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For truth seekers everywhere


How easy it is to make people believe a lie, and how hard it is to undo that work again!

—Mark Twain


ZERO POINT

I come from the land of swaying palms, lost orange groves, overfished abalone, and freeways that rule the terrain like a nest of snakes afflicted with sunstroke. A town named after a queen left out of the history books.

It’s not an island, though the Spaniards mistook it as such, nor a tropical region swollen with coconuts and lavish fruit, but a gash in the earth like a thumbprint, or a shoe print in moon dust, a track of a mountain lion in mud. This is where the palms were shipped in from the Sahara because the climate is just as inhospitable, the breeze just as hypnotic. It’s the place everyone wishes they were born, except me.

One must agree to live within a grid of sun-bleached concrete, within the fault lines caused by God’s wrath and a widespread flair for dramatics—which is what I loathe most about it. Everything under the overzealous sun is a facade, a disguise, something to cover up the ugly and even worse, the ordinary and mundane. It’s a place where the common man has the potential to rise up, to hold the inviolate status as a false god, worshipped by a flock of screaming youths, if all he can do is pluck a few chords on an electric guitar or scream into a mic with a certain panache, a stylish dip of the hips.

Back in the old days, you could get anywhere in the city within twenty minutes—from the beach, to the valley, to the hills. Now you’re lucky if you can make it in forty-five, because the streets are flooded with dreamers. This fertile crescent has become a mecca, a place where the vapid imagine a pilgrimage that will take them from nameless nothings to worldwide wonders with flesh that has been altered, surgically enhanced. But they don’t know there’s a penance that must be paid to live here, to be born and bred here. There’s an unspoken oath akin to consecration that must be made in a hillside replete with sagebrush, salt-laced wind, and knees placed uncomfortably upon the sunbaked clay while thistles poke into your skin. The hillside itself will become a crucible in August and September, and as you hike with shaking, sweat-stained thighs, you must remind yourself of this promise—to not peek under the veil, to not lift back the curtain, to take things as they are presented to you, no matter how much the elegant blue moon and intoxicating jasmine implore you to turn inward, to lean into true north.

Now it is the cold season in LA. When temperatures drop under sixty degrees, the natives fear to venture out in the untamed landscape that chances fire and rain simultaneously and mudslides that could carry you away to an early grave. The newcomers don’t comprehend this. They get lulled into a calm by a trickster sun and a sleepy San Andreas that is centuries overdue to shake with a biblical fury. They don’t realize the necessity for sacrifice, or at least an offering of tree-ripened peaches at the mouth of her namesake, Nuestra Señora la Reina de los Ángeles—the river of Our Lady, the Queen of Angels.

I don’t fit in here, and maybe I never did, because I can’t stand pomp and circumstance, faux tans, permanent cosmetic improvements, or idolatry. I have always veered toward veracity, the sacred, the forgotten history cryogenically frozen in a test tube that is only now being thawed. Now I am soaking up these drops of fossils, these memories they tried to erase. I am dredging up the past they tried to annihilate, along with the river they buried in concrete. It will be the kind of ambush that accompanies revelation, blistering and indelibly white, with the only solution being a waving of a colorless flag, a surrender spoken in the language of angels, a testament to our Creator.


CHAPTER 1

Every video presents a theory, supporting evidence, and a conclusion. Every video could divulge the details of ancient technology, unexplained aerial phenomena, agendas, or cover-ups. One reel can obliterate myths and belief systems, and each one offers me the chance to get closer to purity—the transcendent fundamental.

Right now, I’m lying in bed with the curtains still closed, half buried in the folds of my duvet, scrolling on my phone, scouring the screen for more truth. I have stepped into this alternate reality; I skirt past pyramids cloaked under dense foliage and massive petrified tree trunks they told us were mountains. I scan quickly through a speech about all the ways they suppressed free energy and the eerie mind-reading capabilities of AI.

When I hear the clanging of pots and pans echoing upstairs from the kitchen, I try to get a grip on what day it is and what the day has in store for me, if anything. I realize it’s Tuesday, which means I go to Pilates at ten. I put down my phone and force myself out of bed because staying in it any longer means the dog gets his breakfast too late and John will complain about my lack of purpose these days—and I just don’t have the mental capacity to hear that speech again.

When I make it downstairs, dressed head to toe in black Lululemon and tufts of ivory dog hair, John is already busy preparing his breakfast. It’s the same thing every weekday—two scrambled eggs, sourdough toast, and black coffee. When the kids were still home, I’d eat something as well: usually a bowl of fruit, a piece of toast, and a single egg. Now that they’re both away at school, I’ve turned to liquids as my sole source of morning nourishment.

“Morning,” I say, though he barely hears me over the headphones in his ears, likely blasting a Tony Robbins rant.

He motions a quick hello with one hand as he pushes his eggs around the frying pan with a silicone spatula in the other. He’s already dressed for work in a pair of gray slacks and a white polo. He’s wearing the same navy blue canvas apron he wears for neighborhood barbecues to prevent the splatter of hot butter on his freshly ironed clothes. I can tell he’s already fed and walked our Wheaten Terrier, Winston, who is sitting out in the backyard looking relaxed and content as he stares at two squirrels chasing each other in the branches of our sycamore. When Winston hears me walk into the kitchen, he turns his head away from the squirrels and looks at me through the sliding glass door with those brown sorrowful eyes. A pang of guilt stabs me in the heart. John and I agreed that feeding and walking Winston on weekdays would now fall on me, but I’ve failed him again. I place my hand on the pane of glass and whisper to him, I’m sorry, Winston.

I give John a quick peck on the cheek, lest he think I’m annoyed with him, which I am. He motions the same in return, but out of the corner of my eye I see his pursed lips hit the air as I’m already walking across the laminate-floored kitchen to plant myself in front of my stainless steel Breville Barista Pro espresso machine that John got me last Christmas. I’ve read that middle-aged adults struggling to come to terms with an empty nest should turn to spiritual, enlightening forms of time wasting like meditation and chanting; however, I went a different route—I perfected the art of the latte. It has become a ceremony unto itself, a high-pressure ritual of milk steamed in a steel jug and finely ground espresso beans that must be tamped down with a graceful thump of the back of a spoon, not too hard and not too light.

I close my eyes while the machine emits its soothing sounds of hissing and moaning, sighing and groaning. It’s my favorite part of the day, taking in these sacred echoes and hums that send me aloft into a different world. Some days they propel me into a seaside cottage where I hoard cats and read all night by candlelight. Other times they take me to Manhattan, where I imagine scenes of myself walking down bustling sidewalks in a tight black skirt and patent-leather stilettos. Then my thoughts shift back in time to when I was blooming, to the time when I had a choice—to continue on my path forward as the lead singer of the band Joan of the Arcane, or to marry John, move to the suburbs, and have the baby who would become Tyler.

Of course I have no regrets, but recently my daydreams have gone eddying back to the time when I lived in ripped fishnets, spandex skirts, and various vintage concert tees cut at odd angles. I’m picturing myself onstage screaming into the microphone and contorting my body like a female Iggy Pop. I’m silently mouthing the lyrics to our most popular song—she’s transmitting signals like jangling silver bracelets—when I’m startled back to the present moment by the sputtering of the espresso machine and John’s voice.

“God, that thing’s obnoxious, Joan. Does it have to make that infernal racket?” He is sitting at the Formica table that came as a built-in with the house, finishing the last bite of his toast. I refuse to sit at that table now that the kids are gone because I’ve always hated it. I begged John to tear it out so we could bring in something with more personality, more style, less Suzy Homemaker, but he always insisted on keeping it, saying it wasn’t worth the cost to rip it out. I suppose it represented to me something I never wanted to be—beige and boring.

I let John’s outburst float through the air until it dissipates into nothing.

“What’re you doing today, Joan? It would be good for you to get out of the house,” John says as he wipes crumbs and grease from his mouth with a paper towel.

“I am getting out of the house. I’m going to Pilates,” I say as I focus on the last drops of espresso falling into the Pyrex measuring cup.

I pour the steaming milk into the light pink café au lait bowl Ashley brought me back from her semester in France last year, then add in the black gold, watching them swirl together in a harmony of white and brown, sweet and bitter. At first, I found this custom odd—to drink my coffee from what seemed like a cereal bowl felt somehow uncivilized, like I was breaking a rule of my Miss Manners programming. However, I quickly came to prefer grasping the warm bowl with both hands and bringing the amber liquid to my lips like sacramental wine.

“Joan, we talked about this. You can’t just sit around and watch videos on your phone.” John watches my face for any expression as I blow gently into the pink bowl.

“You’re right, honey.” I give him the sweetest smile I can manage, but inside I seethe at the mention of videos. Why should he care if I watch videos on my phone? Anyway, it was Tyler who sent me the first one that triggered a tidal wave of fresh thoughts to come flooding into my brain—broken wooden planks, bits of bamboo, and writhing blue-black eels with sharpened teeth that twisted my two-dimensional world into a thousand holographic possibilities. All from that first hour-long video—“The Moon Landing: The World’s Greatest Hoax.”

John lets out a sigh and walks away from me, toward the front door, where his shoes are lined up neatly against the white wall. I bring the steaming bowl with me to the couch in our living room, where I can see out of the white wooden shutters to the street. The cream cushion feels cool and firm beneath my yoga pants, and I notice the glass and gold-framed coffee table could use a quick swipe of a wet rag to get rid of the fine layer of dust coating it. I always take my latte here, in silence, to watch the quotidian scenes of the neighborhood pass before me while I wonder how Ashley is faring in her first semester at Sonoma State and what foreign country Tyler will choose to travel to first after he graduates college next fall.

“Bye, honey. I might be late for dinner tonight, but I’ll let you know.” John bolts out the door with his briefcase.

He’s always in a rush to go to work, not because he’s late, but because he loves his job as a realtor. He says it’s because he loves people—talking to people, helping people, the company of people. I, on the other hand, prefer to be alone rather than be in the company of most people. I try to remember if I was always like this—so antisocial, like John says. For the last twenty-two years, I was so focused on raising Ashley and Tyler, trying so hard to be an attentive, caring mother, I seemed to forget about the outside world—and perhaps myself.

I can remember when I had a passion like John’s, a deep drive emanating from my untethered soul, a longing to create lyrical and meaningful words that would be captured and inhaled by the crowd below. That yearning to share my creations with the world was stifled by the screams of infants, the tugs of toddlers, and the demands of a modern family, but at night in bed, when I’m in that in-between place, drifting toward sleep, I hear a woman crying. I want to reach out, touch her, and ask—Woman, why are you crying? Where are you? How can I find you?

Just before I met John, the band reached our pinnacle moment when we played the Whisky. We had developed a following, locals mostly. Interest was gathering, and we were invited to play a total of three times. It was the ultimate high. It was like being shot to the moon in a tin can and coming back to a ticker-tape parade all for you. It was like standing on the tallest peak during a winter storm and looking down into a sea of violet explosions, a continuum of water lilies and killer bees.

Each night, I’d wail into the microphone until my throat was nearly raw and bleeding and I was seeing nothing but mottled variations of blue—blue desert, blue stars, blue at the periphery of the planet. Julianne screeched on the guitar beside me with her nails broken and half-polished in colors mimicking decay—Swamp Green, Oil-Slick Black, and Nuclear-Reaction Blue. Steve banged on the drums in a semi-coherent state, his slack mouth hanging open and eyes rolled up toward the ceiling, the result of too many shots of Jameson he’d had at the nightly pre-party at the Rainbow Bar. Then there was Z—short for Zachary, the bass player. He was the only one not blitzed out of his mind on whiskey or weed or handfuls of pharmaceuticals handed to us by someone backstage. He was straight edge, only occasionally imbibing a few beers. He was in it for the music, he said, and not for the lifestyle.

We could’ve made it big. Our first single had just made it to a college radio station in the valley, and we thought we’d get signed to a major label any day. But fate had another plan for us. Fate brought me John, the friend of Z, straitlaced and sweet-faced and irresistible to my wild woman ways. I made it my goal to seduce John, who showed up to one of our shows wearing khaki pants and a striped button-down. There was something about his innocence I wanted to destroy. I wanted to coax it out of him, slowly and intricately, like Lilith slinking under a moonless sky toward unwitting shepherds asleep amongst their flock, and ingest it, making it a part of me. Three months later I was pregnant with Tyler. At the same moment in time, Steve’s parents forced him into rehab, and we became a band torn apart by self-indulgence and circumstance.

In the end, it all worked out. John’s mother would’ve never approved of having a pregnant daughter-in-law in a punk band, slinking around at all hours of the night with all sorts of unsavory characters. When John and I settled down in a house on the safe side of the hill, John’s mother insisted on decorating. All of my eclectic thrift-store finds were either thrown out or buried under cheery Laura Ashley décor. It seemed like my world transformed in a flash—from a bruised black and blue to a cream and pink cupcake dream in the blink of a world-weary eye.

I take the last sip of my latte and stare into the bottom of the bowl, waiting for the grounds to settle. I’ve begun doing this every morning before I watch my first lengthy video of the day, swirling the bowl between my hands so the remnants evenly coat the bottom, then turning it upside down for a split second, then right side up again. I stare down into the dregs until I can make out a shape, a symbol, or a pattern like my grandmother Goldie taught me to do. Each latte has the potential to become a crystal ball, an oracle, a soothsayer, a sage. And on this Tuesday, before I leave for Pilates, an image of a man’s face takes shape.

Just then, I’m startled by the sharp ping of my phone. It’s a message from John.

Great news! It’s official. We closed on the Fields’ place. I can’t wait to welcome our new neighbor!

I know how excited John gets when someone new moves into the neighborhood, especially when he’s the one who sold the property. I look at the message again, reading it carefully, as if doing so might explain away the feeling of unease that has permeated my body. But it doesn’t help. I feel a clunk in my gut and get a prickle at the base of my neck as I state the words aloud that run like a bullet train through my bewildered brain:

“Something wicked this way comes.”


CHAPTER 2

John walks through the door just after seven, practically bouncing. Winston leaps up from a deep slumber under my chair and races to greet him, as if he’s a messiah. John gives Winston a quick rough rub all over his shaggy head and they both walk in my direction.

“It’s great news! Isn’t it, Joan? About the sale? The Fields are ecstatic. They didn’t expect to get such a high price per square foot, especially since the pool needs so many repairs after the last quake. They’re so happy they even decided to throw in their grill for free. Can you believe it? It’s a Dyna-Glo 5-burner.”

He’s looking at me with that goofy grin of his as I sit at the desk in the living room, in front of my laptop, pretending to do something important. His skin is blotchy and red from sitting for hours under fluorescent lights and breathing circulated air.

“Wow, that’s amazing, honey.” I give the best look of exaltation I can muster at the moment, but inside, all I can think about is Antarctica, or what lies underneath all that ice in the world’s most mysterious and mostly off-limits region.

I just watched a video on my laptop, not my phone, about Admiral Byrd’s wild LSD trip of a flight through a portal in the sky above the continent, where he allegedly experienced three hours of missing time, witnessed a woolly mammoth grazing on large pastures of green grass, and saw a shimmering emerald city, guarded by flying saucers. They called it Operation Highjump. It was a top-secret mission, led by one of the most highly decorated officers in the history of the navy. When Byrd got back, he never spoke of his experience, only kept a secret diary. I am enchanted by the allegation of the video: that Earth is hollow at the center, filled with vast oases of uncharted lands.

John walks within eyeshot of my screen and I quickly slam it shut, right after I email the video to Tyler, asking him, Have you seen this one?

“What’re you doing, Joan?” His voice sounds sweet, though I know it’s infused with suspicion.

“I was just taking an online career assessment. Like you suggested.” I feel a bit bad about lying, but when I tried to tell him the truth of the JFK assassination lies as plain as day in the Oliver Stone movie, he rolled his eyes and accused me of having too much time on my hands.

“Wow, that’s great,” he says. “But I still think you should consider getting your real estate license. We could use some extra help at the office.”

Real estate. That’s the last thing I’d ever want to do. Every family in the state wants nothing more than to have a house of their own, a nice, safe place for the kids to play, with a yard and a pool and all those pipe dreams. In reality, it’s an endless dance of payments that break your back and never-ending costly repairs. The lawns are all mowed in neat and perfect lines, but inside those square boxes of stucco there are sex offenders with electronic ankle bracelets trolling online for kids under eighteen. There are husbands hiding secrets like Admiral Byrd, writing in the diaries of their text messaging apps to the women at work who care about their dull and dreary thoughts. There are always termites gnawing their way through the wood, creating fissures in the joints of the house, making its bones shoddy and unstable. And when the Big One hits, which it will, all those years of hard labor and toil and trouble will collapse, leaving only piles of rubble.

“I’m taking Winston for a walk,” I yell to John, who’s now in the kitchen grabbing an O’Doul’s. I get up from the desk, walk over to the hall closet where we keep Winston’s leash, and slip on my Uggs. In the last several months, since Ashley left for college, I’ve gotten close to Winston, though I sometimes resent getting up early enough for his morning walks. I always wanted a cat, a bushy black one or thick-boned Maine Coon, but John is allergic, so we settled on a dog.

“Winston! Come ’ere, boy. It’s time for our walk.” Winston comes running out of the kitchen toward me with his furry feet pattering against the floor. He never used to do this—come when I called him. He would only listen to John or the kids.

John yells back from the kitchen. “Should I join you guys?”

“No, honey. Relax and enjoy your beer.” I hear John say something in response, but I close the door behind us before he’s finished talking.

We walk down the stone path in our front yard to the sidewalk. “It’s a beautiful night tonight. Isn’t it, Winston? Look how big and bright the moon is!” Winston tilts his head toward me for a moment with his thick tongue hanging out of his mouth, making it seem like he understands.

“Do you think it’s true? About Antarctica? That there’s an entire inner world we know nothing about?” This time Winston stops to sniff a wet spot at the base of a magnolia tree and pays me no mind.

The night is clear and bright and scented with orange blossoms. My breath jets from my mouth in steamy puffs. I hear the rushing of cars over the boulevard to our south, and it occurs to me this is not the way humans should live. We each have a paved plot, perfectly rectangular and preplanned, plugged into the grid like a chip on a circuit board. We are caged within these cinder block walls, enticed with citrus trees, bird-of-paradise, and the oleander we pretend isn’t poison. We tell ourselves stories about what we want, what our wild hearts desire, and what makes our souls howl. But it’s just that—stories. A sleight of hand to distract us from the fact we gave up our dreams long ago, buried them under the Bermuda grass in the backyard along with the dead rat the dog brought in, because we fear the void and freeze at the unknown. We lie to ourselves so we don’t wake in the dark, screaming and seething for what could’ve been, if only we had a little more faith, a few more friends, and the courage to face the boundless night.

We round the corner to where the biggest houses in our neighborhood stand. When we reach the house John just sold, the for-sale sign stuck into the ground casts shadows on our path. The gray clapboard monstrosity with the massive ficus in front—specifically the Moreton Bay fig, with roots resembling elephants’ legs—is all dark and has the look of being boarded up and abandoned, though I know it’s not. I tug on the leash, urging Winston to walk faster, to get us into the illumination of a streetlight. I feel silly being spooked. I know there’s nothing there. It’s only the shadows and darkness playing tricks on me. Still, I think of the goddess Hecate, the protector who guided Persephone back from the underworld with two radiant torches in hand.

One day after Ashley left, I went into her room and sat on her bed, reminiscing about the days when she needed me for everything, and when we were best friends. Out of the corner of my flooding eye, I noticed the title on a spine sticking out of her bookcase—Noire: A Guide to the Dark Goddesses. I was surprised to find this in Ashley’s room; Ashley who wears an ever-present ponytail and who still sleeps with a night-light and enrolled in pre-med no matter the number of times I quoted from the Scamdemic documentary or prophesized her indoctrination by Big Pharma. Maybe it was a gift from a friend. Either way, I was sucked right in. The book opened to Hecate, the Roman goddess of crossroads, magic, the moon, and protection.

Now Noire lies with the other books I have in my nightstand on my side of the bed. I have it wedged somewhere between Anne Morrow Lindbergh’s Gift from the Sea and Sinead O’Connor’s Rememberings. Chicken Soup for the Soul, a gift from John’s mother, is always on top, just in case John were ever to open it. I have a feeling John would freak if he found the goddess book, with its image of a woman in a sinuous black robe, holding a dagger under a glowing full moon. John wouldn’t understand what the goddesses are about. He’d think they were ominous, though these goddesses are nothing to fear. They simply shed light on the shadows that keep you silent and small, scared and stuck. Dark goddesses heal you, liberate you, and align you to your highest truth.

The problem is, John can’t handle the truth, as Jack says. John’s version of reality is based on what he can see in front of him, what he can touch with his catcher’s mitt hands, and the vile words he hears on the news. When I offer him a glimpse of the truth, he covers his ears and slams his eyes shut, as if he might be blinded by a nuclear explosion. I guess he can’t help it. Maybe he’s not ready and maybe he won’t ever be—but I’m different. When I encounter a truth, I feel my brain blossoming open, reaching up, up, up, toward electric tendrils of light. I hear a voice in my ears whispering, I knew this before—what happened to make me forget?

Heavy footsteps slap the concrete behind us. As I spin around in a split second of terror, I see John running toward us, with my new black puffer jacket in an outreached hand. Winston leaps up and pulls me violently forward in John’s direction.

“Joan! You forgot your North Face. And it’s cold!” His jog has slowed to a lope.

“Jesus, John. You scared me half to death.” I snatch the jacket out of his hand. “I don’t think I’ll freeze to death on a thirty-minute walk.”

John’s face is contorted like the reflection of a fun house mirror. His mouth hangs slightly open and his eyebrows are raised, as if he doesn’t know how to respond. I hear him heavily breathing and see him searching for what words might appease me.

“I just didn’t want you to be cold. Plus, it’s a new jacket, and you’ve barely worn it.” His voice is quieter than normal.

My heart lurches into my stomach. I’m a bad person, a bad wife. I’m selfish and inchoate and even ungrateful. I deserve to be sent off overseas in a cargo ship of garbage, shipped to a foreign land where the locals sift through me, trying their best to find something valuable, like pigs hunting truffles.

I reach out to touch John’s chest, then pull him closer to me by the front of his plaid flannel shirt. “I’m sorry, honey. It was a thoughtful gesture—you just scared me. That’s all.”

“It’s okay,” he says as he grasps my hand. “I guess I also wanted to tell you about my day. Did I tell you what happened with the escrow officer? You know, that woman who wouldn’t return my calls for days? Well, I finally got in touch with her.”

John believes the highest form of life is real estate. He could talk about it for hours, if not days. He talks about it with people who’ll never have any hope of owning property because he can’t understand this notion. His parents gave him a starter home at the fresh and impressionable age of twenty-one. Now, he thinks every nuance of the process is as fascinating as turning water into wine and base metals into gold. He will corner you at a party and explain for eternities how California is a deed-of-trust state and not a mortgage state, along with all the intricate details of the difference, until you’re turning blue or your brain feels like a glazed ceramic vase, fresh from the kiln.

Our neighbors call him Saint John because he’s taken it upon himself to be the unofficial handyman of the neighborhood, fixing up any old thing for free or bartering for conversation and a cold beer. He’s the king of all things pertaining to the home, to houses, to structures made from brick and mortar, beams and wood. When he feels like waxing poetic, he loves to quote Proverbs—“He is not a full man who does not own a piece of land”—or if he’s trying to make a sale, he goes with FDR—“Real estate cannot be lost or stolen, nor can it be carried away. Purchased with common sense, paid for in full, and managed with reasonable care, it is about the safest investment in the world.”

As John prattles on, I think of Saturn, the timekeeper, the ruler, the destroyer of daydreams, the demander of sacrifices to keep him pacified. But instead of beheading chickens in his honor, John requires you murder your time and sacred desires to listen to the tedious aspects of his day. Why can’t I be more like Winston? He’s happy with a meal, a walk around the block, and a pat on the back. Or why can’t I be like so many other women, who’ll do anything to be with a good-looking guy who’s loving, caring, and has a bulging bank account? Why do I feel I’m forgetting how to breathe?

Perhaps it’s because I live in a world of delusion, where I must keep up with inordinate amounts of fictions that scratch at my skin like a burlap sack, creating welts as big as burial mounds. I must remember the words they want me to speak and be careful not to expose my true intentions, those thoughts that berate my temporal lobe with colors that don’t fit into their chromatic spectrum—Equatorial Orchid and Crushed Peach, Oxygenated Blood and Broken Bone.

While everyone else is soundly sleeping, I’m awake, talking to the stars and the bougainvillea that creeps up a rickety lattice, almost reaching my open window, like the old-fashioned receiver of a phone. I’ve removed the rocks from my ears and the shiny red apple from my mouth, and I’m making deals. I’m calling shots. It’s not enough to feel secure here in this residential compound where there’s no barbed wire or chain-link fence keeping me in, just out-of-date philosophies that can be shattered like earthen jugs. Now I need a reason to exist, to feel my body pulsate with life, a fundamental patchwork of intricate fibers stitched together with silver thread. I need this lifeline to the mystical shade of the moon, to chant sanctified syllables to make her hear me, and send a message back in return. I need her to instruct me—What is my purpose here on Earth?

[image: ]

Back in the warmth and safety of our home, John collapses into our flax-hued linen sectional and picks up the remote.

“How about we watch something on Webpix, honey? What was that show you used to like?” John’s voice sings with hope.

Part of me wants to be a good wife, but I can’t seem to do it.

“No, no. I can’t watch that anymore. The Webpix CEO is the great-grandnephew of the creator of modern propaganda, and I can’t afford to have my mind programmed right now.” As soon as the words fly from my mouth, I regret it. I hear how I sound.

John is frozen on the couch with his head turned toward the side and his mouth hanging open like he’s trying to catch a fly. He looks as if he has no words to respond to the comment I made. He doesn’t have the language to form a response, just like they say the Native Americans weren’t able to see the conquistadors’ ships sailing toward them on the horizon, because their eyes didn’t have the proper receptors to translate a sight never seen before.

“Programmed?” He repeats my words.

“Yeah, programmed. That’s why they call TV shows programs.” I clench my teeth, kicking myself again. It’s as if my body won’t allow me to act normal.

“Are you feeling okay, Joan?” His brow is furrowed, but at least his mouth has finally closed.

“Yeah, I’m okay. I think I need a hot cup of tea.” I walk quickly into the kitchen and put some water on to boil.

While I wait, I take out my phone and open up my video app. I click in the search bar and enter the words Van Allen radiation belt. Dozens of videos pop up in response. I click on the third one down from the top, with an illustration of radiating rainbow waves surrounding an image of the globe.

“When it was first detected, the scale of the radiation was so intense scientists thought they had recorded a Soviet nuclear experiment,” the narrator explains. Tyler and I think this scenario is the most suspect—that the Apollo astronauts allegedly made it unharmed through this region of high radiation surrounding Earth, that and the fact we can’t fathom how they fit the aluminum foil–covered lunar module plus that massive moon buggy onto the space shuttle.

When Tyler first explained the details of the hoax to both John and me, John accused us of being unpatriotic. “I’m ashamed to have members of my family who think this way, who believe the greatest nation in the world would need to stoop so low and do something so base to prove their strength,” he said.

When the kettle lets out its cry, I open up the cabinet and take out the mug Tyler sent me last Mother’s Day, the black glazed one with a photo of a goldfish wearing a tinfoil hat and the words “It’s obviously aliens” etched below. I always use this one at night, for my chamomile tea.

As I pour the steaming water over the bright yellow buds, I think of the songs I wrote in my younger days. If I had access to the knowledge I have now, back then, I could’ve written a goldmine of punk anthems. Though some hit the mark more eerily than I can understand, like “Cut Through the Static.” Cut through the static, the veil of the deep state. Send me those truth-revealing glasses. Show me those sorcerers who feast on the dead, those deceivers who call themselves politicians, who pretend to be pious and chaste. I don’t know where I got the lyrics from. I just remember writing them came so fast and easy, like I downloaded them directly from the ether. The chorus was catchy, and Steve’s killer double-kicks layered underneath them in perfect punk harmony.

I lean against the butcher-block kitchen counter rather than sit at the table I loathe, and somehow in my online meandering, I land on a video titled “Everything You Know About Space is a Lie.” It’s a woman in her early thirties with thick false eyelashes, straight-ironed coppery hair, and toned caramel-colored arms displaying loads of unidentifiable tattoos. She calls herself Sister Fabeana. She says this is her first video since being banned from the social media platform supposedly created by that communist country. I’m expecting more on the Apollo Moon Landing. I’m expecting the usual diatribe about how the hoax was created in a Hollywood studio using backlight projector screens, strings, mirrors, and other clever tricks created by the most revered movie director, yet that’s not what I get. She shows a cross section of Earth, one that looks disconcertingly similar to the UN logo. She is pointing with long manicured nails, slicing through the air to photos of ice walls.

“Earth is a flat disc surrounded by ice walls and is covered by a type of dome known as the firmament. Yes, we have the sun, moon, and stars, but they’re all within our dome.” Her mouth is spewing words, yet all I can hear is dome, dome, dome.

I hit pause and go back thirty seconds. That’s when it finally hits. That’s when my brain decides it can make space to accept these words into its hallowed halls, perforating my cerebral cortex like a swift kick through a block of ice.

“There is no outer space; space is within the dome covering Earth. SPACE ISN’T REAL!”


CHAPTER 3

It’s a Wednesday morning. I’m up earlier than usual because Winston and I are taking a walk with our neighbor Rose who lives four doors down, and I had to be up early enough to make sure I had time to make my latte and ample time to enjoy it in silence on the couch. As I sip from the steaming bowl, I get a notification on my phone that the new beanie I ordered to protect myself from EMFs is out for delivery. It’s like a Faraday cage for your head.

One day recently when I was bored, I drove into Hollywood to see all my old haunts. When I passed the intersection of Hollywood and Highland, the busiest streets, the most saturated with ogling tourists and strange beings dressed up as disheveled renditions of Spider-Man or the Incredible Hulk, I saw a man holding a handwritten sign that said, WARNING! THE GOVERNMENT IS SHOOTING CONTROLLED THOUGHTS INTO YOUR BRAIN WITH A DIRECTED ENERGY WEAPON. I wanted to pull over and ask for details, perhaps make a new friend, but the flow of traffic was too strong to stop. I didn’t try to tell John or Ashley or anyone else about this new finding. The thing is, this realm of truth is lonely terrain. Living in it is like being a ghost. It’s like screaming from the top of your lungs but no one can hear. I’m lucky I have Tyler. I’m lucky I’m tough. Still, I wouldn’t change things. I wouldn’t go back in time to when I was asleep among the zombie-brained dead, unwittingly consuming fear by the spoonful.

I’ve learned to watch what I say, though I frequently slip up. Socializing, which was never my strong suit, has become increasingly hard, because I find it’s better not to talk at all. I stick to safe subjects like the kids, the house, and the weather, but that one is tricky with all the chemtrails that are controlling it. Sometimes I can pretend to care about superficial things I used to thrive on, like designer brands and fancy meals. But talking about them now makes me shiver with cold because they feel empty at the core like a lightning-struck tree or a hollowed-out bone.

I force myself to keep somewhat social, mostly only out of fear of becoming a recluse, a hermit, or even worse—a crooked-fingered witch-woman, trapped in a prison of my own making, which is why I’ve decided to engage with Rose, a woman who usually rubs my nerves raw. I prepare for my walk, and the mindless conversation I’ll no doubt have with my normie neighbor, by putting myself in a circle of black salt. I got the idea from the goddess book. As I stand in my dry bathtub, scattering the miniscule particles of salt and burned bay leaf around my feet, I call out to Hecate.

“Hecate, lady of the night, keeper of the keys, surround me in a bubble of your wisdom and protection. Hecate, oh Hecate—”

“Joan? Who are you talking to?” John’s voice filters in from the doorway of our bedroom.

I immediately hop out of the tub and turn the water on to pretend I’m taking a bath.

“Hi, honey. No one. I’m running a bath,” I call out. I strip off my clothes and climb in under the running water. Just as my bottom hits the porcelain tub, John is standing over me, peppy and overly eager to start his day.

“Since when do you take baths in the morning? I thought you were going for a walk with Rose.” John’s face is deadpan, despite his confusion. The collar of his navy polo is flipped up on one side, giving him the look of an overgrown kid.

“Oh, I am. I just felt cold and wanted a bath to warm up before we head out.” My cheeks are apple red with shame. Why didn’t I think to lock the bathroom door?

“Alright. Have a nice day.” John leans down and pecks the side of my head.

As soon as he walks out of the room, I crouch my body down under the rising water. I look down at my naked body glimmering beneath the sea-green waves dotted with stray herbs. I still can see my C-section scars from Tyler, and I run my fingers over the puckered part of my flesh. I was so scared back when I found out I was pregnant. I had been careless so many times in my punk rock days, with men whose names I didn’t know. I hadn’t even noticed anything was different until the two-month mark. I was living my life at the edges, charging ahead full tilt without thoughts of repercussions or reality, just bleary night after bleary night that bled together. I was eating my second cheeseburger at Carney’s, the burger joint housed in a yellow train car on Sunset Boulevard, in the middle of the night. John was there, sitting across from me. He’d been following me around for a few months, like a dog who’d lost its bone.

At first, I found it cloying. I liked to be wild, free, and unchained, and he was always there, right behind me, buying me burgers and making sure I had a glass of water. It was him who noticed it first—my incessant hunger. “You’ve been eating a lot lately, Joan,” he’d said. I’d probably been burning a hole in his pocket, but I knew he didn’t mind. It took me three more bites of my burger for his words to sink in and spread into my bones. White fingers like sharp hooks took hold in my stomach and grabbed hard. I winced, suddenly knowing my womb was not the empty punch bowl I thought it was. It was a hearth and a home.

Sometimes I consider what my life would’ve been like if I hadn’t married John. I probably had less than $300 to my name at the time, and my parents couldn’t have been counted on for anything at all but a punch in the eye and a bottle of booze. I might’ve ended up like Debbie Harry after she went mainstream, successful and on top of the world, only with a toddler in tow. Or I could’ve ended up on the street huddled up against the back of a bus bench with nothing but a thin blanket, a cold cup of coffee, and scars like red rivers running down the lengths of my thighs from where they ripped out my mistake. I had no choice but to take the safer route. I had no choice at all.
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It occurs to me Rose is named as such because she has sharp thorns hiding under her lacquer facade that prick the fingers and make them bleed. As we walk briskly on the sidewalk around the neighborhood, Winston sticks close to me and jumps each time Rose raises her voice. She has jet-black hair, straight-ironed and pulled into a perfectly neat low ponytail that hangs down her back like a horse’s tail. Her legs are as skinny as matchsticks, striking each other as she walks briskly in black flared leggings and her faux-vintage Black Sabbath tee I know she paid a fortune for at Fred Segal. Her nose is unnaturally pointed at the tip, anchored with a concave arch that could only be caused by the swipe of a scalpel. Giant crows are cawing above us, competing to be heard over her cackle.

“Since when do you wear beanies?” Her voice is shrill and sharp, and I imagine it piercing my flesh.

“Since now.” My voice has taken on a new quality. A kind of command it didn’t used to have. Maybe it’s from my work with the dark goddesses. Rose drops the subject and moves on.

“Did you hear what happened at the high school last week? A freshman brought a gun.” At the word gun, I think I hear Winston yelp. She fills me in on all the drama within our neighborhood that’s even too trivial for John. The eucalyptus tree in the park fell down during a fierce wind and landed on the front end of an illegally parked RV. Mr. Farhadi on Chaparral Road was caught watering his lawn on a Tuesday, instead of the city-sanctioned Wednesday-for-watering to help with the drought. There was a transient who broke in and took a shower at the Joneses’ place while they were in Vegas. The winter sun is fighting to break through the whitewash of the clouds and is blasting its blinding rays into my retinas, making it hard to see. I’m squinting as we walk, trying my best not to clip Winston’s feet, when I hear Rose’s voice rise to a new height.

“Whoa, what’s that?! Looks like someone’s moving in already!” She has her pointer finger midair and outstretched, just like John’s mother, Connie, taught me never to do.

It’s the Fieldses’ place. There’s a moving truck out front. We watch two moving men wearing sunglasses, with bulging biceps and thick black mustaches, crawl out of the truck holding a brown leather sofa between them. A seventy-something man with salt-and-pepper hair supervises from the front lawn.

“Did you know someone was moving in already? Did John know? What’s his name?” Rose hurls question after question at me.

We stop walking at the corner to stare. I’m half hidden, peering out from behind the bright green foliage of a rampant pomegranate tree, its arms askew and waving, on someone’s front lawn. Rose remains on the corner, gawking.

“That’s odd. I thought the deal was freshly inked. I don’t think John mentioned an early move-in . . . unless I wasn’t listening.”

“Not listen to John?” Rose opens her mouth as wide as it must go, letting out a shrill laugh that makes me cringe. “If he were my husband, I’d lap up everything he says. You’re so lucky, Joan, and you don’t even know it.”

I feel my body shrink. I wish it would shrink down more, to the size of an ant. I could scurry away and disappear underneath the branches of this tree. I could take shelter in its tawny trunk and be out of this hallucination for good. I wouldn’t have to run away from the feeling that keeps hounding me—John once had a place in my life, but now he has none.

I don’t respond. I remain still, staring at the gray-haired man. There’s something about his demeanor I don’t like. The way he’s standing there, ordering the movers around. His barking voice stifles the air, turns a gentle breeze into a throat-choking asphyxiation of chartreuse smog.

“God, I love a man who takes command,” Rose says with one hand on her hip. “Let’s go talk to him! Maybe he’s single.” Rose is recently divorced and always on the prowl. Last week I swear I saw her flirting with the mailman, batting her eyelashes at him, pursing her red, ripe lips in his direction.

“Uh, I don’t know about that. He doesn’t look very approachable.” I step out from the cover of the tree, into the light.

“Well, we won’t know until we try, will we?” Before I can respond, Rose is already halfway across the street, swinging her arms wildly with purpose.

I consider staying put on this safe corner, then realize how ridiculous this is. Why do I have this tight feeling in my chest? Winston and I run into the street after Rose. When we catch up with her, she has already started a conversation.

“Joan, this is our new neighbor, Glen.” Glen has both hands on his hips and nods casually in my direction without speaking. He reminds me of Napoleon, only taller. In fact, he’s quite lanky. Must be well over six feet. He’s chewing a pink wad of gum like a cow chewing its cud. Gum is for gambling addicts and bimbos, I hear Connie say in my head. I want to ask him—Which one are you, Glen? There’s something about his face though. He looks like someone. Maybe he looks like a popular actor. Or maybe I spotted him at the grocery store.

“Hi, Glen.” I don’t try too hard. In fact, I don’t try at all.

“Nice dog.” Glen motions down toward Winston, who is frozen in place. Usually, Winston likes meeting new people. Usually, he gets excited—he jumps and barks and prances around.

“So, what brings you to our lovely corner of the San Fernando Valley?” Rose is like a shaken bottle of champagne. I picture bouncy bubbles spilling out of a crystal coupe glass. Her charm is over-the-top, like globs of cotton candy that rot teeth.

Glen doesn’t seem interested in talking. He’s preoccupied with how the movers are carrying that couch of his that only a bachelor could pick out. Of course, Rose doesn’t detect this. She has an agenda that must be played out.

“I’m a law professor,” he finally responds. “Got a job at the university over the hill.” When he speaks, he takes sharp, shallow breaths. It looks like he’s being kicked in the ribs or suffering some form of government-condoned torture. He has a contemplative look on his face, and I get the feeling he’s carefully controlling the information he’s releasing.

“Wow, that sounds important. Where’d you move from?” Rose has shifted her body into a spiral shape, like a seashell or a siren stranded on the rocks.

Glen wipes his brow. Perhaps he can’t stand to be interrogated. I see large brown spots on the outside of his hand. Liver spots. Maybe Connie wasn’t too far off about addicts being gum chewers. Only I predict Glen’s drug of choice is a Johnnie Walker Blue, neat and never with ice.

“Florida. Anyway, we’ve got work to do here, ladies. Nice meeting you both.” Glen walks to his front door, no doubt to criticize the way the movers have placed his precious couch. As I watch him walk away, I notice his garage is open, and there’s a maroon car parked inside. I see a thick, snaking umbilical cord coming out of the side of the car, connecting to a black box on the wall. It’s an EV—of course. We start walking back across the street, toward the corner where we first spotted Glen.

“Well, that didn’t go the way I expected. He’s a bit of an oddball, don’t you think?” Sometimes Rose’s lack of perception floors me.

“Rose, I think there’s more to it than that.”

Rose’s pace picks up, and Winston and I have to trot to keep up with her.

“What do you mean? You think he’s a psycho? Like a killer or something?” The girly-girl look on Rose’s face is wiped clean.

“Well, he did give off a bit of a hit man vibe. Whatever it is, I sense deceptive intentions. Did he look familiar to you? I feel like I’ve seen him before.”

For once, Rose is silent. She clutches the long gold pendant cross that’s hanging over the silk-screened image of Ozzy giving the peace sign. I’ve never seen her like this. Maybe this is how she gets when she’s rejected. Maybe her overt displays of confidence are all just for show.

“Familiar? No, not really. Just weird.” Rose is talking to the air, seemingly lost in thought. She abruptly stops walking and turns to face me.

“Joan?” She’s still clutching at her necklace, spinning it around in her hand.

“What is it, Rose?” Despite my distaste for her, an unexpected pang of empathy pierces me.

“You don’t think he’s on some kind of database, do you?”

“I hope not, Rose. But anything’s possible.” I grab her by the arm and the three of us walk back toward home. Maybe Rose isn’t as dull as I thought.
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When we make it back to Rose’s house with the honeysuckle vines climbing an arched trellis out front, I watch as she steps through it, a kind of portal. She walks up the concrete pathway to her red-painted front door, taking slow, deliberate footsteps. I’m waiting and watching to make sure she still has the stamina to insert the key into the lock and get inside. It seems to be taking forever.

From the sidewalk, I hear music blasting. It sounds edgy and metallic, and as it filters into my ears, I get a taste of whiskey on my tongue. The noise gets closer and closer. I hear a man’s voice singing—no, screaming, singing and screaming. Winston is standing alert, as unsure as I am of what to make of this whole scene—Rose struggling to get inside her house and the scream-singing that is approaching us, now combined with the sound of a large, fiery engine. Rose is now inside. I watch her shut the door. I look back out to the street and finally see the source of the commotion: it’s an Amazon delivery truck, heading in our direction. The driver is a guy around twenty, with shaggy blond hair falling into his eyes. He’s got the music blasting and he’s howling. The lyrics rattle my brain. His words awaken a part of me I thought had drowned. Now I’ve finally got it. I recognize what it is. He’s singing The Stooges. He’s channeling Iggy Pop—he’s singing along to “Search and Destroy.”

“Did you hear that, Winston? It’s a message from Iggy.” Winston looks up at me, clearly baffled.

But what does it mean?


CHAPTER 4

I’m in the backyard, stooping under the sycamore tree to pick bundles of sage and thyme I’ll use for my spell to call on Circe. Circe is an enchantress, a sorceress, a dark goddess of transformation known for making alchemical potions from herbs and roots, petals and spice. I’m calling on her to help me decipher Iggy’s message, to give me some guidance on what actions to take. He told me to “search and destroy,” but I can’t fathom what. What am I supposed to do with this agitation that has launched and anchored into my chest, like a sharp, gray missile?

Circe is revered for making complicated problems appear as crystal clear as a piece of polished quartz or an Alpine lake shimmering under a midsummer sun. I hope she can draw me a map, point out the coordinates I’m supposed to locate, measure the latitudes and longitudes, and deliver me a scroll etched with precise instructions like a treasure map. The sun is slinking into place, turning the sky into stripes of orange layered with grenadine. Winston watches me, his body draped upon a swath of cool earth. The air is still and intoxicated with woody smoke blowing from someone’s chimney. Only two hours until John gets home.

“Winston! Let’s go inside and make some tea.” Winston dutifully follows me through the sliding glass door and immediately lies down in front of his food bowl. I know he’s ready for dinner, but my spell comes first.

I fill a mason jar with some of the herbs I picked in the garden and then cover the gritty leaves with boiling water. When it’s finished brewing, I pour the amber liquid into a clear coffee cup and sit down next to Winston on the floor, cross-legged. I swirl the mug around in my hands, mesmerized by the beauty of the tea. It looks like a type of nectar tropical birds might suck with their elegant mouths wedged deeply into the centers of fragrant white flowers—plumeria, tuberose, neroli. It looks like a kind of ambrosia. When I inhale its steam, I’m met with volatility. Like eucalyptus branches smoldering in a canyon fire.

Circe, oh Circe, help me to see the true nature of my reality. I take a sip that scorches my tongue. It’s like drinking molten gold. When I close my eyes, words flow through my head. I’m downloading thoughts like crystals—selenite, amethyst, rose quartz. I take another sip, purposely letting it burn my throat. It’s like salt rubbed into a wound. I imagine layers of my skin peeling off, revealing something shiny, pink, and new. Something spinning at the center. I see a sparkling crystal grid hovering above me, and I’m pulling it down. There are trees shooting up toward heaven, springing to life with a primordial boom.

Circe, oh Circe, awaken me to my true divinity. Tourmaline, obsidian, and onyx. My mouth is so hot, I’m breathing fire. I’m a dragon woman covered in shimmering green-black scales, the color of night, the color of nothing—the deep, dark sea. I have talons made of platinum. The air around me is illuminated, multi-faceted like the surface of a perfectly cut diamond. I feel as if I’m twirling, a whirling dervish of light.

Circe! Show me what magic lies inside of me!

Winston jumps to his feet and barks. He runs toward the living room. I get up and run behind him, wondering what he’s fussing about. He stops in front of our picture window, placing his paws along the ledge so he can see out toward the street. I hear the whining moan of an electric vehicle. It’s the sound of a ghost being hauled from its grave, dragging chains, carrying its decapitated head in its hands, trapped in the purgatory of this fever dream. I picture children with charcoal skin mining for cobalt, lithium, and manganese. They are waist-deep in mud, digging with whittled sticks, hauling around plastic buckets like mules hitched to the yoke.

Then we both see it. It’s Glen driving down the street, both hands on the steering wheel. He inches along, carefully gliding over the asphalt sea.

Winston lets out three booming barks.

“Winston! Shush!” He turns his head momentarily toward me before barking again.

“Winston! What is it with you and this man?” Once Glen is out of sight, Winston backs down. I want to pretend it’s nothing. I tell myself to leave it alone, but there’s one thought haunting me: a dog always knows.
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For dinner, I make my mother-in-law’s recipe for roast chicken—rubbed all over with butter and seasoned with garlic and fresh rosemary. Plump and glistening potatoes and hunks of tender carrots swoon beside the steaming carcass I’ve placed upon the platter with the scalloped edges. A bowl of fresh arugula sits next to it on the kitchen counter, adorned with slivers of Pink Lady apple and medallions of goat cheese. Winston stands at my feet, continuously licking his lips while remaining alert to any morsels that might drop on the floor. As I finish whisking the homemade dressing of honey, olive oil, and apple cider vinegar, I hear the front door swing open.

“Hi, honey!” I shout from the kitchen. My voice is sing-songy and hopefully not too suspect. It has dawned on me that John is the keeper of the keys, the holder of information I need concerning Glen; however, if I ask outright, I run the risk of being labeled a nosy housewife or distrustful dame with thoughts like skipping stones or interests that are empty and vain, ones that don’t figure into his left-brained world. So I must set a trap, a metal cage stuffed with a fat, juicy bird that will make him salivate and spill details that paint a more complete picture than the one that currently exists in my mind like a floating fairy with diaphanous wings. I need to be sneaky like a desert fox to jumble John’s mind and snag any evidence linking Glen to dirty dealings, corrupt bargaining, a colossal wounding or mass pollution—or maybe a capping of someone’s knees.

John walks in and pauses in the door frame. He looks like he might’ve walked into the wrong house.

“Wow! It smells amazing in here! What did you make?” John’s eyes bloom into saucers.

“Voila!” I say, with both hands motioning flamboyantly toward the platter, as if I’m a magician or mesmerist. It looks like something Martha Stewart would’ve whipped up. It looks like the meals I used to cook with fervor and enthusiasm, before I woke up.

“What did I do to deserve this? What happened to those fifteen-minute meals you’ve been making?” John walks over and picks up a carrot with his fingers and pops it into his mouth.

I let his comment slide off my back and corral him into the dining room.

“I just felt like we needed something more wholesome, more nutritious.” I set down the cream lace placemats Connie brought me back from Spain. This is elegance, she had said. This is refinement. This is class. I top the fragile lace with the forks and knives in their correct placements because I always hear her in my ear, saying everything has its proper place, Joan. She’s like the gestapo of keeping a home. A war could be raging outside, bombs could be falling, threatening life and limb, and she’d still be in the kitchen complaining about the haphazard way I chop onions or how my teacups all show signs of regular use.

John takes a seat at the dining table as I go back to fetch the chicken. While I’m in the kitchen, he keeps talking, but his words are muffled. I walk back out into the living room and place the platter on the table.

“—the open house started at eleven, but I didn’t have a single visit until close to one. Then the water from the bathroom off the master was coming out sputtering and rusty. Needless to say, I didn’t get any offers. I’ll tell you, it wasn’t my easiest day, but I pushed through. Grab me an O’Doul’s, would you, honey?”

I hand John his fake beer and sit down with my glass of pinot grigio. John has already carved the chicken and placed several slices on my plate. I mix the dressing into the salad and hand him the giant bowl. He’s saying something about pipes needing to be dug up and replaced. He’s saying something about a yellowed lawn and a sagging foundation. There’s a chasm between us, and it’s widening.

“Anyway, I could ramble on, but I won’t. How was your day, Joan?” He stuffs a forkful of chicken into his mouth, polishing his lips with grease.

“I had my walk with Rose this morning.” I take a sip of wine and remind myself—I must remain casual. I must remain aloof.

John is chewing through bites of apple and arugula. A green tendril hangs from his bottom lip before he slurps it into the abyss. He could be a brown-eyed dairy cow chewing on a hunk of grass.

“We saw the new owner of the Fieldses’ place moving in. He looked familiar, but I can’t figure out where I’ve seen him before.” I take a bite of potato, feeling its silkiness envelop my mouth and burst into a series of cumulous clouds.

John freezes, stops chewing, seeming to be lost in a cavernous thought. “Oh, that’s right. It was a ten-day escrow. All cash purchase.” He starts chewing again, unfazed by the revelations he’s lobbing my way.

“That’s abnormally fast, isn’t? Don’t most people opt for a thirty-day escrow?” I push my food around with my fork, hopeful for further disclosure. I wait eternities while he chews.

“Yes, it’s quicker than the average sale. But since he had the cash, there was no need to wait.” John is looking at me now, with one brow arched into a question mark. I can see his brain ticking like a clock. He’s wondering what I’m getting at. He’s pegged me as the one to distrust.

“You said he looks familiar? You probably saw him around town.”

I ignore this dismissal.

“It just seems odd to me, moving in so fast.” I finally take a bite of my dinner. John is still staring at me, trying to decode my questioning through forkfuls of food.

“We spoke to him—briefly. His name is Glen. Bit of an odd duck.” I wipe my lips with a paper napkin, then glance over at John, waiting to hear his response.

“That’s right. His agent told me he’s a teacher or something?” John volleys back to me.

“He said he’s a law professor. Wasn’t very friendly. There was something about him Winston didn’t like.” At the mention of his name, Winston gets up from John’s side and lies down at my feet.

“Ahh, that explains the curiosity. How so?” John takes a gulp of his beer, all the while keeping his eyes fixed on his plate.

“Winston seemed scared. He was frozen at my side. Poor Rose was trying her best to flirt with the man, but he wasn’t having any part of it. She got a dose of humility, for a change.” I half-smile and give off a trite laugh, trying to make light of it. “I got a weird feeling about him too. I felt like he was hiding something.” I take two sips of wine, waiting to see how he’ll oppose me.

“Well, we’ll have to invite him over and see what happens. Maybe he was just busy. And we can hardly blame him for not wanting to engage with Rose.” John takes the last bite left on his plate and washes it down with a noisy sip of beer.

I don’t respond, and the silence hangs between us for several beats too long.

“Beyond the Sea, LLC,” he announces.

“What? What are you talking about?” My frustration is making me disassociate. I’m replaying our conversation with Glen, trying to remember all the seemingly meaningless details.

“That’s the name of the corporation he purchased the house under. Beyond the Sea, LLC. I remember because I had the song stuck in my head for days.” John sets his silverware across his plate so they’re intersecting into an X. “You know the one.” He starts humming to the tune of it.

I perk right up. I’m back in the present moment, and I wonder how I can leverage this to gain more information.

“Why did he buy it under a corporation? And what’s the name about?” I need to know more.

“Joan, buying a house under a corporate name is common practice these days. People want their privacy. And the name? Well, maybe he likes the ocean. Maybe he’s a fisherman. Maybe he owns a boat. It could be anything.” He waves his right hand in the air, as if shooing away my concerns like buzzing flies.

“Privacy?! Why would he need privacy?” The volume of my voice registers higher than I intended, collapsing my nonchalant facade like a kicked-over house of cards.

“There’s no need to get so suspicious about everything.” He picks up his dish and walks into the kitchen. I hear him open the dishwasher and hear the clanging of silverware being placed inside it.

His words land like a blow to the heart. I feel my skin has been singed. I look out the dining room window and see branches of our sycamore swaying in the dusky gloom. The tree is sending me messages. It’s saying it’s lonely and misunderstood. It’s tired of standing so strong and so solid—providing shelter and shade, yet being resigned to the periphery. It’s over ten feet tall and three feet wide but feels hidden, enveloped in a thick gray fog. It belongs in a forest rich with fairies and foxes but got stranded here—at the margins of society, where the magical night is gagged and exists only in jagged particulates of pewter.

I chug what’s left of my wine and follow John into the kitchen. I corner him in the empty space between the table and the refrigerator, where I find him standing with a spoonful of vanilla ice cream, straight from the tub. I take a deep inhale to extinguish the flames shooting out from my center and shift my psychological tactic.

“Honey, I’m not being suspicious, I’m just concerned. I’m concerned for the welfare of the neighborhood. There are lots of kids around here. And he could be anyone. I’m thinking of what you always say—you can never be too safe.” I try my best to appeal to his logic.

“Joan, if I say it’s nothing, then it’s nothing. Leave it alone.” His voice is a false command, a series of meaningless sounds that hit my crown and dissipate into driftwood, leaving my skin bruised, black pearls clinging awkwardly to sand.

He puts the spoon into his mouth, sucking off the entire bite of frozen cream, and places the carton back in the freezer. I remain standing in front of him, giving him time to swallow the attempt at comfort.

“You know what the problem with you is, John?” My finger is pointing in his face. The wine has given me wings and suddenly I’m flying. I’m soaring over faraway beaches and borders, mossy sea cliffs and crumbling ruins. The wind is rushing through my hair and burning my eyes. I’m on top of the trees.

I press my body closer to his, feeling his heat. His eyes are wide. His breath has ceased. My fury has silenced him and he dares not speak.

“You have no faith in a woman’s intuition!” I shout into his mouth.

A look of terror flashes fast across his bovine face. My anger is a black shadowless beast with wings, something beckoned from my hollow points, cursed into existence with a wicked breath—a manifestation of a part of me he’s never seen.


CHAPTER 5

The next day, Tyler messages me as I walk downstairs to make my latte. It’s eight o’clock in the morning. A new video has been posted by one of our favorite sources, the man who narrates conspiracy theories with his sidekick, a smartass goldfish with a Brooklyn accent who wears a tinfoil hat, the same one on the mug I use every night. His latest video is about the Denver airport—the airport we fly into when we visit Tyler at school in Boulder.

“Good morning, Joan. I fed the dog already,” John says as I enter the kitchen, briefly looking my way before returning his gaze to his breakfast on the table, where he’s eating with his headphones on. His voice is unusually flat, and I surmise he’s upset about my attitude last night.

“Hi, honey. Thank you for that.” I walk right past him, take my pink bowl out of the cupboard, and start working on my coffee.

I’m so excited to watch the video Tyler sent that my morning ritual of meditating in front of the espresso machine has morphed into a jittery dance. I grind the beans, pack them down, and hit a few switches. The machine is huffing and puffing its steam through metal spigots as I tap my fingers against the acacia wood counter, trying to will the machine to work faster. When it’s done, I mix the coffee and milk in my bowl almost simultaneously, causing half the milk to capsize. I quickly blot at the milk with several bunched paper towels, then run into the living room, trying desperately not to spill the rest of my drink.

I sit down on the couch and hit play. We zoom in on an aerial view of the airport, then progress to time-lapse shots of the airport being built.

“The construction of the Denver airport went two billion dollars over budget. The final cost was four point eight billion. The complex is fifty-three square miles, which is double the size of Manhattan. At the time it was built, Denver was only the twentieth busiest airport in the United States, which makes this amount of money and construction seem like excess to the highest degree—unless it includes what’s hiding beneath it . . . Some workers claim the airport has more than six levels of tunnels below ground, laid with five thousand three hundred miles of fiber optic cables. It includes the longest runway in the world—about three miles long—and has a fueling system that can pump a thousand gallons of jet fuel per minute.”

The fish speaks. “Seems like overkill for a commercial airport.” His voice is half cartoon, half mob boss.

I take a sip of my latte with my eyes fixed like lasers on the screen.

“You’re right. It is,” the narrator continues. “When the airport finally opened, some people noticed the runways were built in the shape of a swastika when viewed from above. Concerned locals began to think something sinister was afoot, so they began to look for clues that would give away the truth—and it wasn’t hard to find them . . . The first thing you’re greeted with is a statue of a thirty-two-foot-tall blue mustang that weighs nearly nine thousand pounds. The horse has glowing red eyes and bright blue-red veins.”

The fish interrupts. “Behold a pale horse! That’s Revelations six.” A drop of water splashes out of his bowl.

The narrator gives the fish an annoyed look. “I know what it is. Anyway, the locals nicknamed him Blucifer and said the horse was cursed after it killed its maker. While under construction, a piece of the horse fell off and severed an artery in the artist’s leg. But the artwork inside the airport is just as disturbing. The baggage claim contains two talking gargoyles who harass customers while they’re waiting for their luggage. Originally, there were murals depicting scenes of the apocalypse—forests and cities on fire, extinct animals, people in coffins, and a child holding a Mayan tablet that prophesized the end of the world. Oh yeah, and then there was a whole wall painted with Nazis in gas masks carrying swords and rifles, seizing civilians young and old. The last wall showed children of the world gathered around, flying flags of peace and surrendering their weapons to a blond-haired, blue-eyed German boy in the center. Some say this is evidence of the plan for a new world order.”

“This is unreal!” I announce to Winston, who is sleeping in a square patch of sun filtering through the front window. I pause the video and call Tyler. It goes straight to voicemail. He must be in class.

I hit play again.

“More obvious clues lay on the airport dedication plaque, which is dedicated by the Freemasons.” A flat stone emblazoned with a compass and square flashes across the screen.

“You mean Illuminati!” the fish adds, with his gold fins billowing in the water bubbling around him.

“No, I said Freemasons,” the narrator says with another look of annoyance. “Anyway, there’s a reference on the plaque to a New World Airport Commission. Now you’re right, the Freemasons are a secret society inexorably linked with the Illuminati; either way, the masons project an image to the public that they’re good-hearted, charitable, and pious, but secretly, they have an evil agenda to bring about a one-world government.”

John walks into the living room and I immediately jump up from the couch and run toward him. “John! Do you remember the last time we went to visit Tyler and we saw that creepy blue horse at the airport? You know, the one with the glowing red eyes?” I feel tingly all over like an exposed wire. I’m a seven-year-old on Christmas morning who got everything she ever wanted.

“Yeah, I think I remember. What about it?” His face is twisted, confounded by the bizarre words tumbling from my mouth.

“Well, they call him Blucifer! He guards the entrance to Illuminati headquarters. It’s hidden under the airport! The runways form the shape of a swastika and—oh, do you remember the gargoyles?” I’m pointing at my phone like it’s the keeper of the secrets of the universe. The caffeine has gone to my head and I’m forgetting to breathe. I know deep in this gash I call my heart John isn’t the right person to tell, but my brain is on overload; it demands to be heard. It’s an uncensored autopilot that overrides reason, vacillating between keeping my cards close and blurting out secrets like a syringe of sodium pentothal in the rear.

John has his shoes on now and is standing by the door with one hand on the doorknob. His eyes are darting around, and his mouth has gone slack.

“Illuminati headquarters?!” A shade of red sweeps over his face, starting at his brow. His voice is filled with sharp inflections of contempt, and I think of birds who peck out eyes and feed on carrion. I don’t know how I was expecting him to react, but this isn’t it.

“You worry me, Joan. You really worry me.” He opens the door, turning to walk outside, then pauses. He shakes his head like he lost a prime parking spot. “Honestly, Joan—I don’t understand what’s happening with you. What happened to the woman I married?” He walks out the door, closing it behind him with a gentle click.

I recognize John is not my ally. He’s a man with certain expectations I continually fail to meet. I let my excitement show my hand—that part of me that makes midnight prophecies and takes direction from hunches and the howling wind and the so-called wanton women I summon in the night. It’s like a disease, this slackened tongue. It has a life of its own and wants to spout no matter who’s in the room. It’s a fever that won’t break or a poisoning with no antidote that forces me farther to the edges.

It seems I’ve been disappointing people my whole life. When I announced to my parents at age seventeen that I was a singer in a punk band, they called me trash, derelict, and loser. They told me to get out because they had high hopes I’d end up better than them. They told me I’d end up on the streets with missing teeth and holes in my veins just like my cousin Bobby. When John brought me home to Connie and John Senior, I was impressed by the chic way they spoke and their sparkly image. They seemed to be that perfect family I’d always been hoping for. So, I closed my eyes and wired my mouth shut, hopeful it would all work out and that someday I would fit their mold.

Winston walks up to me and licks my foot that’s hanging off the couch as I sit wiping my eyes. I pet Winston on his head, right between the ears.

“I’m so glad I have you, Winston. I don’t know what I’d do if you weren’t here.” Winston sighs, which I know is his way of saying he loves me too.

I drink the last of the coffee in my bowl and think back to John and the shambles that now make up my life. John is now merely my captor. He took a sick and starving girl into his care and is disappointed by what she’s become. He tried to clip my wings and is sad it didn’t take.


CHAPTER 6

Rose texts me right after eleven, as I’m pulling into our driveway after Pilates. I always make sure I’m the first or second one out of class, lest I be forced to engage with the other women who don’t work and fill their time with Botox appointments and banal chat about detox diets.

Rose says there are workers in front of Glen’s house. I think of my grandmother’s advice—it always pays to be nice to people, even when you don’t like them, because you never know when you’ll need something from them. When I was younger and naiver, I found this sentiment to be callous and unkind, but now, in my middle-aged adulthood, I find it practical and wise.

I think we should be nosy, for the sake of the neighborhood. Doesn’t that dog of yours need another walk? We could walk by and see what’s happening, Rose’s message says. I want to kiss her. I want to pick her up by her whittled waist and swing her around. Perhaps the things that bother me most about Rose—her cunningness and craftiness—are also her greatest strengths.

We make a plan to meet in front of my house. The palm trees lining our street are shimmying and shaking like hula dancers who had too many shots of espresso. A Santa Ana wind has taken hold of the city by its feet, drying our mouths and burning our eyes with a few thrusts of its devilish tail. It’s whipping around so much debris and detritus that I choke when I walk outside and Winston is felled by a series of sneezes. It’s like swallowing mouthfuls of sand and rubbing grit into the whites of your eyes.

Rose walks toward us in her cream suede sneakers, pink leg warmers, and tan cashmere pullover. Stray strands of hair are taking flight from her scalp, defying gravity. My own feet are tucked snugly into my Uggs, and I have my black North Face jacket wrapped tightly around me. It’s not cold, but the ferocious breeze has turned the street into tundra.

“It’s awfully windy. Maybe this isn’t the best time to do this.” I struggle to raise my voice over the wind.

“Don’t be silly! There’s no time like the present. Plus, you’re the one who said there’s something weird going on with this guy.” Rose is all sharp angles—her body, her face, and especially her words cut like a freshly sharpened knife through wild gusts of air.

“Yeah, yeah. You’re right.” I look down at Winston, who’s looking back at me with a perplexed expression. Just go along with it, I tell him telepathically. Don’t resist, and I’ll give you a treat when we’re home.

“Did you find out anything juicy from John?” Rose comes uncomfortably close to me, and I can feel the static on her plushy sweater.

“No. He wasn’t much help. Oh, but there was one thing: Glen bought the house under a company name, Beyond the Sea, LLC.” My voice is already turning gravelly from trying to compete with the wind.

“What? What’s that about? This guy is really suspicious, Joan.” Rose contorts her face, filling it with what looks like disgust.

“I know, I know.”

We both agree we can’t start our walk by going straight to Glen’s. We have to make it look like our sole purpose is exercise, so we plan a meandering loop around the outskirts of our subdivision before weaving our way through the middle, where the streets are all named after Wild West terms—Gunslinger Drive, Snakebite Road, and Silver Spur Terrace—because this piece of land is haunted by its former life as a Western movie–making set. The ferocity of the wind dies down and gives us a bit of a reprieve.

After walking and talking for nearly thirty minutes, we make a left on El Escorpión Lane, where Glen’s house sits on the corner of an abrupt cul-de-sac, edged up against a vast and barren field full of invasive black mustard camouflaged as “a nature preserve”—the field where everyone knows there was a nuclear disaster years ago, but no one ever talks about it anymore.

“What’s the plan now? What do we do?” I ask. We are making our way to the corner.

“We just walk by and see what we can see.” Rose doesn’t hesitate. She walks full steam ahead toward Glen’s place while Winston and I cower behind her, darting between dust devils and tumbling weeds.

There’s a boxy white truck parked in front of the house with the words Demolition Man written across the side of it in black block letters. When we get to the corner, I see a pile of rubble sitting on Glen’s front lawn atop the sparse grass, shaded by the enormous ficus tree. The rubble seems to be smoking; the wind is beating up eddies of dust from the bottom of the pile. A worker emerges from the interior of the house with more white, chalky squares of junk that he throws on the center of the pile.

I watch Rose crane her neck, seeing if she can sneak a glance at what’s happening inside.

“It’s the floor. They’re tearing up the floor in the entrance.” Rose has no qualms. One of the workers pauses in the entryway and looks at us, which Rose must be aware of, but she makes no attempt to be cool.

“Rose! They see us. What if Glen comes outside?” I pull on her sleeve.

“Don’t worry. I don’t think he’s home. Maybe I should go flirt with one of those guys and get a better peek inside.” Rose faces me. Her eyebrows are lifted into arcs that dare adventure.

“There clearly isn’t anything to see here. It’s just some demo work.” Fierce gusts are now picking up and shrieking past my ears, capturing my adventurous spirit and dissolving it. This hot wind always makes me feel uneasy, like everything holds the volatile threat of a boundless flash of fire, or even worse, rampant and inexplicable violence.

“Joan! What’s wrong with you? Why would this man want so desperately to put in a new floor right after moving in? Did you see his couch? He clearly has no taste and wouldn’t mind those cheap faux-marble tiles.” Rose has a scowl plastered on her face that takes my breath away.

“Oh. I guess that’s a good point. But what do you think he’s hiding?” I ask. My brain feels broken and obsolete, consisting of rusted metal parts that clunk together without coherence.

“I don’t know! Isn’t that why we’re investigating? Could be anything . . . Maybe he hid a body under the floor and now he’s covering it up!” Rose is flailing her arms, clearly exasperated by me.

“No, no. I don’t think that’s it. I just don’t know what it is.” I look up and see two workers staring at us and speaking to each other. A pang of fear jolts through me and I abruptly start walking away from the house. I imagine the workers will tell Glen that two crazy broads stopped in front of his house and were staring, whispering, arguing, and conniving. Then what?

Rose catches up to me. “Joan, what’s wrong?”

“I really don’t want him to catch us in front of his place.” Tears are running down my cheeks as we walk into the force of the wind.

“I told you—I don’t think he’s home. I only saw workers inside. I’m not sure what the big deal is. We’re allowed to be on the sidewalk. It’s not like we were on his property or anything.” Rose raises up her hands again, but I don’t care. Her theatrics don’t faze me. I just want to go home.

When we finally make it to our street, Kickin’ Horse Trail, the frenetic pitter-patter of my heart slows, giving me space to inhale.

“Oh shit,” I hear Rose say under the velvety layers of filth floating in the air.

“What?” I turn my body toward her, just as a crack opens up in the sky, sending a torrential blast of breath our way.

“It’s him. Glen is driving down the street. Don’t look!” Rose’s face flushes hot pink.

But it’s too late. I turn at the precise moment to make awkward eye contact. Glen is at the helm of his burgundy EV that’s sending pulsating waves of venomous energy up through the blighting battery and into his bottom. He pretends to be friendly and neighborly and gives us a little wave with a guarded grin hanging beneath his steel-gray eyes.

“Shit,” I repeat to Rose. “I knew we’d see him!”

Rose tosses her eyes around like spinning marbles. “Okay, so you were right. But at least he saw us here, and not in front of his house. He only saw us going for a walk.” She waves her hand in the air, dismissing my concern like irritating mosquitos.

“Yeah, thanks to me. Anyway, I just can’t shake the feeling I know him from somewhere. I know his face.” I touch my hand to my temple, trying to force my brain to remember.

We stop in front of my house and Winston makes bunny hops, no doubt recalling the treats I promised him earlier.

Rose has one hand on her hip. “He really is slimy, isn’t he?”

“Yeah, slimy. Slimy and strange.” I pause, trying to tackle loose strands of hair that are beating into my face.

“One way or the other, I’ll figure out how I know him.” Winston and I turn away from Rose and start walking up our stone path to the front door.

“Atta girl, Joan! Just make sure to text me as soon as you figure it out.” I hear her mumble something else, but it’s carried away in an electric current of wind.

We walk directly into the kitchen, so I can give Winston his well-deserved treats. I’m here, standing in the kitchen, but my mind is floating into space, only thinking of Glen, Glen, Glen, and his smarmy smirk. I am beckoning memories, any images that may have become sunken and buried in the deep channels of my mind. I need to dig up these artifacts. Summon a great rain or a flash flood to loosen the dirt and force the forgotten to float to the top. I need to answer the question—what bloody man is that?


CHAPTER 7

John is out for the night at a networking event for realtors in the lobby bar of a local Radisson. This means I have until around eight or maybe nine to prepare my ceremony in the backyard to call on Persephone under the glow of the last-quarter moonlight. I have decided I must call on her because she’s known for showing you the truth—the truth of yourself, the truth of your soul, the truth of the reality that surrounds you. And I must know the truth about Glen. I think perhaps I should dress up a bit to play the part of a mystical sorceress, so I change out of my overworked yoga pants and cotton tee. I walk into my cedar-lined closet to see what I have that might be appropriate for the occasion. I pull out a black silk and lace slip and hold it up to my reflection in the mirror. I catch a glimpse of the hair sticking out of my beanie.

My hair these days is streaked with various shades of cool blonde that take a stylist named Nancy three hours or more to carefully craft in her swanky salon, not a single-process box job like I would do myself when I was insolvent, that turned my hair into fragile sticks of straw. It used to be a brassy blonde, orange almost, that clashed with the pinkish-red tones of my face. I used to cut it choppily with dull scissors into Bettie Page bangs and a slanted bob, like a pinup girl who dropped too much acid and snorted too much coke. But Connie didn’t have the strength to suffer through such hideousness. She convinced me to grow it out for almost a year, which was easy when I was pregnant. It turned into a silky mane of my natural dirty blonde, ash almost, like smoldering cinders that could spontaneously ignite. I looked like I could’ve worked on a farm. I could’ve milked cows in the morning and tended to the fire at night, before bedding the fresh-faced man who owned me.

Now I have multiple layers cut into face-framing angles and the highlights they do without foil—they call them balayage in Beverly Hills. I have the hair of a mature sorority girl. It’s healthy and shiny and flowing and must be blown dry with a hairdryer of the highest quality. It must be properly preserved with golden oils and balms and pink satin pillowcases to prevent breakage. It requires different combs and types of brushes made from the plucked-out bristles of an unlucky batch of wild boars and carved wood pilfered from German forests. I must use shampoos made with endangered ingredients from faraway rainforests that are ever shrinking, in a country where the natives are forced into hard labor for a pittance. My long tresses demand lullabies and coaxing with white-gloved hands and soft voices and hours of time I’d rather spend sleeping. All of that to be stuffed under a wool stitched hat that deflects nefarious frequencies.

I put on the slip and head downstairs. I throw on my North Face and Uggs and gather the offerings I hid in the bottom of the mahogany china cabinet in the dining room. I have incense made with Saigon cinnamon, Tahitian vanilla, ancient amber, and musk. I have a bottle of Syrah from the last time we visited Napa, the one John hesitated to buy because of the hefty price until I promised we’d pour it only for a special occasion. I have 90 percent dark chocolate from Belgium, a bouquet of deep red roses I bought from the refugee standing at the freeway exit, and a pomegranate I swiped from the neighbor’s tree because the book listed these items as favorites of Persephone, queen of the dead. The one who was kidnapped by Hades and stolen away to the underworld. Not hell but a dark, shadowy realm hidden deep beneath Earth’s crust, in the pits of her bowels, where one weeps and wishes for a way out of the waterlogged world that belongs to the departed.

Persephone endured a murky slog through the muddy depths of the river Styx, where the fish are thin-finned and anemic and muddle through the chaotic current that was put in place by an angry god. A god that scorns women, and favors men. A god that still blames Eve for getting hungry and taking a bite of an apple.

I place the offerings into a basket and add a beeswax tapered candle and a box of matches I took from our local Mexican restaurant, El Lobo Loco.

“Winston! Come ’ere, boy.” Winston rushes over from his cushy bed next to the couch in the living room and we both step through the sliding glass door and into the night.

It’s a cold, clear night that singes the nostrils. There’s an absence of fog, which was banished to Hades by all that wind. I make out the brightest stars in the sky and differentiate them from planes because they fail to flash red anti-collision lights. We walk over to my herb garden, and I pause beside it, standing in a patch of clover and soil that has taken on the essence of winter citrus and thyme. The herbs are contained in a slightly raised, rounded bed bordered by rocks Ashley collected from the beach when she was still a kid. The light of the moon filters through the branches of the sycamore, imprinting our bodies with a kind of lace, leafy and speckled. The drone of a police helicopter hovers in the distance, punctuated by the yipping of a coyote in the hills to the north. The two sounds meet and spark and cause Winston to stand alert with ears pointed and tail rigid.

I take the mini shovel I use for gardening and slam it into the compacted ground, pressing the ball of my foot upon it to dig it in further, to make it break the surface. I do that a few more times while huffing and groaning until I have a hole the depth of a large fruit bowl. I kneel down so my knees are in the cool, damp soil, and I take a piece of paper out of my pocket. I’ve written Persephone on it with a black Sharpie. I place it in the bottom of the hole while I uncork the wine. The cork pops out of the bottle in a pulsating echo that seems to swallow the whole backyard. I bring the mouth of the bottle to my nose and inhale the fumes of alcohol, notes of black current, tobacco, leather, and rust. Then I take a sip. It’s a dark, brooding, and loamy wine—one that would be best paired with the chicken liver terrine from the French restaurant down on the boulevard. I think Persephone will like it.

I pour a few glugs into the pit and set the bottle down beside me, then grab the bouquet of roses and behead them, snatching off each full bloom and toss their bouncing, fragrant heads into the loosened earth. I open the chocolate and break off a few squares, placing them gently on top of the roses. Winston is now huddled at my side, and I feel his warm breath on the curve of my hip. I take out a stick of incense and jam the wooden end into the ground so it pokes out like a spike. I light the perfumed part and use my hand to force the smoke to waft in a circular motion around me. I smash the pomegranate into the hard ground, causing it to split in half and bleed, staining my palms like stigmata. I throw both halves into the pile and wipe my hands down my bare legs, letting the juice mark me, tattoo my flesh like abstract strokes of vermillion. Then I light the candle and hold it with both hands.

Since I didn’t bring the book with me outside or memorize the spell, I improvise.

“Persephone—queen of the dead, lady of the night who swallows shadows and snakes and lightning-struck thunderclouds that crack the stifled sky in two—I offer you these gifts now, under the topaz lamplight of a pried-open moon. Channel into me your guidance and wisdom that seep down into my banks through the network of willows and whisper invigorated symbols sent by the stars. Let this ritual of rain-steeped pine and magnolias that erupt in late autumn throw stones at my stagnant awareness, and unmoor it, unbind it and unwind it. Let it explode into a series of sunflowers lit from within that concentrate my connection to the divine, like wild grasses rooted to the earth, surprising with bolts of iris, with every breath I take. Align me with allies and guide me toward all that is good. Oh goddess, my goddess, hear me now, and mote it be.”

I wait for something to happen in the silence, but nothing takes shape. I’m expecting to be hit by a sudden and powerful omen, one that clobbers me over the head and forces my face to the ground. I’m hoping for some strange prophecy to fall from the sky and land in my lap with a resounding thud, sparkly gold and glittering and impossible to ignore. Again, my ears are met with quiet, and my eyes take in only the black muted night. Winston lifts his head up from my hip and yawns.

“I know, Winston,” I say. “Let me just finish up here.”

I blow out the candle and stand up. I pick up the shovel and move the accumulated dirt onto my offerings, burying them. I pack down the dirt with the back of the shovel like I do with the ground espresso beans every morning. Then we go inside. I pour myself a full glass of wine, almost to the top, and sit down on the couch in the den where John likes to watch football. Winston runs over and joins me. I put my free hand on his furry body and we sit like that as I slowly drink my wine, enjoying every velvety sip. After fifteen or so minutes, I hear John walk in. Things have been icy between us. We’ve been greeting each other in monosyllabic words and clipped phrases, trying to avoid each other inside the house, which is hard when you share a bed with someone.

Now he’s standing in the doorway. His large football player’s frame is taking up every inch of space, blocking most of the light coming from the hallway.

“Hi, Joan,” he says. His voice is calm and smooth and free of derision.

“How was the party?” I ask. The anger and frustration I’ve been holding toward him have vanished, and I find myself honestly curious about his evening. It’s like my restless spirit has been soothed by my incoherent incantation, or maybe it’s the wine.

John walks over to the couch and sits down next to me. “Oh, it was nice to socialize, to see how the other realtors are doing in this market, but that’s about it. I don’t think I made any meaningful connections.”

He reaches for my wine, and I let go, letting him take a sip. “Mmm,” he says. “This is a good one.” I don’t respond and we sit for a moment in peace. Now I sense John looking my body up and down, giving me the once-over twice over. “You look nice in this slip, honey. But what happened to your legs?” His brow is creased into that familiar V of concern.

“Oh. It’s pomegranate juice,” I answer. “I read it’s good for the skin.” I take the wine back and drink a long sip, letting its bold flavor caress each bud on my tongue.

“Joan?” His voice is filled with innocence and wonder. “I think you’re supposed to drink the juice. Not rub it on your skin.”

“I know, honey.” I lean over and kiss him on the cheek, overcome with emotion, a sort of motherly love for him.

“Come on. Let’s go upstairs and get in bed. It’s too cold down here.” I take him by the hand and lead him slowly upstairs. He doesn’t protest or make a sound.

While John changes out of his work clothes, I step into the bath to rinse my legs. The water is running hot and steaming over my cold feet and giving off the asphyxiating odor of chlorine, which I try not to inhale. I pick up the rosemary soap and swipe the slippery bar over the lengths of my legs as I think of John. Sometimes he can be so thoughtful, so caring, so kind; unlike any man I’d been with before. So why do I feel at odds with him?

A few drops of water trickle down from the showerhead, striking me directly on my crown. Then it hits me. It lands in my thoughts like a cumulous cloud. It’s that quote from Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four. The one I read over and over again in high school, leaving the paperback dog-eared and disintegrating and practically seared into my mind—

Perhaps one did not want to be loved so much as to be understood.
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I wake from a deep, dreamless sleep in the darkest part of the night. It’s like someone nudged me awake, shoved my shoulder or tugged on my foot, but when I turn to look at John, he’s completely motionless. I hear Winston snoring on his bed on the floor by the closet. I pick up my phone to look at the time. It’s 3:33 a.m. My mouth is bone dry, so I walk to the bathroom to drink from the tap. I lower my face into the sink and turn the faucet. The water is hard to reach with my head at such an odd angle, and I find I must lap up the water like a cat. I walk back to bed, still bleary-eyed and groggy, and tuck myself back under the covers. Now I’m tired but wide awake. Sleep seems faraway, beyond the ice wall, maybe even outside the dome. My eyes won’t close and are focused on the green flashing light of the fire alarm on the wall.

The light flashes to the beat of a soundless drum, somehow triggering the mechanics of my cognizance, those wheels and pulleys and gears going into forward motion, turning with a tick, tick, tick, slamming my mind with an image that moves. It’s Glen. He’s being interviewed, or maybe confronted. I squint my eyes, forcing the wheels to work harder, move faster, to release his face caught in the cracks of my brain. Then I see it clearly and understand it. Glen was in something I watched—perhaps an episode of Dateline. Maybe the one about the husband who was accused of pushing his wife down the stairs to her death or the one who put poison into his wife’s wine, slowly over time, until she died of a cerebral hemorrhage. Or was he in the other kind of video I watch? The picture in my mind takes on more detail—there’s someone talking to him, asking him a series of questions, seemingly accusing him of something egregious. I’ve seen it before. I know it. That’s all the information that comes. It’s not a lot, but at least it’s some proof my rite has worked. Thank you, Persephone. I’ll take it from here.


CHAPTER 8

I’m huddled on top of Ashley’s bed, draped in a soft knit blanket, maniacally sifting through my history on the video-sharing app. The sun still hasn’t come up. I’m trying to retrace my digital steps from the past three months to find which specific video featured the man I suspect is Glen. Earlier this morning, it felt like a clear knowing, a pang of perception shooting through my core, but now I have doubts. Was it really him? Am I misremembering? Maybe I am too suspicious.

I’ve gone through every video saved in my account and have come up empty, but there’s one last thing I can try. I go to Sister Fabeana’s page and start from her earliest post. I click on each one and fast-forward through each video, hoping to catch a glimpse of Glen’s face. I waste twenty minutes doing this. I’m about to give up and go back to bed. Ashley’s room is cold, and I’m shivering to a degree that’s becoming difficult to disregard. Of course, that’s when I see it. It’s a video titled “The Odyssey Astronauts Never Died!” I have a vague recollection of watching it, but it obviously didn’t resonate with me at the time, when I was mainly obsessed with the moon landing.

I hit play. My body is trembling harder now, and my nerves are at full attention. The video begins with a photo of seven smiling astronauts in blue jumpsuits, holding their space helmets on their laps, looking ecstatic and eager to be shot into space like cannonballs. Sister Fabeana is out of the frame, but we hear her speak.

“Today’s story is that six out of the seven astronauts who we were told died in the Odyssey disaster, the space shuttle that blew up several seconds after takeoff in 1984, are actually alive and well. Many of them are operating in the matrix with the same name or at least very similar names and have done little to change their appearances because, after all, the best place to hide is in plain sight. The pilot, Glen Angleton, is now a professor at the University of East Florida.”

And there it is. A photo of Glen as he looks today is on the screen, placed next to a headshot of him from forty years back, wearing his blue space-ready jumpsuit with the American flag waving behind him. The resemblance is uncanny. Of course, his hair is now salt-and-pepper with way more salt, and he has deep grooves carved into his face like knife marks, but the eyes are the same bluish-gray and almond shape. He has an aquiline nose and teeth like a horse, long and slightly narrow. His ears are neatly tucked into his head, and even his hairline is the same, exposing a fairly prominent brow. In both photos, he has the same thin lips and that Cheshire cat smile that sends a shiver up the base of my spine. My hands are so shaky I nearly drop the phone.

“Because my cousin Rashad lives in the area, I’ve been begging him to do a little investigation and ask Mr. Angleton if he’s part of an evil scheme to deceive the sleeping masses. Rashad’s finally agreed, and the rest of this video speaks for itself,” Sister Fabeana says.

The video becomes wobbly, and I realize Rashad must have his phone mounted to his chest, perhaps hanging from a lanyard, so we only see what’s directly in front of him. He is walking up an asphalt driveway littered with thousands of pine needles. In front of him is an open garage with two cars, neither of which I recognize. We get closer and closer with each of Rashad’s careful steps and come upon Glen, appearing more doddering than I’ve seen him.

“Excuse me,” Rashad says politely. “Are you Glen Angleton, law professor at the university?”

“That’s me.” Glen walks forward, perfectly angled in the frame of the camera and seemingly unfazed by the stranger on his property.

“Well, I just stopped by because—well, I’m not sure if you know, but there’s a rumor on the internet, people are saying—”

Glen interrupts. “It’s not me. Obviously. I mean, I’ve heard the rumor. But it’s not me.”

Rashad tries to pick up where he left off. “People are saying you’re actually Glen Angleton, the pilot of the Odyssey.”

Glen doesn’t flinch, nor does he waste any time denying the allegations. “All you have to do is look at my résumé to see it’s not me. My background is totally different. I mean, it’s interesting the Glen that was an astronaut has the same name as me and looked something like me all those years ago, but not really. Facial recognition doesn’t think we look alike.” Glen’s face is crumpled and twisted. It looks like he’s trying to conjure a script, a series of statements he was given for an unfortunate situation such as this.

Rashad manages to remain patient and understanding. “Mmm hmm. And you’ve never operated a plane? Never in the military? Never fought in Vietnam?”

“No. And I don’t respond to the emails or the phone calls. I get several a month. And then there’s that one guy who’s harassing me, but I reported him to the FBI. It’s just one of those crazy co—one of those theories, you know. But it’s not me.” Glen has both hands tucked tightly into his black jacket. When I peruse the comments, someone mentions the fact he’s wearing a bomber jacket, the kind pilots are known to wear.

“Okay, well, thank you,” Rashad says, trying to wrap up the conversation and get out of Dodge.

“I mean, I’m glad I wasn’t him.” Glen laughs, implying he’s happy he wasn’t blown up into smithereens that smashed into the sea. “But he was a helluva guy. But you know, if you look at my career on the internet and see all the books and other papers I published, you can clearly see it’s not me, not even close.” His hands never leave his pockets.

“I see. Well, thank you for taking the time to speak to me. I’ll get out of your way.” Rashad turns around and heads down the long driveway. The video ends with cheesy disco music and a series of five photos, starting with the one of Glen from the eighties, superimposed in degrees on the photo of Glen of today, so you can see the natural progression of aging.

Holy shit. This is why Glen seemed so cagey. This must be why he moved clear across the country. I place my hand over my heavily thumping heart, trying to regain a sense of balance. The sun is now pushing its way up into the sky, sending subtle beams of light through the slits in the wooden blinds and activating my eyes. I feel into my body and listen to what it’s saying. It’s not what I want to hear. I want to push it away. I want to play like John—put my hands over my ears and run, jump into bed, and throw the covers over my face—but I can’t escape the words being chiseled into my head, so it hurts to the touch: this is true, true, true; red, white, and blue, blue, blue.

I want to go shake John awake and show him the video, but I know I can’t. He’ll make excuses. He’ll call me insane. Instead, I send the video to Tyler with the message This is our new neighbor! I’m serious! Then I get in bed next to John. I’ll lie here, pretending to sleep until his alarm goes off, which will be any second. I feel numb and stunned, scattered and slightly broken. Something momentous has happened and I have no one I can tell. I’m too tired to weep. Too exhausted to take action. So, I surrender my situation to time, to the movement of flowing water, to the laws of heaven and Earth, the orbits of planets.
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I wake up at 9:13 a.m. feeling jet-lagged. John must’ve let me sleep in. For a moment, I think this morning was a dream. I open up my phone and see a message from Tyler. No way! is all he’s said. He must’ve thought I was joking, but I don’t have the capacity to explain it now. All I can think about is how I crashed into this aberration, this glitch in the matrix that put me in the same vicinity with this fallacy of flesh and bone.

How am I the only one I know who’s not under a spell, a terrible enchantment that keeps most everyone blind to the atrocities being committed before them, unable to decode the contagion collecting dust in this corrupt and stale system? I want to run into the hills and burrow deep into the cracks and crevices of the mountains that smell of minerals and a blacked-out moon. That way I wouldn’t have to do all this complex and magical thinking. I want to sleep a thousand years in the dried-out, gutted soil where the rattlesnakes lull me with their melodic and quivering tails and not wake up until this warped phase passes. Until the hillside is flush with flowers—buckwheat, poppies, and lupine, pearly everlasting with a perfume like maple syrup—and the deep gashes coated with rust and tar are cast out, finally removed from this languid land, when the sun is powerful enough to shine light on all that’s worn out. If I could, I’d craft an alchemical potion from crushed pieces of cactus and quartz, anything to wake my brethren from their drugged sleep, to save their souls—and so I won’t feel so alone.

I walk downstairs to look for Winston. When I see him happily stalking a squirrel that’s running along the cinder block wall separating our yard from the neighbor’s, I remember Rose. I send her the video. This is it! This is how I know Glen . . . He’s an astronaut, not a sex offender! Then I walk in front of the espresso machine. My mind is blank. The contents have spilled out onto the cement, and I can’t recreate the motions to make this behemoth work, to make it chug and moan. It’s like the poles have shifted, maybe even reversed.

My phone rings. When I see it’s Rose, I am relieved. Now I have someone to talk to.

“Rose!” My excitement erupts like fireworks.

“What is this video? Where did you find this?” Rose’s voice is curious and calm like a windless sea.

“It’s true! He was one of the Odyssey astronauts. He didn’t really die. They didn’t die. And he’s hiding in plain sight.” My voice sprouts from my chest and resonates like a bell, like a hollow Earth.

“Well, I feel sorry for him.” Rose’s voice feels faraway. Like something caught in the twilight, something wearing a tattered and tangled veil.

“What?” I’m sure I misunderstand.

“I said, I feel sorry for him! Joan, can you hear me?” There’s a certain pitch when she speaks, a shrill edge that suffocates my ears, clawing at their delicate hairs.

I gasp but it comes out more like a grunt. “You said he seemed weird!”

“Well, I’m not insane! Who would make such ridiculous accusations? Why are people so crazy these days? I just can’t comprehend it. How must he feel?” Rose is suddenly concerned about others. If it were a different moment, maybe I’d laugh.

“Rose, this is a fact! This is something that’s been done to scar us.” This seems to be a repeating pattern. As I plead my case, my heart sinks into my gut.

“Oh, please! You can’t believe that! I remember watching it live in the fourth grade when the shuttle exploded. I saw it with my own eyes. Oh, it was horrible! All those people blew up in the sky, right there on TV with the whole country watching. And that poor nurse who was aboard.” Rose’s histrionics are wearing on me. My skin is crawling, and I feel like I might burst into millions of subatomic particles, a detonation of dust.

“It was all a lie. It’s an intricate web of deception.” I despise her in this moment, but I also want her to believe me.

“Come on! Why would anyone lie about such a thing? It doesn’t make sense.” There’s a condescending tone in her voice that reminds me of Connie. She’s implying I’m irrational, even gullible, a woman prone to delusion.

“For God’s sake, Rose! This is just one of the many ways our government has deceived us!” I yell in a voice that surprises me and slam my phone down on the kitchen counter, cracking the glass screen. Then I hit the red button and hang up. I’m so angry my lips are trembling. I might be choking on my tongue. This is what I get for putting stock in Rose.

I grab my purse and head out the door. Today, I’ll have to buy my coffee. But I’m too amped up to drive. Maybe if I walk into town I can rid my body of all this anger. The air outside is stalled and a hazy shade of yellow, occupied by a hundred years of grit and grime. The palm trees are still and reformed, refusing to sway their exotic skirts. Three crows balance on a power line above and caw at me, alternating in different staccato tones. I’m walking so fast, swinging my arms so forcefully, that I meet the main boulevard in no time at all. It’s a thoroughfare connecting to the freeway. Hundreds of cars whoosh past me, driven by people in a frantic rush to get to their jobs, jobs that crush their souls with bosses who belittle them and would replace them in an atomic instant, jobs that keep them in a continual loop of self-hatred and despair, never knowing they have a choice to withdraw from this modern-day version of slavery.

My armpits are pooled with sweat, but I’m starting to feel calmer. What I need is a swim, a jump in the frigid ocean to reset my nerves, but it’s too late. I’m now miles from the car and still desperately need my coffee before the shakes set in, before the nagging signs of withdrawal pound on my temples with a ball-peen hammer. I make it to The Freudian Sip just as the pain creeps across my forehead like a scurrying black widow. I order my latte and sit down in the back, next to the red brick wall that looks like it belongs in the Brooklyn tenement where my grandmother Goldie grew up.

While I wait for my coffee, I open my phone and search for more information on the Odyssey. I sort through the videos and grainy news reels about how the disaster happened and finally come upon a few that speak about the cover-up. In one video titled “The Ultimate Deception,” the same formal photo of all the astronauts is shown, then we zoom into a headshot of a female astronaut who is also, strangely enough, a professor like Glen.

A woman’s voice speaks off camera. “On the left is an official photo of Ruth Plotkin from the 1984 Odyssey crew. On the right, we have Ruth Plotkin, the professor of economics at New Jersey University. You can see each woman has the same name and an identical appearance, though the photos are taken roughly forty years apart. Not only do they look the same and have the same name, they also have the same voice and regional dialect.”

A clip is shown of the 1984 Ruth, speaking at a press conference for the Odyssey mission. Her hair is perfectly poufed and coiled, and she wears a full face of makeup—eyeliner, mascara, and a coral tone of lipstick that might be called Hibiscus Crush or Hawaiian Sunset. As she speaks, she motions with her fingers extended with an artistic flair, like a ballerina doing an arabesque. Then, we cut to a clip of Ruth from the present day, a video of one of her lectures. She looks older; her jet-black hair is more of a smoky topaz; she sports black, rectangular-framed glasses; her face is creased all over; and she wears no makeup, unlike the Ruth of 1984. However, her hands take on the same graceful motions as the younger woman, and both women have the same snaggled incisor on the right side of their face.

“Let your eyes and ears judge for yourself,” the unseen narrator dares. “But if you still need more proof, we compared both voice samples using voice recognition software, and our analysis confirmed the voices are a match. These women are the same person!”

The server from the coffee shop sets down my latte in front of me, snapping me back to the present, to this so-called real world that exists within the din of chattering voices and clanging cups. I put down my phone and concentrate on my drink. As I blow on the steam swirling up from the white porcelain cup, I notice a woman sitting catty-corner from me.

She has a delicate gold ring stabbed into her left nostril. Her eyes are sepia globes fully rimmed with kohl, like an Egyptian queen or some treasure captured from the bottom of the ocean, bronze and hypnotic. She looks as wise as a crone, and not a day over thirty. Her hair is a rich brown algae that hangs well past her shoulders, and half of it is piled on top of her head in a messy knot. It’s matted in parts, like incomplete dreadlocks, and I see hammered silver amulets cuffed to the tangled parts. Her bare legs stick out from under the table, rooted to the floor with gold, patent-leather Birkenstocks sitting atop sage-green wool socks. One leg is untainted, with pure, coffee-and-cream-colored skin, and the other is heavily inked.

She gets up and pours herself a glass of water from the spigot on the wall. As she walks, I see the tattoo on her leg is the Goddess Kali. Kali has one foot stationed on top of a man lying prone on the ground, her countless arms are raised over her head, and her hair is a wild weave of worms wriggling away from her scalp. This woman is a vision of uniqueness and creativity, but it’s her T-shirt that seizes my eyes, almost blinds them with acid. It’s mustard yellow, a thick, heavy cotton. It’s screen-printed in black with an image of Charles Manson’s sadistic face. The phrase Charles Manson was a CIA asset written below in bold letters sears a distressing string of thoughts into my gray matter.

This is a woman I need to get to know.


CHAPTER 9

Winston and I are navigating our way back to the coffee shop, through alleyways strewn with the flotsam and jetsam I find so intriguing. The sharp contrast between filth and junk and passionflower vines intermingling with the unpruned, heavy, abundant branches of orange trees in full bloom, spilling out their sickly sweet scent over concrete-block walls, appeals to my punk sensibility.

The events of the prior morning—finding out Glen’s true identity and the noxious phone call with Rose—left me shaken, rattled, and rolled like a hot pair of dice at a craps table, but I managed to settle my nerves and get grounded. I passed the night by taking a scalding bath and reading about Kali, mostly to keep my mind occupied and to keep from falling into a sinking quicksand pit of melancholy. Upon waking, I decided it would benefit me to get out of the house this morning and buy myself another latte.

Today I’ve traded in the cozy comfort of my Uggs for my black Chuck Taylors, so I have to brace myself against the cold air blasting my ankles. It’s like walking with my feet dragging on the ocean floor in January, tempting leopard sharks to slither past my shins with their slippery bodies or taking the chance to step on the pointy antennae of a skittering spiny lobster. We pass a dumpster piled with a single tennis shoe, a stained orthopedic knee brace, some sort of red cloth, and a torn-apart book about wolves, making it seem like someone collapsed through time into a portal, or spontaneously combusted, leaving only the materials too dense to vanish into thin air.

When we get to the coffee shop, I follow the same procedures as yesterday. I order my drink, guiding Winston away from the crumbs of a smashed blueberry muffin on the floor, and take the booth in the back. I’m scanning my phone again for other videos, any inkling of evidence, tidbits of knowledge that might reveal more about Glen, when I see the woman from the day before. She’s sitting in almost the same spot, but closer to a heartleaf philodendron that’s hanging from the ceiling in a cream crochet basket and dripping its snaking arm down as if it wants to catch her by the shoulder. A barista repeatedly calls out names I can’t comprehend with the cacophony of voices gyrating together and bouncing off the polished concrete floor. When I finally catch my name being called, I walk up to the counter, leaving Winston tethered to the table by his leash. I walk back with my latte in both hands, taking slow baby steps so as not to spill it and slip and crash to the floor. I’m so focused that everything around me disappears, and I only exist in the sloshing contents of my mug.

As I set the cup down, I realize the spice-hued woman is kneeling beside the table, cooing and nuzzling Winston’s shaggy face. She looks up and acknowledges me.

“Your dog is so adorable!” she says with a smile that radiates a pure, white light.

I notice I can smell her. She smells like green cardamom pods, wild roses, and a five-minute brew of Darjeeling, and I think I see rainbow-colored hummingbirds circling her face. Today she’s wearing a violet-tinted sweater with pale jeans, cuffed at the bottoms, and black leather boots that look secondhand.

“Yeah, he’s pretty cute, and he knows it. His name is Winston. Like Winston Smith from Nineteen Eighty-Four.” I feel like myself as a child, when I was deemed unusual and found it hard to make friends.

“That’s a little dark, isn’t it?” She’s still a bright shining beacon of light despite being off-put by my eccentric nature.

“I saw you here yesterday. I’m Joan.” I blurt out my words, despite meaning to make small talk, and hold out my hand, putting it in front of Winston’s face, as if to steal all her attention.

“Hi. I’m Selena.” She shakes my hand, and I take in a wave of the chai she must have been drinking.

“I wanted to ask you—is it true?” Usually, I’m not so blunt, but our meeting seems fortuitous, like an offering of mangoes at the seat of a Buddha, or a curious bend in a creek, a discovery of an enchanted grove of oaks where one can take shelter.

Selena scrunches her eyes, as if trying to solve a puzzle.

“The shirt you were wearing yesterday. It said—” I’m motioning toward my torso, as if I were currently wearing the same shirt. “About Manson and the CIA.” I whisper the words after I notice the barista’s eyes are fixed on us as he methodically stirs something in a steel beaker.

“Oh, that one! Yeah, I get a lot of comments and strange looks when I wear it. And yes, of course it’s true. It infuriates me it’s not more widely known—not that people could handle that information anyway.” She brings her hand to her brow, pushing away a stray twist of hair that’s fallen into her face.

“Hey, I know you’re probably busy, but could I talk to you for a little bit? Ask you a few questions along the same vein? It’s just that I’ve made an odd discovery and am having a hard time . . . processing it, I guess.” My voice almost shakes when I speak. It seems odd to ask a stranger for help, but it also feels like something I must do.

She motions with one hand, beckoning me over to her table. I unhook Winston and he bolts over to Selena and takes a seat on top of her feet. I bring my latte over and take the rectangular table next to hers, close enough to hear her without invading her space.

“So, what’s been going on?” Her voice is smooth like a dark green velvet cloak, or a twenty-year-old single malt scotch. It evokes redwood trees in the north and cylindrical talismans concealing scrolls engraved with texts written in dead languages.

“Well, I don’t know if I can get into it all now . . . I just wanted to ask,” I hesitate, scared she’ll laugh at me, or call me crazy or unhinged. But I manage to force myself to speak. “I wanted to ask what you think about the moon landing. If you believe it happened.” I brace myself, as if to prepare for an attack.

“That old yarn? God, no! No one believes that fairy tale anymore.” Selena lets out a laugh that sounds like circles made of glacial blue, like pools filled with liquid crystals captured from the craters of the moon.

I release the contents of my lungs, feeling so relaxed I now have to fight to hold back tears.

“Then why does everyone still believe it? And think everyone who doesn’t is insane?” I pick up the napkin from underneath my coffee and dab at the corners of my eyes.

“Ahh, there’s no need to be sad.” Selena leans over and gives me a hug, holding me by the shoulders. Her sweater is much softer than it looks and smells slightly ovine.

She lets go and looks deeply into my watering eyes. “You’re seeing clearly now, but everyone you know is embroiled in a network of lies they can’t escape from. Their paradigm of reality is broken. I know you want to crack them out of their black-magic mind control programming, but for most, the grip is too strong. The sooner you know this, the sooner you can accept it. And unfortunately, you still have to exist in this wicked world despite knowing way, way too much.” Her eyes ooze empathy.

“We live in an inoculated city,” I say, referencing my favorite song from The Clash. My tears transform into sniffles.

Selena grabs my hand and squeezes it. “Maybe you can change your perspective and see that having access to this knowledge means you’re a sensitive person, a shaman of sorts, who now must walk down a mystical, magical road and have faith that eventually those around you will follow.”

“What about space?” I ask. “Is that real?” I’m not sure I’m prepared for her response.

“Yes, but probably not in the way we think we know it. I suspect space is a place where we need ships to navigate, not shuttles. Maybe submarines or other types of submersibles.” She motions her hand as if to mimic a wave, or a current, a swimming fish.

I need to know more. “Because Earth is flat? Because we’re covered by a firmament, a kind of dome, and on top of the dome is more water?” I’m trying to repeat what I remember from Sister Fabeana’s video.

“Could be. The visionary artist William Blake believed Earth is flat and the sky domed, and there’s a passage in the Book of Job that says something about the sea being shut behind doors and having fixed limits and humans not being able to go beyond that. It’s hard to say for sure, without some kind of proof. Better to assume everything you were taught was a lie, a complicated attempt to try and control you. But it’s not working anymore. Once you get to a certain point, you see how fake everything is. It’s like The Truman Show. Just about the only real things are love and the creative human spirit. Luckily, a lot of us are seeing through the veil of corruption these days.” Selena lets go of my hand.

A warmth whirls into my chest and infiltrates my heart, calming the tense muscles holding it in place. “I feel a little better,” I tell her. I pick up my latte and take a long, slow sip.

“Good. Want to exchange numbers? I’m here a few times a week. I’m writing a book about the history of disobedience in rock and roll. This is my passion project since I quit being a journalist for the mainstream media. I couldn’t take the BS anymore. I’m actually about to write a whole section on The Clash.” Selena points to her laptop.

“Oh. That sounds interesting. It’s also a topic I know a little about.” I feel my heavy heart lighten up.

Selena lifts her eyebrows in my direction as she takes a drink of her tea, and I notice her rings. She has thin bands of silver on several of her fingers, some anchored with moonstone discs and inlaid with strips of turquoise and coral. She looks like a tambourine, like she’d jingle if you shook her.

“I used to be in a punk band, before I became a mother.”

“Would I know the band?” Selena asks. Her voice takes on a serious tone, as if she’s conducting a formal interview.

“Joan of the Arcane,” I say, not expecting her to know it, but Selena freezes and her eyes go wide, like she received an electric shock.

“What?! You’re Joan of the Arcane? What are you doing here, crying about space?” Selena holds both her hands up in the air, with her palms flat and facing each other, as if she’s balancing an invisible sphere between them.

“Well—I live here with my family.” I think about the lustrous life I used to want to live, and how my current one feels too normal. I feel like I’ve become a failure to our remaining fans and turned into the worst thing of all—a hypocrite. I used to sing songs about freedom and rebellion and now I merely exist, floating between ordinary moments hitched together by time.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just that I was a big fan of yours when I was a teenager, and I always thought of you as a kind of mythical character, someone who was infallible and never cried. I guess I forgot you were human.” She clasps her hands in her lap, as if somehow trying to make up for putting her foot into her pie-hole mouth.

Selena’s admission doesn’t make me feel better. “My life didn’t turn out the way I expected it to when I was younger. Now it’s the residue from the days when I was a restless poet, a dissident with a shitty record deal.”

Somehow, in this honest moment, I spill everything about Glen. The tall, unbelievable tale tumbles from my teeth like a trapeze artist taking flight over a sea of spectators, bypassing big-top circus tents, heading over fields of toxin-doused grain and grass and everything in between, soy and wheat monocrops that create dust-bowl conditions and frazzle the fragile linings of the guts of every American between this coast and the next. Details roll from my loose lips, creating a river that swirls with rich red sediment; not the kind of river we have here, a river once so wild it repeatedly exceeded its bounds until its banks were tamed in tar and covered in concrete. I’m not sure it was the right thing to do, but my body feels cleansed, like the city after a monsoon.

When it’s all out in the ether, my nerves electrify again. “Do you believe me?” I ask. I have my arms folded in front of me, a kind of armor.

Selena doesn’t hesitate. “Of course I do! It’s a wild story, but sadly, I’m not surprised. It all links up. Universities are almost overrun with members of the intelligence community, so they can hide from their devious pasts and corrupt the young, eager, and impressionable. It’s Big Brother and the thought police in a friendly setting, and these idiots get rewarded for their allegiance to that order of darkness and manipulation with positions as professors. It’s a nice, easy retirement plan for them.”

“Oh.” I let this information cut into my cranium and land white-hot like falling ash in a forest fire.

“There’s only one reason this man, this strange configuration of coincidence and chance, landed in your backyard, and that’s so you can uncover the truth!” Her enthusiasm reminds me of a preacher, but without the hypocrisy.

“Wanna help me?” I ask. “I’m not sure I’m up to the task alone.” I hold my breath.

“I would love that! Let’s expose this disinformation agent!” Selena balls both of her hands into fists and shakes them in the air, like a kid who has been given a pony. The barista is looking at us again, and I wonder if he’s simply intrigued by us, or if he’s collecting intel.

We make a plan to meet next week at The Freudian Sip, giving Selena time to watch all the videos and do her own research on the false disaster. Winston and I walk home in the waning winter sunlight that’s already slouching toward evening, that liminal space the hue of a brushfire igniting, a star exploding, or a neon sign hanging from only a rusted nail above the motel that will soon be closed due to contamination. The air is turning incrementally violet and tedious. Winston sniffs at the base of a picket fence planted with a row of yellow and red canna lilies, looking like flames or ambush or the rumblings of inner Earth.

As the sun sinks farther into the clouds, I think back to when I asked Persephone for help. Hadn’t I asked her to send me an ally? Now here she is in flesh and bone in the form of Selena—someone I can talk to without holding my tongue, without that base fear of being labeled demented or disturbed. A moonlit wave of relief rolls over me, leaving traces of salt in its wake, a reminder of optimism and faith in a magical force that surfs the silver threads of the universe, a power that defies time, logic, and space. Persephone heard my prayer and delivered, unlike all those childhood prayers of mine that seemed to go unheard, unanswered, returned to sender, or stuffed into the trash without an ounce of regret. Now my voice hits its target, and finally, I’m not alone.

When we turn onto our block, I feel spent, yet emboldened. Battling against the naysayers had zapped my energy and almost forced me down into a cavern of no return where the air is thin and stale, where the canaries fall into an eternal sleep. Now something has awakened inside me. My heart has sprouted wings and taken flight, leaving the lacerated land behind, and ascended into a dominion of doves carrying mouthfuls of olive leaves and red ribbons tied around their delicate throats. A place where one remembers the names of their ancestors, their childhood dreams, the faces of deceased pets, and the reason for having a soul. In a place like this, you could almost believe anything is possible. That this insidious world can be turned upside down, righted like a lost treasure ship carrying containers full of gold, if someone were mad enough to challenge the existing state of affairs defined by lunatics and liars, people with switchblades hiding under their holy robes and tailored suits cloaking green, scaled skin.

I hear the melodious chirp of a sparrow in the distance and interpret the sound as having a personal meaning, a message, a sonic vision telling me to keep going, to keep digging, to continue this quest to uncover this shrouded brotherhood at a massive level—for the good of the common man, the flora and fauna, Earth with its indistinguishable shape. I know I have a long way to go, deserts full of locusts to cross and bands of renegades to confront, but now I see myself as a jaguar, tracking the margins in the black, heartless night of the verdant jungle with fangs bared and a certain flamboyance, like all these flagrant stalks of canna.


CHAPTER 10

It’s Saturday morning, and John and I have just gone out for brunch, something we rarely do, but John’s open house was canceled due to a seller pulling his house off the MLS at the last minute, after his fears of leaving LA for the middle of Texas reared their monstrous heads with snapping jaws, spewing tales of summer days so hot they sear flesh. John seemed to take this removal personally and convinced me only a greasy breakfast wolfed down with our bottoms stuck to the brown Naugahyde booths of the local deli could cure him.

We are driving home with our bellies sloshing full of cheap coffee and cooking oil, and I feel a bit queasy. The sun is fighting its way through the streaks of unnatural-looking gaseous formations they try to pass off as clouds, scattering across the nervous sky in patterns resembling rashes, but I know they’re vapor trails filled with heavy metals and chemical cocktails that dive-bomb your pores and imbed themselves within layers of dimpled fat, a kind of bleached-out Agent Orange they want you to inhale.

“Wow! Look at those clouds,” John says with both hands firmly gripping the steering wheel, clearly mesmerized by the deviant skyline.

I squint and offer an insincere smile. “Beautiful.”

There is sometimes so much irony surrounding me I feel I’m drowning in a sinkhole full of water, the kind the Mayans called cenotes, a place to bury their dead. I’m stuck with my fins caught in the clamping-down mouth of the cave, stalactites above me and stalagmites below me, with one see-through shrimp scuttling by, poking fun at my predicament.

I try my best to disassociate and think about the video Selena recently sent me. Three of the astronauts have living doppelgängers with the same names. The other two both supposedly have living identical twin brothers; however, no birth records could be found for either one of them, and when you go back and look at the footage of the memorial service the president held in their honor, you can clearly see the families of both astronauts—mothers, fathers, children, some siblings—but no attendance by either twin brother. Then there’s the school nurse who was the star of the mission at the time, the only civilian with no previous military, aviation, or space experience, who got to play the part of an astronaut after winning a contest called the Nurse in Space Project. Some people think she exists today as another law professor who goes by the same middle and last name. However, the video took and compared measurements of both the women’s faces and showed the measurements did not match, nor did the colors of their eyes, which means the mystery about her can’t be solved for now. The whereabouts of the seventh astronaut is a complete enigma and was barely mentioned.

The narrator of the video blamed the hoax on space program budget cuts and threats of becoming obsolete if the mission didn’t go on as planned. She surmised the astronauts weren’t aware of the plan to scrap the mission until the day before the launch, then were forced to comply with the cover-up along with their families. They were given hefty financial rewards to ensure their mouths stayed shut and shuttled into the FBI’s witness protection program, where they most likely received minor cosmetic modifications and new, phony credentials to secure them prominent positions. The excuse for why the names of the astronauts were largely kept the same is that they were not household names and held no celebrity status, except for the nurse, who was likely forced into lay-low hiding. After the disaster, the space program, which had been on the brink of collapse, was awarded billions of dollars in new funding. A generation of schoolchildren, whose teachers were ecstatic to allow them to watch this historic event—a school nurse in space—were traumatized and lied to, all to save face.

An errant squirrel darts in front of our car, forcing John to slam on the brakes. He inches the car the rest of the way to our neighborhood, on the off chance we might have to abruptly stop for another reckless rodent. When we reach Glen’s cul-de-sac, he’s standing in his driveway, washing the car I can’t stand.

“That’s Glen,” I say casually, tapping my finger on the window in Glen’s direction.

“Ah! Perfect timing. I can introduce myself.” Before I have time to protest, John has pulled over and is already taking off his seat belt. He bolts out of the car. I stay inside, slinking down in my seat, contemplating what to do. I watch John shake Glen’s hand. I can’t hear what he’s saying, but I’m certain I can guess. Now John is pointing to me and they’re both looking in my direction. I decide my best move is to join them and play dumb.

“Hello, Joan,” Glen says to me as I walk up. He is dressed in khaki slacks with pleats and a short-sleeved gray button-down shirt. I look down at his feet to find cognac-colored penny loafers, a shoe so offensive I want to wretch.

“Hello,” I respond. I try for a look of friendliness, but I can feel that only one half of my mouth rises into a smile, while the other side flounders.

“I was telling Glen I represented the seller. And if he needs help with any of his renovations, I would be more than happy to help.” John is motioning toward Glen’s house. I can see the hope rising out of his chest, almost smoking, revealing his Jungian shadow. He needs to feel valuable, useful, and most importantly, well-liked.

“Thank you, John. I appreciate that. But my work crew should be able to handle everything.” Glen picks up a soapy sponge out of a yellow bucket of water and makes circular motions over the car that remind me of The Karate Kid—wax on, wax off.

John’s face deflates. Yet another disappointment on this dreary Saturday.

“Well, you’ll have to come over and watch the big game. You like football, don’t you?” John is looking for any reason to make friends with this cantankerous con.

Glen pauses, taking the sponge off the surface of the car, and squeezes the excess water back into the bucket. Droplets of the dirty water splatter onto his shoes, giving me a diminutive thrill.

“Yeah, I like football.” Glen’s face is folded into a series of horizontal lines. He looks like he’s given up, like he can’t think of another excuse and doesn’t want to take the chance of blowing his cover. The shade from the ficus in his yard is immense. It blocks out what’s left of the chemically altered sun and unfolds like tentacles releasing clouds of a thick black ink, turning the sky into a confusion that annihilates the internal navigation of birds and bees, the ones that are going extinct. I study the tree’s trunk and get lost in its grooves. If I were a termite, I could wriggle my way within the bark and gnaw until the tree fell into sawdust shreds, or tipped over like timber, crushing this eerie edifice with a sonic boom, the kind rockets make when flying faster than the speed of sound, those shock waves that spread like disease.

“Wonderful! Next Sunday we’re having a little get-together. A few of the neighbors are coming over, and I’ll make my famous chili. We live at 5333 Kickin’ Horse Trail. Party starts an hour before kickoff.” John’s face holds tension. I can see his cheeks twitching. Perhaps he’s saying a silent prayer for validation, the reverse of the prayer I am reciting for negation.

“Sounds great. I’ll see you there.” Glen picks up the bucket and dumps the contents on the roof of his car, causing waterfalls of suds to stream down its sides.

John is beaming. “It’s a date!” he says, making me cringe.

I try my best to chime in with enthusiasm, but this too falls flat. “Can’t wait to see you, Glen.” I turn my face before he can see the lie I’m hiding in my eyes.

The last thing I want is for this incongruity of human flesh to set foot in our house, to taint it with his physical presence, for fear the darkness I feel emanating from him is catching like a flu, or spreads like a fungus that infiltrates brains. Then my thoughts change tack. Now I see an opportunity. Having him there will let me examine him, like one might study an insect or a plant. I can pore over him with a magnifying class, scrutinizing his mannerisms, his tone, his body language, his inflections, his use of English grammar, how he interacts in an uncontrolled social environment. I can place him at the center of experiments and chart their results, leaving him unwitting and stunned.

As we head back to the car, I hear the front door open. John and I both turn our heads to see a worker splattered in paint step out, leaving the door wide open. My eyes meet the entryway and its new tiles, highly polished squares of alternating black and white, a real-life chessboard that symbolizes the forces of light and dark, good and evil, and the constant struggle between the two opposing values.

I pick up the pace and jump into the car, holding my breath until John pulls away.

“Did you see that floor in his foyer?!” I’m practically yelling.

“What about it?” John asks. His voice is a defensive line, ready to tackle anything I might say in response.

“Those black-and-white tiles! They’re a sign of the Illuminati, John! Everyone knows this.”

I hope John won’t ask how I know this—because I learned it all late at night, while scrolling on the social media app they created to kill attention spans and disrupt appropriate dopamine doses, but instead it’s only destroying my obedience, like an army of demented machetes hacking through an overgrown Cambodian jungle. It’s feeding me vital information to fuel my awakening so I can flee this world of holograms, this ambiguous realm of fraudulent phantoms and gaslit subliminal projections. It’s conveying a mud-covered history we’ve forgotten about, stunted as we are by an amnesia that hit like a GHB-laced rum and Coke.

“Let me show you.” I open my phone and start googling. I need something concrete I can show him. I need real proof, perhaps a legal opinion or dictionary definition, but of course I find none. The main search engines are carefully controlled and any articles that come up start with the word “conspiracy” except for one titled “Make a Statement with Bold Black-and-White Floors.”

“Joan, I don’t know what you’re talking about.” John’s voice is equipped with an aerodynamic edge, like an inflamed Florida afternoon.

“It’s another one of their symbols! Like the pyramid on the dollar bill. Like the compass and square. Like eagles, the owl, and covering up one eye!” I’m trying to tell John, but he doesn’t get it. I feel frantic, like I’m walking on the moon, a place with no atmosphere, only a dust that chokes and a scarred emptiness that crushes bones.

We pull into our driveway and John puts the car in park. He lifts his hand from the gearshift and touches my forehead, presumably to feel if it’s hot. Maybe he thinks I’ve free-fallen into some form of fugue, a fever or delirium, or some other dimension where the doors have disappeared, leaving me stranded and babbling in words he’s never heard, a kind of ancient hieroglyphic strewn with crude depictions of pharaohs and sleek cats, clay vessels and scarabs. I feel monumentally cold and remote, a deserted rocky island where the sun sets in icy sapphire stripes, the indigo sky stripped of all flight by fowl who abandoned this location for warmer conditions.

“Honey, black-and-white tiles are very traditional in American buildings of all kinds. Look at any old apartment in Hollywood and you’ll find them.” He is sure his answer is straightforward and makes sense, never mind those who started the so-called tradition.

John shuts off the engine but we both remain seated in the car, captive to the pressure permeating between us.

“Joan? Can we confront the subject we’ve both been skirting around?” John takes my hand and tries his best to tenderly hold it. I have no idea what subject he’s talking about. I have an inkling we might not be on the same page, so I brace myself.

“You’re not coping well with the kids gone from the house.” His words reverberate into my skull like a sequence of cyphers that are hard to crack. I squint my eyes, seeing if that will help give them some meaning, and it does. The translation lands into my knowing like a land mine I’ve stepped on, tearing me limb from limb and leaving me in thousands of pointless pieces. When I look at John, he looks satisfied, like he’s ingested a prime cut of meat.

“Coping?” I say, trying the tainted word in my mouth, rolling it over my tongue. It’s ultrasharp like a laser-cut section of glass. I imagine a continuum of blood running from my mouth, dripping down my neck, pooling onto my breast, and creating an agate-colored stain on my cream satin shell, then someone whispering this isn’t proper.

“Coping?” I say it again, letting the anger build up like a lit stick of dynamite waiting to be tossed. “You think I’m not coping?” I feel the edges of my lips lift into a sneer, like I’m some sort of rabid cat.

“Well, honey—you seem to be on edge and making mountains out of molehills. You give everything a sinister interpretation it doesn’t deserve. You’re inventing stories. Maybe it’s a way to occupy your time. Whatever it is, Joan, let’s just cut it out.” John lets go of my hand. His face is now deformed like a hideous skin I want to claw at. I curse myself for letting him capture me all those years ago, like a stunned bird with a broken wing.

“You think I’m inventing stories and not coping? How am I supposed to cope in a world like this, John? Tell me! It would be a million times easier to be blind like you and bury my head in the sand—but I can’t! And with the kids gone, I’ve finally had time to think, to see clearly! And the worst thing is that my husband doesn’t believe me. I perceive things with a different sort of vision and everyone labels me irrational and depressed.” My voice has risen to a volume that’s surely exceeding the dimensions of the car, carrying outside to the slackened breeze where the neighbors might hear.

“Okay, okay, calm down.” John is fanning his hand in a downward motion. “Let’s go inside.”

He comes over to my side of the car and tries to help me out like I’m an invalid or some other type of broken person. I’m seeing relentless orange flames, an atomic testing that devours entire deserts hiding in the shadows of the sin-engulfed town of Las Vegas, incinerating cactus flowers and vaporizing jackrabbits and roadrunners, transforming them into a charcoal powder you could use to line your eyes. I want to throw heavy things, kick down doors and stomp my feet, beg him to listen, but I suddenly remember what Selena said—I can’t make anyone see what I see. I just have to let him be.


CHAPTER 11

I stand in the bathroom, staring at my reflection in the mirror. I touch my fingers to the diamond studs in my ears. Diamonds—what kind of ruse is this? Something they can now create in a lab. They were a gift from John for one of our anniversaries, a gift I was happy to receive at the time, but now I understand the true nature of things. They’re carbon accumulations created from pressure, a scrying mirror of sorts, three million years old. A worthless mineral that takes its value and lore from a clever marketing strategy, a glistening seduction polished and cut into various angles—princess and pear, emerald and round, marquise, oval, and baguette. The illusion was pushed by a pink-satin-clad, newly configured interpretation of Norma Jeane, no longer looking like an Okie but a full-blown movie star called Marilyn who made you believe these jewels were rare and valuable and the ultimate gesture of affection—something you need to stand out in the crowd, to be deemed “of worth,” so you can say to yourself, I wear diamonds, therefore I am loved.

I’m aware they’re a product of the black market, extracted with malarial blood, adrenaline-laced sweat, and copious tears, run by cartels who are controlled by a monopoly held by a family or two who own all the mines in Africa. It’s time for me to step up to the plate and be the embodiment of a new day and age. I take off the cursed gems and throw them in the toilet and flush. Since my engagement ring is sapphire and a family heirloom, I leave it alone. Now I feel clean, absolved from a derelict terror, a delirium of purple violence and greed that runs rampant in humid ports where the women balance baskets on their heads and rub their mahogany skin with jasmine-infused oil, shining like luminous stars above the coral reefs that sank so many Spanish ships.

I pick up two safety pins that were sitting in the marble heart-shaped plate next to the sink. I clean them with a cotton ball soaked in alcohol and poke them into my ears, like I did when I was a kid. As I look at my image in the mirror, shifting the pins into place, I decide it’s time to call on Kali. The goddess book says this is something to do with great deliberation and caution. It’s an act that takes serious guts, one that should only be done in desperation, to call in the strength to change what you can’t stand—and I can’t stand this imaginary world full of duplicity and incongruity, like Christmas in July.

Kali is known as the fierce goddess of destruction and change, the destroyer of evil and protector of the innocent. Her methods are brutal, maybe even barbaric, but she’ll crawl with you on hands and knees at nightfall, slinking through the heart of the jungle, stripping you of all comforts, getting you to that holy place called liberation, an island of veracity, to the palace of pink roses without the shapeshifting glasses.

John is asleep upstairs, in the deep doze of someone who has never been awoken in the darkest part of the night by another person’s spontaneous rage that lights the night on fire like an atom bomb, a raid or pillage in the hour of God. He sleeps as if in a trance, as a person who’s too unconscious to realize the world is a fragmented intoxication run by borderline psychotics, the kind of naiveté I loathe—which is why I’ll have my ritual now, with him in the house.

I create a sacred space in the living room. I turn off all the lights and crack the window so the moon is within eyeshot, shining over me with her pregnant belly full of glowing light, transforming the irradiated winter air into an exquisite tapestry, perfumed by a juncture of jewel-toned vines climbing toward rapture—honeysuckle, morning glory, clematis, and grape. I place two deep red beeswax candles into the crystal taper holders Connie insisted I buy to give our home a sophisticated edge, something to compensate for all the stucco.

I have gathered a basket of flowers from the backyard. There are several camellias of various shades—pale ivory, the deep coral-red of a Mexican sunset, and the pink of a cat’s tongue, all adorned with their waxy evergreen leaves. I have hibiscus the color of sin, dark orange and red in the center like a cut between legs that bleeds with the full moon, something men say you should hide. A crimson poinsettia that survived Christmas I sacrifice now, lobbing off the spiky star-tipped blooms with a quick snip of my shears. I place the flowers in a circular formation in front of my knees and set a serrated knife inside to help Kali with the destruction. Offerings of dried figs and coconut flakes I pour into an antique silver saucer, one that I polished this afternoon when I needed a mindless task to dissolve my rage. I’ve brewed a hot tea of hawthorn and hibiscus as a way to flood my corporal vessel with love, with fortitude, as a way to develop courage even in the most ruthless, electrically charged storm.

I light the candles, watching their flames flicker like a woman in red dancing flamenco. I say the suggested mantra three times out loud—Om Krim Kali, Om Krim Kali, Om Krim Kali—pushing its vibration into the atmosphere, watching the pulses and waves hit the continuum and coast to the stars. I feel a wobbly sensation in my chest and open my mouth to let out the wiggle, a delirious serpent that demands to be loosed, transformed into a configuration of sentences, a vestigial vocabulary that surprises my tongue.

“Kali Ma, strike down my fraudulent world with your power that erupts into the dusk like a divergent wind, like napalm shooting from a flamethrower in the merciless night. Excavate the ancient tears in my heart and rearrange the rhythm of its beats. Strip my life of false comforts and fears and patterns that keep me stuck in a dreamless dance, bound and gagged by the illusion of security, a kind of morphine drip. Toss me into rough waters and teach me to swim, illuminate the horizon and push me into the verge of a fresh harbor, one drenched in sunlight and sage that clarifies any lingering shadows from my mortal shell. Show me how to commune with dolphins and seals and other creatures with magical eyes that can navigate the treacherous shore with ease. Teach me how to interpret the breeze, the incremental sound of jacaranda falling to the ground. Let me know stability is something I choose when I sink my roots deep into the magnificent soil, the color of ink and windburned leaves.”

I pause and take a sip of the tea, feeling its warmth shoot through my middle like a melted gold medicine, a remedy for succumbing to experimental injections and ingesting genetically modified vegetables. I breathe deep into my lungs, filling the empty pockets with glimmering molecules of oxygen that feed my brain and revive my connection to heaven. At first I’m peppered with random and uninteresting thoughts. Did I remember to turn on the dishwasher and sweep the floor? Did I give the dog fresh water? Then my subconscious launches more inspiring ideas. I should buy a new pair of Doc Martens. I should cut my hair. I should invite Selena over for football when Glen is here.

That’s it. That’s the ticket. We’ll ask him dozens of invasive questions and get him to slip up. It can’t be so hard. He looks somewhat haggard, probably from the stress of keeping up with his guise, and in that impromptu interview I saw, he was clearly nervous and shaken. I know Selena will be game. Since she was a journalist, she’ll know all the subterfuge tactics we’ll need to get him to talk, to play up to his ego and force him into a metaphorical corner. Energized by this intuitive message, I decide that’s enough meditation for now.

“Kali, I don’t know if that idea was from you or not, but if it was, thank you to the moon and back. I’m ready to take down this joker and save my neighborhood from his wrath and deceit.” I bow toward the circle of flowers, then quickly scoop them all back into the basket and blow out the candles before heading up to bed.

I walk up the carpeted steps toward our bedroom. Everything is dark. The house is silent. Not even the stairs creak. I know what I’ve done cannot be reversed; it’s an irrevocable mark etched into pale skin that will only dissolve upon death. But I feel no fear. I’m walking on a destined path, and I am convinced I have been called toward a mission of overwhelming importance. I’ve made a vow I cannot deny. I must search and destroy Glen.
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It’s a few days after I invoked the energy of Kali, and something has shifted. My skin has taken on a luminescent quality, a slight blue like rain in August, or the Pacific Ocean after a holy three-day storm. My thoughts have slowed to the tortoise-tipped pace of tropical climates, like Honolulu where only the minimum speed limit is posted on highways. My sense of smell has sharpened like that of a wolf or a starving coyote searching the suburbs for prey in the form of teacup poodles and overfed cats. I can detect the balsam aroma of torched manzanita in the underbrush and an agave that’s blooming, unfurling her sharpened petals with a lethal grace. Even my hearing has been affected. My ears pick up the sound of a faraway bus creeping up the unnatural terrain of the boulevard with a lazy sigh, the sound of an opossum skittering along the fence in the middle of the night, and dandelion puffs taking flight on a vulnerable breeze. Even more, I am full of trust.

Selena and I meet at the coffee shop and come up with a plan of attack. Sitting in the same back booth where we met, Selena writes down a list of topics to casually bring up with Glen: his life in Florida, his teaching career, his history practicing as an attorney, family life, current relationship status, alma mater, current and past addictions, details of his current job, hobbies, religious beliefs, fears, hopes, dreams, favorite books and music, and whether or not he likes LA. A gold charm bracelet jingles with every swoop of her pen. I am taking mouse sips of my latte, which I decided to sprinkle with cinnamon, for a change, and am watching in fascination how quickly Selena’s brain works, how she immediately scribbles out the words and topics we’ll use to confound Glen.

“If this works, if we can prove Glen is the fraud we think, then I could write a piece for an underground online journal exposing him and the entire space program. Can you imagine the ramifications? It probably wouldn’t qualify for a Pulitzer. Heck, it might get me killed.” Selena lobs this thought into the air, and it lands heavily in my heart. Then she giggles and waves her hand in the air, seeming to clear the tangled thought from her conscience.

“I hope not,” I say. I take another sip and let the cinnamon hit the roof of my mouth and embrace my body like a warm hug. I pull my new sweatshirt tighter around me to amplify the feeling.

She looks up from the notepad and notices my sweatshirt at the same moment, then points with the pen in my direction. “Is it new?” she asks, making me realize how perceptive she is too.

“I did some online shopping the other night. I bought this and a few other things—things that feel more like me than what I’ve been wearing,” I tell her.

When the full moon was shining down on me like I was a crystal that needed charging, so powerful I couldn’t sleep, only swim around the seaweed-clogged depths of my subconscious, I bought one pair of black patent-leather combat boots, a pair of charcoal Dickies like I always used to wear, and this black cotton sweatshirt printed with the Dead Kennedys’ logo on the front. On the back are the words Dead Kennedys Were Right About Everything because I always thought of them, and especially their lead singer Jello Biafra, as the ultimate renegades, constantly poking and prodding the sadists in control. Though today I’m back in my Uggs while I wait for the boots to ship. To top it all off, I ordered a pair of fourteen-karat allegedly responsibly mined gold safety-pin earrings because wearing these real ones will get me too much flak from John.

“It suits you.” Selena places the pen down on her notepad and takes a sip of her matcha. I smell the amber notes of her essential oils catch the steam and float in my direction, tickling my nose.

I’m staring straight ahead, watching the baristas laugh and joke as they hustle behind the counter, and I’m thinking about what Selena said about needing boats to navigate space instead of rocket-propelled shuttles. If the bulk of space is nothing but a green-screen fraudulence, then floating in space would have to be simulated in an underwater tank where the astronauts are just actors with fins and scuba diving certifications, forcing the concept of gravity down our throats with a sadistic silver spoon. If space is really a big black lagoon, then that would explain the reason for this hoax and the sham moon landing too, with their half-lives that will soon fade into cosmic dust. And wasn’t that what Orwell said too? That gravity is nonsense and only exists because we believe in it, because we gave it a shape in the pink folds of our brains. And the stars are within our physical grasp, not light-years away as we were taught.

“I have an idea!” I shout. “Did you see the video about how the ISS astronaut almost drowned when his helmet filled with water? And when his astronaut friend was talking about how he rescued him, he referred to him as his dive buddy?”

Selena doesn’t miss a beat. “Is that the one where the anchorwoman announced that now all ISS astronauts will wear snorkels?” She picks up her pen and brings it to her face, pursing her lips, as if to divine a profound angle where we can trap Glen like a fly permanently stuck in glue.

“Let’s mention that in front of Glen and gauge his reaction. Or ask him if he knows how to scuba dive.” My face feels incandescent, a legion of white orchids and flickering lights.

“I think you’re onto something,” she says, and writes it down with the other notes. When she’s finished, she looks up at me as if trying to pinpoint an epiphany. “And maybe we can quote Bob Heard the Science Nerd in front of him—Earth is a closed system, we cannot leave the earth, there’s no place to go—and see what he says.” The epiphany lands. “Yes, let’s plan for that.” She jots this down too.

I am envisioning this man-made space, turned into a type of race between sparring kingdoms besotted with power and not a drop of integrity. It’s a human aquarium they’ve created from water stolen from northern lands, turning enormous lakes into arid deserts whose residual ash picks up with the screaming wind, strangling indigenous tribes like an insidious noose, eradicating entire histories and sacred inscriptions in stone, so they can play make-believe with all the mindless drones. And now the two of us are fighting back against the domination that tunnels through the population like a magnetic disease and settles into blood and weary bones.

“Maybe we can get him drunk and loosen him up,” I offer. “You know the phrase: ‘loose lips sink ships.’ Spaceships in this case.”

Selena writes this down as she speaks aloud, “Get. Him. Drunk.” She looks at me and pauses. “I think this is the best we can do for now. I mean, we don’t know how things will go so we’ll just try to address as many topics and use as many tactics as we can. And if he’s as standoffish as you say he is, we might not get very far. However, if we can ask him these questions in front of some of your other neighbors, maybe he’ll feel compelled to speak and not blow us off.”

I hold up my latte and offer a toast. “To a well-coordinated plan that will expose Glen on a molecular level.”

Selena clinks her mug against mine, causing a microscopic trembling of air that caresses my flushed cheeks. Our eyes lock and make a kind of gesture, verboten and absolute. We are rogue agents with no training, daring to turn the staggering night sky into an abstract painting, one covered with frozen crystals of water that are mirrors of the words they consume, a billowing enchantment that dares to bring back the impossible—the lost star-shaped forts and mysterious outer lands and the mythical hacked-down Assyrian tree of so much spiritual significance. We risk exile and personal ruin. We have soft-shoed into a place of no return, a portal with secret procedures and handshakes and variations of light our eyes might not be able to see. It is a neon-violet perilous coast in an unknown hour in a pirated year, but there’s no other place I’d rather be.


CHAPTER 12

It’s the morning of the party, and Winston and I have returned from our walk, sans Rose. I haven’t heard from her since I hung up on her. I’m sure she’s been telling everyone in the neighborhood a twisted story, a muddled series of events which make me look like someone prone to gossip and sordid tales of alien abductions. Not that I care. I’ve found a friend I’m aligned with, an ally with wings and maybe a halo.

When I walk into the living room, I find John freshly showered and dressed, the carpet vacuumed, and the furniture rearranged for his party. Lately, we’ve been on good terms. We just pretend everything’s fine, and the fault line working its way through our marriage, increasing in width with every tectonic shift in the soil, isn’t there. Now John moves to the kitchen. I follow him as he sifts through the cupboard and pulls out different spices that are likely expired. Several cans of beans line the counter. I can tell he’s feeling the pressure of promising everyone both burgers and his famous chili.

“Joan, what are you making for appetizers? I’m not sure we’ll have enough food.” A layer of moisture has settled on his upper lip, despite the slight chill in the air.

“Well, I was going to make L’il Smokies.” I close my eyes while I wait for this information to permeate John’s skull. Normally, I’d make something more upscale, something with style and an artistic flair.

“What are L’il Smokies?” His voice is laced with skepticism and a slight panic. He is opening up the cans of black beans, pinto beans, and kidney beans, and pouring them all in a bowl.

“It’s a recipe I got from a lady handing out samples at the grocery store. I thought they were delicious.” I’m too ashamed to tell him the recipe is nothing but teeny cocktail weenies thrown into a crockpot and doused in a sugary store-bought barbeque sauce, then set on low for two hours. In years past, I would’ve made plump dates from the local farmers’ market wrapped in prosciutto and stuffed with an imported cheese, maybe a Manchego or a French brie—but I don’t have time for that now.

John starts to chop an onion. “Can you make a salad? Anything green?” I can tell he’s not too thrilled with my appetizer choice.

“I can make one, but I don’t think it’ll get eaten. It doesn’t pair well with beer.” I decide it’s easier to go with the flow than argue.

John ignores my joke. “Even if it doesn’t get eaten, it will at least look nice.” He picks up a stick of butter and slices off a thick slab with a knife, tossing it into a six-quart pot.

Though he hasn’t said anything overt, I feel John’s judgment penetrating my scalp, reminding me I’m the dictionary definition of an odd duck. It’s the way he’s holding in his breath. It’s the minute tightening of the muscles in his neck and the way he’s twisting his mouth.

I think about this salad I must make for appearances’ sake, and what I should wear, how to do my hair in a manner than inspires mind-jumbling, and how I’ll calm my nerves which are now starting to inflame, as if being pummeled with pieces of sharp metal, a scattering of shrapnel into soft flesh. Selena’s coming over at half past noon and everyone else around one o’clock.

The world around me is starting to break down, like a star that has folded in on itself, being swallowed by time. The plan ahead is consuming the contents of my head, and I feel I must lie down. Maybe I’m in over my head. The fumes from the onion are seeking out my eyes like a can of mustard gas thrown into a damp trench, creating boreholes, a place where my thoughts leak through and run down the drain. The trust I recently had is quickly tumbling away. Just then, my phone dings.

It’s Selena. I’m so excited for today! I hope you are too!

Then I remember: I’m not in this alone. I have Hecate, Circe, Persephone, Kali, and Selena supporting me, guiding me, holding my hand. Suddenly I’m revived with a fresh breath and clear knowing, trusting again full well that the runes will cast where they may.
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Once I’m showered and clothed and my hair is dry and twisted into a bun at the top of my head, I feel calm and stable again. I’m wearing my new pants, earrings, the combat boots, and a soft sweater the color of cinnabar that casually hangs off one shoulder. My boots feel stiff and restrictive compared to my Uggs that cradle my feet in a bundle of cushiony down that sometimes feels suffocating. It’s been a long while since I’ve worn such a shoe, and only time and ample tread will break them in. Now I’m ready to carry out this monumental task, this massive attack that will hopefully hit Glen like a cardiac spasm that makes his legs buckle.

When Selena gets to my house, she’s dressed for the part too, wearing jeans, the same worn boots I saw her in before, and a football jersey, though it’s from the wrong team. Her hair today is wavier than I’ve seen it, hanging down the Baltimore Ravens’ jersey in shapes that remind me of sea salt and crashing waves.

“Nice jersey,” I say. “I never even asked . . . Do you like football?” Somehow, I keep forgetting I barely know this woman.

“God, no. My brother does though. He gave me this jersey as a present one year. This is the first time I’m wearing it.” She runs her hand down the length of the shiny rayon. “I know professional sports are just a distraction—the opium of the masses.”

I smile. This is someone who speaks my language.

“I’m not a big sports fan either. Give them bread and circuses, and they’ll never revolt,” I say, referring to the Roman empire’s tactic of distracting its people with entertainment, games, and food to curb their anger toward the government and the feelings of hunger gnawing through their swollen bellies.

Selena nods. It’s refreshing how easy it is to talk to her. I don’t have to censor myself or give tedious explanations of what I’m trying to convey that generally only get me sideways glances.

I bring her into the kitchen where John has turned the counter into a buffet. He’s placed several large plates on the counter and topped them with sliced tomatoes, onions, lettuce, and pickles, and there’s an entire plate full of Munster cheese. He has a condiment station, as he calls it—a special corner for ketchup, mustard, relish, mayonnaise, and the toppings for the chili—chopped onions, cilantro, pickled jalapeños, and grated cheddar. On the far end of the counter is the salad I made sitting in a crystal serving bowl and the crockpot full of my L’il Smokies that’s still plugged into the wall, bubbling away and sending notes of molasses and spices into the humid air. John is standing at the stove in his navy blue apron compulsively stirring and tasting his chili to see what, if anything, is missing.

“John, I want to introduce you to my new friend. This is Selena.” He looks up from his pot of chili in awe, as if I hadn’t mentioned several times that I invited a friend of my own. “She’s the woman Winston charmed at the coffee shop. Remember?”

“Hi there. Yes, of course! It’s nice to meet you.” He sets down the spoon and shakes Selena’s hand. “Hey, could you taste-test this chili for me?” Selena complies. John takes a huge scoop of chili and holds it out toward her as if he were trying to feed a child. “Just be careful. It’s hot.”

She takes the spoon from his hand and feeds herself. We both watch her chew. She’s nodding her head, and I’m certain she’s trying her best not to show how the chili is scorching her mouth. “It’s amazing! Garlicky, but not overwhelming.” She holds up the empty spoon in the air, showing proof of its tastiness.

“Fantastic!” John beams like a pair of headlights, and his face is beet red from standing over the simmering pot. “I love this woman! She can be our chili tester anytime!”

I giggle, then lead us into the backyard where Selena can say hello to Winston and where we can talk privately.

As we go over our makeshift plan, our neighbors filter in, which I take as a cue to go back inside and appear friendly. Selena and I move to the living room where we greet Sarah and Joe from Wagon Wheel Court, the Foresters from Stirrup Road, Marcus from the driving range, and Rick from John’s office. Everyone is making small talk, telling John about their latest home improvement projects. Someone has turned on our enormous TV and put on the pregame show, and the volume is too loud, challenging my tendency toward sensory overload. John has pushed a mirrored cart full of alcohol into the room. Selena and I are filling our cups full of ice, trying to decide whether to have a drink or stay sober, when I feel something cold and tingly at my back. I turn, expecting to see the sliding glass door open, letting in the chilled winter air. Instead, Glen is standing there. A sharp pang like a flying meteorite pierces my chest. He suddenly looks elderly, fragile, and scared like an abandoned kitten, unsure of what he’s doing here in my house. Before I can react, John notices him and walks over.


CHAPTER 13

Glen! You made it to the party! So glad you could come. Let me introduce you to the rest of the neighborhood.” The two men shake hands like they’ve known each other for years. Glen follows John around the room and very amicably introduces himself to the other guests. Selena and I watch from the barstools that sit on the threshold between the kitchen and the den, sipping the drinks we decided on—sparkling waters with lemon slices.

“He’s not what I was expecting.” Selena’s face takes on a denser quality.

“I know. I don’t know why he’s being so nice to everyone. In every encounter I’ve had with him, he’s acted beyond aloof. Now he’s playing Mr. Nice Guy. I hope you believe me.” I glance over at her. Fear is rising in my chest like the high tide on a full moon night.

“Don’t worry, I do. Maybe this is his angle—maybe he’s playing this part so no one will suspect him.” Selena points her finger at me as she speaks. “And you know what? I think he’s been different around you because you sensed something was amiss from the beginning.” I understand her undercurrents, the way the swell rolls high above the baseline and hits the sand in perfect time. She wants me to trust my intuition, to believe in the jittery feeling my stomach makes whenever something is off. I know this.

John circles back with Glen still following.

“Glen, can I make you a drink? Or feel free to help yourself. We have vodka, gin, whiskey, cold beer, wine, even tequila and limes for margaritas.” John points to the plate of lime wedges.

“Now you said something that strikes my fancy. I’m an expert margarita maker.” Glen holds his finger in the air, indicating the number one. His face is plastered with a wide smile so infectious it makes me think of cholera. “I even have a secret ingredient. Would you ladies like one? I’d love to make you my special recipe.” He looks in our direction.

“Of course, they would!” John answers. “That’s Joan’s favorite drink. We love the ones at El Lobo Loco.” John places his hand on my shoulder and gives it a slight shake. “Selena? I hope you like margaritas too?”

Selena, like me, is silent and wide-eyed. This is a curveball we weren’t expecting. It’s a stun gun to the temple or a dustbowl sandstorm that both chokes and blinds. After several long seconds, Selena moves her head up and down. I can tell that even as strong as she is, she can’t fight the all-consuming pressure to be polite. “That sounds great,” she says. Then she gently kicks my foot.

“I’m going to need an orange, cut into quarters,” Glen says to no one in particular. He grabs two glasses from the cart and starts squeezing limes into them with his bare hands, which have definitely not been washed since he arrived.

“No problem, Glen. Let me get one for you.” John runs off into the kitchen like a servant boy.

“Ah, you have mezcal too. Do you ladies have a preference?” Now Glen is speaking directly to us. Without the buffer of John’s presence, I am tongue-tied, weighted under the phantom force of a bloated creature with horns and cloven hooves.

I look at Selena. We do that thing women do when they defer to the other and then still can’t decide. “I’m good with either,” I eventually say. “I’ll leave it up to you. You’re the expert after all.” My compliance feels like a betrayal, a knife in the chest.

Selena nods in agreement. “Let the master decide,” she says with an impish grin.

Now John is back. He hands Glen a dessert plate with the quartered orange, and in the other hand, he holds a plate of food. “Glen, there’s a ton of food in the kitchen as well, so help yourself. There are several kinds of chips and dip, salad, a huge pot of my famous chili I made this morning, and I’ll be grilling burgers soon. Oh, and Joan made these.” He picks up a Li’l Smokie with a plastic fork and we all watch as the sauce drips off the shriveled sausage and onto the plate, creating a pool of brown gelatinous goo. Suddenly I’m ashamed I didn’t take the time to make something more aesthetically pleasing, like shrimp skewers brushed with fig preserves.

Glen ignores John and continues preparing the margaritas. He doesn’t bother to measure the mezcal with a shot glass. He pours it in straight, measuring by the number of glugs the bottle makes. He counts, “one, two, three.” Then he adds Cointreau, squeezes an orange wedge over the top, and mixes both with a spoon he picked up from the cart. “Okay, all done. Now try it and tell me what you think.” He hands us each a glass and watches as we both take a sip.

To my horror, it’s delightful. I look over at Selena and see how the notes of handpicked citrus mix with the smokiness of the mezcal and smooth over her tongue like a velvet dress that hugs all the right places. I can tell she likes it too. “It’s amazing,” she says. Her eyes are full and wide and sparkling like amber discs.

“It really is, Glen. Where’d you learn to make these?” Finally, I can throw a question into the mix.

“Well, I’m an old dog who’s picked up a few tricks along the way.” He places his hands on the top of his pants, pulling them up onto his hip bones. I take another sip. This may be harder than we thought. The margarita is better than the ones at El Lobo Loco. It has a suggestion of the tropics. It reminds me of a photograph I saw of Acapulco in the sixties. There was a beautiful twenty-something woman with long dark hair, swimming naked in an aqua pool scattered with pink hibiscus. The soft petals caressed her cheeks as she glided through the water. I imagine the moisture in the air, the heat, and how water is a respite when the air is too thick with promise that can only break your heart.

Glen starts making his own margarita now. He squeezes a lime wedge, and the juice erupts in all directions. “So, are you gals excited for the game? It should be starting soon,” he says.

I cringe at the word gals. Then I shake my head. “We don’t go for bread and circus,” I say. “We’re just here to be friendly.”

Glen is focused on putting the finishing touches on his margarita. I’m not sure if he doesn’t hear me or doesn’t know how to respond to my comment. Selena tries to help, to move the conversation forward so that we might get some information.

“Glen, Joan tells me you’re new to the neighborhood, and Los Angeles. How do you like it so far?” She takes another sip of her drink, which is quickly diminishing.

He responds right away. “Well, I haven’t had much time to explore it. The spring semester hasn’t started yet, and I’ve been so busy with making renovations to the house that all I seem to be doing is driving to and from the hardware store.” He takes a sip of his drink and muses. “Perfection,” he decides.

Selena tries again. “What do you teach?” She’s not giving up. She’s committed to her mission and is stalking it like prey.

“I teach law.” His fragile appearance has dissipated. Now he’s steady like a California live oak. He can’t be uprooted by a severe Santa Ana. “Wanna hear a lawyer joke?” he asks, out of the blue.

We both reluctantly agree. Now I’m chewing on an ice cube that’s numbing my tongue. Selena squirms in her seat next to me. Glen’s face has taken on a waxy look that reminds me of fake fruit displayed in a bowl.

“The judge says to the witness, ‘You seem to be in some distress—is anything the matter?’ The witness says, ‘Well, your Honor, I swore to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, but every time I try, some lawyer objects.’” Glen reveals his teeth. They’re stained, yellowed like the eyes of a jackal.

Selena tries her best to force a laugh. It reminds me of a hyena that’s been hurt. I compel my mouth into some kind of upturned crescent, but going against the revulsion inside me feels wrong. In a roundabout way, he’s admitting to subterfuge, to skull-duggery. All artifice aside, the joke is a flop.

“My students get a kick out of that one,” he says. Glen tugs at his pants again, and his eyes wander to a framed photo on the wall. “Are those your kids?”

Selena and I look at each other, not sure of what to do, what bum tactic to try next. We’re shooting poisonous arrows that only hit dry, depleted soil.

“Yes, those are my children. Ashley and Tyler,” I respond, while Selena gives me a doe-eyed look I’m meant to attribute some meaning to, but I don’t. “They’re both away at college.” I take another sip. The glass is cold and sweating between my palms.

“Beautiful kids,” Glen says. “Where do they go to school?” He picks up a straw and places it in his drink and stirs the contents around. I hear ice cubes clink together. I hear the beating of my heart, the blood pumping through my veins, and John’s voice announcing the start of the game. The drink is making me feel strange, restless. It’s the sort of intoxication that turns yellow, then lime green. Scenes of hula dancers and half-naked men blowing conch shells amid a backdrop of torches and coconut palms come to mind.

“Ashley is at Sonoma State and Tyler is in Boulder, at the University of Colorado.” Now Selena is clearing her throat.

“Ahh, Boulder. That’s a fine city. I’ve flown into Denver countless times.” He has one hand on his hip, and his mouth has transformed into a satisfied grin, like a cat who caught a fat-bottomed bird.

I nudge Selena’s arm and take advantage of the fact Glen’s attention is momentarily aimed at the TV. I turn my head and whisper in her ear, “Illuminati HQ!” She nods, then speaks up.

“You’ve flown in there? Do you mean you personally flew a plane?” She is sitting upright, her spine a straight long line.

“No, no. I don’t fly planes. Or anything for that matter. I was a passenger. Had some friends living there. I used to go visit. Sometimes we’d ski.” Glen’s voice has transmuted to an iron fist. He fixes his attention on the game, which has started. Selena inhales what’s left of her drink, making sure every last drop leaves the glass and finds its way into her mouth. As she brings the glass back down, I hear the ice crash to the bottom.

We are the only ones sitting in front of the liquor cart. The other neighbors choose beer from the cooler outside, and we’re left alone with Glen. He asks for a pitcher or carafe, saying it’s taking too much time to make three individual margaritas. Before I know it, John appears like a rabbit pulled out of a hat, again bringing him the requested item with another quartered orange and more lime wedges. As the neighbors chatter under the booming voice of the football commentators, I walk to the sliding glass door and crack it. Winston darts in and runs to Selena, planting himself at her feet. I watch her get down from the stool and rub his face and whisper all the cute things dogs like to hear. Then she gets up and starts swaying. Somewhere there is music playing. She is saying she remembers this song from high school. She knew all the words and recalls how her innocent, narrow hips swung from side to side with the beat of the drum, the rhythm of the bass, the strumming of the electric guitar.

Glen is working hard on filling the carafe. He adds some seltzer, then even more mezcal. Someone makes a touchdown, and I hear people cheer. John pumps a fist into the air. Now Glen is filling up our glasses, but Selena doesn’t notice because she’s still dancing with Winston and he’s chasing her feet. I focus on her fingernails. They’re painted a shade of iris, or mulberry, or the skin of a passionfruit. I could pick them from a vine and pop them into my mouth, and they would burst like late July, or freshly harvested grapes.

Glen is standing before me, handing me a glass, making sure I grasp it firmly in my hands. I drink long slow mouthfuls of nectar, the heady substance hummingbirds suck from the hearts of flowers. It tastes like Tulum, or amethysts, or the Florida Keys. Then people are booing, and someone is saying something about a dirty play. My legs feel robotic. Sweat is collecting under my arms, deep lagoons where someone could drown. I am burning from within. It’s as if I have swallowed an electric eel or a kerosene lamp that only illuminates the contents of my unsettled stomach.

Selena’s drink has made it to her hand, and now she’s singing along to the music the others can’t hear. The lyrics are haunting. Something about wrecked ships in the east and broken vases and a sweltering noon. Her eyes are half closed, dark slits with feathered black lashes. I wonder if she still has peripheral vision.

The halftime show comes on, and people get up from their seats. They grab fresh drinks and help themselves to food, something we’ve completely disregarded. John is outside grilling burgers, and Regina Forester whispers something to her husband while watching Selena continuously undulate like a date palm with heathen fronds. Rick from John’s office has poured himself a glass of the cocktail without being offered one, and Glen’s face becomes rigid, virulent, as off-putting as a hissing opossum. It makes me think of my hatred of clowns and monkeys. When I describe these ancient fears of mine to Rick, who has not asked, I see Glen listening. He’s taking snapshots with his mind. He’s jotting down mental notes. He’s remote viewing the cobwebbed corners of my thoughts. No one notices this because they’re all eating burgers in front of the TV as the aging pop star swivels around the stage in a choreographed seduction of rhinestones, tassels, and leather. She’s like a cobra dancing along to the flute, but she’s simultaneously the charmer and the snake.

Now I’m showing Rick my new boots. I’m taking them off and showing him the size. I’m reminding him that once I was in a band. I was someone great. People screamed my name and asked me to sign their merch. I was a golden goddess with black circles under my eyes. He is nodding along. He understands my sentiments. Selena has grabbed Regina Forester’s husband and is trying to put his hands around her waist. The day is collapsing like the Roman Empire after a thousand years of militant rule. It’s like the aliens have landed and are destroying Earth. I know this is inevitable, whether they’re government-created holograms or not. I know the grays will crawl from their flat metal discs and fire with sharp beams of red light and scorch and engulf everything in sight—the ancient desert creosote, the toyon with its bright red berries that emulate holly, the Shanghaied eucalyptus that topples in any swift wind, and multitudes of Spanish ranchos subdivided into millions of parcels. Not even the cockroaches are safe.

Glen is looking down upon us from his high vantage. I think I see him laughing. His smile conceals numerous daggers, an armory of sharpened blades. Then I know: this was his plan. We drank from his cup—a rookie mistake.


CHAPTER 14

John is gently shaking me awake. I have a terrible bitter taste on my tongue, and my mouth is as dry as the Mojave. I blink my eyes open. They resist against some type of glue that makes me think of colored construction paper and plastic googly eyes and the sickening stench of a school lunch. I hear John’s voice.

“Joan, wake up. Have some coffee.” He’s pushing a hot cup of coffee into my face. Selena is next to me, lying down on the length of the couch with her hand in front of her face. She’s begun to shift around, clearly coming out of a dazed sleep.

“What happened?” I ask, finally taking the coffee into my hands. When I speak, my breath lets out the essence of what seems like jet fuel. My skin feels coated in shellac, or a tainted residue they now put on fruit. I imagine I could take three consecutive showers, and the varnish would never wear off.

“You girls had too much fun and too much to drink.” John stands above us, sipping his coffee from the giant mug that’s covered in a photo of redwood trees, the one we bought at the gift shop in the Sequoias. “You kept drinking Glen’s margaritas. I couldn’t get you to stop.”

Selena opens her eyes, looking confused, as if she’s awoken in a strange cave, an inexplicable place where Sasquatch might hide.

“Good morning, Selena,” John says. “You ladies really let loose, huh?” There’s an annoying smirk on his face I want to slap off, chase away with a baseball bat.

Selena sits up. “What time is it?” she asks. The curtains are all drawn and only a lamp is on over by the fireplace. It could be seven at night or two in the morning. When I break my eyes free from the glue, I find my phone on the coffee table.

“It’s 6:42 in the morning,” I announce. Somehow, we’ve slipped into a time loop, cascaded down the sticky shoot with alcohol as a lubricant. We might’ve landed in a glorious realm where angels sing and stroke the gilded strings of a harp, but instead we got stuck here. A place stained a hazy yellow and complicated by a large chunk of missing time, a place without symmetry or hope.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened.” Selena looks like she’s had a shock. She touches her hair, then her face. She moves her legs, as if making sure all her body parts are still intact and in their proper places.

John walks over to the kitchen and comes back with another cup of coffee. He hands it to her and she takes it with outstretched hands slightly shaking. John seems to be studying us as if we’re a lost species, a type of cryptid only rumored to exist.

“There’s nothing to be sorry about. It was Glen’s fault,” he says, pausing to take a sip of coffee. Selena and I look at each other with our breath momentarily halted, wondering if we accomplished our goal. “He got everyone drunk on those lethal margaritas. Then he was telling all those hilarious jokes. Don’t you remember? You guys were the ones who started the dance party. God, what a great time.” He’s staring into space, trying to call back the moment of bliss through a memory. “I think we need to start calling Glen the Time Lord. I remember the game ending and next thing I knew, it was minutes to midnight.”

I am trying to do complex calculations in my slow-moving brain. At the mention of minutes to midnight, all I think of is the doomsday clock, that measure of our proximity to a global catastrophe, when the warlords threaten our existence by man-made calamity. “What time did the game end?” I try counting on my fingers. I try to forget midnight as a representation of a widespread devastation, a modern-day flood.

“Probably around four. I ended up making more burgers after dark, and then the last people left just before twelve. My chili was cleaned out by sunset.” I see he feels proud. “You two were the life of the party, you know. Selena’s dancing had all the men’s tongues wagging, and Joan, you must’ve been telling some fascinating stories because I’ve never seen Rick so engaged. Anyway, I’m going to make some breakfast. I think we could all use a little food.” We both agree, and John walks into the kitchen to begin cooking.

I put my hand on the top of my head and groan. “This is terrible. How did we let this happen? We were the ones who were supposed to get him drunk, but somehow the curse was reversed. And we didn’t even get to ask him if he scuba dives.”

Selena blinks her eyes a few times. She must also be having a problem with eye glue. “I don’t know. I don’t remember dancing. I don’t even remember anything about the game.” All the light Selena usually brings seems to have dimmed, perhaps slipped through a storm drain that flows to the sea.

Now snippets of the night come into focus. I’m struck with a silver flash of memory, a thumbnail of Glen’s face appearing hideous and pestilent when I was sitting on the floor, taking off my boots. The room was spinning, and I was at the edge of the centrifugal force, but something in my knowing was forcing me to stay alert.

“It was Glen,” I say. “He did this on purpose. I remember rattling on to Rick about the minutia of my life, and I had the feeling Glen was absorbing what I was saying. Like he was somehow recording it with his brain, storing it for later use. I know that sounds crazy, but that’s what it felt like.”

“I believe you. He’s probably been trained in some type of mind control,” she says. She sits for a few moments with her head hanging between her knees, then she looks up. “We’ve underestimated our enemy. This is a major plot twist.” I watch Selena reach for the mug and take a sip of coffee. She gags and sets it back down. “The odd thing is, I’m usually not a big drinker. I wonder if he put something besides alcohol in the margaritas. It feels like my head is going to explode.” She touches her fingers to her forehead.

“I don’t know. I mean, it is quite odd we can’t remember much. I don’t remember the last time this happened. I must’ve been in my twenties. So, he either drugged us or we really can’t handle our liquor anymore.” My body begins to descend into shivers and shakes, as a way to rid itself of the poison.

“Of course, there was always the chance of our plan not working, but this . . . this is too much. Not to mention, humiliating. All your neighbors saw us acting like fools,” Selena says. She shakes her head as if she’s trying to exorcise this experience from her consciousness.

“It’s okay. They’re all John’s friends. I’m sure my other neighbor Rose already poisoned them against me anyway.” I get up and open the curtains. The sun is working its way through the darkness, shooting rays of light through the branches of the sycamore and into the pane of glass. When the light hits my corneas, something inside me gets charged. I’m aware of a gleaming beacon emanating from my solar plexus. It is vaguely humming and hot. I turn around and face Selena.

“I don’t want to give up. I want to keep going. We just have to be more professional, maybe change direction. We need to work like private detectives, not silly schoolgirls.” I am sure of what I am saying. The path is clarified, moonlit, set in mystical inlaid stones. Maybe I’m holding a divining rod, something that will eventually lead me to the blue rose once I’ve mastered the art of the chase.

Selena lets out a deep sigh. “I don’t know.” Her voice is gravelly. “He’s clearly working with some unnatural power that only a certain corrupt regime could instill.”

I sit down next to her, placing one hand on her back. “Selena, he’s still human. And we have light on our side. A light that can expose the dark agendas that are seeking to destroy common man. Wasn’t that our plan? Isn’t that what we’re aiming to do?”

“I feel too sick to be optimistic.” She rolls onto her side, curling into the shape of a bug. Somehow our roles have reversed. I’m now the torchbearer, and she’s the distressed woman in white. Winston runs into the room and jumps on the couch, planting himself next to Selena’s warm, wrecked body.

John walks in with two plates of scrambled eggs and buttered toast. He sets them down on the coffee table, then fetches his plate and two glasses of water; however, Selena doesn’t move from the fetal position. John sits on the floor before us, cross-legged, and begins eating.

“This is just like the old days, isn’t it, Joan? When we’d go out for food late night—after your shows.” Within a few moments, half his food is gone from the plate.

I push my eggs around before daring to take a bite. “It sure is.” I wonder if I should feel nostalgic or take this as a sign of regression. I pick up the toast and take a bite. It feels dry and brittle in my mouth, like eating something desiccated and dead.

Selena sits up and confronts her food. She picks up a fork and points it at the plate like she’s trying to tame it. After several seconds she scoops up some egg and takes a careful bite. I watch her swallow and contemplate how her body reacts.

John has finished his breakfast. As he’s crumbling up his napkin and crossing his silverware over the empty plate, he turns to Selena. “Selena, you have some cool tattoos.” This announcement hits like a napalm raid in a stifling location where the population speaks a ravaged language. Selena drops her fork on her plate, sending off a sharp clang that stings in the silence of the morning. She looks at John with a limp jaw and hollow eyes.

“Honey, what do you mean?” I ask. Selena seems to be stuck in a place where she can’t speak, a parallel reality where her face has frozen into an obscene gesture. She could walk into the worst neighborhood at night and cause a terrible fright. Children would cry.

“Don’t you remember? She was showing us her tattoos. We saw Kali on her leg and that Egyptian woman on her back. My favorite was the smoking gun. It’s a derringer, I think. Am I remembering right?” John seems totally unaware of our plight.

“I was doing what?!” Her voice hits such a high pitch that Winston runs from the room.

“You girls really don’t remember anything, do you? You were showing all of us your tattoos and telling us the stories behind each one. I remember you said you got the smoking gun because of that big piece you wrote for the Baltimore Sun that ended up putting a guy in jail. What a story.” John is standing up again and clearing the table. “Is the food helping your hangovers at all?”

“Who was I showing them to?” Her voice is a wail caught in the wind, and her eyes are creased at the corners, but John still doesn’t detect her torment.

“Well, all of us, I guess. There was Joan, Rick, Marcus, and Glen. Oh yeah, that’s right. I remember Glen got a kick out of the Egyptian—”

“Sekhmet,” Selena adds, with scorn leaching out of her eyes like battery acid.

“That’s right. Sekhmet. He mentioned something about how she’s the goddess of war. He seems to know a lot of random information.” John walks out of the room, oblivious to leaving us in tatters.

“I don’t understand. This is not something I do. I keep my tattoos to myself, except for Kali when my legs are exposed. And I never get wasted.” Tears are forming at the point where Selena’s eyes meet the bridge of her nose. “I feel violated.” She buries her face in the palm of her hand.

I get up from the couch and face her.

“This is all Glen. I am telling you. He’s collecting information about us. He’s writing all these facts down in some secret notebook or something, so he can use them against us—if he has the chance.” I’m talking so fast it’s hard to catch my breath. “He’s clearly very crafty. Did you see how fragile and frail he looked when he first got here yesterday? I almost felt sorry for him. Then something shifted, and he turned deranged. I felt a portent of danger, but there was nothing I could do. I was a passenger in my own body, and we were going over a cliff.” I am shaking my hands in front of her, though the violence of the action causes my head to swell. “We need to think differently, like detectives. We can pretend we’re Philip Marlowe or Sam Spade or Mike Hammer.” I place my pointer finger on my chin and grimace like Sherlock Holmes. “I know! We should go through his trash.” I am certain I am directly channeling all the great detectives, and this idea is genius.

“What will it prove? What’s the use? Now Glen knows I was an investigative journalist, so he’s probably wary of us.” She rattles her head, then reaches for a glass of water. She’s trying to take some in without choking.

“Selena, I know you feel like death, but I need you to realign yourself with what’s important, with the truth at your core.” I press my finger into her sternum. “Let’s make like Sekhmet and declare war. If we don’t, we might be met with a future that resembles Nineteen Eighty-Four—filled with thoughtcrimes and doublespeak, astronauts and presidents that emerged with the swipe of a wand from a Hollywood studio. We must ask ourselves, what would Jello do? What would Sinéad do?” I pause. I wasn’t prepared to make such a speech at this early hour and with such a ferocious pounding in my skull, but overall, I have a good hunch. “Are you with me?” I hold out my hand. It’s a peace treaty, a pledge, a punk pact, or promise.

Selena sits for what seems like an eternity with her hands wedged into her lap and her shoulders hunched. She appears to be staring at some obscure pattern in the carpet, trying to decrypt its waveforms, its fragmented nylon structure. Just as I begin to lose hope, her body shifts. She’s listing to the side like a ship taking on water, then she rights herself. She slides a clammy hand out of her grip and extends it toward mine.

“Let’s tell that Nazi punk to fuck off,” she says.

Now I catch the shadow of a smile on Selena’s face. I take solace in this act of rebellion. It’s as if the punk gods have called us back from the place of the doomed, the uninspired and ordinary—the women wearing beige twinsets and clutching their cultured pearls at their breasts, talking about thick-skulled guys named Biff. The ones trapped for eternity in a glass menagerie.

I consider the potential of our task, and I determine fear has no value. It doesn’t have a home in the hearts of women who have graduated into the sisterhood of the archetypal mother. The place where the frightened maiden-self has been shed like a molted skin or an outgrown winter coat, because after the thaw, they found their inherent belief in that special knowledge, the conjunction between femininity, ingenuity, and intuition that gets women labeled witches, or whores, or smashed somewhere in between. Now we’re calling on that great power—the primeval prowess that sings like a raven in the light-polluted night to carry us into battle with swords forged from ironwood, tourmaline, and a ritual of salt, to deliver us safely home—victorious, and without shedding a drop of blood.


CHAPTER 15

In the days after the party, I found the unidentified poison we ingested, whether real or imagined, still had a stronghold within me. I felt its clutch like gripping claws, something that made my blood run slow and thick. It needed to be shed with force, otherwise it would linger in my veins, take a footing in my joints, and become rigid, fossilized, hard as limestone bedrock. I went to the local spa and exposed myself to the infernal heat of the infrared sauna, despite my hatred of blistering temperatures. The sweat was hard to break at first. I waited five minutes in the suffocating air, then ten, eleven, twelve, and at thirteen, the first drop of perspiration beaded at my brow. By the fifteen-minute mark, I was covered head to toe in a secretion, a kind of resinous sap that necessitated a rough scrubbing that turned my skin pink and raw. I emerged from the hellscape of heat fluid and flowing, inflorescent as star jasmine in the high season, or the vetiver grass that grows wild in the hills and whose imprint soars through the canyons on a warm summer breeze. Now I am unearthed, a lost monument raised to the surface and brushed free of dirt.

Selena complained of headaches and an idleness she had never experienced before. Her creativity was completely abolished for three straight days, then reappeared on cue, as if it were some sort of temporary spell, perhaps a warning, a cautionary tale for what happens when you challenge the status quo. Luckily for me, she took this threat as a challenge, a thing to be faced head-on with a bulldozer and a disorienting flash of light that turns night into day, one that pounds the soil with sheets of rain and uncovers what’s hidden in the crust where the earthworms feast on the forgotten. She emerged from her drug-induced trance as if she were a weapon forged from steel, or a diamond created under immense pressure from the elemental terrestrial forces and unfathomable celestial meanderings, something brilliant, shiny, harder than rock, and hungry for action.

I’ve put a great deal of distance between myself and Glen. I’ve avoided driving down his street or taking Winston on walks near his house, as if I were evading a type of widespread contagion, one that infiltrates the soft bits of the lungs and locks down hard like the mouth of an overzealous alligator, starved and bereft and left stranded in a stagnant swamp. Selena and I have also decided time is our ally. By putting space in between the ill-fated party and the trash hit, we’re giving our thoughts room to breathe, and hopefully Glen will grow fat and lazy and forget about us. He’ll believe we’ve become scared and scarred, afraid of the tricks he can do with his mind-bending, his hypnotisms that wish to destroy all our plans to take his lies public. We’ll give him time to underestimate us, like I figure he does with all women. My instinct tells me Glen views women as an inferior race, a group to be conquered, colonized, maybe even wiped out by plague, if only to prevent us from using our feminine wiles to bewitch the easily splintered, swollen egos of certain types of men.

I even restrain myself from telling Tyler, who is no doubt so besotted with the new girl in his life that his messages have become few and far between. I know I could get hold of him if I needed to. I decide this is the way things must be, for now at least. Tyler would believe me, but it’s too soon. I must put a muzzle on my snout until I have more concrete proof—something as tangible as a boulder, something solid that doesn’t require night vision goggles to see or reverse engineering to comprehend. I must slow down and make like the languid Malibu surf that breaks at its own pace, its personal primordial beat that collides with the rocks and sand only when the timing is aligned, knowing there’s no reason to rush, that all good and true things take time. I even finally stop trying to convince John. I see it’s of no use.

Today, now that I am cleansed, renewed of vital life force, I am reading an article online about the art of digging though people’s trash, from a private eye’s perspective. They call it a trash hit and say it still has its place in the world, despite being seen as slightly cliché, something from black-and-white movies that private dicks do with a fedora, an overcoat, and a steady stream of smokes. It requires a bit of surveillance, watching with a careful eye on the eve of trash pickup day for when the black plastic barrels are rolled into the street. That’s when the contents leave the threshold of personal property and become public domain. I determine we’ll need plastic gloves, dark clothes that can get dirty, the trunk of a car lined with trash bags to protect against “garbage juice,” and a place to categorize and photograph any evidence we might find. I’m hoping for handwriting samples we can potentially compare with the astronaut’s, maybe an empty bottle of obvious poison, a snorkel and fins, an article of clothing, maybe even a pizza crust laden with DNA, or at least something to show us his penchant for a particular kind of food, like freeze-dried ice cream or Tang. We could scour articles from the eighties and see what matches up. I know I’m setting my hopes too high, but there’s a propulsion inside of me I can’t turn off.

Selena does her own research and hits pay dirt. Just a minute ago, she emailed me a link to a photo of Glen as we know him today, the law professor. He is grinning like an idiotic tourist, standing in the midst of three steel pillars that remind me of a genetically altered form of the twisted horns found on the pronghorn antelope. Instead of two horns, there are three, as if the poor animal was a product of a demented experiment, a creature so horrified with its mutation that it vaporized and left only its headgear behind. There is even a caption below the photo—Professor Glen Angleton stands in front of the United States Air Force Memorial in Washington, DC. Why would a law professor with no military experience be so excited to pose there, at a memorial for fallen airmen? I take great pleasure in his apparent sloppiness and jump up and down. Clearly, he wasn’t expecting two nosy women with too much time on their hands to sift through the wreckage and make meaningful connections between the outwardly mundane.

I search for more images of the structure and happen upon some aerial views of the colossus eyesore that also reminds me of spears or scythes, things that pierce flesh and shred bone. I know DC is rife with these kinds of blatant monuments that were erected under the guise of pride but were truly constructed to conjure an atmosphere of fear, to allude to dark gods that rule through a shadowy horror.

The Pentagon can be seen at a short distance away, then there are jet-black granite structures in the ground that look like they could be walking paths in a crude formation of a compass and square, leading to a smooth asphalt-paved road that surprisingly looks like the shape of a skeleton key. I take my finger off the mouse and pause. Three pillars, a compass and square, and a skeleton key. There is something about the words three pillars that feels like a memory recessed in the core of my being. I say the words out loud, then type them into the search bar and hit enter. The search results are all conclusive—in their own words, the three pillars are a Masonic symbol that represent strength, wisdom, and beauty, but I know better than to trust what is spit directly from the serpent’s mouth, so I scroll down and find something that feels true, that resonates like an enlightening gong and sheds the body of all illusion. I click on the link, which is a website apparently dedicated to divulging the harmful acts of Freemasons. When I see the words, my body shifts, thrust like a rocket to one particular sentence that ties it all neatly into a blue satin bow—The symbol used for the devil in Islam is three pillars. I know I shouldn’t be, but I feel stunned, stung by an aggressive bee that renders my body swollen and tender to the touch. Maybe a part of me was hoping I would be wrong, that things wouldn’t add up and we’d have to stop, but this shiny revelation only proves we’re on the right track and must keep going.

When I send my findings to Selena, she replies, All astronauts are Freemasons, so this aligns with the narrative. They clearly don’t even try to hide it anymore. This will be their undoing. I picture her sitting cross-legged on a peacock-print pouf, looking like a sibyl, spouting predictions from her plump, glossed lips.

I sit in solitude at the edge of my desk, pondering her words. My laptop is casting its damaging blue light onto my skin and retinal cells, hastening a punishment that evades sight. Outside my front window is the present moment in all of its various forms—the sky breaking into a barren wasteland of blue, camouflaging the nefarious rites of secret groups that lurk within the shadows of normal society. The clouds are rolling in from the coast, swallowing stars escaped from the Milky Way and the glow of a forgotten moon. Somewhere outside I hear a coyote howling—sounding frantic and feral, hinting at vertigo and a mass vanishing. It sounds like the mutterings of an ancient solar spirit, one that created order from chaos and made mountains out of endless space, one who colluded with Coyote to create fire, flood, and the three-dimensional night.

Maybe I could learn something here—a method for a kind of unraveling, a sharpening, a curious sorcery that shocks the wicked, that reduces villainous minds to purple, numb stumps. Maybe I can dive into the rough waters that will be Glen’s undoing. Maybe I can become dangerous.


CHAPTER 16

It is the night of the trash hit. I know John will be out bowling with some of his college friends, and I don’t expect him home until around eleven. That’s not too late, but I’m counting on Glen to be the type who likes to turn in early. A few days before, I gave Selena his address and she staked out his house with her hair pulled back and concealed under a baseball cap to ensure there weren’t any obvious cameras plastered under his eaves, gutters, or secured to his front door. After ten long minutes in her car, with a pair of binoculars sneaking to her eyes in brief flashes, she determined we’re in the clear.

Selena is on her way over now, making sure to drive by his place first to confirm his trash is out on the street. I’m on the phone with her as she makes her way to the point where El Escorpión Lane collides into Kickin’ Horse Trail. “It’s there!” she yells. “Both the garbage and the recycling!” I exhale a long breath, relieved that at least one part of our plan has started out right.

A minute later, I let Selena in. We are both dressed head to toe in black, looking like a crack commando unit made of two, whose only combat experience is traversing through the mean streets of American cities, dodging the raving mad remnants of individuals who have shot too many chemicals into their veins and who are constantly at war with an invisible force, those evil spirits that have shattered their minds into millions of useless pieces. I am wearing some of my new clothes—the combat boots, the Dickies, and a plain black hoodie I swiped from Tyler’s closet. My hair is braided, then shoved under my beanie. Selena is barefaced, with her hair slung into a low ponytail, transforming her into a mere mortal, dressed in a lightly paint-splattered black sweatsuit. She looks like she should be lying in bed reading Rumi, drinking a cup of herbal tea. We turn my living room into a base camp, where we prepare ourselves for our excursion with shots of motherwort tincture mixed in spring water, then chased down with squat glasses of a nice Bordeaux, for amplified courage. It’s the first alcohol either of us have had since the night of the game, but this goes down smooth, like ribbons of magenta that hold the components to another time, a space without wires or cables or silicon chips. A place where women went to sleep without knowing the number on a scale and could do as they pleased without critique.

“Winston, you have to stay here. We can’t risk you barking or becoming too obnoxious.” Winston, who is sitting on the couch between the two of us, lets out a guttural sigh. I know he hates being left out, but we can’t take the chance of him bungling our mission.

Selena looks at her watch. “It’s already a quarter to nine. We need to get a move on if we’re going to go through all his trash in your backyard before John comes home.” She’s been fidgeting around since she got here, sitting down for a minute or two, then getting up, looking out the window, twirling strands of hair around her finger. The task should be straightforward, simple. All we need to do is open the bin, pull out a garbage bag, and plop it into the back, but I too feel nervy, jumpy. I’m teetering on the edge of a narrow precipice jutting out from the rust-streaked wall of the Grand Canyon, while the mighty Colorado laughs from below.

“Yeah, I guess we should.” I take the rest of the wine in one hurried gulp.

We step into the brisk night, and I take in the signature scent of a wood-burning fire. I would guess it’s oak or avocado wood, certainly not pine. The air is so misty and overwhelmingly damp that water droplets cover my face, forming a kind of soggy lace covering. The tips of my eyelashes are also catching the dew, causing my mascara to slide down my eyes, turning me into a raccoon. Then I notice the silence—there are no sounds of cars or voices or blaring music that rattles the walls. The quiet usually gives me an eerie feeling, as if there has been an apocalypse I missed while I was relaxing safely inside. Maybe it’s because of the rain, which drives all Angelenos indoors, except for the newer ones who have not yet acclimated to this culture that fears rain and all of its related disasters—slick-surfaced freeways that ensure massive pileups and gutters that collapse under the weight of too many sodden leaves. We place a few black plastic bags down in the back of Selena’s Subaru, then put on our gloves. If we happen to get pulled over, we’ll have a lot of explaining to do. Then we get in the car.

“Okay, so the plan is—I pull right up next to the barrel once we ensure there aren’t any lights on in the house and the blinds are fully shut. Then, you get out and calmly open the barrel as I pop the trunk and toss the bag into the back. And as carefully and quietly as you can, close the trunk. Once you’re back inside, I’ll slowly drive away. I think the key is to steer away from rushing or moving too abruptly and to do everything coolly and carefully as if there’s nothing weird about it because truthfully, we’re not breaking the law.” Selena has one hand on the steering wheel, even though the engine is off. She gesticulates with the other hand, mimicking the motions I might make while holding a bag full of garbage.

“I got it. Let’s just go. The sooner we leave, the sooner it’s over.” In my head, I feel compelled to count the reasons why Glen makes the antenna-like hairs on my arms rise. Maybe it will help dissolve the collection of stones that have formed a circle around my heart, caging it in and squeezing it. In my mind’s eye, I see a vision of a faceless man pointing a pistol at me. He’s aiming, then he’s shooting, but the image vanishes before the bullet reaches my throat. Selena has both hands on the steering wheel now and we are driving at a snail’s pace down the street. The moisture is so dense she’s forced to turn on the wiper blades, and I’m afraid they’re too loud, that Glen will detect their movement from the interior of his house.

“You okay, Joan? You’re awfully quiet. We don’t have to do this if you don’t want to.” She pulls closer to the curb, waiting for me to acquiesce.

“No, no. Keep going. I’m nervous but I still want to do it. We can’t give up.” We drive the rest of the way in complete silence, then Selena stops the car across the street.

“Ready?” she asks. My heart is pumping hard, forcefully, like I had several lattes all at once. We both look over at the house. The first floor is totally dark. The only light, other than the streetlight, is a faint glow at the edge of the upstairs window. It looks far away, as if someone were sitting in a room on the other side of the house. I find this reassuring.

“Yes. Let’s go. Turn onto his street and go as far as you can before making a U-turn, then stop in front of the black barrel.” Selena starts driving again and follows my orders.

Everything goes exactly as we planned. She pulls up to the barrel and pops the trunk. I get out of the car, leaving the door ajar, and open the barrel. There’s a neatly tied bag full of garbage sitting right on top, as if it were waiting for me. I pull it out easily, with minimal noise, and place it in the trunk.

The sky is weeping on me now. The rain forms tributaries in the folds of my face and glides through the minuscule fissures into my mouth. I slowly and quietly close the trunk, waiting a moment to make sure it latched. When I hear it click, I also hear something to my right. It sounds like a rustling in the brush on the other side of the chain-link fence, where Glen’s street dead-ends into the nature preserve, and when I turn my head, I think I see a flash of movement, as quick as lightning, which pushes the beating of my heart into overdrive, but it’s too dark and foggy for my eyes to see clearly. I don’t have the time or will to mull it over. I need to get in the car as fast as I can, while forcing my body to act slowly and move naturally. This goes against the grain. This is an obligatory override of the natural system of fight or flight, freeze and fawn.


CHAPTER 17

Neither one of us speaks until we’re two blocks from Glen’s house, driving in the opposite direction from mine, with the absconded trash in the trunk taking up too much of my attention.

“We did it!” Selena is now talking at full volume for the first time in what seems like hours, and it rattles my nerves. I’m not looking at her face, but I’m sure she’s smiling.

“Yeah, we did it. But—” I almost don’t say it, fearful the utterance will give it life. “But—I thought I heard something. Like a rustling sound. And I thought I saw something move out of the corner of my eye.” I look over at Selena.

“What? Where was it coming from? I was looking in my rearview mirror and I didn’t see a thing.” I want her to feel like I do, but clearly, she doesn’t.

“It might’ve been coming from the other side of the fence, where the preserve is, but it was so hard to tell. Especially because the rain picked up.” I place my hand on my heart, trying to will it to beat better. I’m tired of the unyielding feeling that’s captured its center.

“It was probably an animal. I mean, it’s a nature preserve, after all. There are probably tons of animals—deer, coyotes, rabbits, squirrels, opossums, birds. Maybe even a bobcat or mountain lion. They all hunt at night.” Selena drives around outside the immediate neighborhood as we planned, putting distance between the trash hit that’s not a crime but feels like one, and our arrival at home.

“Yeah, you’re probably right. I heard a coyote howling a few nights ago.” I talk myself into this safe space she’s created.

“We did the hard part. Now we have to go through it. That’ll be easy but gross. Let’s hope it’s not too disgusting. I don’t want to be sifting through decomposing vegetables that have turned into slime. I can’t imagine he does much composting.” Selena says this with her eyes on the road.

We turn into my driveway. One thing we didn’t think of is the issue of getting the garbage out of the car and into my house without anyone seeing, but since it’s cold and wet, the streets are totally abandoned. Everyone has taken shelter from the acid-laced mist except for the predators that balk at such a thought, the ones that stalk the night with sharpened claws and an acute sense of smell, a primal knowledge of fear. I get out of the car and open the side gate to the backyard. As I wait by the gate for Selena, she opens the trunk and deftly pulls out the bag. Then she dashes the few steps from the car to the gate, and I’m certain no one has seen us. I lock the gate behind us and we immediately head for the concrete patio that sits on the other side of the sliding glass door. It’s covered with a worn sun shield that will protect us from the rain.

“The bag is rather light,” Selena says. “I was kind of expecting it to be full of empty bottles or something.” She holds the bag in her right hand, moving it up and down as if it were a weight.

“Well, let’s get into it.” I move toward the far end of the patio where there’s an empty space to sit down. When my bottom touches the cold concrete, Winston starts barking. He senses our presence on the other side of the door. “God, not now,” I moan.

Selena walks up to the glass and tries her best to talk to Winston through the clear barrier. “It’s okay, buddy. We’re home now. Just give us ten minutes and we’ll come inside and sit with you.” She’s tapping on the glass, but Winston doesn’t stop.

“Ugh! Why is he being like this? Maybe I should let him out. Maybe he’ll calm down.” I get up and also knock on the glass. “Winston, shush!” Through the sheer curtains I see a light go on. For a moment, my brain malfunctions, and I think someone, maybe Glen, has broken in and Winston is trying to warn us. I step backwards two paces from the door. I feel Selena watching me. I can sense her body has frozen into one large block of ice. She’s managed to lift her right arm and she’s pointing with her index finder toward the impending threat. She’s wondering what’s happening, and so am I—but then I understand.

“It’s John! He’s home early. Quick, hide the trash!” We both dart around, going nowhere in a frantic panic, like two corpulent crooks in a silent comedy. The trash bag is swinging wildly in Selena’s hand. I can tell her inclination is to throw it, but she doesn’t know where.

“Here! Toss it to me!” The bag is so light it easily takes flight and I catch it with both hands. I hear the click of John unlocking the glass door as I run the length of the backyard, finally wedging it in the gap of the corner where the cinder block wall meets the vinyl shed John uses as his woodshop. I hear the door get stuck on its tracks and John murmuring under his breath, saying something about WD-40. I make it back just as he succeeds in opening the door wide enough to poke his head out. Selena is sitting at our battered outdoor set—a round table made of tempered glass and white aluminum we inherited from John’s parents, scrolling calmly through her phone as if we were enjoying a pitcher of lemonade on a warm spring day.

“Joan?” John’s voice bounces off the concrete, distilled into an incarnation of confusion. The lights are all out in the backyard, and I realize he’s having a hard time seeing us. “What are you doing?” Winston is behind him, charging his legs in an attempt to break through and get outside.

“Oh, Selena and I needed a bit of fresh air. So we came out here.” I look over at Selena, and she makes a face that reminds me of that emoji that shows teeth in a sort of apprehensive manner—a blend between upturned lips and the descent of a frown.

“How did this door get locked?” He looks at me with his face twisted into a shape that reminds me of something broken, cracked, split into shards. I bring my hands to my eyes and remember they’re ringed in a melted black wax that used to coat only my lashes. I must look demented—a fugitive siren from the black lagoon. “You’re all wet! Come inside.” Winston barks behind him, agreeing with his demand.

Selena bolts out of her chair as if we have been caught by the principal, or some other authority figure. She walks in first and I follow. Winston jumps all over us as if we’ve returned home from war.

I walk up to John and give him a peck on the cheek, trying my best to pretend nothing is amiss. “How was bowling, honey?” Selena and I both sit down on the couch, which seems to be transforming into our throne of shame, a place for ridicule and embarrassment.

John turns on the light and takes a good look at us. “Why are you both matching? And Joan, why are you dressed like a boy?” He is standing over us with both hands on his hips. If the power planet Pluto were a human, John would be him. “Anyway, I don’t understand why you were sitting outside in the cold.”

Selena and I look at each other. I see that she is evidently at as much of a loss for how to explain this as I am. This was one part of the plan we didn’t think about. I try my best to improvise.

“We heard rainwater is full of negative ions which are good for the body, soul, and especially the skin, so we went outside to soak them up. Then we went for a short walk and came into the backyard to dry off. We didn’t want to get the carpet dirty.”

John’s chest decompresses. The carpet is always a thorny topic when Connie comes over. She’s always pointing out barely visible stains and snags caused by Winston’s nails catching the yarn.

“That’s right.” Selena nods her head. “The rain cleanses the aura.”

John lets out an exasperated sigh because, I presume, he doesn’t know how to respond to our quizzical comments.

“Well, my night was interesting. It was great to see the guys. Do you know I haven’t seen Steve in three years? Not since he took that job in Buffalo. I told him that if he got into real estate, he could stay here and avoid those horrible winters. Anyway, we didn’t bowl like we used to in college, that’s for sure. Our team was called the Fly Spinners and we were always on fire.” Now he’s talking directly to Selena, as if she’s dying to know all about his glory days in the college bowling league. “I certainly didn’t bowl my best tonight. My top score all night was 110, with only two strikes. I don’t know if it was my form—or maybe my shoes were too tight.” Now he is shaking his head. I can feel his disappointment in himself. Not only does he need to be liked, he must always flourish, even in small ways that shouldn’t figure into a healthy image of self-worth. It’s a part of his personality that makes me feel ill or maybe insulted.

“God, I didn’t realize the time. It’s late! I need to be getting home,” Selena announces. I figure she too must be repulsed by John’s admission of feeling inadequate due to a lousy bowling game. It’s enough to trigger repressed memories of victimhood and self-abuse, something Selena and I set fire to ages ago, shifting our auras from gray to pink in an instant.

After she’s gone, John makes us mugs of chamomile tea while I wash the melted makeup off my face. One part of me feels relieved, while the other feels uneasy, as if every step I take has the potential of setting off a land mine, blowing me up into bits that will detonate like sand in a hot, dry wind, blistering canyon walls and heading straight toward the sea, where my fragmented parts will be swallowed by undiscovered monsters with fins, bigger than a baleen and twice as ferocious as an orca. The other part of me feels emboldened, cocky like a twenty-something-year-old boy who has not yet been acquainted with strife or financial ruin.

Under the vanity lights on the bathroom mirror, I pick up my phone and go to the video of Rashad confronting Glen. For reasons I can’t quite comprehend, I watch it again, letting that anger reignite and flood my system, dislodging any realistic fears or hesitations. Then I open the comment section and type my testimony, under the safety of my online pseudonym. This is my neighbor. He is a total con, an intelligence trick. I vow to splinter his deception into a million pieces and scatter it to the winds.

I close my phone and get into bed. John brings up our tea, and I lie in bed sipping what looks like the zest of the sun, captured and purified into an essence that has the power to soothe, a dulcet lullaby without the brandy-scented breath I knew as a child, one that poured from crimson lips that made my heart quiver and turned me into a pincushion or a poppet rife with needles and hooks that would take countless dark, lonely nights to remove. The dew of the daisies finally breaks down the walls of my heart and I feel my body relax, melting into the soft cotton linens. I have landed in the shelter of a cloud that tells me it’s safe to close my eyes. I feel John walk over to my side of the bed and cover me with the duvet.

I feel my eyes get heavy. Now it is night in the jungle. This hour beckons bravery and the removal of millions of thorns stuck in the spiral-shaped seashell muscle we call a heart, an organ we can’t comprehend with metal tools and devices, or the pretention of reason we call science. It is something that can only be understood with feelings and love, naked beauty and a communion with God. A path has cleared in the dense foliage, and I’m flying like a rainbow-feathered bird over the tops of banana trees and bromeliads and so many spotted cats. And when I blink, the lights are all out.


CHAPTER 18

I awake to the sound of John’s voice. It is muffled, but by the tone of it, I can tell he’s reprimanding Winston. I pick up my phone and see it’s eight-thirty. I’ve overslept once again. Perhaps it’s from all those calming herbs I took yesterday. I open my phone and begin scrolling through my newly suggested videos, but I’m distracted again by John’s voice. This time I hear him clearly.

“Winston! What have you done?” It sounds like he’s in the backyard.

My memory of last night’s events swirls into my consciousness, and I remember the trash. I bolt out of bed, throw on my slippers and a ratty sweater that doubles as a robe, and run downstairs to see what the commotion is about. Before I even get outside, I see through the glass door the backyard is strewn with debris. There are white crumpled papers scattered across the patchy grass and crushed plastic water bottles dotted between them, creating a sort of morse code of rubble. I walk out onto the patio and look over to the base of the sycamore where John and Winston are arguing.

“Winston, let go of that!” John is trying to pull something from Winston’s mouth. As I realize what’s happened, my heart sinks into my stomach, and my legs begin to buckle under the enormous pull of misconstrued Newtonian physics. Winston is still clamped onto the torn bag with his unforgiveable jaws, giving it a death shake, while John struggles to wrestle it out of his mouth. I don’t know if I should try to help or run, but it seems I don’t have much choice.

When John sees me, he lets loose.

“Joan, look what Winston did! There’s trash everywhere! And it’s definitely not ours.” Now he has successfully pulled the plastic bag from Winston’s jaw. It is ripped and covered in slobber, looking like a skinned pelt. “Winston, where did you get this?” He shakes the forlorn bag in front of Winston’s nose, interrogating him and clearly expecting an explanation. Winston looks back at him with those brown eyes that are experts in conjuring a sort of sadness and guilt, and my heart-strings fall to the ground.

“Honey, stop. It’s not his fault. I put the trash there. I don’t know why he got into it.” Now I must think of a plausible excuse for this madness.

John doesn’t seem to be listening to me. He has grabbed ahold of something near the base of the tree. I watch him inspect it, then he holds it up. It’s a Styrofoam tray. He’s reading a label on the piece of cellophane that’s dangling from the side of the white rectangular foam.

I walk up to the crime scene and take the package from John so I can inspect it myself. It, at one time, contained a portion of raw meat. Suddenly, I realize the sun has come out. The ground is wet, soggy, and gives under my shifting weight. I close my eyes and inhale the air that has been cleansed like our pink auras. It’s like moss and lemon blossoms, grapefruit and cedar smoke. It smells like the eve of a societal collapse. I open my eyes when I hear John’s voice.

“He must’ve eaten a top sirloin, or at least licked the juice,” John says from the same place of bewilderment I found him in last night. We both look at Winston, who is sitting like a sphinx, with both paws stretched out gloriously in front of him, as if he were a king being worshipped. He looks abnormally satisfied and content.

“You did this? I don’t understand. Where did it come from?” John is looking around the yard, searching for more clues on why an empty jar of Jif peanut butter might be sitting amid my rosemary bush and why a tattered and empty box of macaroni and cheese is sidelined next to my begonias.

“I—well, Selena and I—” I stammer and drop the meat package.

John is trying to clean up, and I get the sense he’s not listening to the fairy tale I’m about to unfurl. He’s picking up the crumpled papers and opening them. I see from where I’m standing, near the sycamore, that John, who is only a few feet away, is holding a page of case law. He looks like he’s flown into one of the wormholes near the Southern Ocean and has been transported to an unimaginable world, one full of tattooed tribes that only communicate in grunts, a telepathy he can’t comprehend. A world where the fish that inhabit the rivers have human faces and blades for teeth.

He bends over and grabs an empty can of generic-brand peaches, and I wonder, who still eats like this? As he raises the can up, we both hear something rattle around, then the beep-beep-beep of an electronic device. He looks inside, slowly reaches in, then pulls out a miniature disc and brings it up to his face. He holds it between two fingers as if it were tainted, a radioactive artifact recovered from a Cold War–era nuclear meltdown. I notice the symbol of a silver apple with a perfectly arched bite missing from its middle.

“Fuck!” The curse erupts from my lips like a missile, hot and programmed to hit its target in seconds. Then my heart drops into my guts. It’s a key finder, a small tracking device attached to a rabbit’s foot key chain with a single key dangling from the ring. If I could, I would summon a hole in the ground to swallow me up, a pit of quicksand or my own personal portal that will deliver me to a land of peace and quiet, perhaps the bank of a real river, not one that’s captured in concrete like we have here, but one overflowing with thousands of flowers—iris, geranium, and malva. I imagine a winding path set beside it in cobblestone or brick, perhaps in another country where they speak a language that is soft and lilting. I close my eyes again, waiting for John’s outburst. I have become a heretic. There are no words that will deliver me from this flaccid moment.

“Jesus, you sound like a sailor,” John accuses. His face is a furious terrain of crimson and creases. Disappointment leaches from his pores like an asphyxiating gas.

John hates when I swear. He and Connie both had a hand in breaking my foul tongue when I came into their care, but ingrained habits are hard to banish, especially when one is under attack. Now he is shaking the key finder, the key, and the severed rabbit’s foot.

“Joan, tell me what’s going on!”

His voice is rough, like a cheap whiskey that burns the throat. I slide my body to the ground and place my head between my legs. Winston runs over to me like a knight trying to save a wounded lady, but it’s too late. I have been gouged in the center, speared in half and struck immobile. There’s nothing left for me to do but confess. I’m sure Glen has already picked up the signal, and I expect a pounding fist on the door within minutes. The jig is up, though I’m not mentally prepared to hear the soliloquy heading my way.

Right on cue, we both hear the doorbell reverberate through the house. Suddenly and inexplicably, I have an idea. I shoot up from the ground like a sprouting blade of grass, revitalized and strengthened, and snatch the memento mori from John’s hand. I run over to Winston and pull him inside as fast as I can.

John follows close behind me, still completely confounded. When we are both as far as the kitchen, I turn around and grab him by his shirt collar. I feel my teeth clench and imagine my eyes turn a shade of yellow with sideways black slits in the center. In the other hand, I am still holding Winston by his collar. I am unhinged, yet in total control for a blip in time.

“Follow my lead and don’t say a word!” I move my fingers to my lips and watch as John swallows a sharp intake of breath. He is too stunned by my abrupt transmogrification to speak. Then I head straight for the door, ready to face the force that is trying to drag me into a ditch on the side of a deserted road, where only lizards and the skeletal structures of tumbleweeds dare to cross.

I answer the door like I am a royal lady and John is the help. As expected, it’s Glen.

“Hi Glen,” I say, all sunshine and smiles. John repeats the same words behind me, but there’s an apprehension in his voice. “I bet you’re looking for this?” I hold up the key so it’s dangling on my index finger.

“Hi Joan. And John.” He dips his head down to acknowledge us. “Why, yes. I misplaced the key to my boat slip, and when I tracked it, it ended up here.” Glen and I are both putting on our best performances. Anyone watching would be blind to the animosity stirring between us. Glen removes the key chain from my finger, being careful not to touch my flesh. Maybe he thinks it will burn like sulfur or turn him into a pillar of salt.

I can tell John, who is now at my side, wants to speak, but I can’t let him. I’m still holding Winston by the collar and shoving him into view.

“We found it in our dog’s mouth.” I am pointing at Winston, accusing him of the crime. I feel John doing mental gymnastics behind me. He’s counting, but nothing is adding up. “He got loose last night and I found him rummaging through some garbage outside. He likes to scavenge.”

Glen’s eyes are flinty arrowheads, shifting in their sockets. I know he’s not buying what I’m laying down, but I don’t care. This story is meant to keep up with the game that he’s the expert in playing—a fabrication that is textured and layered, like a finely woven cloth made at the base of the Andes, one that tricks the eyes, convinces them of colors out of the spectrum. And even if he knows it’s not the truth, Glen would never dare accuse me in front of John.

Glen’s eyes shoot to John’s, and mine follow. To my surprise, John is agreeing, though he looks uneasy, as if he’s swallowed a sparrow. “We found him eating a steak.” I’d like to give John a good nudge in his side, but I know it won’t do any good.

Glen bows down and puts his head on Winston’s level. “You were the culprit, huh? What a naughty boy.” As he wags his finger at Winston, I think about lifting my leg and giving him a swift kick in the teeth, but maybe they’re as false as the world he resides in and will only propel me onto my back.

Winston whines and walks backwards. I let go of his collar, finally letting him run and hide from this monstrosity of treachery and splintered bone. I know I should close the door and be on my way, but I need to take one jab with my sharpened blade to feel satisfied.

“You’ve got a lucky rabbit’s foot, huh? I haven’t seen one in years. It’s awfully macabre, isn’t it? Kind of cruel, really. Or does it actually bring you luck?”

John is looking at me now with eyes fixed into extensive rings, like the ones circling Jupiter or Saturn; then he finally regains an unexpected sense of control. “Well, I’m glad Winston found your key for you, Glen. He’s awfully helpful sometimes, even when he’s being bad. Anyway, I need to get on my way to work, and I know Joan is late for . . . for her Pilates class. So, we’ll be seeing you.” John waves and begins closing the door.

“Thanks.” Glen holds the key up by the furry white foot and gives it a rattle. I can see he wants to respond to my snide comments but thinks better of it.

He walks away with a hitch in his step that makes it look like he has just dismounted from a horse, maybe a wild Mustang or some other untamed beast that bucks and gallops at full speed. I decide the world is a sequence of random moments, strung together by a quicksilver cord that defies logic. I want to cut through this magical tether and watch the cards fall to the ground, where they belong, but something more than hope keeps them afloat. Something as American as Coca-Cola, and as powerful as Old Faithful, keeps them flapping in midair, like an engine with too much torque, like a rocket with too much liftoff.


CHAPTER 19

Once Glen is out of sight and the door is shut and closed, I find myself staring at John’s face. It is red and inflamed like he was left exposed to the elements in a harsh, arid season with no trace of rain.

“Joan, are you going to tell me what’s going on? Hell, I don’t even know if I want to know the real story!” He raises his hands to the sky, like someone singing gospel. “Whatever it is, it needs to stop now. I don’t have time for this. I haven’t even begun to prepare for my open house.” He puts his hands on the top of his head, as if he were trying to keep the top from blowing off due to the immense pressure bubbling up.

I’m not sure if it’s better to speak or remain silent and let him rant. I watch him and wait. He has not moved from behind the door. Now his eyes are closed, and he’s gathering his thoughts, making sure he knows exactly what words to use to scold me, to lash my skin like a whip.

“Okay, I changed my mind. I want to know what’s going on.” He opens his eyes, and his face turns from red to pink, which I take as a good sign.

“Maybe we should go in the kitchen and sit down and I can explain—” I have already turned toward the kitchen. I feel John’s hand on my shoulder, keeping me in place.

“Joan—tell me now, right here. And quickly.” He is practicing deep breathing like a yogi or monk. I imagine his hands in a mudra.

I think of several lies I could tell—that a clever crow stole the trash and dropped it in our yard, that Selena and I put together a neighborhood composting club where we take all the neighbors’ trash and rifle through it, foraging for green scraps, or that trash collecting is part of a bizarre social experiment we’re conducting, but this will take too much time, too much effort, and drain me of what little energy I have left. So, I tell him the truth. The hardest part to admit is that we think Glen is hiding his past as an Odyssey astronaut. Even if I believe it, and Selena believes it, when I say this aloud to John, I hear how far-fetched it sounds. It thuds clunkily into the stratosphere, with rough edges, like a mathematical improbability—a tall tale, fable, or urban legend that I have taken verbatim as truth. I watch his lips weld at the corners, as if they’ve been forced into a frown with something that shoots fire out of its mouth. Then his brow wrinkles into a deep V that is growing more prominent with time, like erosion in a crumbling seaside cliff. His face darkens toward the color of blood, or sabotage, something that cuts at the gullet.

He remains silent and walks toward his shoes while shaking his head. I see he’s disappointed beyond belief. He has no words to form this feeling. He likes Glen. He calls him the Time Lord because he recalls only having fun at the party. He only sees and remembers what Glen wants him to, because his views and memories are easily muddled, scrambled by the tricky tentacles that Glen shoots from his brain. Now he is slipping on his left Top-Sider while I stand by, awaiting a seething outburst like a dutiful wife, because the silence is too much to bear.

“I don’t know what to do with this information, Joan. I really don’t. I can’t address it now. But there’s just one thing I’ll say—” He is bending over, keeping his balance on one foot as he looks up at me, with his finger chastising me like Glen did to Winston. “I forbid you to go anywhere near Glen!” He brings his body upright and walks closer. “Do you understand me? I need to know you’re hearing me. This is a demand.” He’s so angry his eyes are watering. Somehow, I like him like this.

“I hear you, honey.” I focus my vision on the floor. The arrogance has leached out of me, leaving only the residue of shame.

John opens the door. Then he turns to me, apparently deciding he’s satisfied with my guilt. “Good.” He pecks me on the cheek despite the upheaval I have caused and starts walking toward his car in the driveway. Without turning back he says, “And clean up the mess in the backyard. I don’t want to be reminded of this when I get home.”

“I will.” I almost close the door and go inside, but I decide to throw him a bone. “Hey, by the way—you were right.” He pauses in front of his car and shifts his head vaguely in my direction. “He has a boat.”

“I told you,” John answers. He gets in his car and backs out onto the street. His face is still holding tension from the immense weight of exasperation caused by his meddling wife who is giving Karen a bad name.

I go inside and look for Winston. I find him curled up in his cushy bed gnawing on a stale bone. I bring him two treats in an attempt to make up for blaming him for my transgressions. It didn’t occur to me there was a chance the garbage bag contained a steak, or that Glen somehow had prior knowledge of our escapade. After I patch things up with Winston, I call Selena. I know she’s home almost all day working on her new book.

She answers on the second ring. “You’re not going to believe what happened.” I recite all the details for her—waking up to John yelling at Winston, wrestling him for the empty bag, the package of raw meat, and the crumpled papers and artifacts from a bygone era—rancid peanut butter, canned fruit, and a science project they try to pass off as food, which I remember is all still stranded in the backyard. Selena speaks little; she only moans like she’s landed in a state of awe or has been subjected to some kind of violent attack.

“Did he see us? Did he plant a listening device?” Selena is listing all the ways someone can spy. “Shit. Maybe it’s all three.” There’s a weariness in her voice, as if she has survived a quartering and dragging. Now her body is purple and bruised.

“Remember—I thought I saw something in the nature preserve. It felt like something, or someone, was watching me. But for him to put the tracker in the trash, he’d have to have known about our plan. Plus, there was the meat. He knows we have a dog and it’s almost guaranteed if there was raw meat in the bag, a dog would tear it to pieces.” I huddle into a ball on the couch, considering these possibilities that singe my skin.

“Remember, this guy is a Vietnam War vet,” Selena says. “He has lots of tools and skills at his disposal. He might have been watching us with night-vision goggles. He might have hacked into your phone.” I consider this and feel amazed at how quickly my life turned from banal to hazardous in a matter of weeks. Then I remember the comment I posted on the video last night. Could he have seen that too?

“That’s two points for Glen, and zero for us.” We are both suspended in a moment of silence, stillness, a landscape in which we are left without a map. “Do we give up? Do we move on with our lives and pretend Glen and everything he stands for doesn’t exist?” I ask.

Selena lets out another long sigh. “I don’t know. I admit, things are looking pretty bleak. He is proving to be a master of warcraft. If we do go on, you’re going to have to get a burner phone, so we can communicate.” She pauses to yawn. “I’m so tired I can’t think right now. I didn’t sleep last night. Maybe it was the adrenaline high from our caper. Why don’t we sleep on it and meet for coffee tomorrow. Then we can discuss it with a clear mind.”

We end the phone call, and I make myself a latte, then head outside with my morning brew before I clean up the mess. The sparrows are perched in the treetop, singing a tune about a morning full of love and longing, hope and dreaming, a world free of scrapped tin, broken bottles, and dangling nooses. The sky is a light blue, floodlit with white like that of a gardenia at the summer solstice, the delicate interior of a honeysuckle, or the smooth underbelly of a fast-vanishing species of frog. It might be whispering in tones as pure as certain trace elements— copper, cobalt, and zinc. I understand this difficult dialect. It seeps into my bones, adheres its message into my matter. It conjures images in my sacred vision of an hourglass, a broom, a spinning wheel, and a handheld fan decorated in chintz and starlings.

I make a pile of the crumpled-up papers that contain nothing but blasphemy, gathering cans that once held desecrated fruit. I pull the cardboard containers of the junk they say is nourishment out of my salmon-hued oleanders that are offended by such false parlance. The blue box I hold paints an enticing picture of a warm and comforting meal, but I know it’s just a way to conceal harmful heavy metals they dare you to put down your throat. I happen upon several paper plates thick with an orange manufactured cheese that clings like industrial adhesive, then clear plastic knives which, as I warned my children, contribute to a systemic wrath toward our true mother, planet Earth.

Once the pile is complete, I check the time on my phone. It’s 9:33. I open a fresh plastic trash bag and begin placing the rank items in it, one by one. As I take my time with the trash, I ponder the concept of time. Is this not another artificial concept they created to control us? Selling us mechanical gears and wheels dolled up in carbon and gold that only remind us of our inevitable death? Then I realize there is more to it they cannot see. Numbers have a language of their own. A geometry beyond the scope and trickery of the malevolent forces that feel the need to regulate every aspect of our reality. Numbers are a prophecy, an oracle, a divining rod—something real that exists but may not be tangible like telluric lines or water nymphs and other invisible elements that only show themselves when the air is thin, the veil lifted—an unknown existence exposed.

I search the internet for the meaning of the number thirty-three, which keeps presenting itself to me like a flashing beacon, a highway warning sign that might say falling rocks, slippery ice, or sharp curves ahead. I am aware it’s associated with one of the highest levels of masonry, that evil wizardry which I hope one day soon will meet its catcher and fall fallow into a doomed field of rye, suffocated by weeds, overgrown by star thistle and a massive influx of light, leaving behind not even a memory of dust, a plume of smoke, or subatomic particle.

To my surprise, the search engine tells me this is a sacred number that represents the holy trinity which might be composed of a creator, a preserver, and a destroyer, or denotes the complete unity of the human soul. It is the number of vertebrae that make up the human spine. It is a highly female number associated with angels, goddesses, and ascended masters. It represents those feminine qualities like creativity, optimism, and honesty. It is a message of guidance, a reminder to have bravery. It’s an urging to help the helpless and teach the ignorant. Essentially, it is the number representing enlightenment. A symbol of walking with eyes wide open, aware of subtleties the larger population doesn’t see.

Now the garbage has all been collected and our backyard is restored to a state of normalcy. I throw the bag into our own bin and let the lid slam shut. I think about how the once exciting and magical city has become a trash heap. There’s an epidemic of violence and a spiritual war being broadcast through radio waves, cell phone towers, and the antennae on the tops of soaring buildings, urging some citizens to obey and consume, and others to become barbarians, killing each other over parking spots and crooked glances. The other day someone on the social neighborhood app reported an event where a transient appeared before him and, unprovoked, put him in a choke hold while he waited to cross the street. He said the man did not inhabit his body. He also said the man seemed to have military experience, as if he could kill on command with a code word or a slight gesture of the hand. And it’s Glen and his criminal clan of black magicians that are causing this disintegration of society, civility, and worst of all, morality. This is how they pursue power—with addiction to opioids, constant wars, and subliminal fuckery in music, television, movies, and other myriad types of necromancy that erode the intellect and demolish intuitive thought.

I feel an anger burning in my middle, a heat that has the potential to turn flammable, to ignite the edges of the sky with my increasing rage. They are the ones who poured concrete into the weeping river, cast out her curves, stripped her of any spiraling movement, forced her into straight lines and narrow channels, and no matter how much of her water is drunk, the thirst is never quenched because it’s missing that fifth element, the key ingredient in alchemy. They tamed her, leaving her stunted, broken, stuck in a dreamless sleep without any essential union with the pull of the pregnant moon, the path of the vanquished trout, and the tides of the poisoned sea. They have gagged her, blinded her, and bound her—but they won’t do the same to me.


CHAPTER 20

Later that day, Winston and I go out for a hike. I feel a need to do something fatiguing that will burn this dense energy out of my sinew, muscles, and bones, plus I don’t want to be there when John gets home. As the orange beams of late afternoon sun settle over the dusty out-and-back trail full of pink buckwheat and black sage, I feel a vast expanse of disappointment, like a prairie or a badland in a middle state. I had assumed that with all the goddesses’ help, we might have had at least one iota of success in unveiling some of Glen’s duplicity by now, and this failure is weighing on me more heavily than John’s anger or his lack of confidence in our ability to see through Glen’s misleading rhetoric. I am wondering—what will it take to make headway? A ghost dance? An offering to an irritable planet? A phone call to a guy named Ice Pick Paulie?

The trail I picked is seven miles total. It starts in a neighborhood like ours, only deemed more affluent by its higher elevation, its proximity to the stars, and the most revered of all Los Angeles streets, the one that straddles the backbone of the mountains and slices the city into two distinct parts, ruling its kingdom like an overlord—Mulholland Drive. The trail dead-ends at the skeletal remains of a Cold War missile-launching platform, which is now made wholesome with public bathrooms, water fountains, and even a few picnic tables for good measure. At times, there are no others in sight, and then there are moments when crowds of people appear, walking their dogs, which Winston likes to stop and greet. It’s a constant ebb and flow of solitude and making canine friends. As soon as I get my thoughts into a flow state, a space where I can decide on which steps forward or backward I need to take, we come upon a rowdy bunch of labradoodles that pulls my attention in an unwanted direction.

The trail is a fire road running along the spine of the Santa Monica mountains, free of any real trees that might provide shade, infused only with scrub brush and the chaparral that flourishes at its edges. To my right, there is a series of large dunes dotted with manzanita, with their own trail linking them together, so that one has the option of remaining on a somewhat level path, or constantly walking up and down steep terrain that parallels the main trail. I notice a woman with long dark wavy hair hanging like an exotic ribbon down her back, walking at our pace along the hilly trail. She’s wearing neon-pink shorts, despite the winter chill, and an unnecessary pair of expensive hiking boots. Whenever I look up to gaze at a red-tailed hawk or the slow soar of turkey vultures circling above carrion in the brush, I see her at the top of a peak, forging ahead like she’s committed to a punishment, a flagellation, a self-imposed death march.

I decide I have no intention of giving up on my quest for the truth. I only want to dig my heels in deeper, scream louder, and set up more traps that will fell Glen like an expired redwood, one that is rotten and festering at the center. Selena is the one now full of doubt, and I can’t fault her for that. But I’m not fool enough to think this is a mission I can handle on my own.

Winston darts into the underbrush toward some fauna popping its head out of the ground. In this stolen moment, I look at the sky crisscrossed with chemical cloud lines, and I find I want to shout to the people walking by:

Look up! Notice the deep wounds in the ether!

Notice how the weather app called for a gray day, but the sun rejects this demand for the modification of its waves and shoots down its great coded rays that hold a seek-and-destroy mission of their own, aimed at obliterating irregular cells and wanton genetic code in your molecular structure, your crystalline matrix composed of minerals and so many feckless doubts.

The crosses in the sky over the Pacific Ocean a few miles to the west intersect like X-marks-the-spot on a treasure map. Maybe this signifies the coordinates of one of the military’s mythical underwater bases. Or is it the location where they buried the relics of the resident saints—Monica, Barbara, and Catalina? Maybe even la Reina herself.

I focus my vision on the soil beneath my feet. It is a dry, tawny clay like the vortices of Sedona, or the baked crust of Mars. I watch ants scurry underfoot, seeking shelter and perhaps absolution from plump sparrows with siphoning beaks. I try to remember the names of as many wildflowers as I can, and when I run out, I pray.

Goddesses, please convince Selena to commit to this voyage for good. If I must, I’ll buy a burner phone and course correct. I’ll stop these childish cat-and-mouse games.

Winston loses interest in the rodent, and we keep walking. We pass lemonade berry and sugarbush, needle grass, and wild oats. We spot tarweed peeking its golden-headed blooms out of the ground, acknowledging us with its resiny scent. I run my hands over a length of sagebrush, then put it to my nose and inhale. It smells like camphor, the soil, and a dynamic past that has been defiled.

I cast my gaze on a mariposa lily with cream gossamer sails tangled within branches of sumac and the spiraling grip of a wild cucumber vine, and I am compelled to kneel down and carry on with my prayer in her presence.

Goddesses, I’ll put on my metal armature and refine myself into something purer and more adept at deciphering the secret messages that are sent along the backs of doves, on billboards, in songs, and on overpriced time pieces—the ones laden with meaning that exist for only seconds before they turn to a fine white powder and disintegrate for good.

While I worship the lily’s essence that flows into my heart as the embrace of unconditional love, I hear a humming, mechanized and grumbling. The quiet and solitude I was seeking have been abruptly murdered by a machine that looms somewhere overhead, below the clouds but above the hawk, the messenger of the gods.

Winston begins barking, and that’s when it comes into our field of vision: a drone. It hovers above us like a nagging fly over a freshly baked pie. I imagine it shoots out an invisible nerve gas into the clouds. I try to will it away, to ax the AI device with a powerful mantra, but it persists. I get up from my knees and look around. There’s not another human in sight.

“Come on, Winston.” I pull him away from the manzanita branches, and we continue on our pilgrimage to the missile launch pad, where we’ll stop for water and a snack. The drone flies out of eyesight. I can still hear its humming in the distance, low and monotonous like grappling hooks dragging the bottom of a lake. In this moment of repose, I finish my attempt at bargaining.

Goddesses, I’ll learn how to translate the whispering of the moon. I’ll wear a headdress and take up shamanic drumming—anything to turn the tide to our righteous side.

We walk for what seems like ages, and finally the sharp hill up to the platform is in sight. The launch pad sits like an ominous creature perched atop the mountain painted in orange and white, a behemoth of steel mesh and concrete, a nuclear warning with an edifice of death programmed into its metallic bones; however, now it’s considered a stunning viewpoint. The woman in the pink shorts is ahead of us now that the two trails have merged into one.

Winston stops to pee before our ascent, and I take this opportunity to do something rash, an act of pure instinct. I pause in front of a mountain mahogany, a lanky evergreen shrub that reaches as high as my shoulders. I genuflect before her, then take out my keys and use one to sever a branch of her silvery serrated leaves. I strip the leaves one by one from the skinny branch and stuff them into my sports bra and into the waist of my pants. Now I am distilled, free of the desperate residue of the drone.

We carry on, despite the feeling we should turn around, because my bladder is demanding relief and the only bathrooms sit adjacent to the missile site. I walk as fast as I can and feel my calves strain against the elevation. Finally, we reach the top. We walk past a crumbling guard shack that used to secure the site when it was in action, a vestige of a dark history. Winston makes a beeline for the water bowl that sits beneath a dripping drinking fountain outside the bathrooms. I notice the park ranger who is usually here is absent today. There is only an older couple outfitted in REI hiking gear, complete with poles, sitting at one of the picnic benches eating a snack which I assume for some reason is raisins. Winston drinks so greedily that half the water splashes out of the bowl and I have to fill it up twice to satisfy his thirst. I too take a long drink from the fountain. The water is nice and cool but has the telltale taste of chlorine and definitely lead from the deteriorating water mains buried beneath the city that constantly burst from a hundred years of decay, leaving entire neighborhoods flooded with water they tell us is finite and fast disappearing.

I bring Winston with me into the bathroom because it doesn’t feel safe to leave him outside alone. I feel silly with these leaves poking me in the stomach and chest. Nevertheless, it still feels necessary to keep them close to my skin. It’s a comfort I don’t have words to explain. We leave the bathroom and pause for a moment to take in the view. I see the hawk again. It soars over the valley before us, circling like the turkey vultures. My attention turns to the campy signs posted all over the property. Since the outpost now moonlights as a tourist destination, it is plastered with signs that poke fun at the deadly mission it once held. The one directly next to us reads HIGH SECURITY in bold black letters, with photos underneath of the installation when it was in action. I see the warning is meant as a joke, but it is also posted before a nest of satellites of various shapes and sizes and lengthy antennae that point to a cosmic deviation. The masses are easily hoodwinked, but I know this is a cheap magic trick, a distraction that blinds people from its obvious purpose as a base for extensive surveillance, the omniscient eye of Big Brother.

Something catches my attention above us. I look up to the missile platform and see the woman in pink. She is standing at the edge of the platform with her phone angled down toward us. She seems to be taking a photo of us, not the view. It occurs to me I could turn around and walk back. If I do that, the sun will be actively setting by the time we make it back to the car; but something inside me is compelling me up the stairs to the top of the platform, past the giant sign that warns DANGER, which I hope is not prophetic. Now our feet are making the cold metal stairs clang in different tones like mission bells. If it were a different century, we might be climbing a bell tower. If it were another era, we might be enjoying the scenery, not mounting a monument of strategic defense.

When we reach the top, we pass the sign that says ATTACK with two drawings of rockets on each side of the capital letters. The woman is still standing there, now seeming to take in the view. I have the feeling this is a mock gesture. I need to see her face. I need to ensure it is formed from cartilage, collagen, and keratin, not zeros and ones. Winston and I stand still, also pretending to gaze at the view for what seems like ten minutes. She has wireless headphones in her ears, those plastic poison darts complicit in unbalancing the hemispheres of the brain, unraveling the unseen spool composed of two pea-sized magnetite clusters that are responsible for maintaining an astonishingly even equilibrium between lobes.

Eventually, she stretches her arms out to her sides like the hawk’s wings and yawns. She pivots to the side and makes a bored expression with her lips. Finally, she turns in our direction. She has fine features—a slight, upturned nose and a pointed chin which I suspect might have been carved to perfection with a surgical blade. She is infinitely thin, and I imagine she must sustain herself on a diet of lemon water and romaine. She is wearing mirrored aviator sunglasses that remind me of a movie cop. The front of her white sweatshirt is printed with a huge yin and yang symbol, which I know represents duality, a needless concept most revered by the cabal that worships dark matter. I look at her hands to see if she’s holding a remote control for the drone or has cleverly stashed it in some sort of pouch she might have concealed around her narrow waist, but I see nothing, not even a place to hide a set of keys.

Without acknowledging our presence, she walks toward the stairs and descends. I notice her steps don’t produce the harsh tones that ours did. In fact, her steps barely make a sound. I let out a sigh and release the paranoia I didn’t realize had accumulated in my lungs.

We wait until I see her walking down the slope and back toward the residential neighborhood. Then Winston and I leave the missile platform. When we get to the base, we gaze out toward the sun which is preparing itself for sleep. I spot a round camera propped on a large aluminum pole in front of the platform. It seems to be controlled by a motion sensor. If I take more than a step or two, the camera swivels on an axle in our direction, and again, I could swear I hear a click, the sound of a glimpse in time captured, frozen, a blip etched permanently onto a crystal chip. When I freeze, it swivels again toward any sudden movement—a scrub jay taking flight or the sound of an expensive Italian-engined car on the highway.

I look at the time on my phone. It is much later than I realized. It’s 4:30 p.m., and the sun sets these days around 5:15. It will take an hour to get back to the car, unless we run. An eerie silence engulfs the canyon. The other hikers are gone; Winston and I are at the base of the platform at the top of the hill all alone. The whirr of the drone has disappeared too. This is what I wanted in the beginning, when the sun was rotating around us, casting those vibrant shafts of light from his scepter on this enraptured land, but now that he’s getting ready to pass the baton to the moon, I feel uncomfortable. Sometimes the transitions from day to night remind me of a dark apartment where no one’s home.

I wonder again—where is the park ranger? No one is here. It’s like the place has been abandoned. Who is going to lock the gates to keep their precious surveillance equipment protected?

Now the air is stalled, stripped of its rudder. The birds are silent too, as if they’ve picked up the scent of something diseased, slimy, and pea-soup green, a restless incongruity in the blue time of day. A frigid air pours into the canyon, suffocating any nuance of warmth. I look up and see the camera is fixed on me, a cyclops on a stick, a dark watcher forged from metal and a convex lens. I want to run, but something tells me I shouldn’t. I need to maintain a pretense of ignorance. We walk forward casually, and I try my best to disregard the chaotic booming in my chest.


CHAPTER 21

As soon as we’re out of the camera’s view, down the hill, and away from the creepy counterintelligence equipment, we break into a jog. The waning light is playing tricks on my eyes, shifting shadows at my side, and I am finding it hard to judge the rough terrain beneath my frenzied feet. My left foot strikes a large rock and I fall hard. A flare of pain shoots through me. It’s both sharp and burning, then dull and aching. I’ve landed on a bent knee. In the violence and bewilderment of my fall, I let go of the leash. Now Winston is running ahead of me like a spooked horse, or a rabid dog trying to catch a ghost. I try to stand up, but the pain strikes again, causing me to emit a harrowing wail. The sound hits the hollow space of the ragged canyon and creates an all-consuming echo that anyone within a half a mile could hear. I have slipped up, both literally and figuratively. I have alerted my weakness to the strange presence I think is watching me. I am an injured canary in a den of hungry cats at a crepuscular hour, dawn or dusk, when they love to hunt most. I am the fool card of the tarot.

My attention turns to my side where I see a large stick. I pick it up and use it to help steady myself, a replacement for my bum knee. I use the length of the stick to pull myself up to standing, then use it as a crutch. I want desperately to call out for Winston but I don’t dare. Instead, I put a finger to the side of my head and try to broadcast a message, like Eleven from Stranger Things.

Winston, come here. Come back to me now. I say this three times and wonder if I should click my heels. I tell myself the danger I feel only exists in my head. Sure, I’ve temporarily lost my dog, my familiar, but otherwise nothing is happening. Of course, night is creeping in. The sky is converting itself into a seamless blue indigo, a blur with no visible stars. I look down into the canyon. When it was light out, I could see a canopy of wayward eucalyptus trees. Now I see only a brutal charcoal black—a crevasse like a gouged eye, a deep fissure in the earth, a sudden crack in the ever-shifting plates. I imagine this is where the mountain lions hide. This is where they devise their strategy of attack.

I walk as quietly as I can, so I can listen for any signs of Winston, or indications of peril, but it’s hard to walk silently with the stick striking the ground. A long time has passed, at least thirty minutes, but checking the time on my phone is too difficult with my hands so cold they have fused into tight fists. Fractal patterns take shape in the margins of my vision. I see churning colors, a kaleidoscope of purple, blue, and black, all the shades of a bruise. With every step, I’m pushing away the panic that sinks into my consciousness like the thrashing tentacles of a box jellyfish or Portuguese man-o-war. I tell myself this is just a bad dream. I try to convince myself the woman in the pink shorts was as innocuous as a paralyzed fox, a coyote with no teeth. My thoughts agree to this rearrangement, this reordering that keeps me calm, focused on the task of walking, and oblivious to the unsettling rustling in the brush. I can make it back to the car just before it’s totally dark. Winston will be there waiting. There is nothing wrong. I’m just too imaginative and easily jolted by subtle shifts in the atmosphere an ordinary person wouldn’t sense.

I feel the jagged stick in my right hand. It’s knobby and is rubbing my palm raw, implanting skinny splinters that I’ll have to pick out later with a tweezer. But it’s also a comfort. I was never a religious person but a Psalm comes to mind. Thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me. I run the line through my head several times until I can remember the rest. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff comfort me. I make this my mantra until I make it to the curve in the fire road where I can see the sun dunking the top of its head into the ocean. I know the parking lot is right around the bend. I throw down the stick and break into a slow run. My knee is swollen and stiff, but I don’t let it slow me down.

I get to the car in the last moments of dusk, but I don’t see Winston. The sense of calm I was managing to keep is now gone, and I let the panic seize my chest, its natural habitat. I momentarily lose my breath and begin to heave. Just as I’m about to break into pathetic sobs, a flash of movement catches my eye. There is only one other car in the parking lot, a white Jeep with a black soft top, and Winston is huddled under it, between two enormous wheels, silently watching me with his head propped on his paws.

“Winston!” I forget about trying to keep quiet. “Get over here right now!” I reach under the car, grab him violently by the collar, and pull hard. He winces but doesn’t resist.

Without any thought at all, I manage to get us into the car and pull out of the dirt parking lot like a soldier specially trained in escaping tiger traps. As I head down the street toward the safety of the main boulevard, I glimpse something behind me. I press gently on the brakes, and the red glare from my taillights illuminates the parking lot. Someone is standing next to the white Jeep. I focus all of my energy and attention into the reflection of the rearview mirror, as if my eyes are X-rays or lasers that clarify. It sounds far-fetched, but it works. I see those bird legs draped in Lycra that look like an electrified flamingo, and the billowing white arms of the sweatshirt opening the door and climbing inside. I wait a beat. She doesn’t turn the engine on. I hit the gas pedal again and think. She must have been hiding somewhere, watching me, but where? The parking lot is small, only fitting eight cars at the most, wedged between two houses at the top of the street.

I drive all the way home without sound or any further thought, only a shallow breathing I struggle to regulate. When Winston and I make it home, John is eating a delivery pizza alone in the kitchen. It is very quiet. There’s no music playing, no loud podcast yelling into the dense and morose air. He’s not even scrolling on his phone.

“Where were you?” John asks, breaking the dramatic silence.

“We went for a hike.” I mechanically go through the motions it takes to feed Winston, then pull a bottle of Tempranillo from the wine cooler and pour myself a large globular glass.

I slip myself into the seat facing John. My mind is on auto-pilot. I grab a tremendous slice of pizza out of the box and shove it into my mouth without a plate or a napkin. Crumbs are flying all over the table, but I don’t care. Our ordeal has left me starved beyond measure, and all I care about it is filling the empty pit in my stomach. I don’t even care about the gluten.

John watches me like he’s spotted some kind of rare nocturnal animal with a prized coat or an unpredictable nature.

“I wasn’t sure if you were coming home,” he says. I see what looks like fear in his eyes, and I realize he was afraid I’d left for good. As if I’d packed up my most precious belongings in leather-handled luggage, kidnapped the dog, and boarded a midnight flight to some exotic locale like Lima or São Paulo while wearing a fabulous hat and ankle-strap heels.

I take a sloppy sip of wine. I feel it drip from the corner of my mouth onto my chin and wipe it away with the back of my hand. I bite into a second piece of pizza and a slice of pepperoni slips onto the table. I pick it up and place it in my mouth. It leaves a greasy orange tint on the laminate which would usually cause me to run for a paper towel or wet sponge, but I leave it alone.

“No, nothing like that. I just needed to get out of the house. I was afraid you’d still be angry.” The wine is loosening me up, urging me to confess my true feelings with a mouth full of half-chewed food.

“I’m not mad anymore. I thought about it all day. And I came to a rational conclusion.” John has finished eating. His elbows are propped up on each side of his plate and he’s holding a wrinkled napkin between his hands, shifting it around.

I take more greedy sips of wine, then lift my eyebrows, urging him to explain. For once I’m happy to have this conversation to distract me from whatever happened on the trail. I’m looking forward to hearing this so-called conclusion John has come to with the only skills he has at his disposal, the facets of his ego that are the only qualities worth having—a fine-tuned logic and the capacity to count on multiple digits like a well-trained baboon, or a chimpanzee that seems docile until it rips off your face.

“I’m not mad because I know you won’t do it again. You had some wild theory about Glen, which I still don’t fully comprehend, but you learned your lesson. I figure you tried to snoop into his life and came up empty. Maybe you were expecting to find Colonel Mustard in the conservatory holding a submachine gun, but all you found was a lonely guy with no one to love and a dependance on a standard American diet. It was something you had to learn for yourself. I couldn’t have talked you out of it,” John says. His eyes shift to something below my neck. “I’m not even going to ask why you have leaves sticking out of your shirt.” He wipes his mouth and throws the wadded napkin on his plate. Then he reaches over and picks up my wine. He takes a long draught, leaving a print of his lips.

Now I’m finished with the pizza. I get up with my glass and take it to the sink. I grab a paper towel and wipe it around the rim of the glass, erasing the stain of his lips. I pour another full glass, then sit back down and watch John. He has his phone propped in front of his face. He’s typing with his thumbs. I hear a ding and see him laughing. He’s saying something about a video of a dog skidding over a frozen lake, but it’s hard to focus because I’m thinking about the moon. Tonight, there is a void moon, balsamic and infinitely black like the darkness that fueled creation. It is a blank canvas that begs for conception, that wants possibilities and detailed direction interwoven with conviction like a strip of sun-faded lace. I take another sip of wine and think of the rich earth that bares traces of a predestined path in its dust, like a footprint or a fossil.

I finally remember my bashed-up knee and give it a poke, mostly to see if it all really happened or if it was merely a bad dream. My touch sets off an eruption, a pulsating pain like a white dwarf, a reverberation within me and simultaneously somewhere else, like a newly discovered galaxy thirteen billion light-years away. My body is hot all over, a volcano pumping gray smoke, threatening to spew molten rock. I place my fevered head into my palms and weep.


CHAPTER 22

I walk into the café the next morning with a serious limp. Silvio, the barista with the silver ankh dangling from one ear, nods at me and starts preparing my order. As soon as Selena arrives and we both have our coffees, I tell her what happened the day before on the trail.

Selena sips her coffee as she ponders the implications of my story. “Did you tell anyone you were going to that particular trail?” she asks. Today her cheeks are especially rosy and dewy, like rosehips or red plums picked at dawn. I consider her question. I know I didn’t tell John. And I didn’t tell Selena, so that leaves no one else.

“No, I didn’t tell anyone.” I take a sip of my latte. It scalds my tongue, but the pain only provides relief from the pounding sensation in my still-swollen knee. “The only thing I did beforehand was put the directions for the trail into my maps app to see how long it would take to get there so late in the afternoon.”

“When did you do this?” Selena has her phone out and she’s typing something on it. I’m not sure if she’s taking notes or if she’s searching for some kind of technological possibility.

“Hmm . . . let’s see. Must’ve been about half an hour before we left. Then I used maps again to get there.” Suddenly I feel foolish, aware of my mistake. “You never know how bad traffic will be.” I try to absolve myself, but it’s a vain move. The past has slipped away like a length of rope, and there are no words that can change its shape.

Selena is rummaging around her bag. She takes out a ballpoint pen, a stick of tallow lip balm, and a bottle of essential oils that is leaking at the roller-ball top so that the immediate space around us becomes engulfed in an herbal haze of ylang-ylang, bergamot, and patchouli. Finally, she finds what she’s looking for: she takes out a miniature bottle of tequila and breaks the metal seal, then pours several glugs into our cups.

“What are you doing?” I ask. It’s only ten o’clock in the morning, not a widely approved time for the consumption of indigenous spirits.

“We just need a little something to take the edge off. I was saving it for my new moon ceremony, but this moment may be more fitting.” She stirs the ancient concoctions with an espresso spoon. “Now drink it. Slowly. Enjoy every sacred sip.” She picks up her mug and takes a long, slow swallow. I watch her feather earrings sway under the warm waft of the heating vent above us.

She goes on. “Glen is waging an all-out war. This is all he knows. It’s part of his destructive programming. We mustn’t stoop to his level. We must keep fighting but also remain peaceful. It’s a tightrope walk over a lion’s den.” Her voice is hypnotic and measured.

I drink the strange brew. Somehow the notes of milk chocolate and honey of the espresso blend exquisitely with the spicy, sweet aromas of caramel and vanilla from the reposado. For a moment, I think I’m in heaven, or some celestial setting where there are palm trees that don’t morph into scorched offerings in autumn, or where the tides are full of fish that don’t feed on foul algae. Somewhere there is a shimmering lagoon free of sharks or stingrays or any other beasts with malice written into their genetic structure, only a tender nature that lets me swim safely to the banks, exploring every inch of green prehistoric foliage.

When we’re finished, Selena leads me outside. We walk around to the alley in the back of the coffee shop. She seems to be looking for something on the ground, sniffing like a bloodhound for an odor that contains traces of organic material—straw, sand, or burnt clay. We stop in front of a decaying portion of the building’s twentieth-century facade, exposing a crumbling brick wall. There is a pile of brand-new bricks beside it, as if someone has plans to repair it.

“Give me your phone,” Selena demands. Her lips are fixed in a straight line, her eyes entranced by the mound of rubble, and she’s holding out her hand with an open palm. I don’t understand what’s happening. All I know is the sky is covered with thick gray clouds that threaten a chance of rain, a baptismal rite for the gorged pigeons watching us from a power line. Suddenly, I am desperate to break her out of this spellbound state, so I comply.

She places the phone on the mist-dampened asphalt, then picks up a brick. I watch her crouch down and mumble something incoherent. She lifts up the brick over her head and brings it down with all her strength. I watch the screen crack in half, then shatter. She does this again and again until it’s left in bits of metals and anomalous glass shards. Even its microchip processor is exposed. It’s a strange incongruency of images—a remnant of old-world ruins next to the supposed pinnacle of technological achievement. Then I understand the meaning of this annihilation. Glen has infiltrated my phone, and maybe even seized its uncanny ability to predict my movements, thoughts, and innermost yearnings. Perhaps he’s been scrambling messages, cutting wires, hacking down the protective rosemary border I set in a circle around my property line. I wonder what will need to be eliminated next. Will we have to set fire to my car? Burn down the house? Will I have to hitch a tent in the wilderness and communicate only by smoke signals? Maybe this is a sort of elaborate initiation, a purging by Lord Shiva. Either way, I can’t help but feel my lifeline has been cut, a permanently severed artery.

Selena stands up and tosses the brick back into the pile. She is panting and perspiring under her lip. She gazes down at her handiwork and seems satisfied.

“There. Now you’re free from his watchful eye.” She picks up the mangled mess by the corner. Only the lithium-ion battery is intact, and I’m wary it will explode. I watch her take it over to the dumpster and drop it in. “Sayanora, sucker!” she says, sounding like a cheesy movie hero.

“You could’ve at least warned me. I would’ve had time to back it up.” I put my hands on my hips, summoning an inner power that turns petulant as soon as it hits the moisture-laden air.

“Don’t worry. It’s all in the cloud. Hopefully he hasn’t tainted that as well. But only time will tell.” Selena walks back toward the street where her car is parked, and I follow.

“What do you mean? What do you think he’s done?” I am desperate like a salesman behind quota, or an errant flame in parched brush.

“There are so many possibilities. He probably installed spyware when we were drunk. We have to chip away at these potentials like a block of granite. This is the first place to start.” She turns to me and moves a piece of hair out of my face. Something inside me wants to hit her for exterminating my addictive device, but I know I’d only be fighting the wrong enemy.

“What do we do now?” I have to raise my voice over the noise of the cars driving by.

“Clearly, we’ve stepped on a hornet’s nest. There’s no taking that back. We’ll have to become soldiers in our minds.” She points to her head and I wonder if she’s talking in some kind of code, like Navajo or Linux, Pig Latin or Yiddish. I squint my eyes and shake my head to express my lack of understanding.

“We’ll have to stay home and meditate. Picture the outcome you desire, without hurting anyone. Imagine his face spread across the cover of the New York Times. Visualize a viral video exposing his crimes or a social media post documenting his confession. Maybe he’ll even repent and write a tell-all book.” Selena readjusts her purse strap and smiles like this is all child’s play. As if yesterday I was traipsing through a field of bright orange poppies instead of sailing through a perfect storm of pirates flying the skull and crossbones.

“Selena, I felt I was in physical danger yesterday.” Maybe she doesn’t comprehend the severity of the situation. Maybe the motor of the helicopter flying over is distracting enough to blind her from my fear.

“Use your internal sextant and compass. Seize control of your telescope. Plow through the storm with your wood-carved figurehead. Learn how to spot the albatross. And when the time is right, that’s when you drop your anchor.” She’s opening her car door the old-fashioned way, by putting a key into a lock. I stare at the ombré pattern of her sweater, all the shades of green from celadon to sea foam, ending at kombu kelp.

“Please, Selena. I need your help,” I plead. I am wondering what the tequila did to her psyche. I’m wondering what Aztec god I’m speaking with now. Is it Metztli the goddess of the moon? Oxomoco the queen of the night? Then I think of all the ocean references and decide it must be Huixtocihuatl, the goddess of all the realms equated with water and salt. Or is it Quetzalcoatl himself?

“Get yourself some sort of talisman. Preferably made of malachite. And remember—when you break out of the paradigm, that’s when their system gets disrupted.” She slips into the leather seat. She fastens her seat belt, then puts on a pair of tortoiseshell sunglasses, despite the gloom. I reach out to stop the car door from closing, but she pulls it shut with a dull thud before my hand makes it there.

It is morning in February, and I am standing alone on a street corner, swaying like a century-old Mexican fan palm. I have no ballast in my center. My gills have been speared, and I’m lying flat on a bed of ice. I don’t remember how I got here, and my guide, the dog, is asleep at home. Selena’s vague advice is whirlpooling around my brain, like a lifeboat I just can’t reach. I take a few steps headed east, and because of my injured knee, I feel like I’m walking a plank into a barracuda-infested sea. The city is an inferno of sirens and whirring blades. I realize a string of words can be lifeless blobs even when you understand their singular meanings. The wind releases a whoosh that sounds like a scream and makes the hairs of my arms stand on end. I realize I miss summer. I miss the pink jasmine and gardenias. I miss the innocent trips to the beach when the forms in the sky were merely abstract clouds, when diamonds were just sparkly gems, and an astronaut was not an actor. I miss the wholesome mother from every eighties TV show. I miss the childhood I never had. And when I look up from my rapture, my friend Selena is gone.


CHAPTER 23

I keep thinking of all Selena’s metaphors of sailing vessels and swift ocean currents and seabirds, but nothing penetrates the kelp forest of my mind, even when I dive repeatedly to the bottom and sift around the sand. So, I focus my attention on Selena’s directions for physical actions I can take, the ones with meanings that are direct and tawdry, and leave the ambiguous, immaterial instructions for later, when my cognizance might be lax enough to grasp their obscure angles.

I tell John I dropped my phone under the car and didn’t notice it was missing until I heard a horrifying crunch under my front tire as I was reversing, which was a blessing in disguise because I was receiving unrelenting spam calls at all times of day. I procure a temporary phone protected by a virtual private network, and then I get a pepper gel canister to hook onto my keys, a rape whistle, carnelian prayer beads, and the malachite talisman, which is just a green rock on a string clasped around my neck and was much more difficult and time-consuming to obtain than the flesh-searing spray.

I decide I must do something to appease Kali, who has clearly taken my invocation much too seriously. I was hoping for a destruction that was much more amorphous in nature, something allegorical in meaning, not one that would rip apart my precious belongings like safety, my careless sense of ease, and my ever-present source of entertainment, leaving drops of blood in its stead.

I wake at four o’clock in the morning, on a Tuesday, the day ruled by Mars, the god of war. The living room is completely dark, devoid of any fluorescent city lights or the silvery rays of a slumbering moon. Under the side table in the corner, in a basket covered with a wool blanket, I’ve assembled stray pinecones and crow feathers I picked up on my morning walks, red hibiscus plucked from a neighbor’s bush, and pewter bowls of lentils and rice. I have a jar of purple sage honey some brave soul collected from a hive in the hills above LA. I have a Pyrex bowl of eight Meyer lemons I paid too much money for at the gourmet market. I have a bottle of bourbon made out of rye, a tray of various seashells I collected from Zuma Beach, and a mason jar of goji berries. I have draped myself in a pashmina scarf in a shade that might be called Chili Red or Midnight Scarlet. I bring all these things over to the stone fireplace, where I also have a bundle of freshly chopped wood.

After I’ve made sure the damper is open, something John taught me to do, I place the pinecones on the iron grate along with some old bills and butchered twigs I gathered from a pruned pomelo tree at the end of the block. I put two chunks of the wood on top. I light the paper envelope of the electric bill first, and watch the spark engulf a pinecone scale. I crack open the sliding glass door and the fresh oxygen makes the kindling pop and crackle. It’s an intimate fire, but it’s enough. Then I call out in an audible voice, barely above a whisper—

“Kali Ma, I’m scared. What dark force is trying to snuff out the glow of lamplight within me? I know you’re the goddess of destruction, but please go easy on me. All I wanted is to be shown the truth, to be led toward that inviolate flame, to bow down at the tree of infinite knowledge and take a drink from the evergreen river of love. Now I have strange women with too much filler in their face following me when I’m out for a leisurely hike. I have a human anomaly intoxicating me and hacking into my phone. My only friend is speaking in a foreign tongue impossible to interpret without a supernatural key. I have searched for sanity in the endless maize labyrinth and keep coming up empty. Kali Ma, I want to proceed with my heavenly assignment, but I can’t do it alone. Please embrace me with your guidance and love. Safeguard me from the ugly masonry that exists in every stitch of our known tapestry, that rules with a reverse dialect, that changes harmonic frequencies to disordered tones, that tears down holy structures of stained glass and spires and replaces them with brutalist concrete cages they try to convince us are stylish homes. Give me back that fearlessness I felt when I was nineteen, still a girl but not quite a woman, when I thought I could change the world. Help me slay all illusions of powerlessness. Help me reclaim my creative force! Kali Ma, please don’t leave me here all alone!”

Hot tears are running down my cheeks, like red rivers of lava. My body is burning but I start to shiver. I pull the pashmina over my head like a babushka from a shtetl, then I hold the carnelian prayer beads in one hand. With the other I shove the offerings onto the ledge of the fireplace, in an effort to calm her fierce anger, to quell her wrath and unruly temper—to get her to pull her savage tongue back into her black hole of a mouth. I throw a few sticks of palo santo into the flames as well as a few grains of copal. As the room becomes a dust bowl of thick smoke that reminds me of bolsters of silk, pagodas, red dragons, saffron, paprika, sumac and cayenne, a red bindi over the Ajna chakra, sweat lodges, white buffalo, sweetgrass, and kachina dolls, all the magical elements of the east and west and the no-man’s-land in between, I bow down and chant her mantra 108 times.

When I am finished, the flames have faded to embers, and a pure white smoke is climbing up the shaft of the chimney. I imagine an army of cherubim and seraphim, devas and spirits of this Chumash land ascending to the top, out into the early morning darkness to cast a wide net sewn with golden thread. Something to catch the bottom-feeders, a suffocation at dawn, a crippling of cruel masters, a hobbling, a kneecapping, a stifling of barbarous acts. All of this destruction somehow accomplished with only a massive infusion of grace, the invincible power of a pure soul and a wild, winged heart.

I stand up from my trance, utterly exhausted and ready to surrender to the divine plan. I have called upon the ancestors. I have cast a plethora of spells. I have completed a procedure of jade and silverwork, of starlight and spinning wheels. I have erected an architecture of vaulted ceilings, arched domes, and bronze bells, rose windows, cloistered courtyards, and the wooden portals we call doors. I have put on my symbolic animal skin and suspended a dreamcatcher over my figurative bed to trap the bad dreams that come in the countless shades of Glen. I have invented a bridge to the other side of the galaxy, to the land across ice walls. I have tap-danced my way into a new age of resurrection. I have spotted the shaft of light streaming into the bottom of the catacombs. I can’t see to the top. I can’t spot the land mass, but I trust in the marrow of my bones that if I plow my bawdy lady figurehead through the rough North Sea, I might find my way home.


CHAPTER 24

A day later, Selena texts me to say she’s come down with a cold, so I save eight dollars by making my latte at home. Then I take Winston out for his morning walk. Along with my sweatshirt and beanie, I make sure my malachite is strapped around my throat, the rape whistle with the lanyard is hanging around my neck, and I’m holding my keys with the pepper gel key chain. My body is a fortress against an unexpected attack.

All our usual walking routes have become compromised since I was forbidden to go near Glen’s house, not that I want to anyway, and I’m feeling too cautious to head to another mountain trail, so we cross the main boulevard to walk to the neighborhood adjacent to ours. It’s another cloudy day and the sky is spitting at us, not enough to keep us inside, but enough to waterlog us and turn Winston into a feral-looking thing emerged from a swamp. It feels nice to be outside again after spending the entire previous day lying either on the couch or in bed, getting acquainted with my new phone and making sure I had all my important contacts in place, which turned out to be only Selena and the kids. The hypnotic rhythm of my feet hitting the concrete lulls me into a kind of moving meditation. Winston’s nails hit the pavement beneath the shrill cries of blue and green parakeets perched within the naked branches of a big-leaf maple.

It feels like an ordinary day—utterly boring and banal. It’s almost like my life has gone back to the way it was before I saw the first video about the Odyssey disaster, or maybe even the ones about the false moon landing. It’s just Winston and me walking alone in a typical suburban neighborhood, trying to see how many steps we can take, how much time we can waste before we have to turn around and go home. This other neighborhood is much like ours, only the street names have a different theme. This one is based on The Wizard of Oz, which somehow I had never noticed until now. We enter the neighborhood from the thoroughfare on Dorothy Drive, then we hook around the winding street and take a right at Toto Trail because I remember there’s a park I used to take the kids to, back when they still had imaginary friends. We head up Winkie Way to where it intersects with the park. There is a sign at the entrance: the park is named The Land of Oz, which I don’t recall either. Was I this unaware of my surroundings back then? Was I under the same enchanted spell I accuse others of falling victim to? Did I prick my finger on a poison spindle and fall into a century-long sleep? Or is this all a new addition?

Winston and I walk to the edge of the park and look around. It seems to be a regular park for children, with a wide grass lawn and a colorful jungle gym, with the exception of a yellow brick road that leads the way from the sidewalk to the back of the park where there’s a gathering of black walnut trees and two swing sets. I move my body in a circle to take in the scene, then almost jump out of my skin. I put my finger on the tip of the pepper gel spray and get ready to press it. Someone is standing in the corner of the park, under an angel’s trumpet tree dripping with buttery-shaded blooms, where it’s pressed up against the beige wall of a stucco single-family home. Then I notice Winston is calm. The figure is motionless. I force us to take a few steps toward the being, and when my eyes adjust, I see it’s a statue of the Scarecrow, with one hand touching his brainless head composed of straw. I remove my finger from the pepper gel and pull Winston out of the park.

“Come on, Winston. This park is weird.” I try not to think of the flying monkeys from the movie that made me erupt into fits of tears as a child, or the cackling Wicked Witch of the West. We continue through the neighborhood so we can loop around to where we started and head home. How odd I don’t remember the details of this park. And what a terrible idea it is to have trumpet flowers where kids play. These are flowers that charm, that coerce with their beauty and entice with their besotting fragrance. They play tricks like those sirens that beckon sailors with a brain-shattering seduction—whispering sniff me, touch me, taste me—forcing you into a delirious trip that makes Alice's Adventures in Wonderland seem easy.

We pass a plethora of single-story houses on an elm-lined street. The houses here have always struck me as unoriginal, with no sense of the aesthetic that pleases the eye. They are part of a cookie-cutter development built in the early eighties that used a set of simple boxy designs. Not even their gardens provide any kind of inspiration or loveliness that requires reflection—no camellias, no plumeria or roses, not even bottlebrush that gets stuck in your hair, only crabgrass yellowed in patches. Winston turns his head to look behind us. It happens once, then twice, and on the third time, I look back too.

There’s a G-Wagon with dark tinted windows driving very slowly down the street. It’s painted a matte charcoal and it has a chunky chrome grill on the front. It is so ostentatious that I have the feeling its owner must be aiming for conspicuousness. It looks like what I would imagine a social media influencer would drive, or a pseudo-celebrity who became famous for distributing a sex tape they falsely claimed was filmed without their knowledge. If I had to pick between a car like this or an EV, I’d probably opt for a skateboard.

This car doesn’t fit in this neighborhood. It belongs some-where behind iron gates or in some community high up in the hills where the streets are named after exotic birds—Mockingbird, Warbler, and Thrasher, maybe even the long-dead Dodo. Finally, it catches up with us and slows down even more so that for several long moments it’s mimicking our pace.

Winston sets his bottom on the ground to get a better look. I also turn to face the vehicle, expecting it to stop completely. I grip my rape whistle, although I’m not sure how this will help unless someone springs from the passenger side like a samurai wielding double katanas. Then I could blow it and the shrieking tone would cause their ears to hemorrhage, forcing them away screaming. I aim my eyes at the driver, but the windshield is so dark I can’t even make out a profile. The car speeds up and drives away. Winston gets up and we both quicken our steps so we can get to the safety of our enclave across the boulevard.

We’ve made it to our block when I hear a rumbling engine behind us. It’s the sound only a German engine with eight cylinders could make. I try to ignore it and charge ahead, but Winston fights me and pulls us around. Now he is barking and lunging like a lunatic. The G-Wagon has caught up with us again and the passenger window is cracked. I squint and see two black beady eyes staring at me under a cape of coal-colored fur. At first, I think it’s some kind of aberrant cat with a pelt made for the arctic. Then I realize it’s a purebred Pomeranian, and it must be sitting in someone’s lap. Somehow it’s unaffected by Winston’s constant yapping and threats of violence; it calmly watches us like we’re animals in a zoo. This is the kind of dog that’s an accessory, like a silk scarf or a velvet hat, a clutch studded with rubies. It doesn’t screech or howl like the brute I’m trying desperately to control, it only makes an eye-catching statement with its spectacular looks.

The window rolls down, exposing the dog’s exquisite coat. A woman pops her face out and stares at me. Her skin is as smooth as freshly poured concrete. Her eyes are an eerie turquoise blue that reminds me of the dye we use for Easter eggs. She’s got round, sculpted cheeks and a well-defined chin. Her lips look like a platypus’s bill, only they’re covered with gloss that makes me think of a fly trap. Her hair is reminiscent of dried hay and is pulled back so tightly from her head I fear she’ll be scalped. Now I’m wondering if these people are lost.

“I think I know you.” She places her hand out of the window and points. She has a huge diamond rock on her forefinger. It’s an emerald cut you could skate on. “Yes, yes, it’s you. I thought I recognized you back there, which is why we had to catch up.” Her finger is moving up and down as she speaks. I can’t see the driver at all because the woman’s wearing a jacket with a puffy collar that’s blocking my view, but my instinct tells me the person at the wheel is a hired chauffeur.

I struggle to keep Winston still. He’s pulling so hard on the leash that it’s taking all my strength to keep him from jumping on the side of the pristine car. I can’t tell if he’s trying to protect me or if he wants to eat the pedigreed pooch.

“What do you mean? How do you know me?” I have draped myself in a Fort Knox of defenses but still manage to get harassed by creeps and weirdos. If I reach for the rape whistle, I’ll have to take one hand off the leash and run the risk of losing Winston again, who I’ve noticed has become as unpredictable as a dingo scampering across the desert.

“You’re Joan of the Arcane. I’m sure of it. Am I right?” She seems to think this is a game like Charades, or Uno, or What Ever Happened to . . . ?

I don’t know what to say or do. I feel like I’ve taken a cattle prod to the cranium. The woman and the dog are both staring at me. At some point I came to love having all the attention on me. Now it makes me feel drugged and delirious, like a person without a tongue. I remember the first time I ever got on stage and how much whiskey it took to calm me down. I drank a quarter-pint while trying to will my voice into a series of deliberate screams. I had to conjure upsetting images of tigers and snakes. I had to recall black soulless eyes and shaking hands fastened around my neck. Then I was yelling words both sacred and profane, reverent and lawless. My voice was gravelly, hoarse, not a finely tuned instrument or a well-trained proper thing. It was feral, uncaged, with wings beating against the cigarette-stained air with fistfuls of ferocity and might.

The woman seems to take my silence as an acknowledgement. Now she turns to the driver. “Did I tell you? I totally called it.” I get a glimpse of the man at the helm. He looks like a Viking, or a guy named Vlad. She says something to him I can’t understand. It sounds like she’s giving him a command. Then I hear her somewhat clearly. “It’s back there. Hand it to me. And take Ross.” I watch the Pomeranian disappear from view and Winston begins to calm down.

She opens the door and gets out. When she closes the door behind her, I see something large and two-dimensional in her hands. Winston is motionless before me. I suspect she might have treats in her pocket or something else to mesmerize him into stillness. She walks up to him and pets his head. I notice her high-heeled boots. They’re trimmed in faux fur. It’s sixty degrees but she’s dressed for a winter wonderland of snow somewhere glamorous—maybe Aspen or Park City. She looks ready to board a private jet equipped with caviar and real champagne.

“Oh, you’re a friendly boy, aren’t you? So handsome too.” Winston seems somewhat charmed. Now she holds up the flat thing in front of her.

I gaze at it. It’s clear she wants me to see it, to recognize its texture, its hues, its twelve-by-twelve-inch dimensions. There’s a photo of me with shorn locks, black smears across my eyes, and my indelible red-inked mouth formed into a static O, screaming into a mic. My face is an embroidery of erupting flowers, embossed with a cataclysm like a million loosed rattle-snakes shaking their tails as they shimmy along a scorched and calloused Earth. The rest of the band is standing in a row behind me, looking into the camera with wide, hypnotized eyes like a team of Manchurian candidates. The backdrop is an Arabian desert, and when you look down, you see we’re all riding on a magic carpet in the sky. It’s the only album we ever got made—the one we named Stop! Look! And Hasten!

“Will you sign it?” Suddenly she’s extending a Sharpie. Winston thinks it’s a treat and leaps up to grab it, but I manage to hold him down.

“Where did you get this?” I ask. Our record label was so ineffective it could barely afford to press a hundred vinyl copies. Somehow the Sharpie and the record are now in my hands. I’m tracing my fingers over the cover. I haven’t seen this in years. The only other one I know that still exists is buried somewhere in the garage in a cardboard box along with some of my other merch, likely now a den for black widows.

“I bought it at an estate sale yesterday. I never even brought it into the house. I left it in the car, then I happened to see you. How magical is that?” She smiles, revealing a set of perfectly ordered teeth so white they’re bordering on blue.

My heart slams into my sternum, then expands. Something feels off-kilter, like a Bizarro World or parallel universe where dimensions collide, and my body struggles to adjust to the radial force.

“Around here?” I’m holding the Sharpie and pointing with it to the immediate surroundings. I am trying to steady myself, trying to understand how she came to be in possession of this paraphernalia.

“No. Up in the hills. I got a vintage Pendleton blanket there too.” She is pointing up to the sky, which looks tentative, blemished, a cross-stitch of silver vapors.

I assume she is smiling because she’s proud of her finds. I want to remember every nuance of this moment so I can dissect it later, filet it like a brine-cured frog. I can’t decide if this is a premeditated movement or a genuine coincidence. This could make sense with all the music industry types still living in the canyon, but it could also be a kind of ruse. I consider these possibilities. They are blocks carved with cuneiform that I feel with my fingers, like they’re braille. I sense the symbols for sun, mountain, grain, ox, and fish, but when I look up, the oracle bone is gone, and I’m lost in the suburbs again. I only see bleached-out bird-of-paradise fainting on a desiccated lawn, and the woman in front of me whose teeth gleam with a plutonium sheen and whose age cannot be conjectured.


CHAPTER 25

“So? Are you going to sign it?” The suspicious woman looks at me with eyebrows that are too deadened by botulism to raise. I sense her impatience pressing down on me like a vise. It is cold, sharp, and made of black stone. The Pomeranian is back in the passenger side window, and he’s staring at me too. I know I’m wearing my protective beanie, but I can’t help but think their desires are leaking into the sacred garden of my mind. Now I am uncapping the Sharpie. I am leaning over and placing the record over one knee. Then I sign my name. Something about it feels wrong. Like I’m signing a pink slip or the deed to my house. Then I understand. This is a declaration claiming my identity.

When I’m finished, she takes it out of my hand and squeals. “Oh my God! I’m so excited!” I look at her nails. They are perfectly polished and filed to a sharp white tip. I can’t imagine this woman listening to our band. Then an idea comes to mind.

“What’s your favorite song?” I study her face, watching to see if she’ll look down at the name of the songs on the back of the record. I watch for any sign of exasperation, but she’s too good.

“It’s for my brother. He was one of your biggest fans.” She places the record through the open window and I hear it land on the leather seat, just beyond the dog. I wonder if the driver is her brother, who she pays to shuttle her around, although he doesn’t seem interested in this interaction in the slightest. Now she’s asking me more questions. “Do you live around here? What’s your dog’s name? Want to join us for a walk?” I’m not sure if this is a conversation or an interrogation, maybe a deposition under oath. “I know a great place we could go not too far away from here. We like to walk the stairs at Holly Ranch.”

The name of the place sounds familiar, but I know I haven’t been there before. I repeat the name in my mind several times until a memory comes into focus like a skipping stone over a serene lake. It’s the World War II–era Nazi compound nestled in the foothills. It’s always listed as one of the most popular hiking trails in the area, though I’ve never had any desire to go. I imagine the decaying lodge must be the perfect home for myriad phantoms, angry specters, and other extraterrestrial beings that might not have our best interests at heart. As I think of these ghosts and goblins, I hear chopping blades in the distance. I look up and see a helicopter heading our way. It begins to circle the neighborhood, and I’m wondering why. It’s all black, so I know it’s not the cops, the fire department, the coast guard, or the sheriff. It doesn’t have a single marking. It’s solid black like this woman’s spoiled aura.

“Joan? Did you hear me? Or maybe we could go get some breakfast?” I look at her face. She tries to lift her eyebrows again, but since they’re paralyzed, only her nose wrinkles. The sun is fighting to break through the clouds and the glare reflects off the sidewalk. The helicopter’s engine is so loud it’s all-consuming. I’m stuck in a siege, a conflagration of black—black G-Wagon, black helicopter, and a black dog the size of a rodent. Any minute now, something violent could happen. There could be an orange flash of light. A voice could come over a loudspeaker and tell us to duck and cover, only so we don’t see the shrouded figure heading our way in the form of a warhead, a mushroom cloud of dust, smoke, and debris. Then Winston pulls on the leash, bringing me out of my paranoid thoughts and back to reality. I have the sudden feeling we should bolt, get as far away from these goons as we can.

“I don’t want to go anywhere with you!” I scream. My outburst cuts the sky in half. The helicopter flies away, as if it heard me too. Now Winston and I are running. We move quickly down the street, as if being in the proximity of that woman will give us polio. I don’t hear the engine behind us, but I also don’t want her to see where we live, so we keep going past the house. My lungs are starting to burn, my legs are getting weak, and my mangled knee is throbbing with every stride I take. I’m wondering what the point of my Pilates class is if I can barely sprint around the block. As I gasp, I spot a sharp-tipped yucca and a giant wild rye in someone’s front yard, then my mind makes up a song, possibly to distract me from the pain. It takes hold of my presence. Scarecrows, Black Hawks, and creeps. Oh my! I repeat this until I’m sure we’re not being followed. We stop on Rose’s street. Winston and I both pant, struggling to catch our breath.

Eventually we recover, and Winston goes back to his regular prance as we turn and head to our house. Now I’m chanting out loud. Scarecrows, Black Hawks, and creeps. Oh my! Scarecrows, Black Hawks, and creeps. Oh my! I’m so lost in the rhythm of the chant that I don’t notice Rose in front of us until I hear plastic wheels on flagstone. She’s rolling out her black garbage bin for trash pickup day. When she spots us, her body jerks. She turns her face away and points her nose in the air, seeming desperate not to catch our stench. We watch as she rolls the bin down the lip of her driveway and swings it around to plant it at the edge of the curb. We pass her without comment and are several lengths away when she clears her throat.

I turn around, and she looks directly into my eyes. “Don’t make me put a lock on it, Joan.”

She’s standing next to the bin, with one hand on top, as if to protect its precious contents. I don’t have the stamina to suffer through any more insanity today. Hell, it’s not even noon. I know the game Rose is playing. I know she is waiting for me to respond with a snide reply. This is called seeking attention. This is called siphoning power. She is trying to cause a ruckus, a dramatic scene, so she can balk, point, and blame. Then she’ll present a warped version of this story to the neighbors with emotion and anguish. It will elicit a sympathetic response. Then they’ll all chatter and gossip. They’ll call me a witch, una bruja de la luna who drinks too much herbal tea and mutters when she walks. I see all of this in my crystal ball.

Winston and I turn around and walk home without uttering a word. As soon as we’re inside, Winston jumps into his bed and burrows into a blanket. I make a mug of chamomile and lemon myrtle, something I never do before nightfall, and flop onto the couch. I drift into a liminal space and consider the local vegetation. There is coffeeberry, mule fat, and rye in the hills. There is fennel, licorice, and fig along roadsides. In the creek, there is mallow, sedge, and willow. And if you follow its fertile curves long enough, if you wade into its depths, where the cattails tickle the stars, you might come across a thing you don’t expect to see—the poison hemlock hiding amongst the reeds.


CHAPTER 26

I wake up from my nap several hours later, thinking about my album, wondering how long ago I last saw it. I remember that at some point I had my mementos on a bookcase in the house, but the kids’ things and all of John’s motivational books and mass-market paperbacks squeezed my items out of the way. I can’t recall if it was John who boxed them all up, or if it was Connie, perhaps claiming our album cover made her feel uncomfortable. Maybe it reminded her of shock treatments or lobotomies. Maybe it was the fact my face in the photo reflects a savage society of dragon ladies, women who have tattoos and wear banana skirts with only shells covering their breasts, shaking cowry rattles and blowing conch shells under an untamed equatorial sun.

Whatever the cause, I am determined to find it, to exhume it, like a long-lost artifact. I put on my slippers and tiptoe into the garage. I don’t want John to come in and ask what I’m doing—or why, or how, or any of those irritating questions. There are three deep shelves that line the wall of the garage closest to where I park my car, and each shelf is filled with back-to-back bankers’ boxes. I presume most of it is archives from John’s business, back from the days before things went completely digital, documents he’s still nervous to shred. Each box is coated with a thick layer of dust, and when I touch anything, the dust immediately settles onto my skin and sticks to my clothes. The first few boxes I peer into are exactly what I thought, old escrow files and property transfer documents dating back to the early aughts.

I step back from the shelves and reflect. I ask myself—If I were an aging box of concert merchandise, where would I be? Then I remember. It was on the end of a shelf. I recall seeing it one day when John made us reorganize the house. I walk to the end of the wall closest to the garage door and pause there. I notice a discrepancy. There’s an empty square patch without any dust. When I look closer, I see it has the same dimensions as a bankers’ box. Something has been removed, erased from its proper place in this hall of the dead. Of course, it could be nothing. Maybe John finally took a box to the office for shredding. Then again, my gut tells me it’s something to pay attention to. It’s a clanging in my womb, a stick striking a cymbal on a windless night, a night when the air is rigid with anticipation of a shuddering coming from beneath the ground. I continue to nose around, this time focusing my attention on the floor. There’s a blue tarp lying in an untidy state that usually John couldn’t ignore.

I kick it with my feet a few times until I hit something solid. For some odd reason, I’m afraid to touch it, as if lifting it up will unveil something with sharp teeth, claws, and maybe even a snout. Something that feeds on middle-aged women, vermin, and locusts. When I feel confident it’s not something that will bite, I lift the tarp up slowly, by one corner at first. I spot a cassette tape in its clear plastic case. I lift the enormity of the tarp off the floor and move it away from the wall. Then the lost objects are revealed. A box is open and lying on its side. A T-shirt with our album cover ironed on the front is wrinkled up into a ball. I pick it up and notice a muddied footprint along the front, right in the center of the screenprint. I move the box so it’s right side up and sift through it. I find one of our concert posters announcing our show at the Whisky, bent in half. I lift out several pins stamped with our logo—a girl in a suit of armor, holding up a microphone like a sword. Lastly, I pick up my chrome pyramid-studded belt. I look around to see if there’s anything I missed, but that’s it. The vinyl record is nowhere to be found.

I place everything back inside the box and realize I only have one option. I bring the dusty memorabilia in the house and confront John. I find him sitting in his office, in front of his computer. Since he was feeling under the weather today, he decided to stay home from work, but he refuses to rest. He must always carry on.

“Honey?” I ask. I’m standing behind him with the box in my arms. John is perusing the MLS, the multiple listing service—the massive database of all the homes for sale in the country. Besides golfing, grilling, and handyman work, this is his favorite time waster.

“Yeah?” he responds, without turning away from the screen.

“Would you know why all my memorabilia was on the floor of the garage? Under a tarp?” I manage to sound docile and sweet, but it’s clearly not enough to get him to pay attention. When he doesn’t respond, I drop the whole box on his desk, causing motes of dust to propel into the air.

“Jesus, Joan! Are you crazy? Why are you bringing this junk in here?” He pushes his computer chair back from the desk so abruptly I have to move my feet so they don’t get trampled by the wheels. “It’s attacking my lungs.” Now he is coughing and fanning his hands in the air. He turns the chair around to face me.

“What was this doing on the floor in the garage?” My voice is serious, a sharp beam of light shooting from a black thunderhead. I pick up the T-shirt and hold it up, so he can see the muddied footprint.

“What are you talking about? What happened to your shirt? It’s a mess.” I judge his reaction, the barely perceptible movements of the muscles in his face, and I decide he looks genuinely confused.

“I found this all on the floor, on its side with everything spilling out of it. It was all covered by a tarp. It looked like someone recently moved it from the shelf. And I can’t find my old vinyl record. It’s not in here. I looked everywhere else.” I’m on the verge of tears. If I ever considered anything to be an heirloom, the record would’ve been it.

“I didn’t touch it. What would I want with your old things?” His response stings. I know he and Connie hate to be reminded of the unedited version of me. “Do you remember leaving the garage door open lately? Unattended?” He looks at me with accusing eyes, suggesting this is my fault.

I think about this and realize it’s possible. I could have easily done such a thing. Lately, I’ve become ungrounded. My roots have shriveled in the thirsty soil, in an interminable season of drought when the officials order us to conserve those precious liquid drops, all while they lavishly and flagrantly water their acres of useless lawn. My head is a hot-air balloon, engrossed in conspiratorial things. Menial household tasks like sweeping floors and closing doors fail to interest me anymore. Some-one could have easily taken advantage of my tendency toward drift. My preoccupation with otherworldly things, beings with gossamer appendages that can somehow control drones without opposable thumbs, has left me listless, almost boneless. I could be an entity that hovers through rooms leaving no shadow. Someone clever and observant enough could have caught me in this fragile state unaware, when I was parasailing under the clouds, thinking only of the players with their strings and mirrors, green screens and zero-gravity chambers. They could’ve distracted me with dancing fools posing as fans.

That’s when I realize—the album I signed was mine.


CHAPTER 27

I huddle over a cup of albondigas soup at El Lobo Loco, letting the steam hit me square in the face, opening my pores with overpowering flecks of oregano and chunks of canned tomatoes that turn my stomach into a vat of churned acid. John sits in the sticky red booth across from me, sucking his margarita through a plastic straw as thin as a stem. He grabs a greasy chip from the basket lined with parchment paper and dunks it into the salsa, dripping juice on the table before the tomato-and-onion-doused chip makes it to his mouth.

Mariachi music filters through poor-quality speakers into the dim red glow of the room. I look up at the saguaro cactus–shaped chandeliers that line the ceiling, painted an optimistic green, and I decide this must be what the inside of a Christmas tree in Tucson looks like. Or what a gay set designer in the sixties decided a Mexican hacienda must be like. Next to our booth, under an orange brick arch, the wall is decorated with hand-painted tiles of Mexican pastoral scenes—women in full skirts walking in a plaza, balancing clay pottery on their heads, and men casually holding red capes in front of raging bulls. In the middle of this drama is a painting that reflects the restaurant’s namesake. It’s the profile of a wolf with crazed, yellow eyes exposing its razor-sharp fangs to a frightened moon.

It’s Friday evening. The night associated with the goddess of love, Venus—which is why John and I are out for date night. It has everything to do with enchantment, prosperity, and victory, yet John and I are not speaking with honeyed lips that pour coos and purrs and other saccharine things. We are discussing the topic we’ve been arguing about all day—whether or not to call the police.

“I don’t understand why you don’t want to involve the police,” John says, while chewing his chip. “This is what they’re here for. And even if they can’t recover your album, which they probably won’t, they can at least document the theft. They need to know what’s happening in our neighborhood. They need to know there’s a duo of thieves canvassing the area. Maybe they even stole that dog you saw with them. It must’ve been expensive.” He picks up another chip and dunks it into the salsa with a splash.

I push my soup aside and think of how to explain to John why I don’t want to alert the police. I know the stolen record is more than just a theft. It’s a warning, a message scribbled in sand. It’s a consequence of poking and prodding my nose in the dark crevices where it doesn’t belong. Glen, or whoever is watching, clearly has a multitude of resources at his disposal. If he can send helicopters and G-men with six-figure vehicles to taunt me, what else could he do?

“Joan? I’m waiting for an explanation. Why don’t you want to call the police?” John is stirring his drink with the cocktail straw.

The waiter dressed as a vaquero comes to our table. He sets down an enormous cast-iron pan of steak fajitas on a wood block in front of John and hands me my tostada. Then he tips his cowboy hat.

“We can call them. I just don’t see what good it will do.” I dip my fork into the mound of guacamole sitting on top of a bed of shredded lettuce and smear it onto a chip.

The air between us is layered with smoke from John’s fajitas and so many things I cannot say. I wonder if my life would be easier if I were a mime. I could step in and out of imaginary phone booths. I could hold up my hands and shrug. I could paint my face white, put on those cotton gloves, and maybe I’d disappear from sight. Instead, I must intuit a way to walk over live grenades and dodge missiles that could shred my flesh and expose bone. I must tiptoe around like a fledgling ballerina en pointe, so I don’t offend someone’s fragile opinions, their misinformed beliefs about the true workings of this world. I have to dull myself down, blur my sharp edges, walk on a wire suspended between skyscrapers in a wounded, relentless night. But sometimes I decide this is too much.

“Cops are all Freemasons. Everyone knows this. They look out for their brethren.” The declaration escapes my lips. “Anyway, I’m sure they’ll only shift the blame. Next thing you know, I’ll be on the news for creating a hoax. They’ll say I was seeking attention. They’ll label it something outlandish. ‘The Housewife Hoax’ or ‘The Case of the Stolen Merch.’ They’ll make a Dateline episode about me. Keith Morrison will interview you and the kids with all those creases in his face. It’ll be a sensation. There’ll be a gaggle of news reporters on the porch every time we open the door, looking for a statement, a confession, a good reason for such a moral failure. I’ll have to put a box over my head every time I go out.” I place a forkful of shredded chicken, lettuce, and beans in my mouth. I wash it all down with a swallow of margarita.

John has stopped eating. He’s holding his fork in the air as if it’s an airplane with a landing gear failure, and he’s looking at me like he’s gone apoplectic. Now he shakes his head.

“I’m going to assume you’re joking,” he says. I’m not sure if this is a statement or a suggestion.

I know I cannot magically transmute myself into a Parisian mime and escape this narrative with its bear traps and muzzles and complicated rules that seize hold of my legs. The shackles of this dimension are not so easily loosened. They require certain sets of keys that have been thrown into the shallows, then layered with drums of forever chemicals that are leaching through the rusted containers, blinding the fish and giving fins to the frogs, turning all of nature into a grotesque mutation. The only way to survive is to play along.

“Did you think it was funny?” I pick up my drink and take two sips, waiting for the alcohol to numb me.

I realize today is like any other day. Something terrible happens, then I get blamed for calling it what it is. They tell me my theories are implausible. That I must have misunderstood. That I am confused. They remind me I failed high school physics and geometry and used to brag about showing my breasts to a teacher or two to graduate. Then they remind me it worked. Connie called me a jezebel and forced me to dunk my head under a pool infused with so much chlorine I couldn’t see for three days. She had a priest bless me. Then they decided the whole procedure probably wouldn’t work because I was defective on a subatomic level. I came from the prefabricated homes deserted in the wrong valley with its hillsides studded with boulders instead of stars, where the residents mastered the art of invisibility and squander. I have stretched my borders and deadheaded my yellowed leaves to the nth degree, but I know it will never be enough. I will always be a beauty to some, a beast to others.

John seems satisfied I was merely kidding and goes back to eating. A part of me is happy he’s dropped the subject, but there’s a minuscule piece of my heart that still craves being understood by my husband, whom at one moment in time, however far away, I felt a connection with—a resonance at the heart chakra that glowed pink with love for this schmuck. There’s a tiny tug in my cognizance that wishes to hear him whisper sweet things in my ear representing love, goodness, and grace—free of the resentment that has accumulated between us like cobwebs and stale wadded gum.

My phone pings. It’s a text from Selena. I tried calling her several times today, but she didn’t answer, and I was wary about explaining the day’s bizarre events in a text, even if it’s over a supposedly secure messaging app. I open the app and read her message.

I can’t talk. I have bronchitis so badly I’m considering taking antibiotics.

Instead of burdening her with my tale of woe, or draining what little energy she has left, I ask if she needs anything—lemons, bone broth, garlic, or herbs. She says all she wants is rest. The unbelievable story of the G-Wagon and the record thieves will have to wait. I wish her my condolences, but when I’m about to close the app, Selena sends another message.

Devils are defeated when you correctly guess their name.

I sense John gazing at me again, so I put away my phone and pick up my fork, raking it over the inner contents of my tostada. I abandon my fork and use the chips as a shovel. I scoop up the refried beans and cheese out of the flour shell and plop the heap into my mouth.

I wonder if Selena is talking in code again. But maybe I understand what she means this time, though I am curious as to how she knows what I need to hear, when I haven’t told her a thing. I’m assuming the universe is sending me a sign, not through a pendulum or other prophesizing device, but through Selena as a channel. She is a sibyl, that frenzied woman from whose lips the god speaks, as some philosophers say. And I know she is right. Glen is the name of the devil on our street, the same as the one they pretended to blow up in a shuttle. Whether he wears trousers and loafers, or a canvas jumpsuit made for space, he is one and the same—and all we have to do to defeat his deception is say his name.

“In the end, it’s just a thing.” John is looking at me with such intensity I imagine smoke might emit from his ears. “I know it meant a lot to you, but it’s not like anyone got hurt. We have to count our blessings. And it’s a wake-up call. You need to be more present.” John takes another bite of his fajitas, then dabs at the corners of his mouth with the paper napkin. His face, in this moment, reminds me of rupture, the aftermath of a 7.0 quake.

I think about my blessings, like John has suggested. I am grateful John doesn’t realize this was a targeted attack. I am grateful I wasn’t kidnapped by the couple in the G-Wagon, or injured by the woman on the trail. I am grateful I have a partner in crime, even if she’s down for the count. I’m also surprised things have gone this far out of control. All we did was try, and fail, to gain some information, to collect data just like they do to us in every moment of every day. Now it is quartz-crystal clear. Big Brother is always watching.

The telescreens are not what Orwell believed they would be. They have been sized down, like shrunken heads, and sit at all times in our desolate hands while they watch and take notes. These handheld Ouija boards, whether they’re burner phones or not, must be linked to our drivers’ licenses, our social security numbers, or tethered to an unknown chip that exists somewhere under the skin. It’s a permanent stain. A tattoo of a five-digit number. I could claw at my flesh for days and still not find it. Chlorine bleach and formaldehyde would do nothing to erase it—for it is the mark of the beast.


CHAPTER 28

Saturday morning, Winston and I go for our walk in our immediate neighborhood without any incident or sightings of Glen, and I feel hopeful the worst has passed. Even the sun is out, dropping its vivid lemon emissions into our cells and ruined regions. The doves are sitting atop the power lines, harmonizing at the appropriate 432 hertz—the transmission of God, the frequency of deep, revealing truth. We even spot a graceful blue heron in the preserve, waltzing through the reeds on his spindly legs, canvassing the wild grasses for grubs. Though I feel desecrated, still incensed Glen or one of his goons took one of my most precious belongings, I feel rooted in my power. I am confident in my energetic capabilities to create an outcome I can be happy about. I think maybe I have suffered through the worst of Glen’s indignation. He has proven his point, and I have retreated from my siege until I can gain better footing. I feel so great I make not only my latte, but breakfast too. Two eggs and sourdough toast slathered with raw butter and strawberry-rhubarb jam.

When John gets home from golfing that he says is also networking, he walks outside with a smirk smacked across his face. Winston and I are in the backyard, meditating like Selena suggested I should do, and trying to soak up as much sun as we can before it slips back into the safety of the clouds for good. I have my bare feet planted on the ground, and Winston is piled in a heap next to me.

“What are you so jazzed about?” I ask. I trace my finger in the exposed topsoil, reminding myself to cover it with something—lantana or silver carpet, maybe just mulch, lest it be swept away in the forecasted downpour.

“I just saw the damndest thing.” He puts his fingers to his temple, then raises his eyebrows, conveying something that must’ve been stupefying. I’m wondering if he saw some kind of levitation, a walking on water.

“Oh yeah? What was it?” I ask, still spellbound by the outlines I’m making in the soil.

“When I was driving home right now, just as I rounded the corner, I paused at the stop sign right at Glen’s house, and I saw him embracing a woman on his porch. She had her face in his neck. I would call it nuzzling. Yeah, that’s it—nuzzling. I couldn’t see her face, since it was so jammed in there. I didn’t want to get caught gawking, so I drove away,” John explains.

I now have hunks of grass and dirt grasped in my hands, and I’ve stopped breathing.

“Then I looked in my rearview mirror and saw the woman walking away. She was strutting her stuff. Looked like she had quite a good time. Then I realized—it was Rose!” John makes a gesture that looks like his mind has been blown, shattered like a spaceship undone by a faulty piece of rubber.

I drop the dirt and grass from my palms and swallow hard, weighing the implications of this union. Weeks ago, when we first met him, Glen clearly had no interest in Rose, and now he’s been seen canoodling with her in public. Either I’ve under-estimated her charm, her patent-leather lip gloss that might seduce with a tacky spell, her sleek black hair like a horse’s mane that might hint of whips, rope, or some other kind of bondage. Either that, or my enemies have made a cruel alliance. Maybe they’re plotting my demise. Suddenly I feel dizzy. The complexities and possibilities are endless. I consider the chance that all of these calamities have been nothing but a massive paranoia, and maybe their love is organic. I could be suffering from some kind of fixation, or a damaged locus of control. Maybe I’m too egocentric. But I doubt it.

“It goes to show you, Joan. He can’t be that bad if your friend likes him.” I had forgotten that John is still here, standing before me, taking in the rare chance to absorb the sun without the layer of bioweapons trying to block it. Of course, I never told John about my falling out with Rose. Forget about not understanding, he would probably support her cause.

I try to mumble a response, but I can’t make any words form. John walks away, saying something about needing to do some work, and leaves me stranded on the ground. I shift around onto my knees. I have no one to text, no one to notify about this dubious turn of events. Then I think I hear what might be considered a dirge, a lamenting tune with somber notes carved from guitar strings. I realize it’s John’s voice. He’s yelling something from the back of the house, which I can’t hear. He seems to be in a panic.

When I walk into his office, he’s slamming his mouse down on his desk and swearing. This is not a typical scene. This behavior goes against John’s diplomatic nature.

“Honey, what’s the matter?” I ask, wondering what could make him shift from absolute amusement to hostility in seconds.

“The internet is out! I can’t connect to the MLS.” Now he is kneeling in front of the Wi-Fi router, unplugging cords, then plugging them back in. I stand over him watching, unsure of what to do.

I pick up his mouse and move it around, waiting for the search engine to resuscitate. Those CPR classes we took when the kids were little are not helping us now. What we need is a kind of technical defibrillator, but I’m not sure those exist. I look at the row of lights on the machine and wait for them to light up. Nothing happens. I haven’t seen John this upset since the night we found Ashley drunk, or maybe it was the day Tyler announced he hated baseball. I think about suggesting he may be overacting and to take this beneficial opportunity to disconnect from the outside world and its endless blathering. Then I think better of it.

“Nothing is working! I’m going to have to call the cable company.” He stands up and puts his hands on his waist. His face is flushed with effort and rage. I want to help but feel at a loss. I’m not fool enough to offer to sit on the phone for hours, listening to Muzak while the call is shuttled around to different departments, until some sort of resolution is made, some kind of truce that will get the microcurrents of 5G flowing again. Instead, I offer to make tea.

“How will that help?” He throws his hands up in the air, then they land on his temples. I watch him sigh and see the air expel from his lungs. “Forgive me for being flippant. Sure, I’d love some tea.” He moves his hands and motions me away.

I station myself in front of the stove, waiting for the water to boil, happy to be away from that dire scene, but with a monolithic stone taking up space in my gut. I choose two bags of lemon balm to dissolve the stress that has encapsulated the house, though I’m not sure it’s enough. I’m still thinking about Rose and Glen, picturing them kissing like hormonal teenagers. It’s more than a disturbing visual. It gives me an edgy feeling like the threat of being seared open by the blade of a dull knife. It’s a nightmare you just can’t shake.

As I pour the boiling water over the tea bags, my phone rings. I assume it’s Selena. Maybe she’s awakened from her coma. I pick up my phone and see it’s Tyler, and despite my uncomfortable feeling, I’m so delighted, I feel my heart hop.

“Tyler!” I yell too enthusiastically into the receiver.

“Mom, what’s going on?” His voice sounds hard and flat, like something that would leave welts.

“What do you mean?” I ask, wondering if John already complained to him about the internet going down.

“Someone in a black Suburban followed me home from the gym. Then a little later, I got a message. Something weird about idle prattle.” He pauses, then I hear a fumbling sound.

“What do you mean? What kind of message?” I feel my voice rise to an uncertain height. It might be standing on the ledge of a bluff that’s eroding and quickly slipping into a roiling sea, frothy with petrochemicals and disdain.

“Let me see if I can copy and send it,” he replies. After several breath-stealing seconds, the message goes through. It’s a voice memo, but it won’t play while I’m on the phone.

“I can’t listen to it while we’re talking.” I am having an internal struggle. On one hand, I can’t wait to listen to this message that’s making Tyler so tense; on the other hand, I fear hanging up. What if I can’t reach him again?

“Let me listen and call you back.” When I hit the end call button, I notice my hands are quivering like a drunk with delirium tremens. I hit play. The space around me is as silent as a rabbit hole, or a stargate—some vast ring-shaped device that allows for instant teleportation to places like the dark side of the moon or the pearlescent gates of dawn. Then I hear the voice. It’s male and raspy, as if someone has just taken a five-second toke.

“Tell your mother to stop pointing her crooked beak in other people’s business. Tell her to stop her idle prattle. Otherwise, she gets whacked. Then her malfunctioning ashes are what will be scattered into the wind.” There’s an awkward pause. “Her connection has already been severed.” It abruptly cuts off.

I hold the phone away from my body and reflect. What kind of cheap threat is this? Whatever happened to ransom notes, glued together with letters cut out of magazines? What happened to torn sheets of spiral-bound paper scribbled in an elusive script? What about ciphers, cryptograms, or a wax-sealed letter? Even for bad guys, whether they’re government agents, sadists from a devilish group, or common clowns, the creative forces of the twenty-first century are seriously lacking.

Then reality sets in. The scars from my actions could be permanent. These mobsters are threatening my cubs. I want to take back my vow of destruction, erase it from the figurative whiteboard, but I know it’s too late. I consider my options. I could expunge my ignominious fate by an act of hara-kiri. I could do it among the ice plants with a kitchen knife. It would be the kind of self-sacrifice that would get labeled mythic and purposeful. Or maybe selfish and ill-informed. Then I remember I’m supposed to call Tyler back.

To my relief, he answers on the first ring. “So, what exactly is going on at home? Or is it some kind of joke?” Now he sounds amused, like this situation is a hoot.

“I think I’m in trouble here. I think I made a hapless mistake. It has to do with our new neighbor.”

John is saying something in the distance. The sun has set, and the house has mutated to a gruesome black, a cavern of emptiness in a moth-eaten night. I am struggling to hold back tears, as Tyler laughs at something in the background. I press the phone closer to my ear and head toward a space with a locked door, to escape John’s chatter. But he follows, babbling and persistent.

“Tyler? Are you still there?” As I speak, John is jabbering about a cable failure. Something about a line being cut. Somehow, I get stranded in the dining room, pinned between the back of a chair and the china cabinet.

“I’m here, Mom. What did you do?” I sense his eagerness. He needs specifics so he can tell his friends his mom is off-kilter, flawed, seriously lacking any common sense, any nuance of grace.

“Tyler, what number did this come from? Can you take a screen shot? I need more information.” If this phone were old-fashioned, I’d be clinging to the coiled wire with despairing fingers.

“Yeah, it’s from a three-digit number. I’ll show you. It’s weird. Anyway, I’ll call you tomorrow. I’m late for a friend’s birthday dinner,” he says with a nonchalance that makes me want to wail. His pithy attention span has already shifted to something shinier, glossed with more promise. This is an evening of brutality and defeat. The air is dark, lifeless, and grotesque. I could be locked in a sealed chamber where they drop a canister of Zyklon B and all the captives stomp on each other to get to the only shaft of light. There are invisible hands gripping my throat, causing me to envision blue sparks where the whites of my eyes should be.

“Tyler, I need you to be careful. Please stay alert.” I am standing up, but my body is hunched over. I hear a girl’s voice calling Tyler’s name.

“Bye, Mom. Love you.” Then there’s a click.

Now John is standing next to me in the dining room, holding his mug of tea. “Did you hear me? They’ve got to send someone out. They don’t know what the problem is. They think something destroyed the cable. I’m wondering if a rat chewed through it. You know, they have jaws of steel. Probably could get through a fiber-optic cable easily. It’s like the Kevlar they use for bulletproof vests. But it’s no challenge for a rat.”

I come around to the other side of the chair and sit down. I think of getting whacked. I think of the rats at the end of Nineteen Eighty-Four that threaten to chew off Winston Smith’s face. I picture men in black stalking my eldest son while he obliviously waltzes through life.

John waves his hand in front of my face.

“Earth to Joan. Earth to Joan. Are you with me? Who was that on the phone?” He peers into my eyes, the windows to the soul. Maybe he’s spotted a junkyard down there. Maybe he’s stumbled upon stripped tires and rusted metal pipes you could use for a clubbing.

John’s phone explodes into an electric replication of altar bells, and he answers it before it makes it to a second eruption.

“It’s Ashley,” he says. His faces scrunches into a ball, then deflates. He puts his hand over the receiver to give me an update. “She’s crying. Something about a guy she was dating.” Then he is nodding and saying uh-huh. “The guy she was dating broke up with her this morning after he got a strange note.”

I watch him trying to form an understanding of the melodramatics at play. The earth-shattering emotions of a teenager who has just lost a suitor because her mother tried to make like Dorothy and pull back the curtains at the Emerald City. Now I am clutching at my chest, trying to penetrate my heart. It’s a festering wound that requires immediate abstraction, without anesthesia or forced doses of morphine. I wonder why I ever thought it was necessary to expose the great and powerful wizard as a charlatan.

“Ashley, slow down,” he orders. “I don’t understand. Someone left your young man a note? Saying what about your mother?” His eyes expand into deep pools of disappointment where velvet-feathered ducklings might get mired in tar and eventually drown.

His mouth falls open like a ruptured fault line. I hear Ashley’s voice on the phone rising high, then dropping low, interspersed with sobbing. “Jesus,” John says. He fixes his eyes on me and shakes his head.

I feel my phone vibrate, which I’d forgotten was in my hand. I look down and see a text from Ashley.

I hate you! You’re ruining my life!

John moves the phone down to his chest, so it’s pressing on his breast plate. His eyes are squeezed into malicious orbs that remind me of what happens when you take too many sleeping pills. I feel his hatred seeping into my bones, my joints, the fossilized tissue at the base of my skull. Then his lips target me like a missile, as blistering as the valley in August.

“Joan, what have you done?” His words pierce my ears. My fingers clasp at the malachite tied around my neck. The string breaks and the gem lands on the carpet with a faint thud. I hear a pop. I feel something shatter like glass in my brain, like a brick through a windowpane in the stillness of dawn.


CHAPTER 29

When I come to, Connie is at my bedside, urging me to drink something brown from a cup, which in my delirious state I fear is laudanum or some other narcotic that could erase my brain. Suddenly I flash back to the night I had Tyler. I’d been resting at Connie’s house in a yellow brocade chair, wearing an ivory lace dress that made me look innocent, feminine, maybe even sensual in my disgraced state. My water broke and the contractions started. They forced me into the car, to the hospital, which they knew gave me a horrible fright. The thought caused nightmares and sleep terrors for months. I begged them to let me have him in the safety of my home, or in the seat of a Greyhound bus heading out of town. I vowed to handle the pain like a champ, with teeth clenched into a rolled-up towel. I promised not to bleed or sully any prized furnishings, anything to be away from the overpowering stench of bleach, the gurneys with their nylon straps, and long metal needles that penetrate muscle.

“Connie, what are you doing here?” My voice barely makes it to a whisper. My throat is raw and inflamed like an exposed nerve. Her scent elbows its way into my nostrils. I breathe in notes of orange blossom, plum, tuberose, jasmine, amber, and musk. It’s a fragrance that reminds me of shoulder pads and trickle-down economics, one I didn’t think they manufactured anymore. Maybe this toxic aerosol is what has me so bogged down. The brown liquid might just be tea.

“How many times do I have to tell you to call me Mother? I’m here because John called me when you collapsed.” She moves from my bedside and picks up a washcloth. When she moves closer, I see she’s dressed in a silk oyster-shell blouse and a fashionable navy-dyed wool blazer. This occasion has given her something to do, a way to be valuable. Now she’s wiping the cloth over my brow, under the pretense of appearing caring.

I think of the word mother. It’s a word for me that has no meaning when uttered through my own lips. Even the first time Tyler said it, I stopped dead in my footsteps, frozen with a glacial fear. It is a word riddled with assumptions I gleamed from sitcoms with laugh tracks, or after-school specials where kids with problems had someone to trust. It is not a word I personally equate with warm feelings of nurture and belonging. It is a cigarette burning between incendiary lips after midnight that has the potential to sear tender skin. It is crimson-lacquered nails that grasp hair at the root, right where it hurts. It is a person who must be tiptoed around, someone you must be careful not to upset, otherwise your breakfast could end up on the ground.

“I need to know, Joan. Is this where you break down?” She takes the cloth away from my face and sets it down on the side table.

I try to determine the time of day. All the curtains have been drawn. She rummages through her purse and takes out a gold compact and a tube of brick-red lipstick. She opens the compact and carefully dabs the lipstick on her lips while gazing at her reflection in the minuscule mirror. Her lips are full but turned down at the sides in a permanent frown, which is only amplified by the lively color. When she’s satisfied, she snaps the compact shut and wedges it back in her purse.

“Well, are you? We need to know what to do with you. I always knew it would happen. It was only a matter of when. I need to know what direction we should take. Will we have to 5150 you like all those selfish celebrities who don’t know how good they have it? You know what that is, don’t you? I presume you watch the news and know it’s an involuntary psychiatric hold. They put you in the county hospital, with all the criminals and dope fiends. They might even lock you in a cage.” She stops talking and looks at her nails. I imagine she’s checking for chips in the polish, any inkling of imperfection.

“Or will you willingly go somewhere of our choosing to recuperate?” She looks at her phone in its light pink quilted case, as if I bore her. I notice the brown spots on her hands, the slight folds where I can see her veins, blueish beneath crepey skin.

“I need to know how much this breakdown will cost us. John might need a loan.” For a moment I think she is joking, but her lips don’t deviate from their serious shape.

When I don’t answer, she keeps speaking, revealing her forked tongue. “I always told John not to pick you. I told him to pick a nice, quiet girl from church. Not one he found passed out on a bus bench with a lit cigarette dangling from her mouth, about to start a monthlong forest fire. Not one who needed so much work. But you know John. He always wanted a project, something to fix, to shape and mold like a beam of wood.” Connie shrugs, like this is a mild annoyance.

If I were feeling stronger, more alert, I would fly out of this bed and scratch at her face, but whatever they gave me is making me fuse with the eight-hundred-thread-count sheets, recessing into my goose-down bed like an invalid. In fact, I can barely speak.

“Where is John? What time is it?” My mouth is dry and desperate. I want to ask for water, but I know she’ll only direct me toward the repulsive liquid.

“It’s time to explain this, Joan.” She picks up something from the top of my bureau. She brings it closer to me and holds it up like a model on The Price is Right. It’s my goddess book, perched within her coral-toned nails that have been filed to a point.

I try to speak, but only a moan makes it out of the pitiful cavity I call my mouth.

“What kind of heretical doctrine is this? You think you’re a pagan? A witch? Do you consider yourself a witch, Joan? We’re all wondering.” John appears in the doorframe, as if on cue, just as I am questioning who she means by we.

He stands there watching from afar, and I get the sense he’s afraid to come close to me. I am thinking about this betrayal and how it’s the worst of any kind. I could forgive a lover or two, one night of passion, or a kiss, but this is something deserving of a lifelong atonement, a reckoning like divorce.

“John says you’ve gotten into some mysterious devotions, and you keep talking about secret groups, accusing neighbors of being members and what not. And then we find this.” She shakes her pious head, like John always does. I take this as a renunciation of my heathen nature.

“I won’t have this family be disgraced. I won’t have a daughter-in-law who casts spells with a magic wand. It just won’t do.” I watch her slap the book down on the edge of the bed, barely missing my foot, a rebuke. Then she slips it into her purse. I wonder what she’ll do with it. Bury it? Hold a book burning and invite all the townspeople?

John has left, and I decide that despite the pounding in my head, I need to find a way to escape. I have a feeling that if I don’t get out of here fast, I’ll be burned at the stake. This isn’t a time to plead my case or negotiate.

“I’m hungry. I need something to eat. Please.” I try to play the part and sound pathetic. Connie looks at me with her lips pursed together, stiff and stern. Her eyes are a whirlpool of hate. They’re as blue as the sea that spans across the Bermuda Triangle, and as radioactive as those atolls they bombed for amusement in the Pacific.

“What would her highness like to eat? Rack of lamb? Chicken Cordon Bleu?” She is bending at the waist with one arm akimbo, placing her makeup-streaked face toward mine as she hurls her sarcasm. I almost forgot how sadistic she can be.

“Maybe an apple. Sliced.” I don’t need to push her fragile buttons too far. I just need some time to find my phone, get dressed, and slip out.

“Fine!” She turns on a dime and yells. “John! The princess is demanding an apple. Sliced!” I see the back of her bouffant disappear though the door, then I summon as much strength as I can and bolt up. I close the door and lock it.

I pull on my hoodie, my Dickies, my combat boots, and finish it off with my beanie. I’m impressed it takes less than sixty seconds in this fugue state. All I need now is my phone, then I’m ready to risk what I presume is the night. Connie has foolishly left her purse, so I lift it up and turn it upside down, dumping the entire contents on my duvet cover. I pick up my book and slip it in the waistband of my pants. I don’t see my phone. Then I check the zipped pockets. Bingo. It’s turned off, but I imagine it still works.

John and Connie are talking in the kitchen, and I figure it’s now or never, so I tiptoe down the carpeted stairs and pause at the landing. Now I hear them clearly. I hear someone slicing what I assume is an apple. I hear Connie reading something. “It says, to qualify for a 5150 hold, the person in question must be assessed as a danger to themselves, others, or deemed gravely disabled.”

John clears his throat. I feel his internal power wither in his mother’s presence. Then he speaks. “I’m not sure she qualifies. I mean, she’s clearly not acting normal, but is she really a danger to anyone? It’s not like we found her with a copy of The Catcher in the Rye.” I hear more slicing.

“You don’t think someone who believes she’s a witch is a danger to herself? What if she goes up to the roof and tries to fly on a broom? What if she sacrifices someone’s pet cat? She could burn the whole neighborhood down while she’s toiling over her cauldron! Then, what? Talk about liability! Someone would definitely sue. They’d get a hefty judgment and attach a lien to your house. Next thing you know, everything you worked for is gone, in one fell swoop.” Connie makes a whooshing sound with her mouth. “And she’s getting death threats sent through the kids. What kind of mother is this?”

I hear John sigh. Now I assume Ashley’s boyfriend received the same threatening message as Tyler.

“They won’t hurt her, you know. They’ll just give her some pills to clear whatever delusions and dark thoughts are plaguing her. They’ll probably start her on Thorazine. Then we can send her to a psychiatrist, to get her mind back on the right track.” I hear the refrigerator door open, then I hear Connie’s voice again. “It’s only three days. Plus, it’s the cheaper option. Maybe she’ll lose some weight.”

There is silence. While I wait to hear John’s response, I think about all the wars in the tropics. There would be land mines and severed limbs. There would be banyan trees and ripe mangoes, coconuts, and Swai. There would be rice paddies flooded with blood, open-air markets and villages gutted and ruined, left for what phantoms feast on the dead. There would be a girl of not more than seven, screaming her way down the street with flames singing her flesh. There would be an American soldier with slate gray eyes like a rainy day, wearing a necklace made of human teeth.

“Fine. Call them.” John’s voice is a resignation, a waving of a white flag, the easier option compared to putting up a fight. “Now I’ve got to figure a way to get the internet back up.” He changes tack to what I presume is a more pressing matter.

I realize it’s not just the astronauts, diamonds, and clouds that are illusory. The whole foundation on which I based my life is just plasterboard or papier mâché, materials that are easily blown down with a huff and a puff, that are as flammable as a match. My marriage is conditional, convenient, an imitation of love. Something that gave me a false sense of security. Something to make me forget I was a runaway. Nothing more than that. This is a revelation, a definitive moment in a mutinous season of monsoon.

I leap off the landing without making a thump and scan the living room for my keys. When I see my purse stuffed safely in the corner of the couch, I thank the goddesses. Then, I run.


CHAPTER 30

I run as fast as I can while pushing away this feeling of stupor, the torpidity gripping my bones, threatening to drag me into the ground and turn me back to dust. The sky is black as tar but for the moon edging its way toward the extravagance of fullness, an untainted lantern in a period of rust. I follow her silk beams of light like a compass. I ignore the patent leather rubbing my heels raw and the disconcerting yowl of some predator lurking in the brush. When I can’t take the burning sensation in my lungs anymore, I stop and look around. I have landed on the corner of a block, but I can’t make out my exact degree points. I notice a Mexican elderberry stationed on someone’s lawn, beckoning me toward it with open arms. The only thing I can think to do is grasp it by the trunk and channel its prana, to use it as a source, a determination of true north.

As my arms are clasped around the rough bark, I hear messages swirling through my consciousness. Eat more fruit. Get more rest. Then, turn on your phone. I let go of the tree and take out my phone. I turn it on and let it refresh. Several messages pop up. It’s Selena.

Hi, I’m back to life now.

I chanted the Medicine Buddha and took colloidal silver. Now I’m lucid.

Call me when you can!

I check the time. It’s only 10:33 p.m. I hit call and pray she picks up. She answers on the third ring, but I find I cannot speak. Only a lament comes through the airwaves, attended by reams of tears, saliva, and snot. There have been many times in my life when words were too hard, and this is one of them. I don’t know how to communicate what I need. I don’t know how to get my lips to form a sound.

“Joan, what’s wrong? Where are you? Tell me how I can help.” Her voice is hoarse, like it’s been stripped of any copper.

My sobs subside into sniffles as it starts to drizzle.

“I collapsed because I found out someone wants to have me whacked, and I’m ruining my kids’ lives. Then John called my mother-in-law over and they’re plotting to commit me. They called me a witch and threatened me with a 5150, so I ran. Now I’m outside, sitting beneath a tree.” I feel the moisture in the ground seeping through my canvas pants. I feel the purifying rain hit my cheeks. I feel like I’ve been broken and rearranged, disassembled and cobbled back together with glue and string.

“Send me your location. I’m coming to get you.”

I fumble around until I can get a grip on how to complete this technical task in such a hysterical state. Eventually I figure it out, and my coordinates make it through the ether.

“Got it. Don’t move. Give me fifteen minutes, and I’m there.” Selena says, her voice confident and focused. “By the way, if anyone tries to approach you, open your mouth as wide as you can and scream.”

We hang up the phone, and I curl myself into a coiled position, with my head resting on the tree’s scratchy roots while I wait. I think about John’s failure to defend me. I think about the sleight of hand he must have used to procure me, luring me in like a fish latched on to shiny bait.

If even my marriage is a sham, what other seemingly magical elements hide behind a false flag? Are the dinosaurs just another fable? Definitely everything written in a history book. I’m guessing Helen Keller and her incredible feats are made-up mumbo jumbo too. Why else would they complicate our minds with so many useless equations, ways to divide and conquer numbers that don’t mean a thing to daily life? Probably to take up space so you don’t have time to think about the veracity of stories that sound overblown, created by some sociopath in a lab. Then they bombard you with relentless politics. They have you jettisoning so much time, arguing over handpicked candidates, debating each other ad nauseam about the same diseased wings of a rabid bird that should be left to decompose on the side of an abandoned road. That’s how they get you so disillusioned you wind up with the wrong mate.

After I wait for what feels like hours, I see headlights creep up the asphalt toward my position in the brush. I can’t tell whether this is when I get sent to my maker or Selena donning her superhero cape. I hunker my body down on the sporadic grass and get ready to open my mouth and scream like a woman haunted by her ill-conceived past. The car gets close and stops under a streetlight. I watch the mist hit the luminescence streaming from the bulb and fall on the roof of the car in slow motion, like an art house film. Then the driver’s side door opens and I see Selena’s telltale curls stick out from the gap.

“Get in!” she yells in a whisper. I get up and run toward her like it’s the last chopper out of ’Nam.

I get in the back and lie down, so no one sees me. I’m not sure if I’m expecting someone to pull up in a van holding an Uzi, or a septuagenarian in a white luxury sedan armed with a checkbook ready to commit me. I don’t even know who the bad guys are anymore.

“Selena, my family thinks I’m a witch! They all hate me. Now someone wants to kill me!” In a nonlinear fashion, I spill all the gory details of the last several days, until my mind is cleared of all clutter. I tell her about the people in the G-Wagon, the stolen record that’s also an heirloom, and Glen and Rose making out in broad daylight. Then I play her the voice memo.

“You know what they say . . . You’re damned if you float. You’re damned if you don’t.” Selena has both hands on the steering wheel, and we’re heading up the canyon into the middle of the mountains, toward the mythic town of Topanga, where some still believe in utopia, a place free of war or vengeance. Water streams down the windshield in rivulets, and I am lulled by the rhythmic beat of the wipers, a kind of metronome.

“Selena, I’m so scared! I don’t want to live in a world as dark as this.” Now my body is heaving, shaking along with the sullen tectonic plates.

Suddenly I want to confess all of my failures—every time I had a jealous thought, every time I put something sweetened with corn syrup in the kids’ lunch. I stare into the headlights of passing cars, and it occurs to me that no solace can be found in this moment. I could babble on for hours, days, and weeks about all of my misgivings, my self-centered wishes blown into the heads of dandelions, placed on the surface of pennies thrown into a fountain, but there is no safety net here in this climate to catch my shattering heart. Resistance will only leave scars, skid marks on asphalt. Regret will only capsize an already sinking boat.

I feel I’ve been born in the wrong decan and under the wrong zodiac sign. I should’ve been born at the dawn of Earth, in the thirteenth month. I might have been a trilobite with a Virgo rising, a sequoia with a Cancer moon, any creature that could not be accused of wickedness as a result of following her untamed heart. I would best be a geode emerged from petrified wood. I could crack in half and turn aquamarine, citrine, or pyrite, the stone they call fool’s gold. Then they could sell me as a spectacle, and maybe I’d do some good.


CHAPTER 31

I wake in total darkness, like I’ve been buried deep under the earth, maybe at the core, if such a place exists. Or maybe I’m high up in the trees, closing in on the firmament with its quartz crystal shell. It takes several bewildering seconds before I recall I’m at Selena’s, safely hidden away from harm. I must be sleeping in her bed, with its cozy blankets made of organic cotton and hand-shorn wool, loomed by Mennonites in a county with one traffic light. I wonder if yesterday’s events were a pipe dream, a result of a concussion or some other disorienting blow to the head. I feel around the sheets until my hands grasp my phone and the goddess book resting underneath. The screen illuminates, and I see it’s half past four in the morning. There are countless messages from John I can’t stomach reading, and I thank the cosmos he doesn’t know where Selena lives, or even know her last name. I realize my predicament is real, something carved into stone that cannot be wiped away with a dishrag or the magic wand Connie thinks I’m concealing under my pointy hat.

I put my feet on the floor, and it creaks like real wood, not the songless laminate flooring John insisted we install. I walk to the bathroom with my belongings, careful not to wake Selena, who is snoozing on the couch, which is only a couple yards away in her single-room cottage, breathing with the rhythmic pulse that escorts slumber. I close the door and turn on the light. Her bathroom is compact but expertly crafted in redwood slats and subway tiles. There is a porcelain pedestal sink and a clawfoot tub that doubles as a shower, with a curtain edged in what looks like pressed flowers. There’s a girthy green candle on the edge of the sink. I open up the medicine cabinet and find a book of matches. I poke around a little more and discover pink rhassoul clay, rosehip oil, a tiny bottle of frankincense, and a feather hair-styling razor. I take the items and sit down on the floor. I open the goddess book and see Medusa’s head full of hissing snakes staring back at me, daring me to call out to her as a guide, an archetype, a rebellious sister like the river who fights each winter to breach her steel-enforced banks.

The book states Medusa is the goddess of the serpent, the primordial abyss. She asks you to leave behind notions of good or bad, right or wrong, which are merely manipulation tactics created by the patriarchal brotherhood of alleged faith, who suggest women be eye-pleasing and subdued. She implores you with an asp’s mouth held to your jugular, to trust in your own moral compass, to be the villain in the story if it means giving up being the victim for good, and gives you dominion over yourself. She shows you hidden enemies and forces you to speak the truth. She doesn’t tolerate manipulation or lies, and gives you a kind of brutality when it comes to defending yourself against those who seek to destroy you. No wonder Connie wanted to steal my book.

I light the candle and close my eyes. Then I call to her in a whisper.

“Medusa, I am calling out to you now, seeking your direction in this dark and lawless night. My family is treating me like chattel, something to be bought or sold, ready to be traded like contraband on the dark web. Please help me out of this strangled desert, this doomed matrimony that has led to disaster, an abominable intrusion of bad actors. They mistake my serviceable deeds for selfishness and plight. They think I am a furtive woman who conjures malicious spirits with blood and spite, whose ducks have fallen out of their neat and tidy row, who creates neon labyrinths within her mind. Protect my children, those innocent lambs who have been thrown to the wolves as a result of my faulty judgment, my arrogance, my insatiable need to feed a savagely hungry heart. Strip my life of the enemies that wish to sedate me and gag me, that long to bind my wrists in leather restraints and reorganize my thoughts into perfectly tied satin bows. Help me slay these titans that aim to snuff out the inviolate flame of my spirit, without my hand touching the hilt. Protect me from all that seeks to destroy me. Align me with absolute clarity. Help me burn as incandescent as starlight, with white dazzling heat. Help me gain dominion over my sacred vessel, the goddess within myself.”

I pour some clay into my palm and drop in some of the oils. I stir the mixture with my finger.

“I offer you this handful of pink clay laced with rosehips, frankincense, and hope.” I hold my hands up to the sky, counting to three. Then I bring them down and smear the mixture over my face in horizontal stripes, an anointment.

“Medusa, I offer you my locks of silken hair, sliced directly from my skull.” I pick up the feather razor and start cutting section by section, without the aid of a mirror. I cut until my arms ache and a pile of flaxen fluff has accumulated at my feet. Then I go back to bed and fall fast into a restless sleep. I feel my body is working hard, jumping back and forth between timelines, making deals with the dragons and receiving offerings from the devas.

When I open my eyes, Selena is gently nudging me awake. I smell a trace of frankincense coming off the heat of her skin and inflections of coffee swaying on her breath. I see her amber eyes, free from their usual kohl rings. They look fresh and newborn, saplings in melting snow.

“Joan, you have to get up. It’s almost three o’clock.” I lift my head up and look around, reminding myself where I am again. Then I remember, I’m in Selena’s place that might as well be a treehouse. Rain is pouring down outside, pelting the windowpanes and shaking branches. My body feels stiff, frozen, like I’ve slept through a hundred-year war.

“Oh God, your hair! And what are these red stripes on your face?” Selena puts her hand over her mouth, as if to quell her outburst. “I saw the hair on the bathroom floor, but this . . . Well, it’s not what I was expecting.”

I feel around my head. It feels shaggy, hideous, the definition of ragged. “Maybe I should just shave it?” I offer. Suddenly, the thought of being bald appeals to me, because I can imagine the shock it would cause. If they think I’ve gone insane, let me embody that look. Let me flaunt it like a sheer and shimmering evening gown, complete with an ermine fur coat.

“Maybe. We’ll deal with it later. Right now, I think you should look at your phone. It’s been buzzing like crazy.” Selena hands me the phone, but I’m reluctant to take it.

“Do I have to? It might be better to toss it out the window into the ravine outside.” I edge my body to the window and look down.

“Listen, we need to get an idea of what we’re dealing with.” She sits on the corner of the bed, waiting for me to unfurl what hideous statements lie in wait for me.

I face my fears and see I have twenty missed calls and dozens of text messages from John. I start at his most recent message and scroll down.

Winston and I are worried sick. Please call.

Can you please at least let me know you’re okay?

If you’re seeing this, can you please listen to the message I left?

I open my voicemail box and see the most recent one from John. I put it on speaker so Selena can hear, then I press play.

“Joan, honey, please save us some time and effort and let us know where you are. We’re all looking for you. Rose came across me having a meltdown this morning in the driveway, so I told her what’s going on. Then Glen was nice enough to form a search party, even after what you’ve accused him of. Speaking of which, he says it’s all a misunderstanding. A misperception at best.” I stretch my mouth into the shape of a vast tunnel, and look at Selena, whose eyes have doubled in size. “Anyway, we’re all concerned and bereaved. We’re begging you to come back home, where it’s safe. If you’re not home by the twenty-four-hour mark, I’m going to alert the police. Okay. Love you. Bye.” By the time the message is finished, I notice my body trembling again.

“Jesus. Are they all out there with pitchforks and lanterns, or what?” Selena’s voice competes with the pounding of the rain on what I imagine is a deteriorating roof.

I press my face into a pillow for several seconds, hoping I might suffocate. Then I surface back to the horror of reality.

“What have I done?” I want to cry, but that seems too fatiguing. “I’m scared without Winston. Should I give up and go back?”

Selena grabs hold of my wrist and rattles it like it’s a maraca. “Joan, this is life or death. They want to institutionalize you! Remember? It’s worse than being extinguished, or whatever the threat was. If that happens, you could be rendered catatonic for life. It would be easier to recover from a postgraduate education.” My body tenses at the thought. “Also, look what you’ve done with your hair. There’s no way you can go back to how things were.” She gets up and walks over to the kitchen, which is only several feet away. I watch her pick up the kettle and place it under the tap.

I clench my teeth and realize she’s right. How else will we save the masses from a lifetime of thought control? But I must admit, it’s hard to care with so much at stake. I open my mouth and feel pain shoot through my molars. I must’ve been grinding all night.

“The real issue is, you’re going through a dark night of the soul. It feels like your whole world has been decimated, broken apart by a cyclone, buried by a landslide. And I bet you do feel insane, don’t you?” She looks at me from the stove as she turns on the flame under the kettle. I nod my head. “Well, congratulations! You’ve officially broken out of the false paradigm!”

I’m not sure if this is supposed to placate me, but it doesn’t. It only makes me feel more alone, more left for dead in a failing raft floating somewhere near the equator, lost in the doldrums with their windless days and nights that lead sailors nowhere. I think of this metaphor and wonder where I lost that internal sextant and compass Selena told me about before. They must’ve fallen overboard and were swallowed by a whale.

“So, what do I do now? What’s the remedy?” I am waiting for some kind of recipe, a litany that will erase this period of mourning.

“Ha!” She throws her head back and exposes her mouth to the ceiling. Then she brings me a cup of tea in a mug shaped like a black cat with a silver star placed over its third eye. “The remedy is time, tea, and rest. There’s really nothing you can do but move through it.”

I hold the mug to my face and inhale bergamot and assam, lavender and vanilla. I set down the scorching liquid on her mango wood side table, then look in her full-length mirror to assess the damage I did to my luxurious hair. Pieces of varying lengths jut out from my scalp, starting at my ears and going shorter toward my eyes. I look like the scarecrow, or someone who has been brutalized with the exposed ends of electric wires. I look like a beast ascended from an abyss at the Antarctic circle—the thing that stalks the night.

“Should I get the clippers?” Selena asks in a serious tone. I signal yes with my head and follow her into the bathroom, where I feel remnants of last night’s butchery beneath my feet. I sit down on the closed toilet and watch her prepare the blade. I should be scared, but this feels like a baptismal rite. Most of my crowning glory is gone anyway, cast away with any lingering pride or greed, lust or sloth.

Selena plugs the clippers into the outlet, and the hum spirals into my ear canals. It is the kind of white noise I need right now. Steady, monotonous, and hypnotic. I close my eyes and feel the vibrations shake my spine until it eventually stops. When I open my eyes, I am met with what looks like a chick with yellow fuzz before it sprouts feathers. I might be mistaken for a fourteen-year-old boy with a dirty face. All I would need is a skateboard and some baggy clothes to hide my curves, and no one would recognize me.

“Voilà. What do you think?” Selena looks anxious, like she’s entered a static realm where the boundaries are drawn from invisible filaments. Maybe the Whole Foods parking lot, or anywhere in Venice. But I have managed not to be windswept by this temporary squall. If anything, I feel lightened. I am glistening like a Tahitian pearl, impervious to being subjected to someone else’s careless blade, or the electrodes they place on your brain.

“I think it suits me.” I stand up and walk over to the window.

The rain has cowed into a vapor. There are dark gray clouds that remind me of choking, islands sinking in the South Pacific, and the lethal kind of sunburn you get on a cloudy day. The branches of the trees trembling outside remind me of driftwood, salt crusted and smoothed by the tides. Any minute there could be a knock on the door accompanied by the soft burst of a bullet moving through a silencer. Any second the cops could appear with a warrant and lead me away in cuffs. Any hour could offer a chance to start over in a new country, or maybe even on a new continent. One where the ground has not been forced to ingest glyphosate, where the forests have not been reformed into endless seasons of fire.

I run my fingers over the down covering my crown and am pleased by its texture. Then I think, I am learning how to play this deranged game. I am learning how to navigate with mutilated fingers. I am learning the ultimate lesson of surrender, and even in this disheveled state, I can envision a future where I trust that everything will somehow be okay.


CHAPTER 32

A few hours later, Selena leaves to attend her women’s group in the center of town, and I am left feeling antsy, jittery, and jumpy, like a dog on the Fourth of July. I feel I’ve abandoned Winston and run away from the kids, a feeling akin to being stabbed repeatedly by a sword forged from guilt. The insistent rain has stalled, giving me a chance to flee captivity for a few hours at least. Since Selena walked to her meeting, I pick up her keys just as another poison dart traced with shame pierces me in the back of the shoulder. I should at least leave her a note. My phone has been turned off for hours, and I don’t anticipate turning it back on again, so I grab a pen and a notepad and write I had to go out for a few hours. I borrowed your car. I’m sorry. I grab Selena’s spare umbrella too and head out the door.

I get in the car, and as I back out of her driveway, I realize I don’t even know where I’m going. I have so many things on my mind, it’s hard to chart a course, so I may as well let my body take over. The night is fluid and strange, like some undiscovered tropical port, where ginger and papaya punctuate the air, where the women shake their palm skirts. When I make it to the highway, I notice the sea and the sky have melded into one, fused into an enormous black stretch of nothing, the big empty of a dying planet. The streetlights give off a glare, coloring the slick blacktop red, yellow, and green. I crack the window so I can hear the unyielding whooshing of the tires on cars that are going faster than me. I am wearing my beanie to protect my newborn scalp from the elements—water, fire, earth, and air. Every few minutes I feel along my shoulders for the phantom limbs of my lopped-off hair. One moment I love it, but the next I think I might freefall into a stroke.

I turn left onto Sunset Boulevard and follow its curves as if I’m tracing my fingers over the outline of Marilyn Monroe. I am mindlessly singing along to the song playing on the radio, an old one I love about a gypsy, a woman who faces freedom with a little fear, then changes her mind and decides she has no fear, only love. Before I know it, I’ve pulled up at a parking meter in front of my old haunt on the Sunset Strip, as if my subconscious knew the plan my egoic mind didn’t. As if my bones knew what medicine I needed.

I take Selena’s umbrella and walk up to the Rainbow Bar. I open the door and am met with the reddish-orange glow of lamplight emanating out from under the eaves of the booths in the back, plastered with record albums and other rock and roll memorabilia. I wonder if my album is hiding somewhere here, clinging desperately to the walls out of fear of being displaced again. I slip past all the people eating huge portions of subquality food, pass the shrine they have to the longtime regular Lemmy Kilmister from Motorhead, the massive statue of him standing like a soldier at ease or a Plains Indian without a headdress, and take a seat at the bar on one of the old red leather stools I’d frequently spin around on while slamming several shots of Jameson until I’d either slip off or someone would drag me back home.

I order a drink from the bartender, who has finely etched tattoos on his neck, creeping toward his face like invasive vines—ivy, clematis, or bamboo. I glance around, making sure there’s no one lurking in the shadows, lying in wait to subdue me, capture me, silence me. There are a few people at the bar, on the other end, so I have room to breathe, space to think my way out of this remote inland sea. I take mouselike sips of the whiskey and let the burn run down my throat. I feel its flammable nature whipping up a storm within me, taking up space in the vacancy of my broken heart. When it’s halfway gone, I feel its heady effects, then I wonder how I used to drink so much. By the end of the glass, I feel as if I’ve been hit with a tube sock stuffed with D batteries.

A man who looks to be in his thirties sits down on the stool next to me. His skin is frog-belly white, like he purposely avoids the sun. His hair is dark, slicked back with gel, and matches his black leather jacket and charcoal pants, a perfect juxtaposition to the white. With this vampire aesthetic, I wonder if he has sharpened teeth, incisors that could kill with one bite. The thought gives me a quick chill, but it passes when I remember it’s meaningless because nothing is real. Everything is just a goddamn illusion.

The bartender comes over and looks at me. I imagine he’s sizing me up, determining if I could cause trouble. “Give me another.” It’s a demand, but I still try to be nice.

The bartender walks a few steps toward the other guy to take his order. The vampire points to me. “I’ll have the same.”

I consider the notion this man could be another kind of attack, some modern-day man-in-black who will threaten me, or try to scare me into retreat, into my old role as someone soft and pliant. Or maybe he’ll take out a white envelope and shake a fine white powder into my drink, causing me to slip into an endless sleep.

I turn to him and make eye contact. “I’m not scared of you. I am immortal until God decides otherwise. Nothing is real, anyway,” I say, feeling confident there’s nothing he can do to make my life worse at this point.

He laughs like I’ve told a joke, but I don’t see what’s so funny. The bartender pushes us each our shot, and I bring up to my lips the mind-altering potion, wishing it would obscure all my memories, even erase them permanently. Then I’d have no reason to mope.

“So, what’s troubling you? Had a bad day? Broke up? Got fired?” The vampire’s eyes are what they call dark and brooding. I imagine in the right setting they could give off sparks. If I were a younger woman, someone more prone to mesmerism, I could get lost in them. I could mistake them for a contrived kind of love.

“Ha! That would be a good day!” I swivel on my stool and toss my head.

“So, what is it? You’ve piqued my curiosity. You on the run? Did you kill someone?” One side of his mouth has lifted at the corner, into a lopsided smirk. I take a swallow of the whiskey, rolling it around in my mouth, wondering if anything I say matters anymore.

“I’ve got the spooks on my back. And my family is trying to commit me. They’re threatening a 5150.” I turn my face toward the bar, bracing myself for another laugh.

“What? No way! That’s so cool. Tell me the story.” Now his face has erupted into a full smile, complete with dimples I’d like to touch. His lips are plump, succulent, a ripened piece of fruit you could pinch, or maybe suck.

For a moment I think he’s baiting me, waiting for me to unfold a ridiculous tale he can poke fun at and tell all his friends about, so he’d be the belle of the vampire ball.

I test my luck. “You’re not going to believe me. No one does—so what’s the point?” I shift my eyes to the side of their sockets, trying to catch his reaction, trying to steady myself against the force of the twisting stool.

“Try me.” His whole body is facing me now, like an open invitation. He props one elbow onto the bar, and leans his head onto his hand, assuming the position of listening at full attention. For once, I have a willing audience, and it feels strange, and slightly refreshing.

“Okay.” I take another drink and clear my throat, like I’m going to give a speech. “My neighbor is someone . . . He’s a man who . . . hell, I don’t know how to say it.”

The vampire man is looking at me, goading me with his eyes to move forward, past this blocked throat chakra.

“He says he’s a law professor, but I think he was one of the astronauts, or actors, from the Odyssey disaster. I think the government has pulled the wool over our eyes. They’ve hoodwinked us. Because these astronauts are all still alive. It was all a ruse, a con, a massive beguiling.” My body stiffens while I await his reaction.

I watch him shift away from me. Then he picks up his drink, suspending it above the bar in front of him, as if he’s lost in a sea of contemplation, or some other unforgivable landscape, a parched path studded with creosote, yucca, and agave, where the sand scorches and fire ants gnaw at your feet.

Finally, he takes a swallow, then turns back to face me. “I know this story. I’ve watched some of the videos on the app that provides an endless dopamine rush. It’s a total con.” He puts his fingers to his chin. “You say one of them is your neighbor? Which one?”

The music has mired, and it’s eerily quiet in the bar. It’s making the blur of the whiskey dissipate, and I fear something will happen. Maybe John will appear with a butterfly net to capture me, and tie a bandana around my mouth. Suddenly, I hear a click, and the melodic flash of Pink Floyd takes over the speakers. It’s the clanging of chimes and bells, then the up-tempo tick-tick-ticking of the song “Time,” putting me back at ease again. I let out a huge sigh.

“You like ‘Dark Side of the Moon’? It’s the best, in my opinion.” His eyes exude a kind of green essence, something you could drink, lap up like a cat. Maybe even dive into—and eventually drown.

“Oh God, yes.” I drain the contents of my glass. The bartender catches my glance, and I hit my hand on the wooden bar, signaling my need for another magical amber elixir. Then I’m swept away by David Gilmour singing about wasting time, being closer to death. Maybe I’m swaying my body from side to side, or maybe I’m imagining it.

“You know what it means, right?” Now he’s holding out his phone, and I wonder if he’s going to call someone. Maybe alert them to a dangerous presence.

“What? The song?” I ask. I’m licking the rim of the glass, tasting almond, clove, and caramel.

“No, the album cover. With the prismatic spectrum on it.” I watch him type something. Now he’s showing me the picture I know by heart. It’s the white line going through a triangle, coming out the other side as a rainbow. “It’s showing you that Earth is a reflection of the moon. And the moon is not something solid. It’s made of plasma and emits a silvery sort of light. The triangle represents the vault of the sky—the firmament—and when this white light projection passes through this crystal-like structure, it concentrates, turning into electromagnetic waves, like X-rays, creating the hologram we know as Earth. If you look at the moon closely—” Now he’s showing me a close-up photo of the moon on his phone. “You can see those dark spots, the places they refer to as seas, are actually shaped like the continents we have here. So, it’s really a mirror-like projection, only it’s not exactly how we perceive the shapes of the continents because we don’t have trustworthy maps.” He points at those hollow points on the surface of the moon. “It’s the great gig in the sky, get it? Pink Floyd was trying to tell us the whole time, but no one really understood.” He shrugs, and the leather from his jacket makes a crinkling sound.

Now I am stuck in a place of awe, letting these new facts permeate my awareness. I close my eyes and see if I can envision it, if my being will allow it, confirm, or reject it. The song ends with the words magic spell, snapping me out of my rapture.

“God. Is there anything we haven’t been lied to about? How do we shatter this magic trick?” I look at this pale vampire guy with my watering eyes.

He holds up his hands, showing me their emptiness, his lack of a solution to fix this never-ending mess. I find I have to restrain myself from grabbing them, shaking them like a pear tree, begging them for answers I know won’t come.

“Anyway, I digress. Who’s your neighbor?” he asks.

“Glen Angleton. Google him,” I order. I want to show him on my phone, but remember it’s been turned off.

“Oh yeah. I’ve seen him.” He nods, then takes a sip of his whiskey. “So, what are you going to do? The authority figures don’t like anyone who tries to expose the truth.”

“Yeah, I’ve discovered that.” I bring my hand to my third eye. “Honestly, I have no idea what to do. I’ve even lost my hair.” I pull off my beanie and expose my scalp. The feeling of the air hitting my head is odd, like I’m walking around without any clothes.

“Oh shit!” His exclamation hits the greasy air like a flare. “You’re a badass.” Now his eyes are pools of amazement, sparkling blue and white like opals.

“Something like that.” I pick up a cocktail straw and plunk it into my drink, then I siphon the syrupy fluid like a hummingbird would.

“You know what I would do?” He’s scanning me from head to feet. “It might be a little harder with that close crop and those boyish rags on your bones, but I would turn the tables, make a fool of the CIA. Take some of their tactics and put them into play. Become the honey pot. Seduce him and commit your own secret operation, like Midnight Climax—disorient him with a fog of LSD and get him to admit the truth.”

I stop drinking and wonder if I should take notes. I seriously consider this suggestion. “The problem is, I’ve already made him my enemy. He knows I’m trying to out him, so obviously he hates me.” I shake my head. “Also, LSD seems a bit extreme, no? I wouldn’t know where to get it.”

He raises his eyebrows and gives his head a rattle. “You’re a woman, aren’t you? Hatred never stopped a man before. In fact, it might work in your favor.” Now he’s texting someone and I wonder if it’s a girl. Somehow, I am sort of jealous, as if this strange creature belongs to me. “Yeah, it doesn’t have to be LSD. Maybe a bewitching fragrance, or hell, maybe whiskey.” He points to his glass as a new song starts to play on the jukebox. It’s Elton saying goodbye to his yellow brick road. I mimic the lyrics with silent lips.

“Then what?” I ask, hoping for a complete plan, a roadmap to salvation.

“Oh, I don’t know. You’ll figure it out.” His voice is stoic, encased in the kind of starch you iron with, and he’s still peering into the chasm of his phone.

He stops texting and looks up, as if he’s had some sort of revelation, maybe a sighting of the messiah or some interdimensional creature—the Loch Ness Monster or Bigfoot. “You’ve seen the latest video, haven’t you?” He turns his head to face me.

“Huh? What video?” I hear my voice slur. I see the twinkling string lights over the bar begin to blur.

“The one where this Glen of yours punches the guy in the face. Tell me you saw it.” His eyebrows are raised into intense arcs. I feel my heart trip, then begrudgingly pick itself back up again.

The night is a weeping wound. Everything is afflicted with stardust and ruin, glitter and rot. Momentarily I forget what I’m doing here. The whiskey has cornered me into a haze of inflammable fog I have to crawl my way out of, inch by clumsy inch. Then I let his words sink into my marrow, let them land like a crop to the rump, leaving me stung, a brand emblazoned across my hide.


CHAPTER 33

The vampire helps me back onto my seat, and I grasp the bar with my fingers, feeling my nails brush against the oak woodgrain. I feel the center of my bottom on a solid base again, and the heat of his hand placed at the small of my back. I think about what I thought I heard him say, and then wonder if I made it up. What if my mind momentarily shattered, cracked in half like the yawning San Andreas, lulling us for nearly two centuries into a kind of trance where we forgot about her ferocity and machinations of death, labeling those who fear her as superstitious at best.

“Whoa. You okay?” he asks. “Listen, I think you could use a cheeseburger.” He signals the bartender.

I pick up the shot glass and try to drain the contents, but he takes it out of my grasp and pushes it aside, just out of reach. Now he is ordering us two burgers. The bartender commits our order to memory and slides us two ice waters.

“The video. What did you say about it?” I’m wondering if this is some kind of trick.

“Yeah, Glen, he loses his cool. Makes a real fool of himself. I’ll show you.” He types on his phone again. “Of course, it’s been shadow-banned, so you wouldn’t happen across it unless you follow this one channel.” I lean closer to him, so I can clearly see his screen. His collar rubs against my chin, and I detect cedarwood, nutmeg, maybe even ylang-ylang and musk. I wonder if it’s his cologne or a pure essence that releases from his immortal pores. I imagine he smokes and rolls his cigarettes out of the tobacco that comes in the turquoise tin. I imagine he relishes the pleasure of a smoldering inhalation without any guilt or the dread of blackened lungs that only afflicts those born from the torn tissue of Adam.

He hits play and we see another shaky video of Glen standing at the podium of what looks like a lecture hall. There’s a whiteboard behind him with all sorts of meaningless equations and underlined words written in green marker. It looks like he’s wrapping up his class. I figure he’s saying to his students, see you next week, but because of the music rumbling from the overhead speakers, I can’t hear any audio. All I hear is Devo singing about some uncontrollable urge, an urge so strong they’ve gotta tell us about it. Now the camera is approaching him, and a man appears in frame, moving his mouth, aiming its projections at Glen. He’s probably asking some uncomfortable questions, possibly making practical accusations that feel oppressive to Glen. I see Glen’s face contort into something wrenched with misfortune, tainted by sin, enraged by the zeal of this interloper.

The vampire glances at me with mirth venting from his eyes, his mouth, his chest. We watch as Glen hurriedly packs his belongings into a briefcase. Suddenly, he extends one hand from his body with his palm flat, like he’s trying to block his face from the shot. A caption flashes onto the screen—THIS IS WHEN IT GETS GOOD!

Glen’s face shifts into a spewing volcano, discharging an orange molten ooze that devours everything in its path. The camera zooms in, and I see a swift dampening on the fabric under his arms. He opens his mouth to expel a cauldron of bats, a quiver of cobras, a fever of stingrays, anything that could mutilate muscle. Now he is charging at the camera like an enraged rhinoceros, and I imagine him launching a monologue of curses toward the man with the camera, wishing him an untimely death, a flesh-eating disease, or summoning a pack of starving hyenas to rip his limbs to pieces.

The vampire lets out a whistle and mouths into my ear, “Here we go!”

Glen pulls back his right arm and propels it forward into a right hook that lands on his accuser’s cheekbone. Then he turns toward the cameraman and the shot falls to the floor, where I presume the camera must be shipwrecked. We see a view of Glen’s loafered feet. He picks up his right foot and kicks the glass. Then the screen fades to charcoal black.

“Oh my God!” I exclaim, trying to measure the weight of this act, to discover implications that might free me from this trap. “He’s just as sadistic as I thought! When was this filmed? When was this posted?” I need to know if this was a recent act of violence, or if it’s been dredged from the muck of a dwindling lake.

“Looks like it was posted a few weeks ago. That’s all I can tell.” He brings the phone closer to his eyes. “Maybe there’s more info in the comments.”

The bartender places the burgers in front of us, pulling us out of the superlunary realm of the screen. The nocturnal man at my side takes a massive bite out of his, and a mixture of ketchup and mayonnaise jets out from under the bun. I follow suit and try to force myself out of this whirling whiskey ride by chewing subpar beef.

“Crazy, right?” He’s talking with his mouth full. This would usually disgust me, but now I’m finding it sort of charming, a souvenir to place in my scrapbook.

“You can use that to your advantage. An innocent man wouldn’t resort to violence, because the truth is always calm, measured.” He wipes his mouth with a cocktail napkin, and my heart surges.

I eat the rest of the burger ravenously, suddenly remembering that all I had to eat all day was my latte and a bowl of lentil soup. When I’m finished, I too wipe my face with a cocktail napkin, then reach across the vampire to the inch of tawny liquid remaining in my glass. I slam the contents into my mouth before he can stop me this time. The food has sopped up much of the alcohol loitering around my stomach, and I’m feeling stable again.

“Could you send me the link?” He hands me his phone so I can add my number to his contacts. For some obscure reason, I type my name as Joan of the Arcane.

“Is that because you cut off your hair?” he asks, making a reference to the real saint, because I presume he’s too young to have heard about me.

I shrug. “Sure. I just need a white horse.” I don’t feel compelled to explain. I wait until I see him send the link to my number, until I hear the swoosh of a successful punctuation in the radiofrequency.

I take out my wallet and rifle though my cash. When he sees what I’m doing, he puts his hand on my wrist and shakes his head no. “Please, it’s on me. You’ve got enough problems.” He takes a few glugs of water, and I watch the liquid pulse down his larynx and roll across his Adam’s apple like something see-through and lacy.

I grab him by the leather collar and pull him close to me, until I can smell the whiskey floating off his breath. He looks shocked, like a rabbit frozen in the crosshairs of a scope. I press my face against his, taking hold of his bottom lip with my teeth, inhaling his exhalation, taking him internally.

“I have to go,” I say. I kiss his cheek. Then I spin around the stool and jump off the back.

“Wait, you forgot your umbrella!” he yells. He picks it up and reaches it toward me.

I grab the end and yell back, “Thanks!”

I push through the door and back into the feral night. A night coated with turmoil and the smooth caress of weed. When I make it to my car, there’s a white envelope stuck on the rain-dampened windshield. I pick up the soggy paper in my hands and see the charge—Failure to obey posted signs. Something about these words triggers me into a delirium that aches like the wrong end of a natural disaster, a tornado roaring down the slackened plains, an accidental drowning, a vanishing among the pines.

I pick up my umbrella over my head and whack its handle down against the parking meter, intoning the phrase skipping through my skull like a broken record, tumbling around my incensed cognizance like wayward marbles—I will not obey!

I yell it out loud so it permeates the night. “I will not obey!” I continue attacking the parking meter as if it’s Glen, or John, or Connie, or any of the others that wish to fence me in.

I only stop when the wooden handle has splintered into dangling, jagged fragments. A flood of shame rolls over me like a colossal wave, lifting me up and taking me straight out to sea. It occurs to me this belongs to Selena—someone I love and cherish, and here I am, wrecking her precious things, like some sort of grumbling monster, the product of a twisted experiment, a strange permutation against nature.


CHAPTER 34

When I make it back to Selena’s, it’s nearly midnight, and she’s waiting up for me, cross-legged in a lotus position on her meditation cushion with a hot mug of what I sense is peppermint tea. She’s holding an expression on her face that reminds me of a disappointed mother. The only light in the room is the orangey-yellow glow emanating from a vintage alabaster table lamp in the corner, exuding a cloud of coziness and charm.

“Where did you go?” Her voice is unusually restrained, making me feel even more like a teenager who stole mom’s car. She blows on the steaming tea, and I hear her breath ripple across the hot liquid.

“I’m sorry I took your car. I just had to get out. I was feeling so nervous and edgy. But something incredible happened.” I run up to her, like a kid excited about what transpired at school. She makes a microscopic movement in her seat, and I can tell she’s curious. “The only issue is that I need to turn on my phone to show you, and I’m terrified to do that.”

Selena is leaning toward me with her nose scrunched up, looking like a bloodhound on the trail, or a truffle pig in a damp forest. “Is that whiskey I smell?” Her brow is wrinkled, and I pray she doesn’t launch into a speech.

“Listen, I can explain. I met a vampire and he bought me a cheeseburger, so don’t worry. Everything’s okay.” I turn on my phone and hold my breath, waiting for dozens of notifications to pop up. When the screen illuminates, I count to five before I exhale. To my surprise, I only see the one message from an unknown number, the one I presume the vampire sent.

Selena puts her tea down on the wood floor, then sidles up next to me. “A vampire?” she asks with saucer-like eyes. I can’t tell if she’s upset or excited.

“I don’t believe it. There aren’t any messages from John or Connie, or the kids.” My head seems to shake of its own accord, in shock at this lack of concern. “Don’t they care about me?” I am stunned and wounded, even if I didn’t want to see a bunch of pleading messages from them. Now I realize this is worse.

“It must be their tactic. They must think if they leave you alone, you’ll respond to the others they left, or you’ll go back home. Like reverse psychology. That sort of thing.” Selena waves her hand in the air, as if this explanation clears the air. “Anyway, what were you going to show me? Something about a vampire? Did he bite?” Her eyes are as big as full moons.

“I don’t know if he was really a vampire. He was just quite pale and wore a lot of black.”

Selena nods like she understands.

“It was crazy though. He knew so much, and he showed me this video of Glen.” I click on the link and let the video play. While Selena watches, she gasps loudly several times, and her eyes remind me of the cool darkness without borders—dusky and incredibly vast. When we get to the punch, she launches both hands up to her mouth, covering it, as if to protect it from alien invaders.

“That’s insane!” She stares straight ahead as if bruised from this shock, scarred and in need of a tranquilizer stronger than tea. Then she speaks again. “An innocent man wouldn’t do that.” Now she looks placated.

“I know! I couldn’t believe our luck. What are the chances this guy could have seen this? And that he would happen to sit next to me at the bar?” I am trying to make sense of this fortuitous turn.

Selena shakes her head very slowly with her mouth drooping open.

“You know, I should thank him.” I type the words—Thank you for sending this! You’re a life saver! I send the message, then a red exclamation point pops up rendering it undeliverable. I tap on the message again, wondering why it won’t go through. Then I show Selena.

“You think his phone is off?” She takes the phone out of my hand and tries tapping on it herself. It’s the same result—no dice. “Joan, maybe he’s not a vampire. Maybe he’s an angel. Maybe that’s why he looked otherworldly.” She hands the phone back to me. “Some kind of messenger, or prophet. Did you physically touch him?”

I feel my face turn warm and red, and I dip my chin to my chest. “Yes. I kinda kissed him on the lips.” My cheeks burn like the devil wind.

“What?!” Selena grabs my arm.

“It’s just because I was so happy, so grateful.” I cover my eyes with my palms.

“Well, he could still be an angel. I had one save me from a mosh pit once.” She picks her tea off the floor and takes a sip. I am waiting for her to laugh, but she is expressionless.

“You’re serious?” I ask.

“Dead serious. I was standing too close to the pit and felt myself being sucked in. The feeling started at my ankles and grew, until it pulled at my knees. Just as I was about to collapse, and likely be trampled to death, someone grabbed me by the arm and pulled me back, toward safety. I knew it was a man, I saw him out of the corner of my eye, but when I turned around to thank him, he was gone. Only later, I realized he was an angel.” She swallows a sip of the mint-scented drink.

“Huh. I guess it could be.” Now I am wondering if even angels have bad habits like drinking and smoking. “Say he’s an angel, and he put this video in our hands to save us, but now what?”

Selena looks into space, as if hoping to find the answer there. “Did he say anything else? Give any hints?”

My memory is already dancing away from me, running toward that flimsy gauze place where reality and recollection become permanently cloudy.

“Oh! I remember!” I stand up and wave my hands rapidly at my sides, like I’m a butterfly or a struggling bird. “He said to play the honey pot! He suggested I seduce Glen and get him to confess!” I feel like I’ve gotten the question to Jeopardy! right. Then I think a step further and land on the ramifications of this scenario, a bouncing betty that spews lethal shrapnel, a blinding initiation into spy craft.

“Ew.” Selena turns her mouth down at the sides.

“Double ew,” I say. I sit back down, feeling dejected and dirty.

“You know, though, he has a point.” Selena is pointing one finger in the air and moving her hand up and down. “You don’t have to go through with the act, you just have to pretend that’s your intention. Basically it’s the same thing as they did. They pretended to be astronauts. They pretended to go into the concocted thing they call space. So, it would only be apropos for you to do the same, to turn the tables and use deceit.”

“That’s funny . . . That’s the same phrase the vampire used—‘turn the tables.’” I stand up again and head to the stove. I pick up the kettle and fill it with water from her pitcher, while I consider this plan that would require a primitive kind of choreography, something with plutonium at its center.

“See. It’s a sign—a synchronicity that means it’s the right scheme.” Selena pulls back her glorious hair from her head and puts it into a knot precariously balanced on the top of her head. “You could channel Sekhmet for guidance, invoke her powers as both a warrioress and a healer. Destroying the bad, to rebuild the good.”

My phone rings and we both freeze. I put down the kettle with a hard plunk on the metal grate and tiptoe over. Selena picks it up like it’s a live grenade.

“Shit. It’s John again.” Now she’s holding it away from her body, as if it’s a poisonous spider.

This is stupid, I think. Why are we tiptoeing around as if we hold no power? No one knows where we are, as of yet, and only my strength will determine my fate.

I grab the phone and hit the green button. “What do you want, duplicitous husband of mine?” My voice is a snake, scaly and wriggling, exuding a type of venom with no antidote.

“God, Joan. I just want to know you’re okay. We’re all worried as hell. You disappeared without a word!” I hear strange static on the line and wonder if it’s a faulty cell phone tower, or the Feds listening in.

“Are you kidding?” I ask with derision. “You called Connie over and didn’t object when she wanted to commit me! What kind of husband does this? You’re showing such cruelty! Such malice!” I pause to gather the rage that has shot into my center like an electrified rod.

“Joan, please.” Then he utters the words no woman wants to hear: “Calm down.” It’s an accusation of being swept up in a storm of hysterics—an attack stemming from the reproductive organs, the worst feminine insult.

“I will not calm down! I will not submit to you! You think I’m nuts, but the real issue is you’re too spineless to confront the truth! Because it’s uncomfortable—worse than having meat stuck in your teeth, worse than a splinter in the bottom of your foot. It requires change and growth. Something you’ll never seek because your spine is so soft, so gelatinous, that I don’t even know how you stand up!”

I hear his labored breathing. It sounds like he’s been running. “Joan, there’s no need to be so insulting.” Maybe I should feel bad, but I don’t.

“Did you call the cops yet?” I ask. My heart is lumbering in my chest, beating to an unsyncopated rhythm.

“Not yet. This was my last attempt to get through to you,” he answers. I have the phone pressed so hard to my ear that it’s starting to burn, and Selena is slanting into me, trying to hear the words on the other end.

“Well, don’t! I’m not coming home. In fact, I’ve left the state. So, don’t try to find me.” I am yelling into the phone. “I’ll only come home once I can prove I’m not crazy. If you report a 5150, or alert the police, I’ll sue you for emotional distress, defamation, negligent misrepresentation, and whatever else they’ve got!” Selena covers her mouth to suppress a laugh. “And for God’s sake, stop involving Glen!”

John sighs, then his voice picks back up. “Suit yourself.” I am not prepared for this response. I wait to see if there’s more, if Connie will tear the phone from his hand and spew more filth, but nothing happens.

“Okay, well . . .” Now I’m at a loss. “How’s Winston? Why don’t the kids call?” My anger has morphed into a kind of desperation. I’m committed to this course, but it would be nice to have some sort of reprieve from this constant assault, some consolation to ease my bleeding heart.

“I think they’re a little afraid of you right now. We just don’t know what to think, what has caused this behavior. It’s not what any of us ever expected from you. It goes against type.”

When I hear the word type, I think of those old-fashioned gelatin molds with odd things in the center like maimed cherries dyed a flagrant red and lettuce chiffonade. I think of the pier in August, and what it would be like to dive off the end, into the endless pewter liquid that hides coral reefs and shipwrecks, brick roads and broken shells. Your mouth would become a tunnel for sharks. Sea serpents might crawl out.

“Joan, you still there?” John’s voice has a trace of concern, which causes my heart to curl at its metal edges. Then I hear Connie in the background asking, “Did you locate her?” I feel my interior morph back into wrought iron, something that would require an inferno to change shape.

“I don’t have time for this,” I say. Then I hang up.

I turn to Selena, who is looking at me like a child who has glimpsed something she shouldn’t, a procedure involving a tourniquet, or a wandering albatross spotted at the wrong pole. Her face is layered in indigo shadows, with hints of light that creep from the corner of the room like slithering snakes.

“You really let him have it. I’m so proud of you.” She smiles and takes my hand. When I don’t reply, she nudges. “What are you thinking, Joan?”

I walk back to the stove and turn on the flame under the kettle. I pull a tea bag from the cardboard box and study the ingredients—holy basil, chamomile, rose, and lemon myrtle—and I think about being boxed in, being stereotyped, a kind of incarceration. I think of what it means to go against type, to pirouette to the music of golden poppies and prickly pear, to navigate a battlefield embedded with jasper spikes, the arrowheads dropped by the Comanche when the conquerors rode in on their calloused steeds, foam dripping from their terrible mouths. I rip open the packet and hold the tea bag gingerly in my hands. I feel a tear descend from one eye and roll down my chapped bottom lip.

Selena is at my side now, with one hand placed on my shoulder. “You can hide here in my place until it’s safe to move forward.” I sniffle while wiping away the tear.

I give her a hug, a wordless thank you. Then I speak into the darkness. “May God watch over us in the battle we are about to undertake.”

The kettle lets out a sound I deem a war cry, something that invokes the ancestors, their star systems and gods, giving us the powers of invincibility and erasure—a medicine bag containing the future.


CHAPTER 35

“Grand rising,” Selena says when I pull my bleary-eyed head off my pillow. When I see her across the room, sitting on her blue velvet couch, I give her a quizzical look, wondering what she’s talking about. She’s wearing an emerald-green silk bathrobe with patterns that remind me of abstract waterlilies. There are splotches of cream petals with orange centers like the imagined fiery core of a spherical Earth.

“I figured we should give thanks to the sun, instead of mourning the day like the Illuminati masters would like us to do.” She has her computer sitting on her lap, and she is leaning toward it, as if finding it difficult to read some fine print.

“Touché,” I agree. “Grand rising.”

The sun filters through the oak branches outside her window in great golden rays like illuminated tethers to the heavens. I inhale warm air tinged with patchouli and coffee, resin and pine. I sense yesterday’s rain has cleared the ether of all detritus, all abnormalities shot from the nozzles mounted on small planes. Now the city is uncoiling itself, opening like star jasmine on a summer’s night—white, pure, and full of light.

“Want some coffee?” Selena asks, as she points toward the kitchen. “I just made a fresh pot.”

I spend several long seconds stretching my body like a cat, then I roll out of the bed, placing my feet flat on the floor and shifting my ankles until they creak. Selena picks up a pair of reading glasses and places them carefully on her face, then scrolls down the page with her mouse.

“What are you looking at so intently?” I ask. “The news?” I laugh as if I’ve told a hilarious joke.

“Yeah, right.” She somersaults her eyes underneath the cherry-red plastic-frame glasses.

I take a mug off a wooden shelf and inhale the steam of the coffee as it flows into it like a tributary from some sacred mountain spring. I blow into the cup, mostly for ritual’s sake, then I take a sip, knowing it will burn my mouth. As I swallow the fiery brew, I notice Selena is looking at me like a cat who has swallowed a bird, and I wonder what this can mean. Did some celebrity die? Has history suddenly been rewritten in our favor? Have we learned how to chart the impulsive currents tied to that pearl of a plasma moon?

I lean against the kitchen counter, steadying myself for what she’s about to say.

“Did you know Glen is on Facebook?” She does something with her eyebrows. It’s like a party trick: one is lifted into a curious arc while the other is totally at ease.

“Facebook?” I say it out loud and think. Didn’t I search his name several times? Why didn’t I find this?

As if she can hear what I’m thinking, she responds to my internal question. “It was hard to find, so if you just searched by his name, it probably wouldn’t have come up. It’s actually the page for the Defense Research Association, and he’s a committee chair.” She points to the computer screen.

I walk over with my coffee and sit next to her on the couch. Wire springs poke into my thighs, like this is some kind of ancient throne, a relic from the bygone days of careless fun, a time before glaciers swallowed up Earth’s navel, maybe even before the birth of the Joshua tree.

“Looks like they’re having a Young Lawyers Seminar in Vegas this weekend. And he’s going.” She taps her nail on the screen to a post where “Professor A.” has left a comment:

Join me this weekend for my seminar on Litigation Skills, where you’ll learn how to hone the necessary skills to excel as a trial lawyer, advocate, or negotiator. Conference Room B at 6:00 p.m. on Saturday.

I stare at the thumbnail of his smirking face and wonder how he can be so brazen, teaching others how to lie, cheat, and scheme. Then I remember what I told John last night—that I was out of state. It was something I said to prevent them from looking for me. Now I’m wondering if it was foreshadowing, a glowing revelation like a tarot card placed at the center of a three-card spread representing the past, present, and future. When I close my eyes, I see the Chariot card. There’s the warrior wearing a breastplate of burnished bronze, holding a wand over her head, standing powerfully before a wide river, a laurel victory wreath placed upon her crown, surrounded by alchemical symbols—the sun, moon, and stars.

“We’re going.” I make this declaration calmly, without emotion, even though it comes as a surprise. I look at Selena. “This Saturday is the full moon.” I picture us on a plane, sailing through enormous clouds in the dead of night, while we sip tepid ginger ale from plastic cups. Above us the moon casts her silvery beams that we soak up through our crowns, open like freshly cracked coconuts. Her liquid is dulcet and cool like a chilled plum wine.

“Do you have a plan?” She speaks slowly, and I get the feeling she is testing me. She doesn’t want to hear any doubt, only solid affirmations of accomplishment.

“Yeah. I’m the honey pot.” I pick up my purse, which is sitting on the floor next to the couch. I take out the lipstick I always carry but rarely wear. I glance at the name of the color on the bottom of the gilt-metal tube—Sunrise Seduction—and then I run it over my lips twice. I turn to Selena with these vermillion lips and summon my inner she-devil, the one who sings on rocks and makes ships crash—the girl I used to know so well. I purse my lips and kiss into the air. My lips feel combustible, like they could burn through tissue and collect bone. They could commit deliberate acts of sabotage with just a whisper.

“And you’re the reporter. You take all the notes and handle the camera.” I feel my spine straighten up toward the ceiling. I run my hand over my scalp as if it can still entice, as if I can still sway with an incandescent power, redolent of gardenias and honey, peaches and milk.

Selena watches me with her mouth ajar, and I know I’m acing this exam.

“You take the money shot.” It’s not a suggestion, it’s a command, a strategy of attack like a blitzkrieg or scorched earth, an ambush at dawn.
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It’s an afternoon of vivid elements, unadulterated by smog or other types of degeneration. The quality of the air reminds me of magnolia petals in June, white linen, and freshly mowed grass. I am walking in the canyon nearest Selena’s place, the one where she warned of wild cats and rattlesnakes, but so far, I’ve only spotted several monarchs flitting over the wild sunflowers that shoot from the base of ancient canyon walls and rainwater flowing through the cracks in the limestone toward the creek at the bottom of the ravine. The sky is as blue as a swimming pool or howlite dyed to emulate turquoise.

I think of the plasma moon, a substance somewhere between a gas and a liquid. A surface on which it’s impossible to land any type of craft, whether it be a shuttle, buggy, or boot. I consider a false disaster, a work of fiction designed to shatter minds, to make them soft, pliable, and as vacant as a derelict motel in a despairing county in a time of drought. These fractured minds now leak the essential fluid of the spirit. Tanks, tubes, and corks are not enough to stop it. What we need now is flood control, a miracle like millions of sea sponges emerging from the bone-littered desert to sop up this demented deluge.

I sit down cross-legged in the path of the sun on the damp earth. I close my eyes and hear the word Sekhmet in my head. Then I let my tongue startle my mouth. I speak without knowing what I want to say.

“Sekhmet, dear Goddess of war and healing, please guide me through this rite of passage. Help me defeat the dark forces following me. Help me knock them to the ground. Aid me in committing a mass exorcism that starts with Glen. Help me to starve them of their merciless powers, their programs of dulling and deceit. Infuse my hands with holy water, white candles, and brass bells. Help me soar over their den like a raven on a starless night, or crawl through their ranks like a toad with a poisonous tongue. Give me the proper sorcery to sweep their evil agenda into a permanent grave—anything to get them to release their relentless grip on society. Steep me in the wisdom of the triple circle, that centrifugal force of the Maiden, Mother, and Crone. Help me strangle their patriarchal ideology, their plastics, pollution, radiation, and exploitation. Give me the fury and rage of the lion to suffocate the war mongers, to shove a potent infusion of hemlock down the malignant throats of those evildoers who have the mistaken belief they’re entitled to the beauty and magic of this realm. Grant me the capacity to free humanity from this desolate time of wrath, this period in history when all seems lost. Send me an invocation to remind the human race of their creativity, their heart, and spirit—the innate human design. Promise me heaven and give me flight.”

As I walk back to Selena’s place, my eyes settle on the buzzing electric lines along the highway, and I think about the inevitability of divorce when one has been so badly betrayed. Then I hear what I think is a scream. It sounds sharp and tormented, like what happens when you fall over the edge of the world and get stuck in the terminal region where time and space don’t exist as we know them.

I wish I had a weapon, like my pepper gel, which was long ago displaced. I hear it again—a frantic screech accompanied by a growl, low and lingering at the end. Is this what happens when you die? The sky might alter into an obscene gesture, and society could be devoured by cryptozoological predators created by three-letter agencies with endless caverns for mouths and teeth so sharp they spark when they bite and ignite when they tear flesh from bone.

When I reach Selena’s, her front door flies open with a thundering boom.

“Joan!” Selena yells as she pulls me inside by the arm, then slams it shut. “Don’t you hear that?” She puts her finger to her lips, signaling me to shush. “There’s a mountain lion out there. That’s the call of a female. She’s been howling for fifteen minutes. And I didn’t know where you were.”

I rub the spot where Selena grabbed me, hoping it won’t bruise. I think about how long it has taken me to walk back from where I called on Sekhmet, the Egyptian goddess with the head of a lion and the body of a woman. Did she show up in the flesh?

I notice her studio smells of what I assume to be a freshly brewed masala chai.

Selena hands me a hot mug of the chai and drags me over to the couch. She opens her laptop, and I watch her type something and scroll. She says “abracadabra” and clicks. “I booked us on a flight out of Burbank Friday morning. I figure we’ll need time to acquire the appropriate items.” She glances at my scalp. “A wig, some tight, colorful clothes that will lure like bait, and ridiculously high heels.”

I sip on the milky cloves, ginger, cardamom, and black pepper. I run my hand over my head and feel the fuzz that reminds me of Ashley when she was a baby with fine blonde hair that stood straight up, reaching for the sky like shoots. I try to picture myself in fishnet stockings, a pink boa, maybe false eyelashes, and a fragrance called Bewitching—something voluptuous with jasmine that blooms in the night, incense and torched agarwood. There will be a full moon in Vegas, and everything will be hopping. Glen will see me and mistake me for a showgirl, a dancer, maybe an escort, or a common whore, but it doesn’t matter as long as it gets the truth pried out of his mouth, like a pearl wrestled from the fastened jaws of a clamshell.

“If this goes well, I’ll certainly have to write about it, even if I have to go into hiding after.” Selena shrugs one shoulder. “Maybe I’ll move to Mexico and live on the beach, eating fresh fish all day and drinking margaritas at night.” I think about how this exposé could catapult her into Glenn Greenwald status—or drag us both down to that abyss called disgrace.

“I might have to come with you. Even if we succeed, I definitely can’t go back home after this. Connie will figure out a final solution for me. Maybe she’ll invite me for tea, arsenic and old lace,” I tell her while clutching my mug against my chest.

The lyrics to “Goodbye Yellow Brick Road” float through my head, and I see an image of a besotted Glen glued to a slot machine like the blue-haired retirees who frequent Laughlin. Suddenly, I can’t wait.

“This is a just a period of transition. Soon we’ll see better times.” I offer this sentiment unexpectedly, as a kind of token to lessen the depth of this undertaking. I feel a shift, like turning down a narrow cliffside road, somewhere that feels hallucinatory—an invented place like the damaged ozone layer, or ice caps that melt like gelato in August. Maybe one of the ghost towns on the way to Vegas.

“It is written in the Akashic records.” Selena closes her computer. “We’re heading to Vegas to seduce Glen. We’ll use our feminine wiles. We’ll shimmy our hips like hula dancers until he’s carried away in a sea swell of longing, until he’s possessed by the way we pucker our lips.”

“We’ll get him to eat from our hands,” I add. “We’ll put him on a leash and walk him around the casinos. We’ll get him to place bets, and when he wins, we’ll cash in.”

We’re both giggling and smiling. Selena claps her hands.

“He’ll reveal everything—the setup, the supposed equipment failure, and the plunge into the underground they call witness protection.” Selena throws one hand into the air and pumps it up and down.

“He’ll give us diagrams of the plan, the blueprints, and names of his cohorts. Then we’ll catch him crying into his canvas spacesuit—while wearing his old moon boots!” Now I’m shouting.

Selena howls into the night like a wolf or a big silky cat—the mountain lion that followed me home. I think of the stars in the darkest corner of the desert, where the lights of Las Vegas don’t reach. I picture them spinning and burning. I think of the words Sin City and feel something akin to vertigo, like exiting the Tilt-A-Whirl at the county fair after one has ingested too much cotton candy and is high on sugar, red food coloring, and life. It’s a surreal realm, like being taken to a dwarf planet in the Kuiper Belt—the land of the newly dead.

If I were abducted by aliens and forced to describe human society at the peak of these end times, I don’t think I would believe it myself. I wouldn’t mention driverless cars, or the false concept of the American dream. I couldn’t talk about art, poetry, or the beauty of song. I would try to make whatever hand signs show the countless contaminants they put in the water, how they cut us off from the ground and severed our connection to Earth using shock-absorbing rubber. I would sketch a rocket flying into the depths of the dome, show the moon being assailed by these glorified fireworks, this excessive thrust—a final act of piracy, a punishment for being born female, for shining too bright, blamed for the creation of sin.


CHAPTER 36

We land in Vegas just before noon. When we make it outside the airport to catch a ride, I notice the sky is strangely devoid of clouds, as if it’s made room for some kind of cigar-shaped craft to land—something the lizard people might rent for vacation. The air is infinitely clear, like the blue of Swiss lakes, yet opaque with a feeling of despair. The only foliage on the street is a sun-strangled cheeseweed, and I’m sure I can smell stale nicotine and the residue of thousands of pawned engagement rings floating in the stalled breeze, but Selena doesn’t seem to mind. She’s hailing a cab to our room at the only hotel with a little depth in the way of mafia history, maybe even royalty. It’s not much, but at least it has an interesting backstory. Plus, it’s right next to where Glen’s seminar will be.

When we walk through the lobby, I think, what kind of hellscape is this? There’s a cacophony of terrible metallic noises posing as silver dollars hitting the bottoms of buckets, layered one on top of another, so that it never eases up. It smells like the lingering memory of Lucky Strike cigarettes, chlorine, and depravity.

I see a group of people huddled around a craps table, cheering on a lifeless set of dice as they throw them repeatedly over pilled green felt. There’s a jumble of flashing neon and LED in colors that permanently destroy vision. I notice what seem like hundreds of people incapacitated in front of slot machines, mindlessly sucking down concoctions poured with cheap rum when they could be outside, absorbing the medicine of the sun. I wonder how America can promote this place with a straight face, how it can beckon people to get drunk on cough syrup and hand over their money without the threat of a gun.

“Selena, this place is horrible.” I grab her hand as I trail behind her.

“Haven’t you been here before?” she asks. “I thought you knew what to expect—all this corruption, vice, and squandering of the soul.” She waves one hand in the air, as if describing the contents of the casino.

“I haven’t been here since I was twenty-two. I probably liked it then.” The idea seems shocking, that I could have enjoyed a place like this at any time in my life.

“Maybe things are better at the pool.” I let go of Selena’s hand, and we both walk into the blinding sunlight that reminds me of a nuclear fallout. We pass what is labeled a “habitat,” where tropical birds are stationed like a living offering to an inflated and disgruntled god who has grown bored with his own exorbitance. I wonder, what did these flame-colored waterfowl do to deserve this? Other than be born with feathers so flashy some sadist decided they would match the paint on his garish hotel in this wound in the desert. We don’t stop to gawk.

We come upon the faux oasis, sprinkled with stocky date palms with fronds that sprout from their trunks in misguided directions. Selena flashes her keycard at the gate, and our gaze meets a sea of oiled bodies lifting to their mouths enormous plastic cups containing a viscous liquid the color of algae. It’s just past midwinter. The temperature hovers around seventy degrees, summoning these youths to this fetid lagoon, undoubtedly replete with sexually transmitted diseases.

Some of them are gyrating to electronic beats springing from speakers so big they could be described as monolithic, things that could catapult sound across the equator. Their greasy, pallid bodies look entranced by the compelling rhythm—their eyes staring, unfocused and unseeing, like the lumbering undead of Caribbean lore, caught on an island in a too-blue sea where they’re forced into drudgery until their physical forms break down.

A waitress who looks like jailbait comes by, holding a tray with one of the strange chartreuse drinks. “Can I get you ladies a cocktail?” Her voice is cheery and falsetto toned, which goes against the expectation set by her cat-eye eyeliner.

“What is this green drink?” I ask, pointing to the plastic fluted cup that reminds me of a pot-bellied pig.

“This is a Hex. Would you like one?” Her smile is fortified against the wide-open sun and my acerbic tone.

Selena and I glance at each other, both wondering—is this what we need?

“How does it work?” Selena asks. Then she catches herself. “I mean, what’s in it?”

“It’s a blend of melon-flavored schnapps, cherry vodka, and soda. It’s both refreshing and dangerous. If you’ve never had one before, I’d limit yourself to two,” she tells us. Her smile dips a little lower, hovering closer to a straight line, and I wonder if this drink comes with a legal disclaimer.

“What happens beyond two?” I ask. My eyes feel like the buzzing of an electric fence.

“Well . . . it gets you drunk really fast. And some people do strange things. Like, they start telling you things . . .” The waitress is suddenly shy, like a kindergartner on the first day of school.

I glance at her name tag. “Linda, don’t be shy. Tell us. What kinds of things do they tell you?” I have to restrain myself from grabbing her and shaking her.

“That’s right,” Selena chimes in. “We’d like one, but we want to know what we’re getting ourselves into first. Do us a solid and let us know before we embarrass ourselves.” She takes off her sunglasses and focuses her eyes on Linda like lasers.

“They just . . . they talk about things they’re ashamed of, sort of like confessions.” Linda shifts on her feet, and leans in like a coconspirator, dropping her voice to a whisper. “One guy cornered me for thirty minutes—admitting to his past as a thief. He robbed a string of gas stations with a BB gun one summer while he was strung out on coke. I guess he felt guilty about it.”

“Bring us two,” Selena commands. She pats Linda on the back before the girl waltzes away with the cauldron of green juice. “We may as well try it,” she says. “Maybe it’s something Glen would like.” She smiles like a woman with a few tricks up her sleeve, or mafioso in her family line.

“Now, where should we sit?” I look around, then pick a table as far away from the massive speakers and intoxicated strangers as I can.

We sit down, and a few minutes later Selena spots Linda with her tray of two freshly shaken Hexes and waves her over.

“I hope you enjoy them,” Linda says. She sets them down lightly on our table.

“Linda,” I say like we’re old friends, “do you know where there’s a costume store around here? Somewhere we could get a wig?” I hold my hand up to my eyes to protect them from the ruthless sun reflecting off the textured concrete postured to look like sand.

“There’s a theatrical supply store right off the Strip. They have a display of wigs, hats, sexy costumes—you name it. It’s where I got my Cheshire Cat costume last Halloween,” she offers with a sweet smile.

I try to imagine her as such a devious cat but can’t. It goes against her sugary nature. Then I wonder if it goes deeper than that. Is Linda hinting at the rules of this neon metropolis, like the infamous cat who helped Alice? Las Vegas is a place that might also be considered a Wonderland—a place ruled by the evil Queen of Hearts, where things are often not as they seem, and where one gets the feeling they may never be able to make it back home.

As if the gods have eavesdropped on my thoughts, the speakers begin to blast an atmospheric mélange of crashing cymbals, distorted synth notes, and an echoing drumroll punctuated by a heavy kick that turns out to be a techno remix of “White Rabbit.” Grace Slick’s voice takes on a vibrato as she wails through the air drained of purple and promise, the borderland of civilization where the revelers lack purpose.

“Perfect,” Selena says as she picks up the glass cauldron.

I watch Linda walk away. Now Selena is holding her glass aloft, waiting to say cheers. I pick mine up and clink hers, wondering if they’ll ignite. I expect some kind of speech, some acknowledgement of the radical act we’re about to undertake—like dreaming, or living off-grid, but all she says is, “Feed your head.” Then we drink. The liquid is cool and syrupy. It immediately envelops the mouth in a coating that could rot teeth.

The cocktails drive us out of the lacquered sun and into a kind of madness that’s only remedied by an all-you-can-eat buffet. We gorge ourselves on several kinds of French cheeses, endive salad with citrus, a paella with shrimp and clams, a nicely done Dover sole, and roasted veggies. We wash this all down with a glass of complimentary sparkling wine they erroneously refer to as champagne, then finish it off with Grand Marnier soufflés, drizzled with chocolate sauce and loads of freshly whipped cream. Now our bellies are distended and our minds are lackadaisical. All I want to do is plop down on the couch in our hotel room, but Selena urges us on to the costume store.

We stand in the aisle with gowns full of taffeta and costumes for occupations like nurses and maids, police and even gangsters. There’s a dizzying array of options, and my brain struggles to stay centered, attentive to our task. I walk up to something with an aesthetic that appeals to me, a costume I’d describe as Bonnie without Clyde. But when I reach my hand out to touch it, I sense a foreign presence behind me.

“I don’t see you in that.”

I turn around to find the saleswoman watching me. She is shaking her head in disapproval, and I notice how her blue eyeshadow folds into the creases of her eyelids. “Let me help you,” she says. She motions for me to follow her, so I do. I look around for Selena but she’s disappeared in this maze of false identities.

“Are you looking for something for Purim?” She glances back to me as we walk through the store. I filter through my brain, seeking some meaning for this word, then I remember. It’s the Jewish holiday where everyone dresses up, kind of like Halloween, but without the spooks and specters.

“Uhh . . . Yes, that’s it.” I realize there’s no need to be transparent, so Purim it is.

We stop walking and find ourselves in a corner of the store labeled “curated vintage costumes.” Green and purple floodlights give the place an underwater feeling, as if we’ve fallen into a mystical desert sinkhole. This area exudes the smell of an old suitcase or the bargain bins at Goodwill.

“Alice in Wonderland is a popular costume. How about that?” She picks up a baby blue dress stamped with a pinafore and holds it in front of her, and again, I’m stunned by the synchronicities dropping from the heavens like hail on a broiling day.

“Well . . . I’m not sure.” I spin around, looking for something more alluring.

“How about Dorothy? From The Wizard of Oz.” She is rummaging through the racks, looking for what I imagine is a tea-length dress in blue-and-white gingham.

“No, I don’t think that’s it either,” I say. “The thing is, I’m looking for something . . . provocative. Something that will get my husband’s attention.” I offer this white lie as a way to save face, lest I be accused again of being a jezebel.

She walks to another rack and starts digging. She pulls out an aubergine wrap dress that reminds me of a 1970s Halston number. It’s made of a thick polyester and ties at the side of the waist with a braided cord. She holds it up and runs her hand over one of the long bell-shaped sleeves. “Queen Esther. It comes with a wig of flowing black hair.” She hands me the dress, and I watch as she fetches the wig from a post on the wall.

Selena walks over. “What’s happening?” she asks. I motion with my head toward the saleslady, who is now walking back with the wig.

“Here,” she says as she hands it to me. “This will knock his socks off. No man can resist Esther.” I give the wig to Selena, then go in the fitting room to try on the dress. When I come out, the saleslady has me sit at an old-fashioned vanity and places the black nylon tresses properly on my nearly bald head. When it’s set in place, she walks me over to a full-length mirror to critique my reflection.

“I look like Cher,” I announce. I see Selena try to hide an impish grin, then she hums the tune to “If I Could Turn Back Time.” I shift my attention to the dress that reaches the floor and see a shimmering mirage of purple, even though I feel more like an iris pulled out of the ground. It dawns on me this robe is a living incantation, a vestment of power infused with fairy dust, something similar to Excalibur, or the mirror image of the moon.

“You need the tiara! Then you’ll look like Esther. Let me get it for you.” The saleslady runs off, and Selena and I are left alone to judge this getup’s ability to mesmerize Glen.

Selena comes closer and starts fidgeting with the neckline. “This would be great if we could get a push-up bra, or something with padding.” Then she pulls at the slit in the skirt. “Stick your leg out,” she commands. I put my leg through the slit and extend it like a ballerina, showing off my ivory skin like a beacon. “Actually, this could work with a smoky eye and a nude lip,” she decides.

The lady comes back with a tiara and places it on my crown. Now I look like Cinderella, or whatever sucker it was who ate the poisoned apple. Selena takes it off my head and hands it back to the woman. “It’s not time for that yet. She has to save the galaxy first. She must bring the country back into the hands of God. But we’ll take the other pieces and let her be Cher for a day.” I cringe inside, feeling the enormity of so much pressure.

“Wait—we almost forgot the shoes!” I glance down at my combat boots. “These won’t do.”

The saleslady pauses, then walks to some shelves. “What size?” she asks as she kneels down among several white boxes.

“Eight!” I yell over the buzzing lights and outfits stitched with man-made materials that are also aliases, counterfeit identities so that no one ever has to face the true self, the one that reminds them of the chaos and disintegration of their formative years.

“You have two choices—gold gladiator sandals or silver go-go boots.” She holds each one up so I can see them. I try to decide if either of them is tempting enough. I look over at Selena and lift my eyebrows.

Selena points to the silver boots. “I say let’s get the go-go boots. Since Glen is a product of the sixties, he’ll probably be drawn to them; maybe he even had a fetish for go-go dancers when he was a kid.”

I decide this logic makes sense. “The silver boots it is.” I raise my voice so the woman can hear me over the synthetic fabrics that seem to suck up sound.

The saleslady hands me the box containing the boots. “How’s your Twist? Can you do The Monkey? The Swim?” She laughs like this is a fabulous joke.

Finally, we go back to the hotel to rest in silence, stillness, and recirculated air. This is where we gather momentum, when we prepare for the final crossing into the lowest valley on Earth, the one they named Death. In my mind, we are moving through forests of disturbed trees with arms that appear twisted, broken, and reset into gruesome configurations. This is where they’ll try to scare us with hallucinations of flying saucers, those devilish dogs called chupacabras, and eerie green lights that claw up from a pit in the crust. The region will seem cursed, impossible to navigate, layered with stones that aim to double us over and sink us with cracked ankles, an itching thirst at the back of the throat, and panic seizing our chests with its savage talons.

But we have learned the rituals for purification. We have learned how to heal and self-soothe. We understand the rules of this holographic desert, this false matrix that aims to maim. We know guidance is not as obvious as a set of architectural designs, flashing freeways signs, or even an ancient portent like a solar eclipse. It is the invisible carrot dangling in front of your snout, coated in milk and honey. It’s a hunch that crawls up your shoulders just around midnight, when the stars align to form the outline of a wolf, a sea monster, an archer. It’s a helper like Linda with her suggestion of Hexes, or the blue-eyeshadowed saleslady who hands you the costume of a queen known to seduce, perhaps imbuing you with the same powers of enchantment. Or a crystal you could hold in your hands, magnetizing you to that magical dwelling like a pendulum, a twig you could use to dowse.

It’s the song that gets stuck repeatedly in your head, urging you to consider the gist, like the one that’s been ruminating in my conscious since the minute we boarded the plane. The one that says farewell to that infamous road paved in golden brick, the path that Dorothy discovered was nothing but a trick.


CHAPTER 37

I can’t get ‘Goodbye Yellow Brick Road’ out of my head,” I tell Selena the next morning. “I heard it that night at the bar with the vampire, and now it’s hounding me, taunting me like a bad penny.” I rub my forehead, as if this will erase the song from my memory, but it perseveres.

We step outside onto the sidewalk in front of our hotel, which is stained with vomit, and the stench hits our nostrils like a decaying kind of dynamite that has permeated the yellow air. The street is oddly empty and quiet. I suppose the partygoers are still in bed, nursing the untamable kind of hangover that accompanies low humidity and regret. I notice a line of cypress trees along the boulevard that look like they’ve been marooned at this last desert outpost, this place of shifting sands where everything is either muted and dissolved or pumped up on steroids—a chemical remedy for boredom.

“What part of the song is nagging?” Selena asks. She takes her sunglasses out of her purse and slides them over her eyes.

I think about it for a moment. “The chorus, I guess.” I watch a fleet of yellow cabs pass us by, wondering what meaning to associate to this musical annoyance. Is there a message I’m supposed to extrapolate?

“Don’t overthink it,” Selena suggests. “The meaning will come when you least expect it. Like lice or shingles.”

We leave the outdoors, where it felt like we were walking on the surface of the sun, with a light so blinding I’m sure my cell receptors have been eternally blistered, and enter the first of the cathedral-like casinos lining the Strip like a string of synthetic pearls. We pass half the morning traveling through different regions of the world, from Luxor to the South Seas to the sinking Venice canals, without ever leaving the state. Who needs a passport when you can make-believe in Vegas?

“I could really use a coffee,” I announce. I am standing in the shadow of the Brooklyn Bridge next to a row of clanging keno machines when I start to come down with the shakes. I also long to be outside, but it’s too damned bright.

“Where would you like to go to have one?” Selena asks. “Paris? Rome?” She spins around like she’s standing atop a rotating globe.

“Isn’t there one with a pirate ship? Somewhere tropical. With orchids we could put in our hair.” Now I’m hopping up and down on my feet, like a woman not weighed down with so many troubles.

“Fine. Let’s get a coffee and sit down there. We can write down the plan in my notebook.” I look at her with surprise scribbled across my face. This is the first mention I’ve heard of a definitive plan. As if sensing my confusion, she responds, “I channeled it last night. But first, let’s find a map.”

We locate a map and head back in the direction we came, toward the hotel with the pirate ship. We obtain our coffees and find a place to sit outside in view of the Spanish galleon that looks as if it’s been involved in a collision with a coral reef and now awaits a tow to the salvage yard. I had imagined a tropical port rich with flame-red flora and trunks overflowing with gold bullion, but everything here is worn and faded. A dry breeze creeps up behind us, rattling the riggings on the deserted vessel, siphoning the moisture from my pores. The pond in which the boat sits smells like sulfur and rust, rotting wood without the accumulation of a salt crust.

Selena takes out her notebook, which is one of those composition books you used in school. She uncaps a pen and starts writing what looks like a set of instructions.

“He gets out of his seminar around eight. Then he’ll want a drink. You will follow him to the bar and sit beside him.” She pauses to look up at a red-hued bird which I realize is a hawk. Its arms are outspread, and it looks like it’s playing with the wind, using it to surf. For several moments it hangs motionless in the sky, completely suspended, floating in this strange force for fun.

“How do we know he’ll go to a bar right after the seminar?” I ask while draining the dregs of my cup.

“I had a vision. So, listen.” She points her finger toward me, like I’m a disruptive student, and I notice a wilderness in her eyes—somewhere enveloped with the petrifying vocals of the female mountain lion.

“You must isolate your victim,” she tells me. “Take him away from his colleagues and familiar surroundings into your realm of power—maybe the sportsbook or lobby bar, where I’ll be hiding. Take him into this sphere of seduction, make him vulnerable to your tempting influence. Entice him into your domain with something he desires, like moon rocks or money, gambling tips or Grateful Dead songs. Maybe mention you have a soft and comfortable bed—as bouncy as the vacuum of space.”

I think about the plausibility of this plan and conclude I don’t get it. “Then what?”

“Whisper sweet nothings into his ear, expose your pale legs. We’ll befriend a cocktail waitress and instruct her to deliver several Hexes, which will render his mind comfortably numb and loose.” Now her eyes are closed and she’s reciting the plan from memory.

I wonder if there will be lighting cues, or some kind of script—maybe even a laugh track. “How do we get him to confess?” I think about the ambiance at the time of evening of our temptation. The lighting will be low, and the casino noises will be all-encompassing, jarring. I don’t see how we can succeed.

“We’ll threaten him with eternal damnation, several lifetimes spent teaching torts, the concepts of causes of action like negligence, breach of contract, and bad faith—plus the code of civil procedure for good measure. Or we’ll just use a spell. It can be that simple. Not everything has to be so hard.” She throws back her head, takes a swig of her coffee, then wipes her mouth with a napkin.

“Let me quote Farrah Fawcett—” She looks down at her notes and speaks. “God gave women intuition and femininity. Used properly, the combination easily jumbles the brain of any man I’ve ever met.”

“Straight from the mouth of an angel,” I say. “Directives from the source. I just don’t know how much faith I have in my ability to seduce anymore.”

“Consult your goddess book. Call on Lilith. She’ll help you integrate your shadow so you can soar.” She scribbles down more notes, then circles a word I can’t make out.

The breeze picks up and pummels my back. I try to envision myself as a temptress, a sorceress who creates a mind-shuffling haze with a graceful swipe of her fingers. Someone like one of those pop singers who sells out stadiums all over the country for months, accumulating stupendous amounts of cash as she sings contrived songs about boys who have ghosted her, and vengeance—all while surreptitiously lulling her fans into a lethargy like permanent twilight. So that after the show, they find their memories erased, and all that remains from the sacrosanct-seeming night is a feeling of emptiness, and a longing that evades fulfillment for life. I could be like that, minus the malignancy, for just one night, for the greater good of the people.


CHAPTER 38

Back in our hotel room, Selena is plotting a proposal for the nonfiction book that will become the product of this fateful night, while I lie in a bathtub full of lukewarm water that feels hijacked from underground caverns beneath the desert. I am cleansing my aura and using the water to amplify my connection to the heavenly feminine source before I call on Lilith, the last goddess outlined in the book.

Since all the spells require a candle and several offerings, Selena went down to the gift shop to try to acquire the necessary provisions. She was able to score a box of birthday candles, thirteen of which we stuffed into a red velvet cupcake left over from yesterday’s brunch that is now perched on the rim of the tub, transforming the basic bathroom into an atmosphere that might contain arches, pilasters, stained glass, or relief sculptures. We are also meant to have jasmine oil for anointing, but all she could find was Bora Bora Babe Browning Oil, and I figure it will do. The book also calls for something called dragon’s blood, which Selena took upon herself to interpret; she returned with a fascinating combination of a glass of Cabernet with a chocolaty finish, infused with several fat drops of crème de cassis—that French liqueur made from black currants.

I think about the similarities between Lilith and me. She was Adam’s first wife, created simultaneously with him, and equally, by God, from the dust of the earth. When Adam insisted she take an inferior position, she proved to be a loudmouth, telling him, “We are equals, as we were both created from the sacred soil of the earth.” When Adam refused to compromise, she abandoned Eden and was forever condemned for being bold enough to suggest a balance of power. She was demonized for fighting to have a voice in the paradise that turned into her prison.

In the bible, she only got one mention, just enough time to have been made an example of, a scapegoat to blame women for wickedness. They made her a martyr, an excuse to turn devotion away from the divine mother and install a system of phallus worship. Now they adore all things shaped like the penis—pillars and obelisks and rockets. I think about the associated word thrust. It’s all just symbolism for man’s desire to conquer that which he doesn’t understand—in this case, space, and the feral hearts of women. They stripped the goddess of all her power and gave it away to Cain. Then they labeled her the root of all evil, when in reality it was them.

Lilith is connected to all those mysteries whose secrets I seek—the dark side of the moon and the butchered tree of knowledge, the ability to reunite with my inner temptress, and the power to keep Glen from recognizing me as Joan from Kickin’ Horse Trail. I dunk my head under the water, and when I come back up, I speak out loud.

“Lilith, queen of the night, empress of the bad rap, high priestess whose reputation has been soiled like blood spilled on white lace in an unnaturally dry spring—assist me in reigniting the flame that used to burn hot between my legs, help me source this energy into something useful that has the power to leave a man breathless, stunned, and gasping for air. Convert me from a howling madwoman into an image of polished silver and silk, smelling of lilac and jasmine with a honeyed tongue—golden like a trophy, a token, a prized doubloon that entices a man to put his hand into a poisoned lagoon. All of this so I can reclaim my punk singer’s voice and speak the ultimate truth—a litany free of pretenses, riddles, and ruses. Let me remember the sacred alchemy that exists under my skirt! Unleash your army against my enemies, those fools who are trying to suffocate my feminine speech, who accuse me of not being sane, who try to institutionalize me for using herbs, chastising me for communing with the unseen. Aid me in confusing my opponents with pushed-up breasts and help me get them to confess. Let me bring about this reckoning here and now, on this fated night in the glittering city of sin!”

I drink three gulps of the dragon’s blood, then exit the bath. After I dry myself with a chlorine-bleached towel, I anoint my body with the browning oil and let it sink into my skin. Now I smell like heatstroke, coconut rum, and a Florida spring break with a relentless sun.

Selena helps me get dressed in front of the full-length mirror glued to the back of the bathroom door. When she comes at me with the purple queen’s dress, I think of my wedding day, when Connie forced me into a sheath so tightly wrapped over my swollen belly that I could barely walk or breathe on that sweltering day in August. The memory is like a scar in the brain that has the potential to collapse me, fold me like a bad poker hand. I will it away by focusing on the physical—slipping one arm into the eggplant sleeve that reminds me of a trumpet flower, then the next, like a bath robe. I gather the two sides of the dress together in front, then Selena comes over and pulls the string tight around my waist, fashioning it into a languid bow.

I sit down on the edge of one of the twin beds, and she hands me the boots. I pull one on and zip it at the side, then the other. I wiggle my toes to adjust them against the square toe box, and press my feet down on the chic block heels. It looks as if I’ve painted my legs in moon dust or stepped into a pool of mercury.

Now it’s time for makeup. Selena approaches me with a palette and a brush, and I feel like I’m a living Picasso. I watch her dip a brush into a deep blue powder that might be called Naval Code, Gale Force, or Black Sea. I feel her run it over my eyelids with a graceful flick of her wrist. She dips another brush into something that looks like pixie dust—or an ash you could accumulate from the trail of a comet—and dabs it into the inner corners of my eyes. I try hard not to blink or tear up. She sets this glitter down and picks up something in a tin with a flower on the cover. She opens the tin to reveal an orange poppy-shaded balm and presses her finger into the tint before smearing it over my cheekbones. Next, she aims her attention on my lips. She rummages through her canvas makeup bag and takes out a liner. “Bitter Peach,” she says, as she reads its title.

“I thought we wanted a nude lip.” I am wondering how she settled on this orangey-red.

“I changed my mind. Figured it would be better if your mouth reminded him of a Georgia O’Keeffe flower, something he could imagine sliding into,” she explains. For some inexplicable reason, I think of mortgages and credit card debt, a yellowing lawn, and a guard tower.

She traces the pencil on the borders of my lips. Then she swipes my mouth with a lipstick called Psychedelic Love and blends it in with an angled brush. I decide this is a kind of devotion, a consecration of flesh, just like an anointing.

She turns away from me for several moments and comes back holding gold hoop earrings the width of canned yams. She orders me to remove my gold safety-pin earrings and watches as I slip these rings into the holes in my ears. Finally, she picks up the wig that looks like the only original remnant of Cher and holds it up like it’s a show cat. She walks over to me slowly, step-by-step, as if this is some arbitrary initiation. She places it carefully on my head like a crown encrusted with emeralds and rubies, then tugs at the sides so it’s centered. I wince as the nylon net scrapes against my scalp, and I wonder how I’ll manage this for several hours.

She guides me back to the mirror. I stare into the glass as if it’s a a gateway to a region where I’m a Persian queen without a tiara. The first thing I notice is how incongruous the raven hair looks against my reddish-pink skin. The makeup is somehow both elegant and gaudy, a look that makes me think of a fortune teller. With such bright lips and gold earrings, I could stare at a person’s palm and tell their future. I could decipher their past, give meaning to all their failures, then provide a remedy for their heartache and longing. Alternatively, I could claim a curse has been placed upon them and demand a fortune to reverse it.

While I’m still pondering this thing I’ve become, Selena sneaks up on me and spritzes me with something that makes me sneeze.

“What is that?” I yell. “What are you doing?” I wave my hand in front of my face, trying to dispel the overpowering fragrance.

“It’s a cheap perfume I found in the gift shop. It’s called Night Nymph. I thought it might be an accoutrement that would help.” She puts the cap back on and places it on the desk in the room, next to her notebook.

“I guess we need all the help we can get. I look cute, but the wig is all wrong,” I announce. I touch the fake hair and wonder how this flimsy substitute will entice, how this polyester fabric and my unnaturally orange lips will seduce. “Who would fall for this costume?” My voice registers distress and doubt.

“Remember—we fell for the Odyssey disaster. And believed they were all dead. They showed it to us when we were children, for God’s sake. The world is a stage, my friend. So, you may as well dress for the part.” She places her hands on my shoulders, and we both look in the mirror that is also a portal. I think about the twentieth century with its gray areas and obscure roads. I realize everything is a matter of interpretation. Everything comes down to how you perceive it. If I think I’m a seductress, an enchantress capable of both birth and destruction, miracles and transgressions—then I am. I am whatever I say I am, and the world will have to agree.

“It’s time to hit the stage,” she says.

I nod my head and walk stage right, toward the door.


CHAPTER 39

It is a night full of cosmic voids, full of bats that beat their dark wings against the gossamer veil of the desert, black swans that skim their lithe bodies over the surface of green-dyed tanks that mimic ponds, springs, estuaries, the veins of Mother Earth. It’s a night so still you could close your eyes and hear meteorites collide into the crystal curve of the dome. You could skip out past the neon lights of town, into the no-man’s-land where coyotes scavenge for cottontails, and witness strange flashes of light that would undoubtedly be labeled a runaway weather balloon, errant swamp gas, or an accusation of owning a faulty pair of eyes.

It is 7:33 p.m., and we’re in the lobby of the hotel where Glen is hosting his seminar. I’m sitting in a green velveteen settee in the adjacent hallway while Selena paces the space in front of the door, stopping occasionally to press her ear against it, to determine if Glen is almost finished with his spiel. For once, I’m enjoying myself. It’s quiet here in this white-walled lobby with its lavish carpet embroidered with Fibonacci patterns that may as well be crop circles.

I’m preoccupied with observing the young lawyers that spring from the double doors of Glen’s conference room, probably bored to death by his speech, presumably leaving to take solace in the john. Some give me odd glances, and some just pass me by, perhaps assuming I’m an actress in one of the local shows—a magic act or dark comedy, something with fire and too much smoke. One young man wearing oxford shoes and a sports blazer reminds me of Tyler, and I find I have to fight the urge to call him. Better to wait until this whole escapade is over, if Connie and John haven’t completely poisoned the kids against me by then.

Selena finally comes over and sits down. “Perhaps we got here too early,” she decides. “I just didn’t want to take the chance of missing him.”

“It’s fine,” I say. “I’m having a good time.” I focus my eyes on one of the crop circles in the carpet and try to decipher a message. The phrase robe of sincerity comes to mind. I pinch the material on my sleeve and wonder, has this dress been embroidered with some kind of mischief? Weaved by a fairy godmother with a magic wand?

After what seems like an eternity, we watch as the double doors swing open. One young lawyer with a mop of curly brown hair bursts through, and I almost have to stop myself from running up to him to ask: How boring was it?

After several minutes, the lawyers have slowed to a trickle, and we finally see Glen emerge from his lair, like a moody bear after a season of hibernation. He’s wearing his usual khaki slacks and horrifying loafers, with a blue-and-white plaid button-down, accompanied by an ill-fitting camel sportscoat. He carries a brown leather briefcase at his side, and I notice his face holds a fair amount of tension. I follow his gray-blue eyes toward the source, and I see them aimed at a cluster that has formed at the juncture between the hallway and the lobby. The men in the crowd are older, wrinkled, with graying hair at the temples. I guess these must be his colleagues.

Selena, who is sitting beside me, with only her eyes peeking out from behind a Chinese hand fan so as not to be recognized, nudges me. “It’s go time. Let’s get ready to follow them,” she whispers.

We watch as Glen approaches and confronts them with what I suspect is a greeting, but it’s hard to hear under the murmur of their voices. The men are pressed together in a tight circle and don’t seem to hear Glen either. It looks like Glen clears his throat and tries again. There’s still no acknowledgement. Eventually, his head drops and he shuffles away, looking like Eeyore or a little kid with a popped balloon.

I look at Selena. She too looks hit with a meteor of surprise. “Was this part of your vision?” I ask. “His colleagues rejected him!” When I look up, he has already walked away, headed toward the lobby where it’ll be too easy to lose him in the crowds of the walking dead.

“We have to follow him! Get up!” Selena shouts. One man turns his head from the circle of matured fraternity bros and looks at us with a scrunched-up face as we hobble away like concubines with bound toes.

“I almost feel bad for him. Did you see the look on his face?” I ask. Selena has hold of my hand, and we’re gliding around couples in the casino dressed in sequins and polished leather, navigating among clattering slot machines that make my skin crawl. All I can see is the back of Glen’s gray head.

“Don’t pity him! That’s not part of the plan!” She pulls my arm harder now, and I’m finding it difficult to keep up without my wig slipping out of place or the artificial silver leather rubbing my heels raw.

“Neither was this! You said he’d go to the lobby bar or sportsbook. Look—now he’s exiting!” Glen passes through the automatic sliding doors. There is something bewildering about him, a motion to his movements that doesn’t seem natural, like he’s out of his body, maybe beside himself.

We follow him out to the Strip and watch as he gets sucked into a crowd of people. It’s like watching a tsunami in slow motion. The wave washes over him, then swallows him up.

“Do you see him?” Selena asks. Her voice is laced with desperation, something black and screeching with glowing eyes.

“No, I lost him.” I stand on my tippy toes, peering over the mass of people with plastic straws glued to their lips, fastening them to elongated Hexes or other cocktails with sinister names—Rattlesnake Kiss or Black Ops. I am trying to find some kind of passage through these lost souls. “The only option to catch up with him is to walk in the street or hop the wall of this inlet and wade through.” I point to my right, toward the main entrance of a hotel that’s designed to look like an oasis, or a deserted island where the welcoming inhabitants moonlight as scalpers, those who collect cranial bones.

I hear what sounds like a tabla, that pair of Indian drums you play with your hands, then I get a whiff of kerosene. I think of those mysterious fires that burned every major city at the turn of the century, or the disastrous earthquakes that affected port cities, toppling old-world architecture like the calamitous feet of Godzilla, that prehistoric reptilian monster awakened and empowered after suffering through decades of nuclear radiation. In a nonlinear timeline, this might make sense, as it would if the world doesn’t work like we perceive it and everything happens all at once.

“What’s that noise?” Selena yells over the crowd, who have now stopped en masse in the middle of the sidewalk. We’ve been dumped in front of this turquoise false bay that reeks of algaecide, instead of a low tide stained with diesel fuel and contaminated mussels.

The man standing next to us, a guy with a Fu Manchu mustache, motorcycle cuts, and a can of beer in his hand, responds. “It’s time for the volcano show,” he says, then points to a plaster mountain reminiscent of Diamond Head in Honolulu. I see palm trees wilting in the background, clearly homesick.

The drumming gets louder and more intense. It makes me think of those drum circles in Venice Beach where a drifter could bang on a sharkskin and suddenly manifest as a shaman. You could close your eyes and think you were in an equatorial zone, an arrangement containing barbarians and betrayal, fish with sharp teeth and a flaccid wind. Then the plaster crater ruptures, deifying into its own personal Krakatoa, a dedication to the Ring of Fire. Lighter fluid takes residence within my nostrils, and the slight chill in the moistureless air is replaced by a dry heat that does not exist in tropical regions. All the stupefied tourists on the boulevard squeal like wounded squirrels.

I work my way to the edge of the facade, up to the railing that serves as a barrier between us and the misleading water. I press my body against it and lean forward, not unlike the image of a bawdy lady figurehead, which I find apropos.

“Selena, I see him!” I motion her over and hear her work her way through the crowd, to this infernal realm wedged somewhere between Java and Sumatra.

“Where?” She sticks her head out from the mob of people. I see her eyes cast a line, then catch him.

“Oh! I see him too.” We both watch Glen stare straight ahead at the flames, mesmerized, as if he’s ingested some kind of pill that makes your pupils dilate and your mouth go slack. Selena turns to face me. “Do you think he’s okay?” Her voice registers a note lower than her usual tone.

“He looks downtrodden, to say the least. Maybe his seminar wasn’t well attended.” I hold one palm out toward the flames, a gesture to show my confusion. “Or maybe his feelings really got hurt by those jerks.”

Once the flames abate, he moves away from the wall that is a barricade and starts moving again. We follow, watching him lumber past Rome, then saunter by fountains that might be a memory of Lake Como, or anywhere near the Italian Alps. He walks unfazed through the streets of New York without any change in his unnatural gait, or any sign of stopping. Now the go-go boots are pinching my toes and rubbing my feet in a manner that is becoming hard to ignore. The wig scrapes against my scalp, and I think about the word surrender. I consider removing my boots. Selena is ahead of me and keeps turning back to mouth the words catch up! When the crowd begins to dissipate, I fear he’ll slip into a back alley and break down, but he moves on until he reaches his final destination, the hotel themed like King Arthur’s lair. The sight of it makes me think of the phrase false trappings, but I’m so relieved to end this trek that anywhere with a chair sounds inviting.

We walk into the lobby and lose him when he enters the men’s room.

“What does he want here?” Selena looks like she’s picked up the scent of something molting, a lizard shedding a decaying skin. “This is by far the hokiest hotel. It doesn’t even look like it’s trying. Is it supposed to be medieval? Or look like the setting of a video game? I can’t tell.”

I can’t help but agree. The atmosphere reminds me of when someone trips or falls and you look away, pretending you didn’t see it. There’s a giant sculpture of a purple dragon with a puffed-out chest stationed in the middle of the casino, leaning against a stone turret. Its jaw is unhinged, revealing a mouth of Dracula-like incisors and a blood-red tongue that could devour us whole. I set my attention on the beast’s arms. The creature looks like a bodybuilder from Muscle Beach, something that injects hormones into its pectorals. There’s an overall sinister feeling that makes me think of the kind of explicit photos you could find on the dark web.

I elbow Selena. “He’s back!” I say under my breath. Selena steps behind a column, and I follow.

I peek out from the masonry and see him walking. It looks like he knows where he’s going. We watch Glen walk directly toward a sign that might be inviting him like a beacon or an electronic device that transmits coordinates into his temporal lobe.

“Look where he’s going!” Selena points to a yellow neon sign adorned with a martini glass.

I read the sign out loud: “The Last Resort.” I look at Selena. “How appropriate. You just can’t make this stuff up.” I wonder how I’ll ever manage to be alluring here. This plan is going to shit, I think.

Now Selena is poking me in the back. “Come on! Follow him in.” I throw my hand back, as if to shoo her away. Why is it my job to do all the heavy lifting? Sure, he’s my neighbor, but don’t we have the same goal?


CHAPTER 40

I walk to the entrance of The Last Resort and peer in. It smells like cheap whiskey and heartache. I notice the others at the bar, a few men bent over their drinks, and sense disappointment, a lifetime of rolling the dice, and a continuous cycle of coming up empty. These personal histories scare me more than Glen. They feel contagious, something with a pulling effect, a vortex like a drain in the bottom of the ocean.

My eyes shift to the surroundings. The space is overrun with fluorescent colors, possibly designed to look like the interior of a spaceship or a 1950s Atomic Age lounge that does not suffer squares or greasers or beatniks. It also gives off doomsday bunker vibes—a place where you might survive an assault by a high-energy laser weapon. There’s an old-fashioned jukebox in the corner, right next to the statue of Marilyn Monroe wearing a bathing suit and high heels, saluting to no one in particular. I hang back in the dark corner and watch Glen sit down on one of the stools at the counter. He places his bag on the floor next to his feet. The waitress walks over and he asks for a vodka tonic. Then he gets up and walks over to the jukebox. I see him flip through the pages and land on one. He puts in the required change and punches two buttons without hesitation. He clearly wasn’t perusing—he had a song in mind. Now he sits back down just as the waitress delivers his drink.

Selena scuttles through the walkway behind him, plants herself at the other end of the bar, and flags the waitress. I know what she’s doing. She’s going to order two Hexes and have the waitress bring them to us, saying they’re on the house.

I slide onto the stool next to him, pulling my dress apart so one leg pokes through the slit. I press my shoulder against his, making it seem like an accident. He looks my way, and I’m sure I see him inhale the suggestion of the tropics in the tanning oil, maybe a hint of Tahitian tiare flower to someone with a sophisticated nose.

The waitress slips the Hexes across the bar. “These are on the house,” she says, following along with the script.

Glen shrugs and picks up one of the glasses. He takes a sip and sets it down with a hard thud. “Not bad,” he says to himself. He sniffs the air, like a bloodhound tracking a scent. “Something smells like the Tropic of Cancer—Taiwan in late July.”

He turns his head in my direction and notices my costume. “What are you supposed to be? A fortune teller?” He snickers, and I can’t figure out if this is merely commentary or a serious query.

My heart is walloping in my chest. It’s like a hammer in the hands of a smash-and-grab burglar. I pick up the drink and take several lengthy gulps, until I feel a slight spinning in my head and feel something akin to chutzpah swirl through my star chakra.

I put the drink back down and respond. “No, I’m a palm reader. Give me your hand.” I turn and look at him with an outstretched hand, willing him to obey my command.

He takes another drink of the bizarre fluid, then reluctantly places his left palm in mine. I squint my eyes and bear down toward his hardened skin, tracing my fingers over the lines in his open palm. I close my eyes and repeat the words I hear in my ears. It sounds like a cosmic utterance, a random revelation that seizes control of my mouth.

“You have an infinite capacity for duplicity. The truth at your core remains hidden. Gravity has failed you, as well as your seafaring vessel. You have abused the intellect of your peers and their progeny. Even the sky is offended, and it took retribution by making you flimsy and awkward—a piece of driftwood lying on the sand, snapped, broken, rotting from the inside. You exist in this world alone—without a spouse or children, not even a pet. The bottomless highways on which you tread will melt under your metal wings. Storm clouds will stalk your journey and dowse you with space junk, jagged, unwieldy, slicing open your plexiglass windows, rendering them useless, prone to helium leaks. Gorgons will follow you and insist you drink their verdant water which will bite you, like a three-headed mongrel with a case of bubonic plague.”

I let go and push his hand back toward his body. For a moment, everything is entirely still, like we’re in a vacuum, or the eye of a cyclone. Glen’s chest starts to heave, and I wonder if the Hex is pushing him into a fit, maybe epileptic or diabetic. Now a gasping sound is coming from his mouth.

“That was a riot!” he says. Finally, I realize he’s laughing, not dying. He turns to me and points at my face. “I’ve got it—you’re the bookie! Nice act! You had me fooled for a second.” He picks up his glass and drains it.

“The bookie?” I say it out loud as a question, but he seems to misunderstand.

“Where should we exchange the money?” He is looking at me with a sincerity I find confounding.

The bar shifts into a dominion filled with derelict shadows, the inside of a star that has collapsed and filled with violet smoke. I think of ships sailing through hurricanes in the Malacca Strait, the trade route for sandalwood, camphor, and jade. I think of trench foot and venomous snakes. The room seems to be missing a hollow place for ventilation; it shapeshifts into a tunnel, or maybe a shallow grave.

“Hold on for a sec.” I pray he doesn’t become impatient or testy. I take out my phone to text Selena.

He thinks I’m his bookie! He wants to know where to exchange the money!

A few notes on the piano filter through the speakers and into the whirlpool of the bar. Glen lifts his bottom off his stool, then yells, “This is my song!”

I freeze, as if this will help my ears pick up the melody that as of this second is out of reach. After a few mired moments, I detect Elton again, this time singing “Rocket Man,” and Glen is standing up and joining the chorus. His voice is several steps off key, but he doesn’t care. It’s his song, goddamnit, and he’s gonna sing it. The Hex has made sure of that. The song is another eerie coincidence, but I can’t help feeling it’s not quite right, despite being the theme of his con.

Now Selena has texted me back.

A bookie dressed like that? Is he singing to Rocket Man? That’s guilt beyond a reasonable doubt!

I get the waitress’s attention. “Excuse me, miss, we’re going to need a few more of those green drinks.” She nods, then walks away.

Selena shoots me another message.

Maybe you should invite him up to your room. I could get a cheap one here. We could extract a more precise confession there. Agree?

Yes, I write back. I just ordered another round of hexes, so we have time.

When the song is over, Glen sits back down. I watch as he picks up a cocktail napkin and wipes his brow. “That’s an oldie, but goodie.” He looks at me, running his eyes over me like I’m a prime cut of beef. “Do we know each other? What’s your name?” he asks.

“I’m Esther, but you can call me Queen. Maybe we met at the Renaissance Faire. And you?” The fabrications keep forcing their way through my lips as if they can’t help themselves, working their way toward the absurd. Hopefully, I haven’t pushed my luck too far. Then I watch Selena walk calmly out of the bar to go secure a hotel room.

“I’m Glen.” The waitress comes back and drops off the second round of Hexes. Glen greedily picks his up and rushes it to his mouth, then pushes away the vodka tonic he abandoned when I sat down.

“Glen, will you please keep my seat warm?” I coo. “I want to pick a song too.” Maybe I should be disguising my voice, but that seems too hard.

I slide off my seat and approach the jukebox. I don’t even have to shuffle the pages. The song is right there waiting for me. I push my dollar into the slot and press B11, which makes me think of Bingo, the game of chance.

When I get back to my seat, Glen is halfway through his second Hex. Now he turns to me and asks, “What’s your favorite book?”

I pick up my drink and gulp, too dumbfounded by this line of questioning to speak. How did we pivot to this random topic? Is he playing a game of fetch? Another ruse to get me to divulge my personal preferences he can use against me, like one of Connie’s tricks?

“Orwell,” I declare. “Nineteen Eighty-Four.” I considered lying, but my body betrayed me, proving this isn’t something I can lie about. “And yours?” I hold the sweaty drink in my hand, taking birdlike sips for courage now and then, while being careful not to drink too much and get lost in a debilitating haze.

“Good choice.” He smiles, like it was a quiz and I got the answer right. “Let’s see . . . aside from the obvious,” he tilts his head down as if I should know what he’s talking about, “I would say Lord of the Flies.”

I shake my head. Of course this is his favorite book. The irony isn’t lost on me. My phone dings, and I look down to see a message from Selena.

The room is booked. We’re good to go.

Now I’m forced to shift to my seductive side. Come on, Lilith. Help me out. Just as I’m about to force my back into an uncomfortable arch and stroke my silver toes suggestively against his loafered feet, my song starts playing.

Suddenly, I sense Glen shift. I watch as his neck elongates when his ears detect the intro. He comes to attention like a prairie dog scanning the plains for predators. Perhaps he’s picked up the scent of a swift fox, or a honey badger. His antennae are up, and he’s darting in his mind. His eyes shift from side to side like a robot that’s malfunctioning. When Elton’s voice reaches the height of his falsetto range, Glen’s body finally relaxes. He raises one hand into the air and coils it into a fist that looks like the Black Panther salute. I lean closer to get a better look at his face. It is totally blank, devoid of any emotion. He puts his arm down just as Selena reenters the bar.

Before Selena can scurry back to her seat at the far end of the bar, I walk up to her and grab her by the shoulders, not caring if Glen sees because it’s clear he’s not here, in the present. He’s somewhere out in space where Martians might drink beer and rock out to power ballads. Maybe even play pool or dice.

“Something strange is happening. It started when I played ‘Goodbye, Yellow Brick Road’ on the jukebox.” I point to Glen, who now looks catatonic. “I’m concerned there’s a problem with his central processing unit. Or maybe it’s a side effect of the Hexes?”

“Get him to the room. I’ll meet you there. Room 237.” Selena hands me the key card. Then she slams down a wad of cash on the bar and runs off.

The song ends and Glen blinks for several seconds, as if readjusting himself to the here and now, on this blue planet.

“Come on, Glen,” I say to him, enunciating each word like I’m talking to someone with a hearing problem. “Let’s go to my room. So we can exchange the money.” I put extra emphasis on the word money, hoping it will move him along.

As we walk through the casino, I think I could be your bookie. I envision a scenario where Selena and I take a chance on the game with the biggest odds, and win. Glen could make us a lot of money when he reveals his admissions that we’ll broadcast in Selena’s exposé. Now we’re walking through the lobby that looks like a feudal village. I could picture Joan of Arc here, galloping on her white horse over the drawbridge, while all the villagers cheer.

Glen and I walk past the court jesters with their brightly colored garments and octopus-tentacled hats decorated with bells. One of them is juggling, and I wonder if he ever drops a ball, or whether it even matters in this season of revelation. In some far-off galaxy, I sense a rumbling. I foresee the stirrings of an unmasking because the universal law is a sure thing, always circling back to the truth at the core of all being—what is done in the dark will always make its way to the light.


CHAPTER 41

When we make it to the hotel room, I’m surprised by the lack of theme. It’s an ordinary room, with two queen beds, a desk, a lamp, and a chair. The yellow glow of the lamp seems to intensify the mustiness seeping from the carpet. I wonder what kind of sins have been committed here.

I push Glen toward one of the beds. To my surprise, he lies down on his side in a fetal position, with his arms grasped around his briefcase like it’s a stuffed bear. He doesn’t even bother to kick off his shoes. The vacant look on his face has not abated, and I am starting to sweat under my arms, even around my decolletage.

Selena texts me.

I forgot to give you the voice recorder! What should we do?

I look over at Glen. Now his eyes are closed, and I fear he’ll fall into a slumber so deep he won’t wake up for weeks.

I write Selena back.

Everything is going wrong. He’s already asleep. You may as well come up here. You can give me the recorder, then you can hide in the shower.

When Selena gets here, she tiptoes through the door. “Are you sure he’s asleep?” She peers toward the bed from around the corner.

“I don’t know. Either way, it’s like no one’s home. It seems as if he went into some sort of trance.” I hold out my hand toward Glen. “Should we be concerned?”

Selena walks a few steps closer to him, clearly taking notice of the childlike positioning of his body. “It’s probably part of the programming they gave him to get him to forget his mission. He probably heard his trigger word in the song.”

“Intriguing. How do we get him out of this hypnotism?” I ask. Selena puts her fingernail between her teeth, presumably searching her brain for a recipe to quell this madness.

“Well, let’s think of what he was singing. I know you said he got weird with ‘Goodbye, Yellow Brick Road,’ but are you sure it didn’t start with ‘Rocket Man’? I mean, that’s the obvious one. Or maybe the trigger word is more than that. Maybe it’s a phrase,” Selena says as she taps the side of her head. “Maybe it’s high as a kite.”

We both look at Glen. He doesn’t budge. Then I think of Dorothy, clicking her ruby-sequined slippers three times as she repeats her own psychosis-inducing spell.

“What if we repeat that three times?” I suggest.

Selena quietly claps her hands together. “That could work. Let’s try it.” She takes the recorder out of her bag and hands it to me. “Put this on the desk and hit record. I’ll stay back here, while you say the magic words.”

“What happens after that?” I am eagerly awaiting more instruction, as if she has the procedure for extracting information after ingestion of a general anesthetic, like those Hexes heavy with schnapps and crafty intentions.

“Just wing it!” She runs to the bathroom and hides behind the door.

I set the recorder on the desk and hit record. I take a deep breath, hoping to calm the fluttering in my stomach. I take slow, careful steps toward Glen, then sit down on the edge of the other bed, facing him. Now I wonder if there’s any concern with the rhythm or beat. Should I say it slowly, like an incantation, or do it fast, like ripping off an irritating facial mask? Does it require a melody, or is spoken word acceptable?

My phone dings again. It’s Selena.

Just do it!

Her mind-reading abilities are starting to irk me, but I proceed anyway.

“High as a kite. High as a kite. High as a kite.” The words erupt from my lips like lightning.

I wait for several seconds, but nothing takes. If anything, Glen only looks more peaceful and baby-like. I consider the current moment and realize how bizarre it is. Here I am dolled up like some royal lady, trying to guess the trigger word to break my despicable neighbor out of his stupor. I wish I had a flashlight. Maybe I could point it in his eyes and see the bottom of the ocean, where the scraps are buried, where the barnacle-encrusted fuselage rests with nothing in its hull but lies and darting fish. I wish I could tap him on the head and invoke him to confess his ghost stories. Then I could show him how John’s betrayal left a black pit in the space that used to be my heart. Maybe we could scare each other.

I reach for my phone and text Selena.

That didn’t work. But I have another idea.

I point my eyes at Glen and watch the heavy rhythm of his breath. It makes me think of the ocean currents around the Cape of Good Hope. I close my eyes and call on Lilith. Come on, Lilith. Let’s hit it. Now the mythical force of gravity is willing me to open my coral grotto of a mouth.

“Goodbye yellow brick road.” I pause. I try to detect any inkling of change but nothing happens. “Goodbye yellow brick road.” I hold my breath. I notice his face seems more relaxed. The tight grasp he had around his briefcase has loosened. Come on, Lilith. Let’s make progress. “Goodbye yellow brick road.”

I move away, to the foot of the bed. Whatever happens, I’d like to be out of harm’s way, in case he erupts like an incendiary device, something blinding made with quicklime or white phosphorus. Now he is uncurling himself. He sighs like a teenager who refuses to get up for school. Eventually, he pushes himself upright, drops the briefcase, and flutters his eyes open while yawning. His mouth is as deep and wide as the proverbial wolf’s. He looks around, seeming worried, like he’s searching for a lost item, something precious and valuable. When he sees his briefcase on the floor, he snatches it.

“Did we make the exchange yet?” he asks. He is feeling through the leather case with his fingers, trying to make a deduction by touch.

“No.” It occurs to me playing dumb would benefit me, mostly because in this moment, I am.

He unzips the case and pulls something out. He holds it up to the light. It’s a book with a familiar cover. There’s an illustration of a carousel horse against a blood-red sky, superimposed over an etching of Central Park. The animal has a frenzy in its eyes, a catching fever I imagine is quick to proliferate. I think of the quote “behold a pale horse” and realize this is that dreaded fourth horse, the harbinger of the apocalypse, being taken for a circuitous ride.

I know this book with its menacing cover. I remember holding it in my hands, carrying it home with me from school. I remember how I found the language shocking, the themes penetrating and exhilarating. I remember Holden’s hatred of phonies, and his apathetic attitude that was somehow endearing. This is the cover of The Catcher in the Rye.

Glen opens up the front cover and points to a date. “First edition,” he says. He turns a page and shows a signature. “And signed.”

I lean in and read the inscription. “Leave me alone,” it says, and that’s all. Salinger’s name is scribbled below in black lazy loops.

“Is that really his handwriting?” I ask.

Now Glen seems lucid. As if merely holding the book in his hands has given him an inherent power, like the free energy that permeates the ether.

He nods his head. “This was one he signed later in life, after an assassination or two, when his book was beginning to get a bad rap, and all those crazies started hounding him. So, you could understand his feeling.” He closes the book and sets it down on the bed. “Do you have the cash or what?”

“I think I misunderstood the situation,” I admit. I pry my brain open, scrambling it around to try to understand how this all relates to gambling. Finally, I realize it doesn’t. He’s not talking about a bookmaker who sets odds on sporting events, who accepts and places bets, and pays out winnings. Bookie must be a play on words, a label like bookworm or bookish. God, he can’t even get language right. And how does he not recognize me under this shoddy disguise?

“Off the black market, this would cost you three times as much.” He is still trying to barter. “You could easily resell it and profit, with a signed edition like this. It would make it to auction in a heartbeat. The only problem would be the authentication. There’s no chain of custody, no bill of lading. You’d have to invent some outlandish story. Say your uncle died and you found it in a box in the attic with his lingerie. That kind of thing.” He is motioning with his hands.

“How did you get this, Glen?” I want to pick up the book, maybe run my fingers over the signature. Then I think, hell, this could be one of his many fabrications, but something about this feels like it holds weight. It has a heaviness like a tangible object, not something like a vapor or a whisper, easily absconded by the breeze.

“After the space program, they gave me a direct line to the guy. I convinced him to gather old copies from around his house, sign them, and send them to me so I could sell them on the black market for profit. That was after the whole scheme, when they were still trying to organize my law degree and fabricate all of my publications.” He crosses his legs like we’re having a lovely chat, and in a different scenario, I might offer to make coffee.

“Why didn’t they wire you the money you needed?” As soon as the question leaves my lips, I realize his confession. Did he just mention the space program and use the word scheme? I’m not sure what’s more exciting, this admission or the fact I don’t have to take off my dress.

“They get off on skullduggery. Everything with them is a complicated maze you could never find your way out of, even if you tried. The more confusing they can make things, the harder it is to trace them. A wire transfer might be easily discovered by an inquisitive bank teller, who’d sell the story to the Enquirer. Plus, they had it out for Salinger because of all the times he went off script and did something eccentric that would get him mentioned in the press. They don’t like it when you glitch.”

Now I wonder, is what’s happening now considered a glitch? Or is it a result of our celestial underpinnings laced with assistance from those helpers: the costume saleslady, Linda the waitress, and the nameless bartendress?

“Who are they?” I ask. I intensely hope the recorder is picking all of this up, in case he gets down to brass tacks and reveals details, maybe names.

“The powers that be, of course,” he tells me, as if this is a satisfactory reply. Now I feel like I’m trapped in a fairy tale, full of riddles and puzzles. I put my hand to my temple and give it a rub. This is not the kind of conversation I imagined I’d have with a law professor. It’s more like talking to the Mad Hatter.

“Can you give me any names? Or the names of groups? Maybe even a hint.” I figure one more dig can’t hurt.

“Politics is like a can of worms, or the tentacles of a tangled octopus. You never really know where the center is,” he says while rubbing his chin.

“Why are you still selling the books?” I ask earnestly. “Isn’t your law professor salary enough?” I lean my head on my hand, then feel the wig skew to one side. I quickly shift it back in place; however, if Glen has noticed, he doesn’t seem to mind.

“I sell them because I still have a few in my possession, Esther. And I need to offload them. These are not items you can just give away to Goodwill. They require a certain finesse.” He yawns again and stretches. I wonder if I’m boring him.

“Can I ask you about the Odyssey disaster?” I figure I may as well go full throttle and get to the good stuff. What have I really got to lose?

“I’m not supposed to talk about that. Officially, I don’t know anything about it.” He crosses his arms over his chest, clearly shifting back to a sealed state.

“You did just tell me about it. Didn’t you?” This conversation is draining me and making me feel slightly insane, like I’m wandering through a cornfield at dusk, with a smear of heat rising above the chaff, as someone follows me and laughs, mocking me for my curiosity.

“Oh yeah. I guess I did.” He uncrosses his arm and places one hand on his chin, like he’s thinking deep and serious thoughts.

Now I’m at a loss. I can see he’s been keeping things bottled up, and is more than eager to speak, but there’s still some code I need to break, some magical equation that will get him to open up like a flower on a spring morning. I consider making tea in the miniature coffee maker on the desk as a way to break some of the tension that has stained the sour air. Instead, I take out my phone and text Selena.

I think you should come out here. I’ve hit a brick wall. He’s talking in riddles, and I can’t seem to pierce through.

I stand up and move closer to him, nudging my bare knee against his. “Glen, I’m going to have a friend join us. I thought we could have a little fun.” I wink and shift my hips, going back to the original plan of seduction, but Glen only blinks.

I walk to the bathroom to fetch Selena. “Just come out here.” I pull on her arm and hear her gasp. When I get her into the light of the hallway, I see she looks like a kid who has been caught playing with matches. “Don’t worry. He’s glitching.” I try to calm her. “I need help breaking the ice. Maybe you can take a video while I induce him to speak. I can tell he wants to, but he needs more convincing.” Now I’m seeing the irony of this role reversal. The woman with the master plan has let fear take over.

I keep pulling Selena by the arm until she’s in Glen’s eyeshot. “Glen, this is my lady-in-waiting.” Selena gives a quick wave. Then we both pause, grasping each other’s hands, waiting to see his reaction, as if we’ve poked a bear, or a porcupine with murderous quills.

“Hi.” He scans his eyes over her, starting from the top. “You look familiar.” He stares at her more intently now, studying her face. “No. I can’t place you. I would remember such wild hair.” He picks up the book and points again to the cover. “Do you want to buy the book? I’ll let you have it for ten thousand even.”

“No, Glen. She doesn’t. We want to talk about something else.” I turn to Selena, whose face is now bleached, and I wonder what happened to all that valor she had earlier. Resignation is often a dish served cold, gummy, and with great surprise. “Get out your phone and take a video, please.”


CHAPTER 42

Again I position myself on the bed opposite Glen and cross one leg. Suddenly, I’ve become the reporter. All my trepidation has dissipated, and I’m prepared for this examination under oath. Selena comes around to the other side of the bed and sits down facing Glen, who is now wearing the blank look of a school shooter. She holds up her phone and points the camera at him.

“We want to talk about the Odyssey disaster.” I take a deep breath and gather my thoughts.

Then I continue. “We need to know the full story. This is important for your everlasting soul, which we’re trying to save. It’s a kind of redemption, a way to release your corrupt past that must haunt you every night when the sun goes down, like a yowling cat in a period of heat. It must stalk you in your dreams, chase you with a scythe. But if you tell us what happened, it will be an absolution. God will not forsake you. Do you understand?” I look back at Selena, and she gives me the thumbs up. Now we’re rolling. If this were a sailboat, the sails would be taut, and we’d have one rail in the water as we slice through these black waters.

Glen seems to be taking all of this in, considering the momentous offer of pardon and release. My heart stirs in anticipation of his scandalous proclamation.

He opens his mouth to speak.

“Is that a go-go boot?” He points to my silver shoe.

My head falls into my hand. Our metaphorical sailboat has crashed into a wall of ice, and I’m beyond exasperation. I’m bordering on lunacy. I turn around to confront Selena. “I don’t know what happened. He was talking about the space program and a scheme, then he clammed up. Maybe I should repeat the phrase again?”

She shrugs. “Let’s make some tea,” she decides, then she puts down the phone. “At least it will murder some time.”

I let out a long sigh and peruse the tea bags I have stuffed in my purse, in case of a situation like this. “We have rooibos, tulsi, or oolong. Anything appeal to you?”

“I could use a pick-me-up. I’ll go with oolong,” Selena answers. I hand her the tea bags while Glen counts on his fingers like an idiot savant.

“Glen, do you like oolong?” I give it a go, not really expecting him to make a coherent response.

“The White Rabbit drinks tea. He takes it with butter,” he announces. Then he opens his mouth and stretches it like he’s warming up for a hot-dog-eating contest, and I pray something with eight legs and tiny fangs won’t crawl out.

Selena and I stop fussing over the tea and focus all our attention on Glen. I want to speak, but I fear interrupting will hinder the lost artifact that might emerge from the burial mound of his mouth. Selena approaches him cautiously like he’s a silverback gorilla, an animal capable of carnage.

“Nobody was on the shuttle. Not even the chimpanzee. There was a problem with the propulsion systems. They didn’t have enough thrust.” Glen’s admission hits my ears like the electronic trill of a slot machine.

I’m aware something we said has acted like a spell, and this confession is the residue. I look up at Selena and notice her phone is not in her hands where it should be. She’s still clutching the bags of tea.

“They shut it down at the last second, but they needed to save face. So they sacrificed our vessel and sent us deep underground.” He closes his eyes and scrunches his cheeks. Then he puts one hand over his eyes, as if this disclosure is hurting his mind. I take this opportunity to run back to my seat across from him.

“They took inspiration from wrestling.” He keeps going, unprovoked. “It was popular at the time.” He sighs, then opens his eyes. “We live in a simulation,” he says, as if this is of no big consequence. “You should learn not to be so offended by falsehoods. The world is full of such dupes.” He shakes his head as he speaks.

“What was the point of the mission? Before it was scrapped.” I take a chance and cross my fingers as an act of divination. It doesn’t matter that Selena flubbed getting this footage. I need to know the truth.

“They wanted to see if our ship could crack the top of the fishbowl. We were sent to be unwitting kamikazes. Luckily, they realized the foreseeable failure and decided they didn’t want to waste us for nothing. Our death would’ve been inevitable, and it might have induced a biblical flood.” His eyes turn into slits, giving him a predatory look.

“Can you explain that idea further?” I try to ignore the menace in his eyes that reminds me of the Big Bad Wolf or nihilism.

“That’s enough information. I’ve exceeded the limits of my pronouncements.” His face becomes flushed. I understand he has set an uninfringeable limit, and dismissing this border could be dangerous. But I am determined. I did not risk this ungodly city to play nice.

“What would happen if your spacecraft hit the top of the dome?” I want him to explain the ramifications of his journey, the peril of a rupture at the periphery of the planet. I want diagrams and maps. I want long-winded answers we can quote and illustrations in color detailing what could’ve happened at the end of the world, under the threat of permanent midnight at a time when Glen was bold enough to shoot for the limits of the sky.

“Your motion is denied.” He shuts his mouth and pretends to zip it. Then he throws away the imaginary key.

I look over at Selena, and she twists her face into a shape that indicates she’s reached the bounds of her insights. I decide I’ve had enough foolishness anyway.

“Thank you, Glen. ‘In a time of universal deceit—telling the truth is a revolutionary act.’ That’s an Orwell-attributed quote.”

Now he is gazing out the window, completely oblivious of what I’m saying, and I wonder if he’s spotted his soul out there, perhaps wishing he could get it back.

Despite his lack of awareness, I pardon him anyway, because I am a woman of my word. “Your sins are hereby absolved, in the name of the Maiden, the Mother, and the Crone.” I look back at Selena. She nods and gives me the OK sign.

The lights in Glen’s head turn back on, and he moves to the edge of the bed. “You think I’m old,” he suddenly accuses. He is short of breath, panting. “A lifetime of deceit is wearing. Pity me!” he orders. Then he grabs a handful of fabric from my dress and bunches it in his fist. His eyes have turned a different color, a light shade of blue like a terminal region where the skies curl inward and starving wolves howl.

I manage to stand up, but he’s clasped onto me. For some reason, flying monkeys and the Judgment tarot card in reverse come to mind.

Now he is squeezing my arm. “Bed me, you wench!” he yells. “I deserve to be mounted!” His brittle nails push into my flesh. My wig slips off and falls to the stale carpet with a thud that reminds me of a crow falling from a tree, succumbing to the unavoidable forces of nature.

“Stop it, Glen! You’re hurting me!” I snatch my arm back and notice Selena is behind Glen, pulling at his shirt in an attempt to get him off me. I consider the implication of his touch. It could be like a curse, cancerous, flesh-rotting. I’m trying to get away, but his grip on my dress is too strong.

“Call me papa-san! That’s what the girls in Ho Chi Minh City called me.” With his free hand, he points his finger toward the ground with a vicious rage. He is still sitting on the edge of the bed, despite his violence.

“Let go of me!” I look down at him while wrangling my skirt away, and I notice the scaliness of his face. He reminds me of one of those parrots who has pecked away all of their plumage, revealing a raw and broken hide. I consider the possibility that he’s one of those reptilians, that he goes around beheading mice. He breaks free from Selena and lunges at me again. This time I feel my enchanted shoes shuffle to the side like I’m moonwalking, gliding gracefully over lunar dust.

“Come on!” I yell to Selena. “Let’s get out of here!” I give Glen a hard shove, and he slips to his knees, enfeebled. Then we run.

We descend through the hermetic chamber we call an elevator, through the harsh medieval world of the casino, a barren land entrenched with vice and graft. We break through the doors of perception, into the night inflamed with glitter and iniquity, but somehow, we are safe. We are enshrouded in a safety net, a warm blanket tossed by our ancestors. We exist in the holy wild where the goddesses traipse. We flourish in this simulation between moments that seem mundane, and others bizarre, otherworldly, immersed in the divine unseen.

We are far away from home, far from the shelter of the San Fernando Valley with its feral mountains and canyons, its dependable willows and oaks, caught in this gaudy abstraction that still holds traces of its atomic tan. We sense this nuclear winter is winding down. The snow will melt. The sun will return, and the bells will ring in our favor. I try to envision this in the black air lifting off the boulevard beneath our fast-moving feet.


CHAPTER 43

I wake up with the sun cutting through the sheer hotel curtains, targeting my rebellious eyes that wish to stay closed longer. The light seems somehow different. Gone is the yellow haze that lingered like rancid grease in the desert air. Now it is clear like a spring in the mountains that hasn’t yet been pilfered by a foreign corporation who sells what’s rightfully ours back to us, like the scoundrels they are. It feels free of blasphemy, as if St. Patrick has banished all the serpents, and they slithered far away into the sea.

I hear the shrill ding of my phone, and I wonder who on Earth would message me, other than Selena, who is still sleeping in the bed next to me. I reluctantly roll on my side and pick up the phone. It’s Tyler.

You were right, he says. Then a video comes through. I click on a link and the video’s title pops up. “Law Professor found, ‘out of it,’ wandering the Strip claiming to be a fallen astronaut.” The video plays, and I see a figure wading through the knee-deep lagoon where they hold the volcano show. At first glance, it seems to be a woman with long dark hair, but the camera zooms in on Glen’s ragged face. His eyes are fixed into a kind of stare that refuses to blink. He kneels down in the overly chlorinated water, then turns onto his back and tries his best to break into a backstroke, but it’s too shallow, and his arms catch the concrete bottom. Laughter erupts from the person holding the camera. Glen stands up, and the frame zooms in closer. He’s wearing a T-shirt, which is now sopping wet, and I see it says something—a catchphrase or slogan. When the camera stops moving, I read it clearly. It says, “I survived the Stratosphere and all I got was this lousy T-shirt.”

Now Glen notices the person filming him. He takes slow, awkward steps toward the lens, looking like a creature emerged from a Florida sinkhole. He puts his arms over his head and waves them like he’s a castaway signaling a passing freightliner.

He points to the camera. “I was the captain of the starship Odyssey, and I’m still here.” He grabs the wig off his scalp and tosses it into the ultra-blue water. I hear a squeal, then someone whispers, “What the hell?”

“Where’s the fire?” he asks the person holding the camera. “I saw it last night.” He turns toward the plaster volcano and curses it. “That thing’s not real!” He seems aghast and irate. He runs both hands through his wet hair, slicking it back. His eyes have gathered a frenzied momentum, like they might fall from his skull.

He moves toward the camera again, and I feel he wants all eyes on him. He needs to be the center of attention, or else he doesn’t exist. He needs this energy to feed on. He is sustained by darkness and fear.

He pokes his index finger into his chest. “I’m a pilot, not a lawyer! I don’t care about grift!” He kicks at the water, and it splashes the screen. “I’m an aerial combat specialist.”

He looks despondent. I sense he’s searching his mind for any remnant of normalcy, but it’s barren, raided like an emperor’s tomb.

“I put my nose to the grindstone. I studied the trajectories, the path of ascent. I knew the story of Icarus’s journey. I knew how badly it ended. But I still put my neck on the line. Figured if I could skate through My Lai, get rewarded for dropping bombs on fleeing VC farmers, then why not evade the glass roof? It’s all just target practice, anyway.” He lifts both hands over his head and makes a gesture like he’s raising the roof. Then he tries to dance. He pushes his hips around like he’s doing the jive, but it comes out jerky and robotic. I should look away, but I can’t.

Now he’s yelling again. “William Shatner’s got nothing on me! I am the man with the golden gun.” He mimics a gun with his fingers and starts shooting, making firing noises with his mouth. “Pew, pew, pew!” The person behind the camera is laughing so hard the frame shakes like a rattled fault line. Then the video fades to nothing.

I understand this is not just an ordinary fragmenting of consciousness. This is the universe at play. Here we thought we ruined our chance at unveiling Glen’s history, but the job was elevated to a higher hand—one that could shatter the facade like a brick through glass, like a bulldozer rammed into unraveling monuments. The fairylike force of the Goddess is cradling us in her compassionate arms while she strangles the masonic morons with strands of her unkempt hair, keeping us free from blame. This is the moment you discover the source of seismic waves. You could dip your toe in and feel the pulse. This is when you relate Earth’s magnetic field to Ohm’s law—when you surrender to the wisdom of the tides and lunar cycles.

My phone pings. It’s Tyler again, and he’s sent an article. I scan the headline—“Man Who Claims to be Odyssey Astronaut Placed on Psychiatric Hold after Found Floundering in Las Vegas Lagoon.” I click on the link and read the first paragraph.

Officers apprehended a man in his early seventies who seemed to be having a psychotic episode. An eyewitness reported that he cooperated with responding officers, but repeatedly announced, “Some witches put a spell on me,” and “I was captain of the Odyssey. Worship me.”

I put down my phone. I rub my eyes, then pinch the flesh on my underarm, making sure I’m not delirious. Satisfied by the sting, I tell myself: the moment of revelation is approaching. The new dawn is here. It is a morning of jasmine and birdsong, dew and dreaming. The sun in its full power is casting light on all corrupt systems and fools. Then I think, the heart of the wise inclines to the east, like the rising sun or a fiery phoenix, but the heart of the fool droops to the west, where it leaches into the sea to be devoured by all those cast-out serpents. This is how ugliness dissolves, how beauty increases.

I walk over to Selena and sit down next to her pillow. “Grand rising, Selena.”

Selena lets out a sulky sigh. “What time is it?” she asks. She tries to open her eyes, but the sun is too strong. It shines like a thousand candles reflecting off bronze statues and the open face of an uninterrupted moon.

I dip my head down and place my lips near her ear. “It’s time to get up and go celebrate. It’s time for eggs Benedict with Bellinis, Belgian waffles glistening with globs of butter, and endless carafes of French roast drenched in raw cream. For dessert we’ll eat lotuses and float on our backs in a real lagoon—maybe in Mauritius or the Seychelles. You can write your article there, and I’ll laze in the sun, grow out my shorn hair.” A lengthy smile has captured my face and refuses to let go.

“Joan, what are you going on about? You’re talking in riddles like Glen.” Her hand is covering her brow.

“Look at this. Tyler sent it.” I nudge her over and shove my phone in front of her drowsy face. When the video is finished, she sits up.

“O holy day! We did it. The truth is finally coming out,” she announces at a low volume. “His vainglory was his undoing.”

“Let’s get breakfast, then go home. I’ve had enough of this false oasis polished with excessive neon and noise that flaunts the patriarchy by refusing to sleep,” I say.

I pick up my phone and text Tyler.

I’m coming home.


CHAPTER 44

We’re flying through the parched air, leaving the state of Nevada for good. Heading back to freeways bursting at the seams with idling cars and exhaust. Back to the bougainvillea that lays claim to any vertical surface it can climb, winding around pilasters, columns, and posts like an exotic snake. Back to the oleander whose petals you must never ingest, only gaze at with admiring eyes, and the river that sleeps until someone is bold enough to dynamite her free from her concrete casket.

The clouds outside my window are round and puffy. At this height, you’d have to assume they’re natural formations of gas, billowy wisps that gain energy as they drift. I wonder how far away the stratosphere is from the stream we’re bouncing on, and what our gash in the crust must look like to extraterrestrials. What do they think of the swimming pools that shine like pieces of genuine turquoise? Can they sense the pretense down there? Or do they only notice what shines, like the Santa Monica Bay with its endless glistening blue that only pauses at Hawaii?

The flight attendant comes by holding a tray filled with processed snacks vacuum-sealed in Mylar. “Peanuts or pretzels?” she asks.

“Both,” I answer. I hold out my hand, and she complies without protest, dropping one bag of each into my open palm.

While I gnaw on the stale pretzels, I think about John. I know when we reunite, he’ll be soaked in shame, wanting to patch things up like a shattered window whose pane can be easily replaced, but what he doesn’t realize is that the foundation is broken. It sits askew atop rotten beams. He’ll still be unable to recognize why he didn’t take a stand for me, why he can never express his true feelings, or utter anything that might be perceived as a slight against the petulant mother-queen. And maybe that’s the problem—his lack of a backbone, his slapdash spine cobbled together with wood that gets washed up in a storm. Now I realize I was aware of this all along, but I put on blinders, pretended not to see it; yet it was always something in him I resented, and that feeling expanded and festered like an ignored wound. I’m as much to blame as he is, because I opted for the easy route—the one that provided comfort, which can be a drug as addictive as any other.

Speaking of which, I wonder what will happen now that the truth is working its way out. I want to hope the world is as thirsty for freedom as Selena and I, instead of enslaved to its comforts, but you never know. I can only find relief in the fact we tried. We did more than that band in the sixties did who sang about wanting to change the world, but didn’t know what to do, so they just passed the baton along to the other guy. Even if nothing changes, we’ll know we fought our hardest, screaming about the lies and deceit in our most wretched punk voices, a scratchy sound like a cackle or wail that makes the silver empire shiver. And we’ll keep on rebelling against anything that attempts to enslave the spirit until the hand of God plucks us from this mortal coil.

If the ground were to shake at this moment and suck us into its ravenous mouth, there would be a cyclone of rust and broken glass, metal wings and dissembled landing gear, maybe a vortex of aluminum, barium, and strontium streaming from concealed nozzles, but I won’t cry while transitioning to that other dimension, that reconfiguration of elements, because we did our part. We had our say. The rest is up to the divine.

Then I wonder what Rose thinks about Glen now that he’s proven himself a fraud as well as a murderous monster. Maybe she can’t even contemplate this. Maybe she’ll create a scenario in her head where he’s been framed, and her beliefs will meld into something like memory loss, a cognitive dissonance that keeps her trapped between rock and quicksand with nothing to reach for but stars that taunt and branches of trees that wave hello but don’t offer to save her from sinking, because the truth is, you can only save yourself from your own invented stories. You cannot pass the buck to your neighbor or daughter or husband. That is a matter between you and your higher self.

[image: ]

Now the desert is completely behind us, and we’re back in the land where the palms dance, back in the city with an airport terminal solely intended for celebrities because here, they get rewarded for pretending. As we walk through the public terminal that smells like industrial cleaning solvent and radiation leaking from X-ray devices, we come upon a television tuned to a national news channel. Lo and behold, there’s the video of Glen glitching in the lagoon, and one of the talking heads is scrutinizing his statements. Are these the ramblings of a law professor who had too much fun in Vegas? Or is this something that requires a congressional investigation?

I turn to Selena as the man on TV, whose face is covered with a thick layer of orange makeup and gel greased into his dwindling hair, chatters away. “What do you think Orwell would have to say about this?” I ask.

“He might say ‘sooner or later a false belief bumps up against solid reality, usually on a battlefield,’ because that’s really a thing he said. If we go forward with the exposé, I think he might say ‘prepare to be condemned’ or ‘coming out to the media isn’t going to make you any friends.’” Selena’s bright eyes fade with this element of concern.

“Please elucidate,” I ask. I have a feeling I’m getting her drift, but I’d like confirmation.

“The further a society drifts from truth, the more it will hate those who speak it. I’m not sure if Orwell said that or some other guy, but you get the gist,” she explains. I hear a voice over a loudspeaker. It’s nothing about an imminent attack, just a warning of a gate closure.

“So be it,” I say. “If you don’t write it, the story will get swept under a rug. Something else will dominate the news and no one will remember it anymore. Just like the last several wars they started.”

We start walking again, pulling our carry-on luggage behind us, past gift shops displaying souvenirs like plastic snow globes containing the Hollywood sign and Dodgers hats in an array of colors, not just royal blue.

We make it outside and hail another cab because Selena is convinced rideshares are nothing but Ponzi schemes. The cab we enter smells oddly fishy, like the cabdriver returned from the pier where he caught a stingray and gutted it, not even bothering to wash up. I roll down the window and let the breeze penetrate the fine hairs on my scalp. The wind hits my lips, and I swear I can taste salt, sand verbena, and waffle cone. It’s almost spring. The constant chill in the air is finally fading. In a few more weeks it’ll be loquat season. Then the pink jasmine will blossom. I close my eyes and blow past Easter, straight to May when jacaranda rain from their branches in purple fistfuls, turning the sidewalk into a slippery sea of violet. Then I think, there’s no place like home. There’s no place like the realm of the goddesses, the town of Our Lady, the Queen of Angels.

I pull my phone from my purse and text Ashley.

I know this is overdue, but I’m sorry I screwed up things with your beau. I hope you’ll let me explain and accept my apology.

I guess I’ll also have to apologize about condemning her choice of premed as a major. Who am I to decide what her path should be?

She responds almost immediately.

Are you kidding me?

She includes the emoji with the flatlined mouth. I have to laugh, realizing there’s a part of her that takes after me. Still, this doesn’t satisfy my maternal longings, but it will have to do for now. The past needs time to unwind.

The cab drops Selena off first. “Will you be okay?” she asks. Her face is crinkled like a wad of paper. In the distance, I think I hear a drum circle echoing through the canyon. Maybe Taiko drums with their percussions that emulate the sound of thunder, a sonorous beat to ward off evil spirits like mothers-in-law with malice aforethought.

“I’ll be okay. I just need to tie up my loose ends. I’ll be in contact soon.” We do a sort of European cheek kiss thing, then the cabbie drives away, heading down to that flat patch between mountains.

When I make it home, I find John out on the front lawn, on his hands and knees, weeding. He’s wearing his usual polo shirt, his sensible pants, and running shoes. I can see the determination on his face. He’s battling the dandelions, who don’t care that their bright yellow heads or fluffy crowns add a derelict appearance to his moat. They just want to do their thing. They want to grow toward the everlasting flame of the sun, free from herbicides or the guilt-riddled hands of a realtor.

John doesn’t get up until I’ve crossed the threshold of the property line. Now he meets me at the top of the driveway. He’s squinting as the sun targets the hazel in his irises.

“I didn’t recognize you without hair.” He grabs the carry-on from my hand. I can tell he’s considering hugging me, but he’s not sure it’s the right thing to do. He looks down at my shirt and reads the multicolored font aloud. “Things got weird in Vegas.”

“Selena and I found them in the hotel gift shop and couldn’t resist.” I lift my shoulders, then run one hand over my shaved head, suddenly feeling naked, too exposed.

One corner of his mouth lifts up into a smile. “I heard a little something about Vegas.” He looks down at the driveway, then back at me again. “I’m glad you’re home. And safe. Tyler sent me the news headlines,” he says sheepishly. “I guess you were right after all.” His head tilts toward his feet again.

I don’t respond, because I’m not ready to go there yet. I need to gather my thoughts, my belongings, my dog. “Where’s Winston?” I ask, anxious to reunite with my familiar. I start walking toward the door, but John catches my arm.

“He’s in the back. But I have to warn you—Connie’s still here. She didn’t want to go when I was so upset. I can ask her to leave now.” I read the tension he’s holding in his jaw. It’s like he’s caught between seasons, between liminal spaces like sleeping and waking, a place where nightmares sneak through.

“That’s fine,” I announce. “I have some choice words for her.” I head into the house. I leave my carry-on in the foyer and walk to the sliding glass door. Before I can even pull it open, Winston is frantically barking and jumping, getting his filthy paws all over the clean glass.

I slide the door open about a foot, then Winston bolts in so fast he almost pushes me down. “I’m sorry I left you, Winston.” I squeeze him even though he’s still wiggling and flailing around like an eel. “But don’t worry, I’m back for good, only you and I are gonna have our own adventure now.”

The two of us head into the kitchen. We meet Connie leaning in the doorway holding what I think is a glass of vodka. She stares at me with her lips pursed, like she has something she wants to say that will sting like a scorpion’s tail.

“I’m going to have to be the one to say it. You lost your looks when you hacked off your hair,” Connie tells me. She looks pleased by this. As if she’s been waiting to tell me this for years.

I can’t think of anything to say in response, nor do I want to play this juvenile game. Even if I defend myself, she’ll take it as an opportunity to throw more spikes. I wonder how her edges got so sharp, so serrated. What happened in her life that she feels the need to stab everyone with phantom daggers?

“I heard about Glen.” She takes a sip of the vodka and walks through the doorway. She leans her bottom against the kitchen table, and Winston cowers behind my legs. She glares at me. “So what? You exposed one crooked guy. You think that will save the world? You think that will restore the rightful king? Oh, you foolish child. You just wasted your time. Look what happened to your namesake who made up all that bullshit about having visions. They burned her at the stake. Do you want that to be your fate?” She crosses one leg over the other. Then I wonder, who still wears stockings anymore?

“You’re a vile woman, Connie. You’re full of hate. But I don’t have to put up with you anymore. I’ll be gone by nightfall.” Suddenly, I’m struck by my tenor. It is unwavering and solid, something made of granite or quartz, free from fear of critique or a harsh tone. I’ve become a master of my gravity, the way I ebb and flow against tremendous rocks.

“Are you going to run away and join a coven?” She slurps more vodka and laughs as she pushes back her hair.

“I plan to do that, Connie. I’ll send you a postcard from Salem.” I nudge Winston, and we walk past her and her venomous tongue, through the doorway and up to my room.

As I open my closet and peruse my belongings, I consider moving to the windward side of some Eastern island. I could buy a cottage and mount a kitschy weather vane on the roof—one with a witch riding on a broom, or an owl sitting beside a crescent moon. Then I consider the feeling of belonging to a place. It’s a cosmic structure like a string that tethers me to this telluric mother, this stretch of quaking land. No matter where I go in this world, it won’t break, but it will pull at my epicenter like the tides, until I return my flesh and bones to this soil, this land of drifting palms.

After I’ve made several piles of clothes, my favorite books, and certain sentimental knickknacks from the kids, John walks into the room, but Winston stays glued to my side.

“Did you hear the news? Glen was released from his university. And they’re talking about a congressional investigation. But not into the shuttle thing. It’s only because he bragged about the atrocities he committed in Vietnam.” He comes closer to me and I smell the perspiration drifting off his neck.

I always knew Glen had blood on his hands, but I don’t need to say it. I told you so doesn’t matter now.

“I’m leaving, John. And I’m taking the dog.” I wonder how much of my quest was really about Glen, and how much was about finding myself. Maybe I needed the distraction to point me in a direction where I could embody my femininity, where I could clearly hear the wise woman humming within me. I run my hand over my silk pillowcase as I place it onto the pile. This separation could be my chance at catch and release, salvage and tow.

“I’ll come with you,” he says. “We could rent out the house and buy a condo on the beach. Somewhere far from Connie. It would be a solid investment.” I hear him swallow. I catch the nervousness in his voice. “Or we could get something more basic if you like. A van or a yurt, because, you know what they say—the meek inherit the earth.”

I walk to my bedside table, take out all my books, and place them in a new pile.

“The bible was wrong, John,” I say. “The meek do not inherit the earth. They hobble on their stumps and drown. They sit back and watch the world burn. They let their narcissistic mothers have the last word.”

I notice my words sound like leaves burning under a torch. They sound like insurrection and lawlessness, but maybe I’ve hit upon my true tone. This is my punk singer’s voice. I want to open my mouth and let thousands of words tumble out like marbles. I want to tell him, I love you, but I’ve outgrown you. I have always been too much for you. Too authentic for you. You gave me things I never had before—a safe home, a solid foundation, the safe space to raise a sane family. And for that, I’ll always be grateful. But I’m too damned mad.

“I’m sorry, John. This just isn’t working anymore.” I try to be more straightforward and sympathetic. I try to forget how he almost handed me over to the State, where they lock you in a padded room and turn you into something prehuman, with only a faint memory of freedom.

“Isn’t this impulsive?” He sits down on the bed and fidgets with his collar. “Do you even have a vision of your future? Do you know where you’ll go?”

Overwhelmed by my feelings, I close my eyes. In my internal vision, I see the Devil tarot card, inverted, and despite the appearance of that abhorrent clown, I know this is not an ominous sign. This card is symbolic of release from something binding. It’s a call to confront your shadow, that inner darkness you try to ignore. It’s a sign challenging you to shake off the shackles that chain you to what will only prevent you from growing into an oak, sequoia, or quirky Joshua tree, if that’s what you long to be. This is about uncovering the true self.

I think about how the heart is a drum that beats without human commands or orders. It only follows instruction from a higher source. It mimics the almighty gong of the heavens, the rhythm of the ocean, the pulse of Mother Earth. It tells you when to stay or go. And when the Mother shakes, she releases an internalized pressure, whether from a culture that encourages hustle and struggle, or the ancient curse of wounded women who assume that patriarchal ideal, who know nothing of the moon and her gentle flow.

I stand up and walk to the closet. I take out a few pieces with flowery designs I’ve yet to wear because I just haven’t had the time or opportunity. I pick out some vintage Levi’s with holes in the knees, the ones that John said made me look like a teenager.

“I’ll buy a van, like you suggested, and track the river. I’ll follow her to the source in the foothills. Then I’ll sink down my roots. Maybe join the Native Daughters of the Golden West.”

“Is that a plan, or a poem? Be realistic, Joan.” John gets up. I can see he’s exasperated by my lack of planning, my failure to have a concrete design with principles of materials and construction, proportion and scale. Now he is standing over me like Father Time.

“It’s a way of life,” I say. “Like Malibu or tumbling dice.”

I start folding the clothes on the bed. When I look up, I see John’s stricken face, his ruffled feathers. He shakes his head and walks away, out of the room. I wonder if he’s going to tell Connie about my insolent behavior. Maybe they’ll gang up on me and try to commit me again. Then I realize it’s all over. My movements now have a certain precision, a clarity and definition that proclaim Don’t fuck with me! I caused an astronaut to crack!

By the time I’m done packing, it’s dark. Tonight the moon is shy and red, with a coppery afterglow—like a woman in her cyclic time of shedding. Now she is passing through shadow. There’s a stillness that causes the hackles to rise on the backs of coyotes because they sense spring is near. They sense the edge of this broken world is here. The crickets rub their hind legs together, summoning a primordial chorus of death, birth, and resurrection. Then there’s a blinding flash of light. Not a nuclear explosion, or an elevated notch on the doomsday clock, but a glimmering green burst from the Aurora Borealis. The lost land of Atlantis is calling on her inner dragon. She is swaying back and forth, like a crone in her rocker, like a baby bouncing in her bassinet.

I hear my grandmother’s voice. She’s saying go, go, go—in her thick Brooklyn accent. I hear a jolt like a resonant crack, a tear in the cosmic fabric. It’s not a sinkhole opening. It was only the sound of the door slamming behind me. It was the weight of my past unburdening itself from my waist. It’s a feeling akin to floating, not unlike freeing oneself from the frantic spinning on a skewed axis, a force strong enough to break you apart.

Now there is a certain calm. A stillness. I smell the star jasmine emerging from this long winter. I hear green buds pushing their tender heads up through fertile soil. They’re saying look how I return year after year. I hear them beckoning to me, so I sink to my knees on the grass and call back my dreams. I uncage my heart that keeps time with the seasons and lunar phases. I touch my throat, feeling the vibrations of my rebellious voice. I hear it say I am starting over. I am like a cedar, pine, fir, juniper, or holly. I am evergreen like the redwood—the Alpha and Omega of trees.
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