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Glow in the F*cking Dark

Buy Yourself the F*cking Lilies




About the Book

No matter how dark things get, there is a light in all of us that cannot be extinguished. Let’s reclaim it.

Tara Schuster thought she was on stable ground. For years, she’d worked like hell to repair the emotional wounds inflicted during what she refers to as her ‘mess-wreck disaster’ of a childhood. She’d brought radical healing rituals and self-love into her life. On most days, she was a happy, stable adult. She even wrote a book about it! But then she lost her job, the one on which she had staked her entire identity. Cue a panic-attack-doom-spiral that brought her harshest childhood traumas to the surface. Isolated at home during a global pandemic, she felt piercing loneliness and a lack of purpose like she had never known. Finally, after experiencing a terrifying dissociative episode while driving down the highway, she realised that enough was enough; she needed to slow down and pull over – literally. It was time for Tara to stop the hustling and to reclaim her essential, free, and loving self.

Glow in the F*cking Dark is a guide to healing your deepest wounds, getting off your ‘good enough’ plateau and creating the spectacular life that you most desire. Tara clawed her way out of the darkness and recovered her shine, and in this book, she shows how to:

* recognise trauma reactions and choose new ways to respond

* explore what’s really under your anxiety

* repair your relationship with your body

* find solace and purpose in something bigger than yourself

Full of practical, achievable baby steps that we can take today, this book is for anyone ready to liberate themselves from their emotional suffering, discover their purpose, and finally sit in the driver’s seat of their life. It’s for anyone who is tired, hurting and feeling like their essential brightness has dimmed. It’s for people who are ready to glow, even when sh*t gets grim




For you,

well on your way,

illuminating the path for us all




We are stars wrapped in skin. The light you are seeking has always been within.

Rumi




I.

HEAL




Tro-mah

If It’s Hysterical, It’s Historical

THE FIRST TIME I HEARD someone earnestly use the word “trauma,” I was on a date with a guy I met on the Internet. I had sneaked my way into an invite-only celebrity dating app where I had options for potential dates like, “DJ slash Instagram influencer slash model” and “[image: image]”* Not only had I tricked the app into thinking I was worthy of people who listed their profession as “founder,”† I had even secured my first date and found myself sitting across a wooden bistro table from a bona fide Hot Person: an actor who was professionally attractive. As someone who usually dates “interesting” to “sickly looking” people,‡ this was a revelation. A verified, blue-checked Hot Person! A tall Australian with a tousle of strawberry blond bangs swooping over his glasses and an accent that could melt the artisanal butter right off your gluten-free bread.

As we discussed the menu, I felt those I wanna get close to your skin butterflies. Flustered by his attractiveness, I hastily ordered the first item, a cold kale salad with dried cranberries (???). I tried to recover from my incredibly lame, not-enough-food order by asking for the dressing on the side and a cup of water with no ice (again: ???), as if complicating the order made it better. Nothing says romance like cold kale (that was for sure going to end up stuck in my teeth), dressing on the side, and lukewarm tap water.

As we exchanged our getting-to-know-you questions (“Where are you from? Who do you hate?”), I asked him what he was currently working on. He explained that he was in between seasons of his hit biker/zombie/apocalypse TV show and was taking this hiatus to work on a documentary. “I’m looking into how tro-mah affects every single part of our lives. You look at the root causes of war, you look at how people mistreat one another, and usually, all our issues stem from tro-mah. Mom who has severe anxiety and gives it to her children? Tro-mah. Dad who is abusive to his kids and was abused himself? Tro-mah. And then there is cultural tromah! The Holocaust, the political system, discrimination and oppression. We soak in that tro-mah every day.”

Eh . . . Did I miss something here? What was “tro-mah”? I wondered as I looked into his unreasonably blue eyes. (HOW WERE HIS EYES THAT BLUE? HOW DO SOME PEOPLE GET BORN LIKE THIS?!) It took me a minute to come out of my swoon and realize that the word “tro-mah,” without a bewitching Australian accent, was English for “trauma.” Trauma.

Oh God. No. I felt a full-body revulsion as if my eyes might roll so hard into the back of my skull that they would come loose and drop down my throat like errant pinballs, only to land somewhere in the pit of my stomach. We all have our shit, but do we really need to dwell on it? Is EVERYTHING really “trauma”? This feels indulgent. Just moments ago, I had been thinking about how to ask this gorgeous specimen to come over to my place for a post-salad snuggle. Now I just wanted to get the fuck away from him.

I wrapped up the date as quickly as possible, oddly insisting that I had an early meeting the next day (I did not— it was Saturday), and that this, in some ways, was a work dinner (it definitely was not and framing it that way was highly problematic). I flagged down our waitress and, without waiting for the bill, reached for my credit card so that we could expedite the process. My wallet, however, had other ideas. I was so flustered that I ripped the tab off the zipper and was now unable to open it. I grasped at the brass nub, but it wouldn’t budge. I picked up a butter knife and jammed it into the track, trying to jimmy it loose. With pity in his eyes, the hot Australian looked at me, the wallet with a knife in it, and said sweetly, “I can cover your salad.”

Back home, I had two major realizations. The first was that kale salad is not dinner. If I order a kale salad without any protein for dinner, then I will be inhaling an entire frozen pizza two hours later. The second, and marginally more important, realization was that I had clearly been set off by the word “trauma.”

As is my custom when I have an intense and inexplicable reaction to something, I sat down on my aggressively floral duvet, picked up my journal with a cover illustration of the Trevi Fountain depicted in delicate detail, and let my favorite white-and-gold pen investigate. As I wrote, I found myself proclaiming, “I didn’t have it that bad! I have no right to trauma. Trauma is for other people who have really SUFFERED. I just had a kinda consistently bad childhood. Why is everyone so sensitive? Why does everyone have ‘issues’? AND, let’s say that some things, for me, were a little on the ‘traumatic’ scale, well fuck that! I have already done SO MUCH WORK. THERE CAN’T BE ANYTHING LEFT TO DO. IT WOULDN’T BE FAIR!!”

Wow, I thought, reading my scribbled temper tantrum. The lady doth protest too much, methinks.* If the mere suggestion that trauma could play an unconscious role in people’s lives— the dude had never said anything specific about me— forced me to skip a potential make-out sesh with a legitimately paid-to-be-handsome person, then I knew there was definitely something to unpack.

Even though I had been in therapy off and on for ten, fifteen, twenty years, there were certainly some feelings and memories that lingered that I wished didn’t exist. At some level, I understood that they affected my present life, but mostly, I ignored them, thinking that they weren’t “important” or “big” enough to be addressed. They played like a program I neglected to shut down, running in the background of my computer screen, invisible behind all of the windows and tabs I had open, but sucking down my emotional battery nonetheless.† I called this cluster of bad feelings and memories “the Thing.” It was like a cloud, a sequence of hard-to-swallow moments from my early childhood that I had absolutely no interest in revisiting. But every now and then, they would visit me, unannounced and certainly unwelcomed. Rude.

Recently, they found me on my first “post-Covid” outing, when I attended a reading for a new poetry book about how love is an act of resistance in late-stage capitalism. Or something like that. In any event, I think that’s what they were talking about because I know NOTHING about “late-stage capitalism,” and I have to confess, I am barely interested in the topic. But the guy I was dating knew the author, and a poetry reading seemed like a pretty soft launch into the post-quarantine world.

We were on the back “patio” (converted parking lot) of a dive bar. Everyone’s outfits seemed strange, like people were deciding what fashion was for the first time and the decision was chunky sneakers, giant flood-leg pants, and crop tops. After a pandemic, what you wear on your first outing is a statement, and I was not here for these statements. And honestly, why are crop tops a thing? How can you charge me for a full shirt when a quarter of it is missing? OH GOD, WRITING THIS MAKES ME FEEL SO OLD. To be fair, however, I have always hated crop tops, even when I was young enough to wear them. Though I did partake in the Baby-T Movement of the 1990s, my chubby little belly spilling out from under a T-shirt that read da brat, in giant block letters. But I digress . . .*

The plastic tables and chairs had, in my estimation, been set up incorrectly— way too close together, not socially distanced at all. The stage was wrong, too, directly adjacent to the sidewalk and street, so the author had to compete with the loud conversation of a family trying to decide if they were parking in a legal space. “Well, what does the sign read?” a man barked, totally unaware that on the other side of the wooden fence, an audience of seventy was straining to hear the poet passionately discuss “social contractions.” “I don’t know, it’s confusing, ‘No Parking Anytime,’ but two-hour parking seven a.m. to six p.m.? What does that mean? Is it no parking or some parking?” A woman tried to decipher this Rosetta stone of municipal regulations. I had no idea what the fuck anyone was talking about, either with the parking or the post-sovereign precepts. It did not help that the speaker was also, tragically, stationed directly next to the open-air “kitchen” of a hot dog roller and French fry stand. Every time an order was ready, a waiter had to walk across the stage with trays of fried food. It was a shit show.

As I sat there envisioning how superior my version of this reading would have been, I was hit by a feeling of sadness, and panic. Why wasn’t the guy I was here with holding my hand? And not only that, why had he not introduced me to his friends? Instead, when we arrived, he’d gone to mingle and left me on my own, with nothing to do but ask random strangers about their outfits. “Tell me about your belly chain! Where did you get it?” I asked a girl with a thick, metal belt of interconnecting circles lying across her hips. “I made it,” she said, laughing. “Too much alone time in Covid and I picked up welding.” Wow. She had mastered an actual skill while I still couldn’t bake the goddamn bread that apparently every self-satisfied person on earth had perfected. (I still don’t know what a “starter” is, nor do I care to.)* I’m good at making friends, so it wasn’t a huge deal, but it didn’t feel great to not be included. I tried to look cool and act like I didn’t care, but I did care. Why was he ignoring me? Was he not as into me as I was into him?

I began a familiar spiral of DOES THIS BOY LIKE ME? Have I misread all the signs? Does the fact that he won’t hold my hand mean this relationship is doomed? A creeping sensation spread across my skin, sharp and tingly, as if my whole body yearned to be pulled into his orbit and soothed by his touch. Once we were seated, I inched closer to him, letting my hand graze his, almost begging for him to grab onto me. But he WOULDN’T GRAB MY HAND, no matter how much I coyly grazed his.† I bit down as hard as I could, feeling my jaw tighten with pinpricks of fear as my stomach swelled with the churning acid of anxiety. I felt dizzy, and like I was miles away from the incomprehensible poetry reading.

Suddenly, I remembered the threat of inflation to the U.S. economy. I had spent my entire adult life saving money and kept it in cash because I was too risk averse to put it in the stock market.* As the threat of inflation loomed, would I be wiped out? Images from my AP European history textbook of children carting wheel-barrows full of money in Weimar Germany flashed in my mind and now caused a full-blown stress migraine, the kind that pushes from the back of your brain to the front wall of your skull. The panic and fear of inflation triggered a new thought— with everything going on in the world, with Covid, with the fact that this boy was going to abandon me, and the reality that soon, children would be playing with my valueless money, and since everything was going to ruin anyhow— maybe it would be better to be dead? Or at least unconscious for the next five years . . . minimum? Maybe that would be easier?

At this point in my life, I had done enough therapy, had touched suicidal thoughts often enough to know— this probably wasn’t rational. And like the good patient I am, I got through that reading without revealing my panic, and the next day, took my thought loop to my psychologist for investigation. In my most “serious” voice, I described the scene to Dr. Candace in excruciating detail. How I didn’t feel seen by the boy I was with. I described how his lack of touch and the possibility of abandonment triggered an unbearable thought loop of loss. I lamented how I just couldn’t get on board with crop tops. I knew Dr. Candace would validate all of my feelings with profound compassion. But. She burst out laughing. Not a chuckle. An uncontrollable fit, to the point where she threw her head down and then back up again, flipping her hair. She had a huge smile on her red face, tears coming to her eyes, and— maybe it’s revisionist history, but— I feel like she even slapped her knee? This was all on Zoom so in speaker view, her laughing face took up my entire computer monitor.

At first, I was taken aback, THIS WAS SERIOUS! I was having thoughts of dying. But then I laughed too. It suddenly struck me how wildly off base from reality these thoughts were. “I’m so sorry to laugh that much, really I am,” Dr. Candace managed to get out as she recovered. “But what you just described is a textbook trauma reaction. When you are at ten out of ten, i.e., ‘This is so unbearable that it would be easier to be dead,’ but the situation is a lame poetry reading— it doesn’t get more on the nose than that. You were hysterical (and I’m sorry to use that word) about something historical. Reacting to the mundane present as if you were living in the past as a neglected child. If you are actually safe, but it feels hysterical, it’s historical.”

If it’s hysterical, it’s historical. That framing hit me like a shock wave. I could instantly think of times when I responded to something with panic that wasn’t warranted by the situation. Please don’t judge me, but I have reacted to leasing a new apartment as if it is life or death, for real. Lost between excruciating, multiday depressive episodes about how I can’t afford any apartment and that one wrong decision will trap me in a lifetime of financial ruin and that someone else, someone better and smarter than me, needs to make this choice for me, I wear myself (and everyone I know) down to exhaustion. By the time I do move, it’s a relief because I no longer have to live inside my tempestuous head about the decision. And when it comes to professional feedback? Oh lord. If my former boss, who trusted me and rarely criticized my work, gave me any feedback, I would launch into a full-blown internal civil war— cannons, muskets, and threats of secession— the part of me that trusted myself violently clashing with the part of me that thought I was an incompetent, unworthy fraud. Dear former boss: Although I appeared to be placid as a lake and really ingesting your helpful pointers, please know that when I excused myself from your office it was to go to the parking lot, lie in the backseat of my car in the fetal position, turn on calming sounds of the ocean meant for lulling babies to sleep, and weep.

I grudgingly decided to start a new kind of therapy with Dr. Candace, one directly aimed at healing “complex trauma,” a label for people who have been chronically exposed to severe events— usually early in their lives— like abuse or neglect. Trauma therapy is different from traditional therapy. Instead of telling stories about the past and looking for insights and patterns like you do in “talk therapy,” you go back to the wound, to the traumatic event, and “re-process” it so that it no longer causes you distress in the present. You don’t delete the painful memories, this is not Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind and I am not Kate Winslet as much as I want to get close to Mark Ruffalo; rather, with the help of a psychotherapist, you convert the memory into something that no longer causes you suffering. Does that all sound fake and vague? Because at first, it sounded like pure make-believe to me.

It didn’t help that the techniques for this type of rehabilitation sounded even more bizarre. Dr. Candace explained that through the use of mindfulness, intentional breathing (finally, I was going to learn how to breathe!), Internal Family Systems (a type of therapy that postulates that all parts within you, even the parts that are totally destructive, actually want to help you), and EMDR* (a treatment that uses rhythmic eye movement to alleviate emotional distress), we would encourage my brain to heal itself.

All I had to do was sit down and sweep my eyes from side to side to the sound of a ticking metronome (as you do in EMDR) and then I wouldn’t be thinking suicidal thoughts at a poetry reading anymore? That couldn’t be real. But as I researched the technique, I learned it was indeed scientific and it was recommended by both the Department of Defense and the Department of Veterans Affairs to heal PTSD in soldiers returning from war. That sounded legit. Who was I to question something that worked for veterans who had really been in life-or-death situations? Besides, if it was as fake as I thought it was going to be, who would even know? I had nothing to lose and many non-doom-spiral poetry readings to gain.*

With the help of this treatment, I could look back at my abandonment-economic-ruin-maybe-it-would-be-better-to-not-exist thought loop at the poetry reading and understand what provoked it. I know for a fact that I was rarely held in a loving way as a child. My mother often pinned me to the carpet of her bathroom floor in order to “examine” everything that was “wrong” with my body. I remember it feeling excruciating. I would thrash and scream, but I was little and powerless. That rage transformed into an instinct to flee from my mother whenever she was nearby. My father has confirmed that he rarely touched me because he was afraid. “I thought your mother would accuse me of being a pervert or doing something wrong if I held you, so I just . . . didn’t. I would get scared if we hugged, so I kept my distance.” My father and I have hugged so rarely that when we do now, it’s awkward. It lands somewhere between a side hug and a pat on the back.

So, I have this five-year-old in me who, after having been deprived for so long, is desperate for touch, from just about anyone— babysitters, playmates, and, as I’ve gotten older, men. So even if a dude was treating me badly, even if my date was, say, not paying attention to me at an obscure poetry reading, that five-year-old doesn’t understand that I don’t need to freak out. All she wants is physical comfort and she will keep me in relationships I don’t want to be in, she will direct me toward decisions I don’t want to make, and ultimately, she will drive me out of my mind if she doesn’t get what she wants. And all she wants is her fucking hand held.

We all have trauma. The hot Aussie was right— we get it from our parents, our teachers, our culture. Trauma occurs across all races and all socio-economic classes. It’s nothing remarkable, special, or new, it’s the common denominator of being alive. It’s been here as long as we have! I mean, in the creation story, God makes the world in six days but then is so stressed by how hard it all was that the Great Almighty had to take a mental health day. We couldn’t even go a week without trauma.

If you kinda gag at the word “trauma” like I once did and need a more grounded term, we could also call this what the Buddha referred to as “suffering.” We all suffer. Terrible things happen to us— death, robberies, pain, abuse. And less serious instances of suffering happen every day— injuring ourselves, a friend betraying our trust, having a phone conversation with a representative at United Healthcare as we try to get at least some of these goddamn therapy bills reimbursed.

When I talk about trauma, I am using the definition of Gabor Maté, the renowned Hungarian-Canadian psychologist, physician, and best selling author who is seen by many as the “father” of trauma research. Maté, who suffered excruciating trauma as an infant in Nazi Germany, said in an interview with the Skoll Foundation that “Trauma is not what happens to you, it’s what happens inside you . . . the wound that you sustained, the meaning you made of it, the way you then came to believe certain things about yourself.”* He also points out something that is often missed: “Trauma can also be inflicted not by what happens to you but what doesn’t happen that should happen. . . . Even if you weren’t overtly hurt, you’re still wounded by not having your essential human needs met.”* What makes something traumatic, then, is not the event itself but being totally overwhelmed in that moment, finding a coping mechanism to get you through it, and then using that coping mechanism in similar situations forevermore, regardless of the reality of the situation. Unless we are shown or taught that there might be another way to deal with our feelings, we can become grown adults living in a five-year-old’s mind. I’m totally down to live in my five-year-old’s mind of loving feather boas and singing everywhere and anywhere, but little girlfriend is probably not to be trusted when dealing with work criticism, romantic relationships, or anything beyond delight and wonder. However, most of us don’t even know this is happening because our coping mechanism, whether from childhood or later in our lives, is just the way we experience the world.

“Sure, sure, sure, whatever, why can’t we just push this down and move forward with our lives? Why do we need to endlessly rehash the past? I’ve gotten this far already, haven’t I?” you justifiably quiz me as you look at your watch, wondering how much longer I am going to ramble about the lasting effects of trauma and now the Book of Genesis for some reason. The problem is, just because something is buried doesn’t mean it’s dead. We act as if trauma is so intimate that it only affects the person who suffers directly from it. But as you know, most people have terrible poker faces. Our children feel our trauma when we tell them not to cry because we ourselves grew up thinking our emotions were unsafe and wrong. Our partners feel it when we are so ashamed of ourselves that we can’t be fully vulnerable with them. Our colleagues feel it when we put them down or undermine them because we grew up in a household where we had to be tough and fight for limited resources. I’m very sorry to tell you this, but your trauma isn’t just yours. If you aren’t dealing with it, you might very well be forcing the people you love the most to deal with it instead. Call these unresolved feelings trauma, suffering, pain, emotional wounds, call them whatever the fuck you want, maybe the Great ICK would be better, all that matters is that we deal with these things so that they don’t deal with us— and with others.

If you’ve built your calm, stable, beautiful home on a graveyard of memories, emotions, and thoughts that you don’t want to deal with, if you’ve settled on a life that is feeling increasingly unsettling and at odds with a profound force within you, then I just want to remind you that no one said you had to build your house on top of a graveyard. No one said you had to be haunted. There are other places to live. The address for your safety, your okayness, is inside of you. And best of all, you, right this second, already have the strength, the wisdom, the courage, to deal with your own “Thing.”

One of my favorite thinkers and spiritual leaders, the late Rabbi Alan Lew, wrote, “[W]e are terrified of the truth. But this is a needless terror. What is there is already so . . . Owning up to it doesn’t make it worse. Not being open about it doesn’t make it go away. And we know we can stand the truth. It is already here and we are already enduring it.”* WE KNOW WE CAN STAND THE TRUTH. IT IS ALREADY HERE AND WE ARE ALREADY ENDURING IT. That makes me want to leap up off my sofa, raise the roof with my hands, and shout, “AMEN, ALAN LEW, AMEN!” The worst things you’ve ever been through, you have already been through. Congratulations, you made it! But if you remain hostage to your past reactions to hardships, you become a prisoner with no hope of escape. I hate to be a dick here, but it’s true. Even if someone did something extremely awful to you when you were young, if you keep reacting to it, you are adding torment to your life. So maybe . . . just a thought here . . . it’s time to deal with the truth in a way that doesn’t feel horrendous and might actually heal and free you? And maybe it will heal and free the world? IDK. Just a thought.

So, my fellow traveler, are you ready to get on the road with me? Are you ready to sit in the driver’s seat of your life and let your hair go wild? Are you ready to ditch being a passenger to your emotions and thoughts? Are you ready to feel the wind on your skin as you experience how exhilarating your present life can be?

I brought the snacks, why don’t you pick the music?

Ways I Distract Myself from How Un-Fun Healing Is


Um. So. Don’t hate me but this work is not necessarily going to be “pleasant.” I’M SO, SO SORRY. If you’ve been living in a trauma reaction for the past two years, we can’t undo it with one hot bubble bath, no matter how luxurious it is. Trust me, I’ve tried. We are going to have to revisit the hurts of our soul, and like you’ve probably guessed, this shit ain’t easy. But we don’t need to push through it and overwhelm ourselves either. There is no pain-endurance prize for who went the hardest at healing. Instead, we need go-to distractions to lighten up when things feel too heavy. It’s easier to heal when you have the mental capacity to do so. These are mine, what are yours?




1. I use the “good bowls,” the ones I bought in Japan from a discount restaurant supplier that I treasure like fine china inherited from my imaginary aristocratic grandmother. According to me, they can only be hand-washed and lord help you if you attempt to put them in the dishwasher. You will know my displeasure immediately. They usually sit on a high shelf above my kitchen sink to be admired by onlookers ( just me) from afar. I eat my Greek yogurt out of them. Or hummus and carrots. One time I used a “good bowl” as a soy-sauce receptacle. Using them for little things feels like a tiny, delicious rebellion.

2. I stress-research “best pants for one’s shape” on the Internet. I have become obsessed with what kinds of pants I should wear not because I want to look younger (which I do) but because I want to experiment with my style. I know jeans should no longer be skinny but I’m not into a flood leg either. Thank you for trying to convince me that “they look good on you!” sweet saleswoman, but you can’t tell me that they are flattering because I, too, can see my reflection in the mirror. What would a cross between Audrey Hepburn and Billie Eilish in pant form be? That feels like my vibe. A classic, gorgeous cropped jean that tells you to go fuck yourself.

3. I look at my face in the mirror about once every hour and wonder, Do I want Botox? I stretch out the lines etched between my eyes with my thumb and pointer finger to simulate what I think Botox would do for me. I spend hours online looking at before and after pictures of people with Botox and then at the “worst Botox accidents.” I make an appointment to get Botox myself then worry for the next few weeks that it’s too pricey, that it will hurt (needles in your face?!), and that getting it makes me a shallow, vain, bad person. I cancel the appointment.

4. I cycle between LOVING, NEEDING, SAVORING salty snacks and then banishing all salty snacks. This is not about an eating disorder, this is not about my weight, this I now recognize is an important part of my healing journey. The yin to the yang. All things go in waves, in cycles. The only constant snack in my overcrowded kitchen cupboard (read: a shelf ) is popcorn. I, for real, don’t think I could have confronted so many soul wounds without the comfort of a hot bowl of microwavable popcorn. Why are you so good, my popped princess?

5. I make a new Botox appointment, keep it, get actual Botox put into my frown lines, and fall instantly in love with Botox. It doesn’t hurt at all, it takes under a minute to perform the procedure, and it makes my face look like I’m not constantly scowling. And! In the most surprising and important news, it cures my chronic morning headaches. Cures! WHO KNEW? I schedule a new appointment for more Botox and quickly see how I could be one of those people who becomes addicted to plastic surgery and ends up looking like a bloated plastic cat. I might be vain, but I no longer have headaches!

6. I make utter nonsense lists to distract myself from how unfun healing is. Why don’t you give it a try?




A Little Thing That Helps

When working with an overwhelming tro-mahtic memory, sometimes I imagine I have a big plastic storage container. I take the memory and the thoughts and emotions associated with it, tie a leaded weight to them, place them in the box, and close the lid. I will come back to the box later, when I’m ready.






The Citadel

Your Journal Is Your Safe Place

I STARTED MY HEALING ON the side of that road in the Mojave Desert, so struck by the stars that I sat for an hour basking in them, letting their brilliant rays light me up with celestial power. By the time I arrived in Flagstaff, I was no longer having a panic, dissociative, why-God-why episode. Still, I had the shaky sense that I had only narrowly escaped drowning. I felt like I had been sucked down into the undertow, where I’d been thrown and spun, only to be spat out, my mouth full of seawater, onto the Arizona desert sand. I decided that this was exactly what I needed— to dry out. To rest. To regain my composure before I began my volunteer work on two local congressional races.

I was renting the last available place in the whole town because, pandemic. At that point, every inconvenience seemed to be caused by the global nightmare and its “supply chain issues,” which I think was a hopeful euphemism for “looming Armageddon.” I found a condo on a golf course that was decorated like a ski lodge’s dream of Thanksgiving. There were gourds everywhere. So. Many. Gourds. Ceramic gourds, wooden gourds with feathers attached to them, gourds with hand-painted children who looked like ghosts, real gourds (Were they going to rot? Was I supposed to do something with them, or do gourds stay intact forever?). While this was for sure not my style, it was surrounded by pine trees and opened onto a giant red wooden deck overlooking Mount Elden and a vast expanse of sky. After months of being cooped up in my apartment, this was a huge improvement.

My first morning in Flagstaff, I found a cute café for a little breakfast and journaling. As I waited for my burrito to arrive, I eavesdropped overheard a mom, dad, and two sons, roughly eleven and eight (Though I am very bad at ages. It’s also possible they were both five. Or fifteen?) having a conversation. They were smiling and laughing and, as a Californian, I would say they gave off “good vibes.” When a waiter came, the father exclaimed, “We’ll start these guys with the mac-and-cheese fries!” prompting a cheer from both boys. “We’re carbo-loading because these dudes have a big day tomorrow— we’re going canyoneering!” I had never heard of “canyoneering” before, so my eavesdropping listening intensified. The waiter left and the dad explained, “Now, boys, I’ve never done this myself, so I don’t know what to expect, but if you get scared, I just want you to know, we’ve got a guide with us who’s done this hundreds of times before and whose job it is to keep us safe. So even if it’s scary, you’re gonna be safe.” You’re gonna be safe. His words landed on me like warm morning sunshine after a cold night, clarifying something I hadn’t realized before: I had never felt safe growing up.

In fact, my parents regularly told me how unsafe I was. From as early as I can remember, my mom cautioned me that “Sickos are out to get you. Kidnapping is up in the country and you’re the perfect target! You could be raped, tortured, and murdered, or worse! You have to be very, very careful.” What was worse than raped, tortured, and murdered? I didn’t want to find out. I recollect one time when I was nine years old and sitting in a restaurant on the Third Street Promenade (one of the most popular outdoor shopping malls in Los Angeles) needing to go to the bathroom. When I asked my mom to be excused, she barked at me, “Pay attention, you never know who might snatch you.” With the threat of “snatching” in the air, I decided that it would be best if I stayed put, even though we were in one of the safest neighborhoods in all of human history.* I decided to wait until we got home.†

While my mom constantly warned me that the outside world was perilous, my dad ceaselessly told me that we had exactly zero financial safety. One day while driving me to middle school, he started shouting, “We’re ruined! If this deal doesn’t go through, I don’t know what we’re going to do. We’re in so much credit card debt, we’re DOOMED.” Just your typical Schuster Monday morning pep talk. What was most confusing to me was that he was saying all of this while driving a custom-made Mercedes-Benz. How could my dad have such an expensive car and at the same time insist that we were in financial dire straits? I’m still not totally sure what my dad did for a living (Entrepreneur? Whatever that means?) but whatever it was, he was on the daily worried about how a lack of money was going to ravage our lives. As he continued his diatribe, I peered out the window and fantasized about swinging the door open and rolling out onto the black asphalt. What would that feel like on my skin? When I returned from my escape fantasy, I reassured him, “You’ll land on your feet, Dad, you always do,” but I had no confidence that was the case.

Despite my parents’ extreme paranoia, the truth was that, as a child, I was often not safe— physically or emotionally. My house was literally built on an unstable foundation that necessitated constant fixing. But my parents often resorted to lazy work-arounds that didn’t hold up, and our home devolved into a haphazard construction zone. When I was six, for instance, my mom initiated a completely disorganized remodeling project for the house that would take place while we were out of town. When we arrived back home, we were aghast to find the innards of the structure exposed— the insulation, the piping, the plywood. If you brushed by a wall too closely, you might catch a nail or a nasty splinter. It remained this way for SIX YEARS, with our various pets defecating on the carpets with no consequence because who cares, the house was already a nightmare shithole.

Before my dad asked my mom for a separation (which, by the way, he did by taking me, my sister, and my mom to dinner, and breaking the news to all of us at the same time), he decided that he would finally fix the house. He, with absolutely no construction experience and no training. Why did he do this? Because he wanted his family to finally live somewhere safe? Because he thought we deserved better than to live in a pile of plywood and cat piss? Nope! He knew “the surprise divorce dinner” was imminent and he wanted to get the house in better selling shape.* But like my mom, he didn’t file permits or make the proper “plans.” He simply hired some dudes from the parking lot of a Home Depot and got to work. I have to admit, the house did look a lot better after his crew plastered the exposed walls, replaced the disgusting carpet, and patched up the unexplained holes in the ceiling.

My dad was so thrilled with his (the Home Depot crew’s) handiwork that he decided to build a big deck for himself. Radolpho, the leader of the Home Depot crew, constructed a wooden deck off the second floor of our house. It overlooked the canyon, giving an expansive city view of the west side of Los Angeles, the office buildings at night twinkling like urban stars. But. There was no railing. Nothing resembling a railing! My dad was making a bold bet, considering the fact that an eleven-and five-year-old could wander out there at any moment. Moreover, the deck was built on thin beams, so thin that when you stepped on them, they creaked and groaned, shifting under your weight.* The thing was fucking terrifying. I couldn’t go out there without imagining falling off and hitting the brick patio twenty-five feet below with a thud. But this was my dad’s pride, something he (the Home Depot crew) had built. “Girls, come out here and sit on the deck,” he’d coax. When I resisted, saying, “Dad, I’m scared of it, it shakes so much,” he’d take offense. “Of course, you don’t want to come on the deck, because I can’t do anything right! I should have never married your mother, it ruined my life!”

While the house itself was not to be trusted, the people who came in and out of it felt even more dangerous. There was a revolving door of babysitters, handymen, (never paid) “chefs,” assistants, and sycophants obsessed with my mom.† There was Oona, the Danish horse breeder who practically lived at our house, doing what, I don’t know. And of course you remember Barry, right? Who I detailed at great length in Buy Yourself the F*cking Lilies? The handyman who lived in the garage apartment of our house for no reason, with his white van that signaled child abduction, who popped his dentures in and out of his mouth to terrify me? Who had a wayward, Satan-worshipping youth named Dan living in the sauna of said apartment, who collected rattlesnake tails to affix to the ends of pencils? You remember them, right?? And then there were men who drifted in and out of my mom’s life. One of them, Jason, who could not have been more than twenty-five at the time, actually lived with us for a stint. My strongest memory of Jason is of him lying on my parents’ bed with his shirt off, facedown, while my mom straddled his back to pop his pimples. Like . . . the fuck?

Add to that I have a bunch of random early flashes of memories and moments that have no context. I remember being maybe three or four and brushing my teeth when WHAM— a babysitter slapped me so hard across the face that I was knocked off my pink step stool. I have another flash of sitting in a closet when someone, I don’t know who, grabbed my wrist so tightly that they left bruises as I screamed for them to let go. I can’t recall the context for either of these instances, but they live in my physiological memory. All of the chaos and disorder in my house made me feel that, fundamentally, there was no safety net, no one to protect me.

Since I didn’t grow up feeling safe, it’s not something that’s really on my radar. My friends have often remarked that it’s “brave” that I travel around the world on solo expeditions, taking on twelve-mile hikes through slot canyons with no other person in sight, wandering cities alone at all hours of the day and night. But I’m not brave, I’m oblivious. I think I just learned to disregard safety altogether. This doesn’t mean I don’t feel scared all the time; it means I’ve learned that that’s how life is and there’s nothing you can do about it. Feeling terrified, like I have no control over my body, like at any moment anything could happen to me, jumping at the sound of a trash can lid closing, that is just how I live in the world. I never tried to “fix” it because I wasn’t aware that feeling safe was important.

Early in the pandemic, a friend set me up with a guy he knew who lived in Paso Robles, an idyllic slice of California known for its vineyards and olive groves just north of Los Angeles. His name was Charles.* Since I lived in LA, our first date would have to be on Zoom, as was the case with so many other single folks in the global garbage, shit-fuck pandemic. Zoom was a new thing, no one quite knew what background you should use (A city? A kitchen that is not your own?), or how to make the lighting not look like a proof-of-life video in a hostage situation. Charles was my seventh Zoom date, and given the six previous people I had met, I had low expectations. Lucas, the Brazilian VR tech guy who seemed sensitive and sweet and was a very active member of Goodreads, had immediately ghosted me and then ghosted me a second time after apologizing for ghosting me the first time. Then there was Jon, a “crypto” investor guy,† who told me, “There’s something biological that makes women want to own their houses,” and also said, “Maybe this whole Covid thing is a hoax.” So, as long as Charles didn’t immediately bail or turn out to be verging on an incel, I figured we’d be fine.

I sat in my dining room, which I had converted into a WFH office, as he sat on the patio of a vineyard (his?!) with acres of grapevines and rolling green hills behind him. It was stupid nice. “Hi there, I’m Charles. I’m so happy to meet you,” he introduced himself. “Hi, I’m Tara, it’s nice to meet you too. Your Zoom background is so much more awesome than mine, you’re already winning,” I joked to him. “Yeah, but you’re so much more beautiful than I am, I have to make up for it somehow,” he sweetly bantered. He was playful, light. Over the next month we talked every few days at a pace so chill and calming in an otherwise not chill and not calming world that I started referring to him affectionately as “Slow Burn Charles.” I learned that he was super into meditation and that he loved taking personal development classes. “I want to know myself really well. I don’t want to waste my time on earth living a life that isn’t mine,” he confided. Yeah, Charles! Super down with that!

A month in, on a Zoom date to learn how Alice Waters shopped a farmers market (unrealistically elegantly and easily), he changed the subject. “Hey, so. I have a question for you. My brother and I are going to do a big Southwest camping trip. We’re going all over Utah. The camper van I’m renting is pretty close to Los Angeles, so . . . I thought you could join me for the first few days in Bryce Canyon?” We had only been “dating” for a month. But without a moment’s hesitation, I agreed. It was an adventure! And I’m always down for adventure.

The next week, Charles picked me up in a psychedelic, FAROUT camper van. Geometric stripes of yellow and orange were painted across the sides that were also decorated with decals aplenty— a heart, a peace sign, a “hang loose” hand gesture, and a message to “respect the locals.” It looked like something perfectly nostalgic for a past that never existed— a 1970s of the imagination— with a dash of self-conscious irony, like when people use disposable cameras or sport mom-style fanny packs across their chests. It was an Instagram thirst trap on wheels.

I had waited for him in my apartment for three hours as he repeatedly texted that he was “just an hour away.” At first, I wondered if I was being catfished. By the time Charles did pull up to my curb, he was sweaty and nervous, seemingly verging on some kind of hissy fit. “I’ve had a very frustrating day!” That was the first thing he said before launching into a list of complaints. “First, the van place was running late, and then I took off to stock it at Whole Foods for the trip, but then I realized, I had no idea how to use the refrigerator, and what if the cheese melts? So I spent an hour in a parking lot watching YouTube videos, and then I thought, Fuck it, I’ve got to get Tara.” He was acting like it would be a total tragedy if his Whole Foods brie went bad. Which, I kinda get because WHY IS WHOLE FOODS THE MOST EXPENSIVE PLACE ON EARTH? If I go there to buy apples, I will walk out with Epsom salts, rare olives, and a new nut-based milk that, when combined, cost somewhere around seventy dollars. Always. But to have somewhat of a meltdown with someone you were just meeting?

When we finally left, I tried to steer us toward a conversation unrelated to the problems of the morning. “What’s your love language?” I coyly asked. “Um. Acts of service,” he curtly replied. I waited for him to expand or ask me a follow-up question, a softball, like, oh, I don’t know, “What’s your love language?” but he did not. And when we somehow got to the topic of family and my strained relationship with my dad, he cut me off mid-sentence and said, “You should mend whatever is wrong with that relationship. You really only get one dad and you should fix it.” I wanted to reply, “Oh my God, thank you, Charles, WOW, I had never thought of that until you brought it up just now. It’s not something I have been thinking about essentially every day of my entire life. What a revelation!”

When we finally arrived at Bryce Canyon, nine hours later, without having eaten anything more substantial than brie and Red Vines and weird Whole Foods “healthy snacks” (a truly unpleasant combination), I was tired, disappointed, and already ready to leave. I realized that Charles’s “slow burn” affect was actually a lack of curiosity about other people. The only good news was that as we drove through the park, I was awestruck by Bryce Canyon. If you have not been, GO! It is one of the most astounding places on earth. Orange-and-white spires of compacted sand, called hoodoos, rise from the deep canyons, surging toward the sky, some as tall as ten stories, as if the Earth has crafted its own totem poles. It looks alien and almost unnatural, like a set for a movie about a different planet, like there is no possible way something like this could exist— except it does! And you are lucky enough to bear witness. Charles was not living up to expectations, but Bryce Canyon was blowing my damn mind.

As we pulled up to our campsite, Charles’s brother, Jared, ran to the car, yelling “Charlie boy!” before reaching in through the open driver’s side window to wrap Charles in a giant torso hug. They were sweet and warm with each other and made me think about my own sister and how I might shower her with explosive affection if I hadn’t seen her in a while (three days). I felt a little bad for being so judgmental about Charles. Maybe he was, as I had said, just a slower burn?

Jared asked me if I wanted to take a quick walk while Charles set up camp. As we wove our way through hoodoos on the Queen’s Garden Trail, taking in our magical surroundings, Jared blurted out-of-fucking-nowhere, “You know what’s crazy? I recently escaped a sex cult!” Wait. What? “Yeah, it was crazy. At first, we thought it was a leadership training, like a personal development course, though a little weird because we had to earn sashes and everyone was super into this one guy, and kind of idolized him, but then . . . it sorta went sideways and I went through some things in Mexico City that I really regret.” HE WENT THROUGH SOME THINGS HE REALLY REGRETTED IN MEXICO CITY? AS A PART OF A SEX CULT? What is the appropriate response to an admission like that from a stranger? “Oh”? “Tell me more”? I was off-balance, spinning from the what-the-fuck-ness of this hike that somehow managed to be worse than the car ride. But then he hit me with the coup de grace: “You know, Charles was in the cult too.” He seemed surprised by the shock on my face. “Didn’t he tell you?” No, Jared. Charles had somehow skipped that one.

When Jared and I arrived back at the campsite, I calmly walked ran up to Charles and burst out with my question, “Hey, so, this is strange, but . . . Jared just said you were in a sex cult? That you had to escape? Care to elaborate?” Charles looked unbothered. “Oh, Nex-i-um? I wasn’t a part of the sex stuff.” It took me a second for the information to register. WAIT. NXIVM? NXIVM of branding women’s bodies and sexual slavery NXIVM? The NXIVM featured in a terrifying documentary that I had to stop watching because it was too upsetting? “Yeah, that NXIVM,” he replied.

“Don’t worry, it really wasn’t as bad as the media made it out to be and I only did it for a little bit, and never the sex stuff.” Okay, this was better, I thought. “Also, it’s super odd that Jared told you that.” I was a little more reassured that he wasn’t a part of the sex stuff and that he, too, thought it was bizarre that Jared had shared this with me. Maybe this wasn’t SO terrible. Maybe he just got sucked in and that’s something that could happen to any of us? Like, maybe I could accidentally end up in a sex cult? I wanted to know that this was all a short-lived mistake to him, so I asked, “So you were only in it for a little bit. How long was that?” praying he would say something like, “A week and then I realized it was BS.” “I don’t know,” he reflected, “maybe a year?”

My. God. The “personal development” courses he described had been part of a cult. Now, YOU, at this very moment might be crying out at the pages of this book, “Run! Escape! Get out of there ten minutes ago!” But I was unable to move or think, standing perfectly still as the sun set on the hoodoos of Bryce Canyon. Before I could process anything, Charles slung a camera bag onto his back and started to walk away, without saying a word. “Uh . . . where are you going?” I asked. “I’m gonna take some night photos as
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