alarmed by this decision, given all the complications that could ensue, but Maggie promised to keep her mother posted and she would come up a week early and stay with her during the home birth.


Maggie was unable to keep this promise. One night in late November, nearly two weeks before her due date, Maggie had a dream in which a damn broke and a frolicking infant rode down the river in a life raft waving her hands. In the morning she called Megan and told her to be prepared. Shortly afterward, she felt the fetus drop into her pelvis and rotate to come out of the birth canal head first. Megan arrived as the first contractions began. The birth alert had gone out, and several local devotees hurried over and unbeknownst to Maggie, Gary Pritchard was called and he notified Ma hi’ Ma.


Hours later, in what was claimed by Megan to be her most uncomplicated and easiest delivery ever, Anna Jane Langford was born in San Luis Obispo surrounded by lighted candles and Hindu chanting without a cry but with a monumental smile on her face. Mother and child were pronounced healthy, and Anna was cleaned up and wrapped in a baby blanket and placed in her mother’s arms as Maggie sat up in bed. The baby girl continued to look up at her mother and to the delight of those assembled, as legend would have it, with an upward tilt of her head gazing at others of a less corporal nature, or so they assumed. Grace Langford flew up that afternoon from Santa Barbara, and her presence scattered the midwife and the few remaining devotees who lingered on, especially after she blew out all the candles “to get some oxygen in the room.” Maggie was peaceful and accepting of the role her mother needed to play, but one look into her baby girl’s eyes seemed to calm Grace, and she ended up holding her granddaughter and rocking both of them to sleep shortly afterward.





Chapter 3


Anna was a normal infant, or at least by outward appearances. The child had a sweet disposition and hardly ever cried to alert her mother of dirty diapers or the need to be fed. Baby books had trained Maggie to listen for these cues, but when they weren’t forthcoming, and after a few embarrassing dirty-diaper comments from others, she became more vigilant and proactive. It also became obvious that Anna did not like either the noise or the energy frequency of television and would practically shiver when it was playing. Maggie permanently unplugged the TV’s electric cord. While she did not view many programs, she switched to reading newspaper articles on the Internet from Google News and watched streamed programming on her laptop. Soon, however, even that need faded and the atmosphere in the house became very tranquil and almost sanctified. The ashram’s female devotees in the area often came by to bring food or hand-knitted baby apparel, or just to be in the space and “soak up the vibe,” as one of them articulated. Gary Pritchard called and stopped by to see the baby a week later. He asked to take a photo for Ma hi’ Ma, but Anna balled up her little fists and pouted at this intrusion, and so he desisted but stayed on and rocked her to sleep, totally enchanted by Anna’s “sweetness,” which many had noted and which became an unofficial baby nickname.


As Anna’s first Christmas approached, her parents were insistent that Maggie either drive down with her baby, or they were driving up and would take them out for dinner at a local restaurant. Maggie didn’t want to spend Christmas with anybody, other than inviting a few friends over, but she had always been a dutiful daughter and felt conflicted by her reluctance to celebrate the holidays with her family. There seemed to be only one solution, and so she called Gary Pritchard and asked if he would like to drive them to the ashram for Christmas. He was delighted and readily agreed, and Ma hi’ Ma took this as an overture and called to extend her welcome. Maggie asked her if she would send an invitation that she could later share with her family as the reason for her absence from their holiday festivities. Ma hi’ Ma, who grew up in a large Irish family, said she understood her evasion perfectly well and they had a good laugh over their little conspiracy. Her mother was offended, but her father understood the “primacy of a religious imperative,” although this was, as with most of his cultural opinions, mainly an intellectual appraisal. He also secretly wanted Jill and her family to visit, which would not happen if Maggie was present. They spoke about them coming up after the first of the year, when her father promised to look into her teacher’s suspension. Maggie agreed to the visit if not to the investigation.
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