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The man who drove me up the mountain in the first month of my sixteenth summer looked nothing like my father. He had thick black hair, a thick red neck, and a rosary wrapped around his rearview mirror, but instead of a cross, a miniature naked woman, whose breasts seemed not quite to scale, dangled from the coil of synthetic beads. She bobbed in the flow of the air vents, twisted and slapped two-dimensionally against the cheap black cab plastic, and I was reminded, again, of the shapes of women, the impossible geometry into which I was meant to fold myself. I couldn’t look at her for long. Not because of my own monstrous reflection, which I kept catching in the rearview—also not quite to scale, I thought—but because my stomach was weak in those days. Whenever the car hit a quick dip or banked a long curve, it felt as though parts of my body (throat, liver, one thick thigh) were left hovering, separated, while the rest plummeted, or swerved, or bumped, or whatever.

It was a long drive, our trajectory relentless. Even approaching the Levitation Center is an exercise in antigravity, people used to say, and it’s true: the Center was high enough in the mountains that I felt the air thin out long before I even saw the main building, with its paper-white stucco walls, its red-tipped roof, its enormous golden seal. The atmosphere loosened steadily as we drove; I could feel all that nice, thick sea-level air pooling at my ankles and then abandoning me, even through the churn of the air-conditioning.

In the end, I spent most of the ride staring at an amoebic mole on the back of the cabdriver’s neck. That was my mother’s wisdom: to combat motion sickness, look unwaveringly at something inside the car, something small and still. If it’s decidedly cancerous, dark purple, spreading out at the edges, no matter. Say nothing. Try not to move your eyes.

I know a lot of people who can’t remember themselves as teenagers. They look back and see only smoother, pinker versions of themselves, the actual feeling of those frantic years replaced by anecdote and snapshot. Oh, look, weren’t we babies, weren’t we thin, remember the time we, etc. We were so bad! We weren’t so bad. Who can say? Me, I can’t forget. I remember the girl from that summer as though she were sitting beside me: a fearful girl, but insatiable too, possessed of a fundamental savagery. Well. Can we blame her? It had only been a year since her father had disappeared.

As soon as I started to become nihilistic about my nausea, the cab crested through a final bend and pulled into a white sand driveway the size of a swimming pool. A woman was waiting there, wearing a white dress. She introduced herself as Magda and took my hand, as though she knew me. For a moment, I tried to pull away, but she held on tight, and I was unsteady enough in the thin air that I let her. By now, we were almost eight thousand feet up.

I was late, Magda told me. I was the last, the very last to arrive.

She led me across the driveway toward the Center’s main building. Paths lined with globular pink peonies scribbled out in the grass to either side, but we didn’t follow any of them. Instead we strode, hands linked, across the white expanse. The duffel bag on my shoulder felt heavy, much heavier than I remembered, and I wondered, briefly, if someone could have hidden something inside of it at the airport, when I wasn’t paying attention—a hard-packed pallet of powder, say, or a recording device, or the body of a small child. No, no. Don’t be silly. That’s not what this story is about. (Isn’t it?)

Magda began talking, pointing out all the different buildings, the different trails, listing the daily activities, the times I’d be expected for meditation and meals. I couldn’t follow any of it. Commissary, dormitory, promontory, bedtime story. I stumbled on a bright white rock; it sparked across the sand like a popping kernel. Magda only tightened her grip. She gave an overall impression of linen and salt. They say everyone faints at least once during their first week at the Center, before they acclimate to the altitude. (Altitude is a perfect word for itself, don’t you think, all peaks and valleys and places to slip.) But I’d been drinking steadily from my battered canteen, the one my father had given me years before at a place very much like this one, and so I didn’t fall. Besides, I was busy looking back over my shoulder.

Back over my shoulder, the wind had caught in the loose white sand of the driveway, and was coaxing it upward into a steamy funnel. A group of strange-looking girls, who had clearly been installed at the Center long enough for their heads to become utterly untethered from the old brown world down below, appeared as if from nowhere. They yipped and laughed and took turns running through the snow-white mini-twister, holding hands, shrieking like children at a water park, coming out the other side with thick white eyebrows and heavy white eyelashes and red, sand-scratched cheeks, an instant aging. Magda turned and called out to them and, after a few more furtive whoops and peals, they ran past us toward the main building, sand streaming off their bodies like water.

During most months of the year, the Levitation Center was a panspiritual contemplative community that held meditation retreats, organized talks by spiritual leaders of various lineages, and offered programs with names like “Intermediate Mindfulness Training” and “Open Sky Intensive” and “Walking the Path of Indestructible Wakefulness.” Its visitors practiced Buddhism, Hinduism, and Taoism, among other things. Dowsing, psychology, iridology, judo, aikido, tae kwon do, oil painting, law, yoga, croquet, bodywork, vegetarianism, Reiki, piano, lucid dreaming, crystal healing, palm reading, gratitude, abstinence, tantric sex. The usual assortment of practices for people like these: people who are looking for something.

The Levitation Center wasn’t its real name, of course. That’s just what everyone called it. According to legend, it was the only bit of land left in America where levitation was still possible, at least for those with the correct set of aptitudes. They said there was something about the place—a balancing aura or geological phenomenon or holy spirit, depending on the they in question—that made it easier for anyone with the potential for levitation to achieve it. It was like one of those thin places you stumble across once in a while on sea-beaten cliffs or in toothy graveyards, where the ancient pagan Celts would have said heaven and earth nudged even closer than their usual three feet. Most people walking by would feel nothing. But a bare few might find room there, space for upward motion, for unfurling like paper.

My father was a Buddhist. He too was looking for something. All my life, he’d flown across countries and continents, visiting meditation centers and monasteries, temples and contemplative schools, their names strange and musical: Paro Taktsang, Vajrapani Institute, Dechen Chöling, Samyé Ling, Naropa. I sounded them out to myself in bed while he was gone, spelled them in wet fingertip on my thigh. No one but us knew words like these. He’d go for a week, sometimes a month, while I did homework and ate breakfast and sat alone in my room, and then he’d come home, sliding his suitcase under the bed in the manner of turning a latch. He always seemed different to me in the days following his return: there was a new delicate rawness there, a lingering sense of sublimation, as if his external layers had been steamed loose and peeled away. After a while, they would grow back. A while after that, he’d leave again. It was not dissimilar to ecdysis.

My mother called these trips his retreats from reality, to which my father would say, when he returned, reality is a construct, consciousness an illusion, and my mother would either laugh or turn away, depending on how long he’d been gone that time. After a while, she stopped calling his trips anything, and a while after that, he moved to a small house one town to the east of ours. The direction seemed significant at the time; I see now that it was not. It was from this small house that he would eventually vanish entirely, without a word, without saying goodbye.

Of course: a vanishing preceded by a goodbye is no vanishing at all, though it can be just as incomprehensible.

The beginning I know for sure. Once upon a time, my father went to the Levitation Center. I also know the next part: and he never came back. He missed his weekend with me, and then the next. I remember my mother’s silence filling the car as we waited outside the darkened windows of that new eastern house, engine running, pretending the pile of plastic-wrapped newspapers breeding steadily on his porch meant nothing, nothing at all.

disappear (v.) from dis- “do the opposite of” + appear “come into view,” from the Old French aparoir, aperer “come to light, come forth”; see also: vanish, die out, abandon; see also: no letter, no call; see also: a year and more without a single message to your daughter, who is wondering what could have happened, who is alone with her furious mother, and who misses you.

“You’ve missed the welcome talk,” said Magda. Her bare feet were thin and coated in white dust from the driveway. They looked dead. “Are you hungry?”

My stomach recoiled. The cab, the mole. The slap slap slap of the body on the dash. I shook my head.

“All right.” She shrugged with one shoulder and I wondered how old she was. “Let’s drop off your bag.” She led me inside the building and down a short hallway. Most of the program participants slept in four small dormitories, she explained, though a handful would spend the summer in tents a half mile or so up the mountain. The tents were private, and more comfortable in the heat, but they also cost more, and, as I would soon find, few parents sending their daughters here wanted to grant them any extra comforts. Most of us were here to be punished.

The dormitory was unlit when we entered, but I could see that the wood supports of the bunk beds had been painted a dark green; the effect was of an encroaching forest, a bedroom Birnam Wood. The only single bed was positioned next to the door we had come through; Magda stepped protectively in front of it. The space was littered with sharp-colored detritus: suitcases half-gutted and abandoned, bottles of shampoo laid out on beds, sneakers all over the floor. But it smelled like cedar, and it was dark and cool, and there was a wide mirror on the back wall that reflected the door. Even then, before it all happened, I’d been the kind of girl who needed to be able to see the door in every room, to clock the exits, register all potential avenues of approach. It wasn’t cowardice, not exactly. I just wanted to see my murderer first. I wanted to see the blade, or the gun, or whatever it was going to be. Noose, wrench, kitchen knife. At home, I would bare my throat to the tight-latched door of my bedroom, eyes on the shadows until I fell asleep. But you know what they say: curiosity killed, etc.

The Center’s annual summer program was called “Special Teen Retreat: Becoming a Warrior in Body, Mind, and Heart.” The website had boasted that we’d spend eight weeks exploring the possibilities that unfold when we are fully present in the moment, and also that we’d deepen our awareness of our actions and their effect on the world, and also that there’d be lots of heart-cleansing activities. There was no air-conditioning. There was no internet connection. There was no cell service. We would be carefully supervised at all times. That “Special” was code, you see. Privately, I called it Buddhist Boot Camp for Bad Girls. I was looking forward to the heart-cleansing activities.

So the girls at the Center were trouble. I knew that going in. They were slick-finish girls, cat-eye girls, hot-blood girls. They were girls who reveled. They were girls who liked boys and back seats, who slid things that weren’t theirs into their tight pockets, who lit fires and did doughnuts in the high school parking lot. They were girls who left marks. They were girls who snuck. Girls who drank whiskey and worse by the waterfront, looking out at the smeared reflections of the streetlights, making plans instead of wishes. They were girls who ran away, who inked their own arms with needles and ballpoint pens, who got things pierced below the neck. Below the neck, ladies, can you believe it? Only whores, etc. etc., as my mother never tired of telling me. They pierced too, these girls, and hit, and were sent out of gym class for raising bruises on the girls whose daddies brought them to school in Porsches, though some of their daddies had Porsches too. That wasn’t the point. That wasn’t the point! They had their problems. They had their demands. They were shoplifters and potheads, arsonists and bullies, boy crazy and girl crazy, split and scarred. They were, some of them, cruel. They were, more of them, angry—angry at their parents, at their schools, at their congressmen, at their bodies, at the painted white lines they saw everywhere, telling them no no no when they wanted yes—they were girls who were bored, so bored, or they were girls who were the opposite, who were so full up of feeling that they couldn’t simply do their times tables or learn their French conjugations or go to the movies on a Saturday night and discuss the relative cuteness of so-and-so’s haircut and let the age-appropriate boy next to them drag his sweaty palm around and around and around their pretty knees. They were too full up for that. They were too full up for caution. So they were girls who got caught. And they were girls who got sent away. They were girls whose mothers couldn’t deal with them for one more minute, not alone, not without help, not this summer while you sit in the office all day and come home late after “golf,” Carl, really, I can’t; girls whose fathers thought maybe some Good Clean Mountain Air and some Good Far Eastern Religion would cure them, since nothing else had. You know the girls I mean, because every school has them, every neighborhood, including yours, especially mine. I was not one of them, of course. Not yet.

There were some sixty of these girls in the Center’s main shrine room when Magda led me inside, all jostling and laughing and shouting at one another. I stood blinking for a moment in the doorway. This was an enormous version of a space I recognized: my father’s own personal shrine room, which had once been tucked in the attic of what was now my mother’s house. Here, as there, the white walls were hung with gold silks, the wood floor was patterned with red cushions, and there was a squat shrine at the front, which held candles, sticks of incense, framed images of old men and green goddesses, and several unidentified objects—one was definitely a cookie—stuck into little bowls of rice. Here, as there, I had to remove my shoes to enter. Here, as there, I was required to bow as I crossed the threshold.

But no one else was paying any attention to the room, or to the shrine, or to the threshold. No one else was holding their breath. Nearly every body I saw was in motion, girls scrambling to touch one another, shoulders and hair, all of them seeking the best positions, the best friends, the long-desired faces of their age-old enemies. The sounds—shrieks of recognition, cracked-jaw chattering, spiraled laughter—bounced busily back and forth between the walls, building to a cacophony that sparked around me like an electrical storm. To say hyenas is too pat, but: hyenas. They have the same stalk, the same hysteria. They are equally dangerous; this much should be obvious to anyone. At least here no one knew me, or knew I was any different from them. No one even looked in my direction. I found a safe, silent cushion and sat.

It was then, in the midst of the racket and rough, that I first saw her. She sat unmoving in the far corner by a wide picture window, her thick black hair like a calligrapher’s mark, swiped straight down her back, nearly to the floor. Next to her was a tall blonde, perched and pretty as a bow, and on the other side, a smaller girl with messy purple hair and something that looked like a crown painted on her cheek. But my eyes kept sliding to the girl in the middle. She wore a faded floral sundress in a room full of girls out to prove their grit; her brown shoulders shone. She was calm, expressionless: the small black eye of the storm. I felt a pulse of something as I looked at her, the same feeling you get when you turn a corner and are confronted with something unexpected: a magnificent mountain range, maybe, or the slick, fresh corpse of a deer. Direct experience, my father would have called it. When what you see bypasses language entirely. A slap to the face, for instance. A sudden fall. Don’t be fooled by the language I’m using now, that simply can’t be helped. She was beyond it, yes—but only for a moment.

A warm ringing filled the room. There was a woman sitting cross-legged next to the shrine. She wore a loose blue dress and a jade necklace so large and heavy-looking I couldn’t help but imagine the indents it must have been making on her breasts, which were large and heavy-looking themselves. This was Shastri Dominique, the Center’s program director, who would lead us in our meditation practice for the summer. She was probably in her early thirties, I think now, though the girlish braids she wore, thrown casually over her shoulders, made her appear far younger. “The basics of meditation are simple,” she said. “You sit, you follow the breath. Keep your eyes open, but soft, resting gently on the floorboards in front of you. You are trying to gain control of your mind.” She spread her hands for a moment before letting them fall back to her knees. “Do not force your thoughts away: simply watch them as they arise, note them, then let them fall away. If you notice yourself drifting off, say to yourself thinking and come back to the breath. That’s all you need to do, for now.” She struck the singing bowl again.

I relaxed a little. This was something I knew how to do. I assumed the posture my father had taught me. The girls around me groaned. The girls around me sighed. The girls around me fidgeted and tittered and poked one another behind raised palms. But the three in the far corner sat as straight as Dominique, as silent as my father, their palms resting gently on their knees, their eyes on the floorboards in front of them. Even then I could tell they knew not only what they were doing, but why. Even then I could tell that they believed in all of this. For this reason, I couldn’t pry my eyes from their upright spines, their parted lips. For this reason, I knew I had come to the right place.

It was despite my mother’s protests that my father had taught me to meditate at all. I remember her standing in the doorway of his shrine room as he arranged me on the cushion, her arms crossed. I watched her, not without prejudice, but confident she wouldn’t enter unless invited. She wasn’t, she didn’t. But she didn’t leave, either. My father taught me to focus on my breath by imagining a little girl, my own age but in miniature, with silver, sparkling hair, who rode the air out of my body like it was a wild horse, her hands loose above her head, my out-breath squeezed between her thighs. I still imagine her sometimes, though meditation is harder now.

My mother rolled her eyes at this instruction. She did not approve of religion, of this kind or any other. But meditation was not religion, my father explained. “Nor is it relaxation, despite what people think,” he said. “It is preparation.” He and I sat beside each other on our cushions, the thin stick of incense turning to ash on the shrine. My mother had finally gone from the doorway. It looked smaller without her. I noticed for the first time that the clean white paint on one side was chipped, revealing a grimy taupe underneath, and I felt a small plume of anger, as if she’d broken something that was mine.

“Preparation for what?” I asked.

“For waking up to the true nature of things.”

But when I asked what the true nature of things was, he only smiled and held a finger to his lips.

It wasn’t that I expected to find my father at the Center that summer, of course, or not literally: waiting for me on my bottom bunk, say, soft hands folded in his lap. Too much time had passed for that. There were too many places to go. He had never been loyal to a single meditation community, or temple, or school. Retreats, plural. (Realities, plural too, if we’re being honest here.) My father drifted. My father sampled. But he had come here, to the Levitation Center, and it was here that something had changed. His pattern, once so familiar, had been broken. You know what they say: once you find what you’re looking for, you stop looking. If you’re smart, that is.

So once the world he’d left twice over became unbearable, I followed him. I thought the Center itself might have the answer—an old diary, a forwarding address, that sort of thing. I’d seen the movies. But more than that: I thought that if I learned this place, I would also learn him—that if I did what he did, loved what he loved, believed what he believed, I too might be transformed. Into what exactly, I didn’t know. Something new and pink-skinned, fresh and holy: a girl worth coming back for.

Maybe the Center had that power, maybe not. But I knew I couldn’t go home, not to her, not anymore, not unless I found a way to change everything.

So I sat. I followed the breath. I tried to gain control of my mind. But a few minutes later I found myself staring through the picture window, watching a tall man with a black beard and a black topknot digging a hole in the lawn beside a wide path, a plant on the grass in front of him, exposed and unpotted, its roots a bouquet of bare legs, and thinking about the man’s strong digging arms, wet with sweat and reflecting the warm evening light, hairier and harder than my father’s, hairier and harder than any man’s I’d ever seen, then—thinking—thinking about thinking about the man’s strong digging arms, and then thinking about thinking about thinking about the strong digging arms, and then thinking about thinking about thinking—

I closed my eyes. When I opened them, I saw that two of the girls in the corner were watching the man through the window too: the smaller girl impassive, her head barely turned, the blonde leaning forward, biting down hard on one blood-red lip. The dark-haired girl was not looking at him. She hadn’t moved at all since the bowl had been struck.

I turned back to the man, wondering who he was, and who he was to them, but he was gone. There was only a sunburst of loose soil on the close-cropped grass where he had knelt. I couldn’t even tell which plant was new.

After what felt like hours, Dominique coaxed a long, final note from the bowl. I felt it settle in my stomach, as if swallowed. “Get some sleep,” she said as girls stomped past her. “Doing all this nothing is going to be hard work.”

I was the last one to leave the shrine room, except for Dominique, who continued to sit, her eyes soft and unfocused. I bowed again in the doorway and followed the frantic sounds back to the dormitory. The dark-haired girl was nowhere to be seen, but her friends had claimed a bunk bed only two away from mine. The others seemed to give them a wide berth. Needless to say, this only made me curiouser.

The blonde was tacking photographs of her friends to the green supports around her pillow, positioning one over another and then changing her mind, matching a red tack to a boy’s red sweater, then putting a yellow tack where the red one had been. The other girl had climbed to the bunk above and lay motionless on the thin mattress, her sneakers dangling. I was sitting still on my own bottom bunk, thinking about what I could say to them, how I might start, when a head swung down and introduced itself as Harriet.

“I hope you don’t snore,” Harriet said. “Because I’ve been known to smother people in my sleep.” She grinned at what must have been my look of horror and reached out to pinch my cheek. How easy these things are for some; I still have not learned how to be so bold with strangers. This was Harriet’s third year at the Center, she told me. “It’s this or summer school. Math being much worse than meditation, in my opinion.” She rattled off the names of everyone else in the room, and I listened politely, though of course I only cared about two of them. The girl with the purple hair was named Janet and the one with the photos was Laurel. The other one, Harriet told me unprompted, maybe seeing the look on my face, was called Serena. None of them were to be approached.

When I asked, as casually as I could, why not, Harriet yawned and flipped back up onto her bed. “You’ll wind up regretting it,” she said. “That’s all I can say.”

For organizational purposes, we had been separated into four groups named after the four Tibetan dignities: Lions (traditional associations: joyfulness, freedom from doubt), Tigers (satisfaction, unconditional confidence), Garudas (freedom, boundlessness), and Dragons (power, ultimate wisdom). Our dormitory of twelve had been assigned the Garuda as our emblem, and once I saw its picture, I thought I understood. Lions, Tigers, and Dragons (oh my) were one thing, but the Garuda was the only one of the four that was truly a monster, an enormous birdlike, humanlike thing with wings and arms and a beak, a fat belly and breasts and an unruly look on its face. (The word monster comes from the Latin root monere: “to warn.” Gruesome creatures are always, by etymological necessity, portents.) It seemed right that I had been put into this group, that I would spend the summer marching under the flag of this patched-together thing. My body felt to me the way the body of the Garuda looked: bulged and bulbous in all the wrong places, bones and fat in unholy organizations that seemed ready to tear or terrify.

Of course, there was no point in thinking this way. Our group assignments were random, or perhaps alphabetical. Of course Laurel, who brushed her hair a hundred times each night, who had brought her silk sheets from home, who would wear that bright red lipstick every day that summer, right up to the horrible end, was no monster. (Though certainly, in retrospect, an unheeded warning.) It was only that I had a soft spot for metaphor, for the laying on of language, especially when it could be used against myself. I may not have entirely outgrown this habit.

That first night, I couldn’t sleep. The wooziness brought on by the altitude was supposed to make sleep easier, or at least that’s what Dominique had told us. Our bodies craved rest to reorganize their expectations, to build new blood cells to combat the sudden oxygenlessness. But unfamiliar physical sensations have always driven me to distraction. It’s the reason I have never succeeded at doing drugs—other than the little pills that, these days, I need to get any kind of sleep at all. Now I can tell you that the equation for the physiology of altitude sickness is Vgas=A/TDk(P1−P2) and that really, we had it easy; we weren’t so far up. Still, my light-headedness kept me awake. I was overwhelmed by the suspicion that if I stopped thinking about my breath for a single moment, my body, with all its shoddily assembled parts—breasts, belly, beak—would simply forget to take in air and I would die.

So I lay there, staring at the planks above my head, the shallow impression Harriet’s body made in the mattress, concentrating on continuing to breathe. I tested my limbs, raising first my arms and then my legs, slowly, quietly, inches above my mattress so no one would see. But everyone else was snoring, knocked out by the thinned air.

Or nearly everyone else. After the lights had been out for hours, I heard a soft tap, fingertips on wood, and then another. Slowly, I turned my head. I could barely see Janet—she climbed down her ladder and landed silently on the floor. Laurel was already standing, holding her shoes. They crept to the dormitory door and, after a moment’s fumbling, let themselves out. I tried to watch them go, but I saw only the briefest bright slice of hallway light, and then its opposite, a bruise lingering on the backs of my eyelids. I forgot about my breath entirely as I wondered where they had gone, and why, and if they had been swallowed by the night, or if they were out there somewhere doing the swallowing. I waited up for them as long as I could, but I fell asleep before they returned.

I dreamed of nothing, or of falling.
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I am a person of binges. I have never understood the phrase “too much of a good thing.” Look: it’s irrational, impossible. See fig. 1: when I was a child, I became obsessed with horses. I know, I know, all little girls are obsessed with horses. But I lived for them. I gorged on them. I begged for them in any incarnation: films, toys, patterns, photographs, posters. Once, I cut the hair off a Barbie and superglued it to the base of my spine. I thrilled to wear my pony tail under my clothes, in secret, my parents knowing nothing, thinking me merely human, but it rubbed off after two days, leaving long blond doll hairs clotting in the corners of the house. My birthday came, and my parents, who were still together then, splurged on an afternoon of horseback riding lessons. When it was time to leave, they found that I had knotted my hair into the horse’s mane so elaborately that they had to cut me away from it with a pair of rusted barn shears. I still have the clump of matted girl-and-horse hair hidden in a drawer, though after all the times I put it in my mouth, I admit that it is somewhat the worse for wear.

This is all just to say that in retrospect, I’m not so surprised by what happened that summer. Like everything, it was my own fault.

In the morning, a wild-haired Harriet came crashing down from the bunk above me. She hit the floor in a bra and a pair of boxers, and for the first time I could see that she had a pair of luminous wings tattooed across the pale skin of her back; upon closer inspection, I found that the wings were made of tiny knives. Once she had collected herself, I followed her to the Garudas’ shared bathroom, which was outfitted with six showers; four toilets; three sinks; two tiny, too-high mirrors; and one huge claw-foot bathtub that looked like it had simply been dropped into the middle of the room, disrupting the tile pattern. It wasn’t clear to me what the original intent for this building had been. Surely not this. What builder could have imagined it? I kept looking up into the tilted rafters, trying to figure it out. Creamery? Granary? Forge? Hotel? Hospital? Harriet tripped into one of the stalls; she cursed as she peed. Clearly, those wings were merely decorative: the girl was clumsy. I might have laughed, but I too felt unsteady. I balanced against the doorframe as I went through. We were dizzy, drunk on plain air, high on height.

The day unfolded in a pattern that would become familiar to me over the next weeks. Morning meditation was followed by breakfast—always, always oatmeal, though there was a rotating selection of fresh fruit to go with it—and some kind of assigned activity. That first day the Garudas had ikebana, the ancient art of contemplative flower arranging. It looked simple enough to slot the cut flowers into the barbed half-moon bases they gave us, but I couldn’t get my arrangements to look anything like our instructor’s perfect curls of stem and stamen. Walking around the room, she praised Laurel’s elaborate construction, and nodded at Janet’s minimalist restraint, and ignored me completely. She was stamen-like herself, our instructor, a thin woman whose limbs seemed connected to her body by only the barest bits of bone and skin. Though she was very old, and the flesh on her face was loose and frayed, I could tell by the way she moved that she had once been beautiful. I wondered if she was surprised when she looked into the mirror at night. I wondered what, exactly, she saw.

At lunch, I sat with Harriet and her friend Nisha, a potobsessed Indian girl from Denver who told me that her adoptive parents had sent her to the Center instead of any other clean-her-up summer program because they thought she could learn about her “heritage.” Nisha was a Garuda too: the night before, I had noticed her stuffing fistfuls of wrinkled clothes from her rucksack directly into her cubby, transforming it into a swollen block of multicolored cotton before deciding she needed something from the center and pulling it all out again.

Nisha and Harriet asked me polite questions about my hometown, my favorite films, my preferred flavors. I liked them. Harriet was even funny: a jumble of stories and auburn hair and loud laughter, she was the daughter of some kind of Oregonian lumber baron and kept getting arrested for destruction of property. “Wood is surprisingly delicate,” she told me in a goofy stage whisper that made Nisha snort. “And so are my neighbors’ feelings.” Nisha, on the other hand, was tense and jittery—I could see why she preferred to be high—but she was nice enough, despite her habit of laboriously describing old drug experiences. Apparently, there is nothing in the world quite as mind-blowing as driving over a mountain, totally stoned, as the sun comes up and “The King of Carrot Flowers, Parts 2 & 3” plays on the stereo (not Part 1, she was sure to make clear; Part 1 is just a pop song). Even back then, when I more or less believed her, I was bored by stories like these. But which version, Harriet wanted to know, which car, which mountain, which strain?

After lunch, we had rota: our two hours of daily work around the Center. “Essentially, we pay through the nose for the privilege to come and do their chores,” Harriet said, raising her pinkie in the air as she took an elaborate slurp from her iced tea.

“But despite the name, there is no actual rotation,” Nisha said.

“You’ll notice that they always make the really violent girls do the dirty work,” Harriet said. She stood and stretched her arms, looking around the room; the knives on her back seemed to bend around the straps of her tank top, like a warning. “I’m not sure it’s such a great strategy.”

“Sometimes it kind of tires them out,” Nisha said. “Usually it just annoys them.”

I followed them to the corkboard outside the dining hall where our assignments had been posted, handwritten in ink on thick creamy paper.

“Office again,” Harriet groaned. “Kill me dead.”

“Laundry room,” Nisha said, pointing at her own name. “Boring.” She looked at me. “What’d you get?”

I pretended to scan for my name, though of course I had located it immediately. “Garden,” I said.

“Garden?” Harriet said. She gripped my arm. “Since when is there rota in the garden?”

The expression on her face alarmed me. “Does that count as dirty work?” I said. If Shastri Dominique thought I was violent, it had to mean that she knew what I had done. It had to mean that my mother had called, maybe that she was coming to get me.

Nisha took a step back and looked me over, as if I’d been in disguise this whole time, and had finally revealed myself. “No,” she said. “It definitely does not.”

The Center, Harriet and Nisha informed me, sourced much of its food from the large organic garden on the grounds. But the garden itself was not of particular interest to them. The appeal of the garden was the gardener. Luke lived at the Center year-round—though where exactly, neither of them knew. Not in the main building, where we slept, and where the rest of the staffers had their beds. Not in a tent. He seemed to sleep nowhere. Everywhere was also an option. He wasn’t the only man at the Center that summer—there were a few other male staff members, and some visiting monks who came and went on their own schedules—but for the girls, he may as well have been. Strong digging arms, etc.

“He’s kind of a legend,” Harriet said.

“He’s the most advanced practitioner here,” Nisha said. “Even though he’s really young.”

“He’s like a prodigy,” Harriet said.

“Our own personal holy man.”

“I heard he can actually levitate.”

“Meditate under water.”

“Fly, even.”

“He used to be engaged.”

“He’s not anymore.”

“He does something to the plants.”

“No one knows what it is.”

“He never lets anyone past the fence.”

“Especially girls.”

Nisha pointed me in the direction of the garden. “But I guess you’ll be the exception,” she said.

“Good luck,” said Harriet, in that singsong, ironic way she had, but when I looked back, neither girl was smiling.

The garden was just out of sight of the main buildings, down a matted path that curved gently around the side of the mountain. It was the size of a baseball field and, like many actual baseball fields, surrounded by a chain-link fence. Inside, a man was squatting among the plants, half-hidden by leaves but clearly wearing a pair of pink floral gardening gloves. For the briefest of moments, he looked exactly like my father. Then I blinked and shook away the association. He was much too young, for one thing. The shoulders were as wide, but the coloring was all wrong. The hair wasn’t right, or the face. And yet, even through the blinking, the shaking: there was something.

“Don’t touch the fence,” he said without looking up. “It’s electric.”

I hadn’t been planning to touch the fence, but now I found that I very much wanted to.

“Why?” I said.

He stood and wiped the sweat away from his face, leaving a few traces of dirt in his beard. His shirt was open a little. His throat shone like a bird’s. I turned my face up to the sky to avoid staring. Was it bluer this far up, or was I imagining it?

“Keeps out the animals,” he said. “Girls included.”

“They said I had rota here,” I said. The fence was tall, at least eight feet high. I thought I could hear it vibrating.

He considered this. “How are you with plants?” he asked.

“I used to help my dad in the garden,” I said.

He smiled then, and pointed to a door in the side of the fence that I hadn’t seen before. “Come on in,” he said.

My father had been a gardener too, an amateur one. Your gardenvariety gardener. When I was young, he cultivated our front yard so that one half was filled with flowers, and the other with vegetables and herbs. When he was in a good mood, I was sometimes allowed to help him weed or plant; both left me filthy and tired, but I liked to lock fingers with the root systems as I pulled them out of the ground. “Imagine the garden as your mind,” he would say as we knelt in the dirt. “If you plant seeds, and tend the earth around them, they bear fruit. And just like your mind, the flowers are constantly changing. They rise, they bloom, they decay.”

“What’s the point, then?” I asked him once. “Why grow things that only die?”

He leaned on his shovel. “Everything is impermanent. Mountains. Flowers. Even us, what we think of as ourselves.”

I looked down at my stomach, my knees. I held up my bitten fingernails.

“Let me ask you this,” my father said. “Where is the self? Can you point to it? Can you tell me what color it is? No, not your sternum. Not your eye. Your Olivia.” I could point to nothing that would satisfy him. “You see,” he said, and I nodded as though I did.

It wasn’t until much later that I understood that the things he said had anything to do with Buddhism, or that others might not subscribe to his worldview. Most of the girls at my school believed that they had eternal souls, for instance. Most of the girls at my school knew that true love, when they inevitably found it, with eyes and thighs like theirs, would last forever. Most of the girls at my school, if they had ever thought about it, which they had not, would have been confident that they actually existed. From a young age, I suspected these things to be not strictly true. This may or may not have contributed to my essential loneliness.

After my father left, the garden grew wild. The two halves, edible and decorative, became indistinguishable. Some plants died, others grew tentacles, and the front yard of what was now my mother’s house became a mass of curling vine and leaf and stiff dead stalk. The neighbors scowled when they passed, but my mother said she liked it better this way. “Back to the land!” she shouted happily one morning when she found a litter of foxes fighting in the deep brush, the kits pawing at a small kill their own mother had brought them, smearing its red pulp onto the grass.

Needless to say, I never invited anyone to my house. This may or may not, etc.

To start, Luke had me weed the flowerbeds. “Gardening for beginners,” he said. “Just tug and toss.” Something else I knew how to do. Luke worked beside me for the whole two-hour period, saying little, occasionally gesturing at a gnarled section I had missed. I stole glances at him whenever it felt safe, but he concentrated on his tasks so fully I felt he wouldn’t have noticed me even if I’d taken off my clothes. (Not that I was thinking about that sort of thing, of course. No, I was not.) His cheekbones were high and sharp, which gave him the look of an ancient Greek dignitary, and his skin was brown and smooth under all that hair. I fixated on the soft baby skin in the crook of his elbow: I wanted to pinch it. He had freckles too, which was really unfair of him. He never furrowed his brow, even in the sun, and when he reached his hands into the ground, he closed his eyes completely.

He couldn’t have been more than twenty-three, I realize that now—far younger than I am as I write this, an age I now find embarrassing in other people, particularly men. But back then, he seemed timeless, ageless, fixed as a character in a film. As if no matter when I had arrived, that summer or twenty years from that summer, he would have been there, waiting for me, looking just the same. Nothing like my father; exactly like him.

Just when my back was beginning to hurt, Luke stood and squinted at the sun. “Rota’s over,” he said.

I took off the gardening gloves he’d given me and set them carefully on a bench. He bent and picked a purple flower from one of the beds I had cleared. He looked at it for a moment, twirled it between his fingers, and held it out to me, and all at once I felt exposed. For the first time that day, I had the sense of myself as a girl alone with a man. I took the flower, making sure not to touch his fingers with mine.

“Ah,” he said. “Your hands are like the Buddha’s.”

“Thanks,” I said, not knowing what he meant. Later, I would blush over the compliment—my fingers are short and stubby, not at all like the Buddha’s graceful tapers. I put the flower behind my ear.

He nodded and disappeared into the garden shed. I let myself out.

On my way back to the main building, I considered throwing the flower into the grass. I was thinking of Nisha’s face when she saw my assignment, and the way Harriet had dug her nails into my arm. I was thinking of the bright red of the door of the garden shed, which had obviously been freshly painted, days or weeks ago, though the rest of the wood was weathered and gray. It was vulgar, that shining apple red. It was alluring. There was something wrong with me. But in the end, I couldn’t bear to give the flower up. As I approached the lawn, I pressed it for a moment between my palms and slid it into my pocket, so no one would see.

After rota, we had some free time before dinner, which was typically followed by another period of meditation or an evening activity, and then lights-out. When I got back to the lawn that first day, I looked for Harriet and Nisha. Surely they would want a report, I thought, considering, but I couldn’t find them anywhere. They weren’t waiting for me. I sat alone on one of the large white rocks and watched the other girls mill around and sunbathe, talking or reading magazines in the grass. One of them kept taking off her top, exposing her breasts to the sun. Each time, a staffer would hurry over and tell her to cover up, but whenever the staffer looked away, the girl would pull her shirt back over her head. Every time she was chastised, she looked surprised. Her breasts were high and round and lovely, nothing like mine. I could understand why she wanted to show them.

Toward the end of the free period, I saw Janet and Laurel emerge from the woods. Laurel wore a bright pink caftan that floated behind her like a sail as they walked toward the main building. She was tall, but she walked with a slight hunch, a kind of hollowing. Janet stomped by her side in ripped black jeans and a black t-shirt. Serena was not with them.

“They’re so weird,” said someone close by. I didn’t turn my head. “Always skulking around in the woods. Last year they disappeared for like a week. When they finally came back, they were completely covered in these small scratches, and no one said a word. I don’t understand how they get away with it.”

“Laurel’s all right,” said another.

“You’re just saying that because you want to fuck her.”

“Well,” the girl said, and then she made a humming sound, or maybe an eating sound, and the two of them laughed and wandered away, but not before Laurel turned her head and looked right at them—at us—her eyes narrowed, as if, though she was much too far away, she had heard her name, heard herself be desired.

Dinner that night was a slurry of quinoa and kale and black beans, delivered in one enormous bowl to each table in the long, loud dining room. On the way in, just past the door, there was a little station with stacks of plates. The plates were mismatched in color and size, probably donated; the one I picked up had an unbearably twee strawberry-and-picket-fence pattern. I turned it slowly in my hands and touched my fingers to the smallest, most delicate strawberry, feeling suddenly tender. Then I was promptly jabbed in the back. When I turned to look at the girl behind me, she only grinned. She might have even looked pleasant, except that her mouth seemed twice as large as it had any right to be, her teeth twice as white.

I smiled weakly back; I felt the urge to run, or at least to slink off to a corner where no one would catch me fingering cute plates in my spare time. But I wasn’t here to be the same person I was at home, I reminded myself. I was here for a reason. So, still feeling a tingling in my back where I’d been prodded, I took my dumb little plate over to Janet and Laurel’s otherwise empty table, right in the center of the room. I sat down, leaving a few chairs between us for the sake of plausible deniability; they ignored me without effort. Above us, the rafters were wound with hundreds of prayer flags in faded primary colors that looked as though they’d hung there for decades.

There was a basket of fruit on the table. I reached out and palmed a plum, but no—it was plastic. I went to put it back, but stopped when I saw two curved wounds, thin creases in the fake purple skin. Someone else had tried to bite into it. Which meant that someone, weeks or years or minutes ago, had known even less than I did. I turned the plum over in my hand. I rubbed my thumb along the creases. As comforts go, it was a mild one, but still. I placed the plum back in its basket, tooth marks turned in for privacy.

“Always kale,” I heard Janet mutter, pressing her bamboo fork aimlessly into the back of her hand. She turned her head, and for the first time I
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