
      
         [image: cover image]

      
   
      
         [image: title page]

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            To Mother-Father

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            The Florida sun seems not much a single ball overhead but a set of klieg lights that pursue you everywhere with an even white
               illumination.
            

            —John Updike, Rabbit at Rest

            Life feeds on life, it has no choice. Life stokes its furnace with life, but not with life in general; it burns the unique
               and particular life of the individual, and when there’s nothing left to feed to the flames, the fire goes out.
            

            —César Aira, Shantytown
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            BFF

         
         I’ll begin our story with that afternoon, we hadn’t spoken for a year—like so many years when we didn’t speak—when you pulled
            up next to me on my walk to work and offered me a ride. I climbed into the passenger seat of your Dodge Omni, knowing I’d
            begun another cycle, and still another. Feeling that I’d been tricked again, that I should have refused. You caught me in
            a moment of not knowing.
         

         
         If I start there, I should say that by this time we’d already gotten the tattoos that linked our right and left hips together
            into a single message: “Forever / & ever.” And I should say that, at a glance, my text appeared to spell “Beaver”—too perfect
            that yours bore the autonomous word while mine was dependent.
         

         
         Do you know mine is covered up? I hope yours remains. I hope you still see it in the mirror and it surprises you some mornings
            in your half sleep. You’re the only woman I’ve loved this way: enough to want to hurt you.
         

         
         I’m reminded of your first tattoo, on your back (tramp stamp, so Florida). You told me you orgasmed while getting it, your
            nerve endings so close to the surface of your skin. Like many things you told me, I don’t know if it’s true. Even twenty years
            after we met, I can’t tell when you’re lying, but have learned to assume you often are. I’ve learned to hope you are sometimes.
         

         
         Our friendship was a sticky web. Our friendship was a black box. Our friendship was a swamp full of cottonmouths.

         
         Another of your tattoos: an alligator eating up your left arm. (Is it left, like mine, or right? Are we mirrors even now?)
            The tattoo covers another, some text you got when I got my text. Mine: “Resilient in the clutch of darkness.” Yours: “Your
            blues ain’t like my blues.” Whose pain is deeper? Who wins?
         

         
          

         I have to start over, like we started over so many times, with the call you made in our nineteenth summer. We hadn’t spoken
            for a year. I went away to college in New York; you stayed in Florida. You didn’t go to school. Nobody in your family went
            to school.
         

         
         If I could quantify what came between us: the cost of tuition.

         
         If I could quantify what came between us: the cost of your mother’s one-bedroom rent subtracted from my parents’ four-bedroom
            house in a gated neighborhood.
         

         
         If I could quantify what came between us: the cost of diapers, formula, hospital bills.

         
         The last time we spoke before this, we planned to get coffee and you never called me back. You never showed; you disappeared.
            That day, I wore a pink slip I’d turned into a dress, copycatting your style, which has always been effortless.
         

         
         You shinier. You prettier. You taller. You thinner, more popular.

         
         In middle school, you had friends and I had you. You made it so you were my only friend. Don’t think I didn’t know.

         
         Was it really so important, so often, to know you were first? You were first.

         
         It’s stupid I’m still mad at you for this. It’s stupid I’m even still mad at you for things you did when we were ten. When
            you told me you had gone on a date with my boyfriend, he was hardly my boyfriend.
         

         
         And what was I wearing on the day you finally called, a full year later, linking summer to summer? I don’t know now. But I
            was driving that same car some thousand miles away from you, and you asked me to spell your daughter’s name. I got it wrong
            and you laughed.
         

         
         Wasn’t I supposed to be an English major? Yes, but I’d never heard that name. It’s unusual, like yours. It means “pure” in
            the language of your ancestors. In another it means “sea,” like the gulf we grew up swimming in together. The many, many ways
            we’re the same: blue eyes, brown hair, small breasts, freckles, and the moles on our bellies, which we called the moon and
            stars. Your daughter has your eyes.
         

         
         Your body: You were always biting your fingernails. Your fingers are long and thin, like your arms, like your legs, like your
            nose. Do you remember saying my nose was a ski slope? You traced your finger down and it leapt into the air, and you laughed
            your loud, bigmouthed laugh.
         

         
         Your body: Years later, you asked me why I didn’t tell you that you were too good for stripping. I didn’t know you wanted
            me to tell you.
         

         
         My body: Do you remember saying my shoulders were broad, that I couldn’t wear the tank top we’d just bought together, two
            of the same, and how I didn’t wear it? But you did.
         

         
         My body: Or the afternoon when you got on my bus without permission and we walked home through a tornado? I wore a black flowered
            skort with a matching tank top and leather platforms. We took shelter in the covered walkway of a Baptist church and shivered
            and laughed as the rain painted everything white.
         

         
         Your body: Or the funny face you made by pinching your nose closed and inhaling hard, crossing your eyes. Or the face you
            made when I borrowed your pants and laughed so hard I wet them in the back of our friend’s dad’s car coming back from an eighth-grade
            party.
         

         
         Yours: You were nearly paralyzed giving birth the first time. You didn’t want an epidural, but the nurse convinced you and
            then botched the administration. You told her something was wrong, but she didn’t believe you. You told me this many years
            later.
         

         
         Yours: You dreamt of being a model.

         
         Mine: I split my face open jumping from a train I hopped with the crew change you gave me. I’d never model. Later, I embellished
            my tattooed text with a half-sleeve train emerging from a tunnel.
         

         
         Mine: You said my ass was big, and I still believe you.

         
         Ours: We slept with our hips together, holding hands.

         
          

         The year we met, my parents moved my family from the house where you first knew me, where my father answered the door our
            first time together and saw your mother standing on the other side of the screen and called her by name. We joked that they
            had been lovers. We joked or we wished.
         

         
         You were the closest thing I had to a sister. I knew your body like it was my body; I knew it as it was changing. I knew when
            you got your period before me because I could smell it. And because you told me about it, drew me pictures of it, told me
            everything you could about how the blood clotted, how it felt, how it tasted. I knew your breasts as they were changing into
            shapes I could hold in my hands. I saw your naked body so close to mine so many times in the daylight, and the darkness, and
            the water, and the moon. I saw you pee. I saw your pubic hair changing color. I saw your face getting older.
         

         
         I loved you when you grabbed me by the sides of my head and smelled my hair. I do that to my husband now. You do that to your
            husband now, and to your children. You loved me like a child and a sister and a mother. You were my twin.
         

         
         I loved you when you held my hand expecting that I would hold yours back, and I did.

         
         We ran down the streets of my neighborhood, prepubescent, wearing nothing but skin, hiding behind trash cans when trucks turned
            corners and caught us in spotlights. We climbed into other people’s boats suspended from docks over dark water, hearing fish
            below hurl themselves into air, smacking down on the surface.
         

         
         I lost my virginity so soon after you because of you. You were the first one I told. I wrote you a letter the day it happened
            and drew you pictures, wanting you to see. My mother found it and put me on the pill. I lied and said that I loved him. He
            was just some boy.
         

         
         When your mother finally earned enough to move you into the condo, we held on to the sides of your hot tub and fucked the
            jets with our knees above the water. It was there that you met your daughter’s father, lying by the side of the pool in the
            sticky sun, turning brown the way I never could. You wanted to catch his eye and it worked.
         

         
         You knew you were pregnant as soon as you stood up from the grass where you lay with your daughter’s father. I see you walking
            your bicycles back to the duplex you shared with him then, with its haunted Murphy bed and its daisy-colored sunroom—the fear
            in your face and the hexagonal sidewalk sections beneath you, and this is something you’ve said to me that I believe.
         

         
          

         Your mother slid down the laundry chute of a foster home on sheets of waxed paper. She described the sound of climbing back
            up: boom—boom. We were teenagers when she gave you to the state because you couldn’t be trusted, with her or with yourself.
         

         
         There were times I knew you hated her. You’d come home to her on the recliner, corpse-like: TV on the floor, drink in hand,
            Misty cigarettes on the particleboard table, overweight, hair dyed red, made-up, drunk. She called me to complain about you.
            Did you know that? She took your daughter when you were coked up and homeless and could no longer protect her. You couldn’t
            even protect yourself. I think of the midnight you said you were going to break into your abandoned childhood home. It was
            somewhere to sleep.
         

         
         When you lived in that house your bedroom was a converted living room. A door led from your room to the front of the house;
            you both entered from the back. A boy lived in your neighborhood: your first love, the first male since your father to touch
            your bare skin. You were seven in the attic of another boy’s house. There were two others there. You told me this story.
         

         
         And nearby, the day we went exploring in the ruins of an abandoned house, I leapt from one wooden plank to another and landed
            on a rusty nail and cried. We were ten. I was wearing white Keds and bobby socks. By the time we got back to your house, the
            heel in my shoe was red and I was leaning on you, heavy. Your mother shook her head as she called my mother.
         

         
         I remember your house was blue.

         
         You moved out of it the year after I met you, into the low-rent apartment across from the Bosnian children you found annoying
            even though they were refugees from genocide. You came home alone after school and ate cheese quesadillas from the microwave,
            a survival technique I found strange until later, when I first heard you say “poor.”
         

         
         You turned twelve. At your party a man passed us and returned to where we chased one another on the grass. We hid from him
            behind a vined white lattice, giggling at the fact of his maleness. You broke loose from us, screaming, waving something above
            your head—a sunhat? You knew to be afraid.
         

         
         I walked as far down the driveway as my parents’ cordless phone allowed me that night when you said you were going away. All
            the houses slept with their eyes open, and the bush by our garage smelled of jasmine, and I was trying to cry, but I couldn’t.
            So I had to pretend.
         

         
         I pretended other times with you. I pretended we were still best friends when we got our tattoos. I pretended to take your
            side when my father fired you after giving you a job when you were desperate. I pretended sympathy when you told me you wanted
            to kill yourself. Your daughter was three; how could you? I pretended to trust you many times when I didn’t. You shouldn’t
            have trusted me, either.
         

         
         What you were wearing the day we came to pick you up at the girls’ home, my parents and I, and nobody asked us our names,
            or made us sign things, or even saw you leaving: A coral-colored vintage dress cinched at the waist. A necklace that hung
            between your breasts. You had gained weight from the Paxil and you called the dress your Marilyn. You wore, maybe, plastic
            flip-flops and anklets. Short hair. And I wondered if you wished they cared more, the people at the home. I wondered who had
            cared about you other than me. You can love someone without trusting her—you know this better than I do. I loved you completely.
            I love how you think water can feel things. I love that you always smell of sage. I love that you découpaged your coffee table.
            I love how you think you’re punk rock, even now.
         

         
         You were diagnosed, but you were never crazy. You were caught between the fear of leaving your mother and the fear of staying.
            Caught in the horror of being complicit in your endangerment every time she told you to fix her a drink. Caught in the need
            to protect her, though she didn’t protect you; caught between the habit of being a child, obedient, and the need to rebel,
            as a woman.
         

         
         It’s not your fault you couldn’t escape.

         
         There was so much I didn’t know about you, and I’m angry with you for thinking that I did. I’m angry with myself for failing
            to see it. For being naïve for so long.
         

         
         I hurt you.

         
         Twice you ran to Miami: First, when you fled that home with another girl, who you told me looked like a pixie. I wonder if
            that was true. Second, when you awoke in a hotel shower, covered in blood, with your daughter half a state away and no way
            to escape the room.
         

         
         I hope that was a lie.

         
          

         Lies I know you told me:

         
         You were abducted by aliens in the middle of the night when you were five. They took you from the kitchen in a bright light
            that came down from the ceiling. Your mother found you sleeping on the tiles in the morning. You never told her about the
            abduction.
         

         
         You modeled for a JNCO ad when we were thirteen. In the ad, you were standing on a glass floor looking down into the camera.
            The cuff of the jeans was twenty-one inches in diameter, the biggest JNCO style to date.
         

         
         You are distantly related to Chris O’Donnell, whose last name is a derivative of your family name. Or, more likely, your last
            name is a derivative of his family name. You met him once.
         

         
         You used JTT’s bathroom.

         
         You were writing the dialogue for a pilot cartoon with a famous producer who specifically asked you. This person was a good
            friend of yours who could help me with an after-school arts program I was trying to start at the time. You gave me his email
            address. The email bounced back.
         

         
         You were dating a member of Bob Marley’s family. You left your daughter with your mother to go to Miami to meet him at a music
            festival. It is because of him that you awoke in the hotel shower, covered in blood. He abandoned you there.
         

         
         You weren’t sleeping with the man who worked for my father at the same time you did and who borrowed your car to visit his
            mother in Tampa. He got high on heroin on the way and totaled your car. You couldn’t get to work.
         

         
         You know things about the “sacred art” of tai chi.

         
         In New York, you accidentally dialed your boyfriend, now the father of your second child, and let him listen to a conversation
            we were having about a man you wanted to fuck. When he called you back screaming, you were surprised.
         

         
         You didn’t know, when you convinced your stepfather to buy you and your daughter tickets to California, that you were going
            to find your way from San Diego to LA to be at my courthouse wedding.
         

         
         You weren’t a little proud when our friend picked you to give her solace after I cheated on her friend with the man I later
            married. You invited her over and listened while she told you all my secrets. You weren’t a little excited when you sat down
            to write me the email that ended our friendship. It didn’t thrill you to feel superior in that moment, knowing that I could
            also lie.
         

         
          

         You wilder. You freer. You louder. You bolder. You bigger. More jaded.

         
         To try to set limits was a betrayal. There was always something you were asking for that I wasn’t prepared to give. Your stepfather
            wasn’t even your stepfather anymore when you arrived at his San Diego mansion with your daughter, already pregnant with your
            second. You told me you found him full of pills and booze, that you couldn’t stay there. You called me in LA and I told you
            to come. What choice did I have?
         

         
         In the hours before my wedding, we hiked to the top of Barnsdall Art Park, overlooking the city. We ate figs on the grass
            with my almost husband, and your daughter disappeared into the trees to peer through the windows of the quieted art museum.
            At the wedding, she posed between us for a family photo: a child to three, all of us smiling.
         

         
         I made the mistake of needing you once, too. Before you visited me in New York, I told you I had a choice to make and asked
            you to help me make it. I’d fallen in love with a man who wasn’t my boyfriend. You wanted this to be our time and instead
            I made it mine.
         

         
         Were you mad at me for betraying a man who hadn’t abused me?

         
         Or were you mad at your father, who choked your mother while you watched when you were three? At the man who stalked you to
            work at the strip club and threw plates at you while your daughter slept in the next room, whose house you fled for a battered
            women’s shelter. The man who overtook you at a party, whom all of your friends still talked to. Your daughter’s father, whose
            name you wouldn’t allow to appear on her birth certificate, who later went to prison.
         

         
         Or your then-boyfriend, who once swung the broad side of his shovel into your pelvis; who came home drunk one night and peed
            on you while you slept; who dragged you across your apartment by your hair; who, you once explained, you find sexy because
            he’s primal.
         

         
         After the wedding, you wanted to ride with us to Malibu to throw our vows into the water. I said no. You weren’t invited.

         
         When you found out you were pregnant a second time you asked me if you should keep the baby. I sat on the edge of my ex-boyfriend’s
            bed in upper Manhattan, watching him smoke out the window with his ear cocked, and I told you to do what you felt was best.
         

         
         I should have known you were asking not only about the baby but also about her father. It felt like a test, like the night
            you brought me to Mermaids to watch you do tricks on the pole, and I was supposed to say it was beneath you. I should have
            known it was just a performance. Instead, I was sitting in the audience of another school play, hearing you forget the lines.
            But you told me once that nothing is worse than being told you fucked up when you already know.
         

         
         Later, you asked me to spell her name, too: Should there be an H or not? I didn’t answer that question. I knew you were asking if I’d be there for her.
         

         
         The first of the last tests.

         
         I’m sorry.

         
          

         Lies I heard you tell yourself:

         
         Vitamins from fruits and vegetables are concentrated most densely in the stems. Eating the raw stem of a zucchini is more
            beneficial to your health than eating all the other parts, cooked or uncooked.
         

         
         The earth is hollow. There is a hole in Antarctica, or the North Pole, depending on the story. It is visible from space, as
            proven by photos you’ve found online. A navy admiral named Richard E. Byrd once landed his plane near the hole and encountered
            a race of humanoids living inside the planet in a land called Agartha. This race has witnessed all the events of human history.
            They brought Byrd inside the planet and sent him back to civilization with the message that we’re headed for extinction.
         

         
         Present-day humans are the descendants of a technologically advanced extraterrestrial race called the Anunnaki who came to
            Earth from the planet Nibiru and bred with Homo erectus. We know this because a man named Zecharia Sitchin has translated ancient Babylonian tablets and uncovered details of Sumerian
            myth, which also prove that Ur was destroyed by nuclear fallout from the war between extraterrestrial factions.
         

         
         The government controls our minds with chemical-filled contrails dragged across the sky behind airplanes. As a society, we’re
            growing progressively stupider and more complacent from breathing in these chemtrails, which can also control the weather.
         

         
         Everything is controlled by the Illuminati. If you look closely enough, you can find evidence of it anywhere: in the Gmail
            symbol, in a skirt Beyoncé wore to an awards show, in the dollar bill, and even in the Florida state flag. They are responsible
            for the rises to power of several important people as well as for countless suspicious deaths. We are all their slaves.
         

         
         Some people are psychic, and others have special insight into the stars. When you were a child, your mother took you to visit
            her psychic, who became a close family friend. I went with you once, but she didn’t tell my fortune.
         

         
         Tarot cards can tell you things about the future.

         
         You and I are cosmic twins. Each night, while we’re sleeping, we find each other, no matter where we are. No matter if I’m
            in New York. No matter if you’re in Florida. We have been together since the dawn of the universe in infinite forms. We were
            once an Indian raja and his daughter.
         

         
         You can force people to love you. If you doubt their commitment, you can force them to prove themselves. You can do this to
            them over and over, and you will be justified, even when they say they’re tired.
         

         
         The love of a friendship should be limitless. You should be prepared to do anything for each other.

         
          

         Lies I told you:

         
         A ghost grabbed my toe in the dark one of many nights you slept at my house. We lay awake for hours awaiting another toe grab
            that never came.
         

         
         I used JTT’s bathroom.

         
         I was sleeping the night before I moved to New York with my then-boyfriend, while you stood outside his apartment, calling
            and calling, and I didn’t pick up. You and I had plans to sing karaoke. He and I were actually fucking.
         

         
         My mother liked you.

         
         I was a fan of Johnny Cash when I slipped his Greatest Hits into the CD player as we crossed the bridge to the beach one night when I was home from college.
         

         
         I would read Women Who Run with the Wolves. I never intended to read it. At first, I didn’t trust your recommendation. Now it reminds me too much of you.
         

         
         I have never looked down on you.

         
         I have helped you at all times without judgment.

         
         When I said I’d be your daughter’s godmother, I was ready.

         
         When you called the bookstore where I worked on your birthday, a month after the last time we stopped speaking, you were told
            I wasn’t there. You called me by my nickname and told the bookseller who answered the phone which section I managed. You called
            yourself a name other than your own, to try to trick them. I’d told them to lie.
         

         
         Your daughter emailed me from your account a year after we stopped speaking. I responded with pictures and a list of accomplishments,
            knowing you’d be jealous.
         

         
         Driving through downtown one night past the Detroit Hotel, you told me you’d been reading Schopenhauer’s Essays and Aphorisms. I insisted you had misunderstood the title, but I was just an idiot.
         

         
         I don’t wonder what I’d say if I saw you again in passing. When I visit my parents in Florida, I don’t make a point to go
            downtown in the hope that you’ll be there. You’d be eating pizza on the sidewalk outside Fortunato’s, surrounded by friends.
            You’d be smiling and confident, the loudest and most interesting of the group. You would talk with your mouth full, like you
            always have, and would clear the food from your gums with a nail-bitten finger. I would stand across the street, watching
            you silently in the dark. Your daughter would see me first. I would smile and wave to her.
         

         
          

         The detritus of a happy friendship: the tin Beatles poster; your chest of special things, including your copy of a newspaper
            article about Robert E. Lee, your great-great-great-uncle; the notes we tossed back and forth in Spanish class (Señora Santiago
            hated us); your journals, which still sit atop my refrigerator; the copy of Khalil Gibran’s The Prophet that you gave me in New York, an inscription inside from one early-century friend to another; the Bhagavad Gita; the glass
            pelican sun ornament your daughter gave me, now broken; matching red parachute jackets; matching sneakers and haircuts; No
            Doubt’s Tragic Kingdom; the photograph I keep turned backward in a frame engraved with “Best Friends”: we’re posing for each other.
         

         
         I know you live on a peach orchard now. Last year, your younger daughter seized in the orchard and turned blue, and you ran
            screaming back to the house with her in your arms, unable to open her jaw.
         

         
         I check up on you, yes.

         
         I know you have vintage items online. You and your daughter model them. You’ve gained weight since the second child. All your
            girlishness is gone, replaced by a heaviness in your stance and a look of desperation, like you’ve lost something that can’t
            be replaced.
         

         
         I mean this gently.

         
         Your home is surrounded by forest, lake water, crabgrass, dirt. You watch the sunset, a brilliant orange, from your porch.
            Your hair is the longest I’ve seen it, red and gold. Your skin is freckled suede.
         

         
         In one photo, you are smiling from the front end of a canoe with two oars in the water. Your body is strong and comfortable.
            The person holding the camera saw you so well. You think of this moment often. I know you.
         

         
         In another photo, you are bikini-clad and midsentence in a deck chair between two of your friends. Each of you gestures obscenely
            toward the camera. The day is hot, yellow. You had fun that day.
         

         
         I miss you.

         
         I know you married among trees and surrounded by friends. Your daughter is in the awkward prepubescent phase we were in when
            we met. Her teeth are too big for her head, crooked, clean.
         

         
         I wonder who your daughter’s friends are, if she loves them like we loved each other. I wonder if she’s anything like you
            in the way she loves them. I wonder if they’re good to one another.
         

         
         In another photo, your husband is shirtless, paunchy, his long hair a mop over his shoulders, squinting into the Florida sun
            with your younger daughter’s legs around his neck, holding her by the feet. Behind him, a body of water sits blue and calm
            under an unclouded sky.
         

         
          

         You haunt me in my everyday. When I think of you, you are twelve, our most perfect age. You’re laughing, and the gap between
            your front teeth is half the size of mine—we are comparing them. This is the before time: before the real hurt came. We exist
            in the perfect sweetness of girlhood with our feet in a pool, with matching bathing suits, with egrets stalking through the
            grass behind us and lizards wending their subtle ways across leaves. We are diving in the water. We’re clean.
         

         
         I open up this time so I can feel all the other time around it. I can see it in sharp focus: a difference of this or that,
            the light or the dark. I am choosing the light.
         

         
         In the dark, hurt is pushed to the perimeter and stretched. It is variegated, bold. A bright pink scar.

         
         In the light, I can love you the way I want to. The way you deserve.

         
         I hope you’re happy.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Mother-Father God

         
         
            This immaculate idea, represented first by man and, according to the Revelator, last by woman, will baptize with fire; and
               the fiery baptism will burn up the chaff of error with the fervent heat of Truth and Love, melting and purifying even the
               gold of human character.
            

            —Mary Baker Eddy, Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures

            I reserve the right to change my mind.

            —Charles Fillmore

         

         
            I.

            I was baptized in the sanctuary of Unity-Clearwater Church in 1985. A gold winged globe hung above the sanctuary stage. People
               stayed after the Sunday service for the baptism and sat scattered throughout the old theater seats. I was one month old.
            

            
            Rev. Leddy Hammock led the blessing. My parents stood near her on the rust-brown carpet in the sanctuary, two pairs of blue
               eyes and two sets of chin-length oak-brown hair. They’d been married seven months and sober three years—since joining the
               New Thought Movement.
            

            
            Leddy told the story of the disciples asking Jesus to hush the children,1 and how He’d said that children should not be kept away. For children have a greater understanding of the Kingdom. Unless
               we become like them, she said, we will not be able to enter His unlimited creative consciousness.
            

            
            She poured water into a shell and dipped a white silk rose into it. She touched my forehead and chin, crossed my brows, and
               baptized me in the name of the Father (Divine Mind), the Son (Divine Idea), and the Whole Spirit of God.
            

            
            She reminded all present that my name means “princess,” and that I am the royal child of the most high, endowed with infinite
               possibilities for good.
            

            
            Children are a great gift, she said, here to be sheltered and also to teach us.

            
            She gave the rose to my parents. Leddy had known them since they found the church, and she had married them. As they came
               from different faith backgrounds, they’d held the wedding in an upscale restaurant rather than a place of worship. My mother
               was three months pregnant. Looking at the photographs, I can see the small rise of myself beneath her sensible white suit.
            

            
             

            When I was young my parents were deeply involved with Unity-Clearwater. Church members’ names were omnipresent in the conversations
               we had at home; the songs I sang in the bathtub were those I’d learned in Sunday school. And yet, for the amount of time my
               parents devoted to the church, my own memories of it are scarce. I was often with babysitters when my parents were there;
               I had only the vaguest sense of what they did there. My memories of my parents take place between outside commitments—full-time
               jobs and church meetings. I had limited access to these places.
            

            
            When I was twelve, we left the church and never returned. I never learned why. Now, nearly twenty years later, I still wonder.
               I crave better understanding of my parents and Unity-Clearwater. What it meant to them, why they left. I crave understanding
               of what the church taught me—the unconscious ways in which it still shapes me.
            

            
            In my conscious mind, the church has been reduced to a foggy set of images floating through my childhood memories: A wooden
               replica of Noah’s ark big enough for a child to climb inside. The koi pond in the courtyard on the way to the meditation chapel.
               The small window in the door of the Unity-Progressive Council, which opened onto a long hallway of other doors; knowing my
               parents are behind one of them. A glass gift case with baubles handmade by church members. Palm Sunday, carrying fronds into
               the sanctuary—the mustiness of it—singing, “This little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine.” The Prayer for Abundance,
               manifesting prosperity in the lives of all who spoke it—a wicker basket floating down each row—and its ending, “Thank you,
               Father-Mother God!”
            

            
             

            My mother was one of six children, a middle child. She was fifteen when she moved with her family from Paterson, New Jersey,
               to Winter Park, Florida. It was 1964. Her stepfather’s drinking had grown so intolerable that my grandmother had threatened
               to move to Florida with or without him—he was only invited if he put down the bottle. Sober for the moment, he joined them.
               They moved into a duplex. My mother’s room, such as it was, was partitioned off with a curtain. There were no beaches nearby,
               but there were plenty of lakes teeming with alligators.
            

            
            My mother hated Florida. It was hot and boring. It rained every day on her walk home. The girls at school were all snooty,
               the daughters of citrus barons, wearing Villager clothing while my mother wore hand-me-downs. She missed her friends back
               home in New Jersey, and her brother who had joined the navy, and her older sister, who’d already married. Soon, her stepfather
               took up drinking again. In the afternoons, while my grandmother was at work, he’d line the kids up and browbeat them until
               they cried, then make fun of them for crying. My mom dreamed of escape.
            

            
            Barbara, a girl at school, had also just moved to Florida, from Pennsylvania—not so far from New Jersey. She hated Florida,
               too, and she and my mom became close friends, bonded by their mutual appreciation for the shortcomings of their adopted state.
               When Barb got pregnant and her father threw a butcher knife at her, my mom comforted her. When Barb’s boyfriend abandoned
               her, my mom was there for her. Barb’s brother, Bob, was nineteen and he liked my mom. Bob was in the navy, like my uncle Dennis,
               and was close with his parents—the mark of a good man. After just a few months of dating, when my mom was sixteen, he asked
               her to marry him. Despite her mother’s pleading, that’s what she did.
            

            
            In 1966, my mother dropped out of high school and moved to Norfolk, Virginia, where Bob was stationed. They rented a duplex
               and painted the walls turquoise. It had a tiny living room and an even tinier kitchen. My mom knew no one. An introverted
               girl in an unfamiliar place, she grew afraid of leaving the house alone when Bob was gone—and he was gone at sea for weeks
               at a time. When he was home, they argued. Their fights escalated. One night, he punched her. He apologized. My mom stayed.
            

            
            After the military, they moved back to Florida and he joined the police academy, then they kicked him out. Then he welded
               for a while; then he didn’t. He convalesced. My mom went to work making children’s clothing in a factory for $1.60 an hour.
               Coming home, her arms were dyed red to the elbows. She’d clean up, make dinner, then visit Bob’s parents. Every day. Bob’s
               parents sued people—the city, other motorists, etc.—for a living. Like Bob, they were lazy. And fat. At his fattest, Bob weighed
               350 pounds. He loved food—without discernment. As he grew fatter, he grew lazier, and meaner. My mom went to work with black
               eyes, fat lips. No one at work said a word.
            

            
            When Bob got going, my mom would run and hide in the school yard behind their house. She once picked up a knife, but put it
               back down, afraid he’d use it on her. He never found her in the school yard, but sooner or later, she’d have to go home. There
               were no shelters in the area back then, and she had no friends. She was afraid to call the police—they all knew her, and they
               knew Bob. He’d hurt the dog. He’d hurt her worse if she stayed away longer. With nowhere else to go, she went back. He’d kill
               her. She grew certain of it.
            

            
            One night, curled in a ball as Bob punched her, my mom grew calm. She felt that there was a spiritual being inside her. It
               was a new feeling. Bob could kill her body, but he couldn’t kill her; he could physically control her, but he couldn’t control her mind. He could make her act the way he wanted her to act, but
               he could never make her think the way he wanted her to think. This was the turning point.
            

            
            My mom left Bob in 1976. She left the house, the car, the furniture, the checkbook, her clothes, and the dog. For two weeks,
               she crashed on her supervisor’s couch. Then, because she had no one else to call, she asked Bob to help her find an apartment.
               He told her he would, but that she wasn’t allowed to stay in their house in the meantime—another woman was already living
               there. My mom would have to stay in a motel.
            

            
            A few days later, she moved into her first apartment. It took weeks to decide what to put on the walls. After ten years with
               Bob, she didn’t know who she was, had never known. She bought a matching black-and-white-plaid sofa and chair set. She asked
               her mom to help her buy a used Pontiac, pea green, with the $300 she had to her name. Bob had never drank, so my mom had never
               drank. Now she drank, exclusively beer. Drinking made her sociable. She made friends who drank with her. She went to bars
               alone. She felt wild.
            

            
             

            One night in 1978, my mom went to a biker bar in South Tampa to hear the Mad Beach Band.2 She’d dated the lead singer for a few months until he’d broken up with her. She’d taken to showing up at gigs and just kind
               of . . . staring. That night, she wore a striped cotton beach dress. Her hair down. She’d come alone. On her third beer, the
               band played her favorite song, and she began to sing along—she knew every line. The guy next to her turned to get her attention:
               “So, you’ve heard this band before?” He smiled.
            

            
            The man would become my father. He had light blue eyes, a scruffy beard, and large wire-framed glasses. He wore a baby blue
               Jimmy Buffett T-shirt.
            

            
            My father grew up in Cleveland, where he’d worked for his father since the age of fourteen—after school and long days in the
               middle of winter and during summer vacations—cleaning and hauling industrial chemical drums. The men in the yard drank Wild
               Turkey. So did my dad. He learned the motto “Work hard, play hard” from his father.
            

            
            But my dad felt work in the barrel yard wasted his time and his abilities—it interfered with his outside interests, his social
               life, his garage band. He respected his father but didn’t want him as a boss. He saw in journalism a way to use his mind,
               to engage with the world around him in a meaningful way. He saw in Florida an escape.
            

            
            He graduated from Ohio State and wrote for a year at the Marion Star. In 1976, he moved to Florida and became a staff writer at the Tampa Tribune.
            

            
            On the night they met, he asked for my mom’s phone number, which he wrote on the back of a matchbook and promptly lost. He
               looked everywhere for her for three weeks before he found her and asked her out again. Five months later, they bought a house.
            

            
             

            By 1982, my dad had left the Tampa Tribune and was writing for the St. Petersburg Evening Independent, covering municipal governments and the police beat—“looking for mistakes that people made.” He’d been reporting for seven
               years. The stories he engaged with on a day-to-day basis had shrunk the scope of his worldview to prostitution sweeps, drug
               sweeps, sweeps of public restrooms. People who’d fallen on hard times or tragedy. The world was cruel. My dad drank to cope.
               He smoked pot and dabbled in cocaine and other hard drugs.
            

            
            My mom drank heavily, as well. One day, she was supposed to meet the man who was installing new carpet3 in their home after work. She forgot and went to the bar instead, like she did every night. When she came home, my dad was
               pissed.
            

            
            “You can’t tell me what to do!” she yelled in return. “Who do you think you are?”

            
            Then she realized what she’d said. She recognized those words: she sounded just like her stepfather. My mom was shocked. She
               had vowed never to be like Doug, ever, in any way. And here she was saying the same things he did, probably doing the same
               things that he used to do.
            

            
            She moved out to get sober. My dad slept alone. He got a teddy bear and a roommate. He turned thirty.

            
            My parents tried to be friends. When my mom began a program of living sober, my dad followed. He got a mentor and took his
               first steps, but when he got to one that asked him to search for a higher power, he panicked. He had been raised culturally
               Jewish, but had drifted away from the Jewish community. Considering his recent lifestyle, he didn’t feel comfortable with
               God. He had turned away from any attempt to contemplate, let alone make a connection with, a spiritual presence. He didn’t
               even think to call himself an atheist; he just abstained. Now asked to search for a higher power, he floundered. Presenting
               himself to an anthropomorphized god embarrassed him. He looked for any kind of sign, or spiritual connection that he could
               buy into. One Sunday, his roommate invited him to Unity-Clearwater, a New Thought church.
            

            
            Leddy Hammock had taken over as co-minister just the year before.4 She was a third-generation Unity minister—a welcoming woman with fiery red hair and a voice like a lullaby. Instead of sermons,
               she gave lessons. Her lessons were only forty-five minutes: my dad liked that. Part of the lesson was meditation. He liked
               that, too. He liked the positive, reaffirming messages he heard: Leddy said that he was the creator of his own world, that
               he had the power to make himself happy and make things happen in his life. She taught that “thoughts held in mind reproduce
               after their kind,” and that sins are errors of thought. That people are not punished for their sins but punished by their sins. She said that there is no such thing as a punishing God, that God is not a man or woman, that God is spirit and
               principle.
            

            
            He began reading all the New Thought authors he could: Emmet Fox, Charles Fillmore, H. Emilie Cady, Thomas Troward. He drove
               the church bookseller crazy with how quickly he’d finish one book and ask for the next—he began to build a New Thought library
               of his own. He was fascinated by Ernest Holmes’s book Science of Mind, which teaches that people are at all times engaged in their own transformations. He started listening to meditation tapes
               by the spiritual author and modern-day mystic Joel Goldsmith, seeking out the intuitive guidance of what Goldsmith called his “still small voice.”
            

            
            He made friends with people at Unity-Clearwater, including Leddy, and invited my mom to meet them, too5—she fit right in. My parents got back together. They were still sober and went to church every Sunday, talking for hours
               about the class they were taking together, studying H. Emilie Cady’s Lessons in Truth. They got engaged and rented a new house on Allemande Drive with zigzag wallpaper. My mom got pregnant.
            

            
             

            The closing decades of the nineteenth century were a confusing time for the American establishment. The Thirteenth Amendment
               had recently been ratified. Blacks were moving into cities and vying for the same homes and jobs as whites. Increased industrialization
               was reducing the demand for men’s physical labor.6 More and more, unemployed men found comfort in bars, opium dens, casinos, and brothels, which inspired the rise of moral
               reform groups largely led by women.7 The number of women in higher education also increased dramatically, as did the number of women in the workforce.8 Organizations dedicated to their political advancement sprang up like daisies—Wyoming and Utah had already given them the
               vote. The closing of the nineteenth century was a time for women.
            

            
            Meanwhile, research in the scientific and medical fields was raising questions about the unseen world.9 James Clerk Maxwell’s theory of electromagnetic radiation showed that electricity, magnetism, and light were manifestations
               of the same phenomenon. Edison’s invention of the electric bulb illumined every living room. The telegraph circulated information
               with unprecedented ease. Germ theory, popularized in 1876, introduced the general populace to the theory that sickness was
               caused by outside forces, not internal weaknesses.10

            
            Hypnotism was also popularized, and its effects were widely debated, dominating medical journals between 1882 and 1893. In
               one school, Jean-Martin Charcot, head of the Paris women’s asylum the Salpêtrière, claimed that hypnosis was similar to hysteria
               and related to internal weakness. Conversely, Hippolyte Bernheim, professor of internal medicine at Nancy-Université, believed
               that hypnotism operated on the power of suggestion. The debate gave new, scientific validation to more general fears of contagion11 brought about by germ theory and other studies of the unseen.
            

            
            This debate over the extent to which the ethereal could influence the material inspired further exploration into the unseen.
               Many women saw hypnotism as an opportunity to bring about a new era in which mind ruled matter.12 The financial, political, and social disenfranchisement of women meant their abilities to effect social change had been contingent
               upon their abilities to influence the thoughts and behaviors of men. But their claims to power had previously been based upon
               self-sacrifice and spiritual superiority on the grounds of moral purity,13 reinforcing the association of women with the “feminine heart”—as opposed to the “masculine intellect,” or mind. Now studies
               in hypnosis challenged that, suggesting women’s own minds might be better suited than their hearts to empower them—if they
               could harness the mind’s potential. Their minds, not only their hearts, would save them, and save the world.
            

            
             

            In 1862, Mary Baker Eddy traveled from Rumney, New Hampshire, to Belfast, Maine, to see a famous healer named Phineas Parkhurst
               Quimby.14 Quimby had been conducting experiments with mesmerism since the 1840s, after observing the demonstrations of French mesmerist
               Charles Poyen, and had developed a method of hypnotic healing that appealed to Eddy. According to Quimby, a patient’s own
               belief in the effectiveness of a given cure did more to promote her health than the cure itself. Similarly, diseases themselves
               stemmed from the minds of the sick, who could be cured by redirecting negative thoughts. The reasoning could be done either
               aloud or silently in the mind of the healer. In the ten years prior to Eddy’s visit, Quimby had reportedly cured thousands
               of people around New England.15

            
            Eddy was the youngest of six children16 born to a quick-tempered and punishing father.17 Since childhood, she had suffered from a nervous sickness that resulted in fainting episodes,18 sometimes rendering her unconscious for hours at a time. She treated chronic indigestion with a strict diet of water, vegetables,
               and bread,19 at one point eating just once a day. Having found traditional medicine to be ineffective in relieving her symptoms—not to
               mention riddled with undesirable side effects and risks—Eddy had turned to allopathic medicine and alternative therapies such
               as homeopathy and hydrotherapy to treat her mysterious illnesses.20

            
            Eddy’s first husband died suddenly in 1844, when she was six months pregnant.21 The shock left her bedridden for months, during which time she became interested in mesmerism, animal magnetism, Spiritualism,
               clairvoyance, and the stories of Jesus as a healer.22 Her son was sent away to live with relatives, and though Eddy’s second husband promised to become the boy’s legal guardian,23 he never followed through, and Eddy lost touch with her son for the next twenty years.24 Her new husband was unfaithful, and often traveling for his work as an itinerant dentist; he would eventually abandon her.25 Detached from familial ties, and desperate for any relief from her misery, she decided to visit Quimby, whose reputation
               had preceded him.
            

            
            After working with Quimby for a short time, Eddy pronounced herself cured. For the next three years, Quimby tutored Eddy in
               his brand of mesmerism, and they kept in close touch until his death in 1866.26 In accordance with his beliefs about the mental origins of sickness, he considered Bible stories and church sermons meant
               to frighten practitioners into submission a root cause of many ailments. To treat these cases, he would furnish his patients
               with reinterpretations of Bible stories he’d penned himself,27 meant to free them from their fears. Taking a cue from Quimby, after his death Eddy penned her own reinterpretation of scripture,
               and in 1875 published Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures, which became the foundational text of her new religion, Christian Science.
            

            
            The central principles of Science and Health are threefold:
            

            
            First, God is all.

            
            Second, God is good and therefore everything is good, and true evil doesn’t exist.

            
            Third, God is Mind—or Divine creative force—and therefore the true world is pure spirit, immaterial. What appears to exist
               as the material world is an illusion caused by another creative force: “mortal mind,” or human thought.28 Unlike Divine Mind, mortal mind is temporal; it dwells in the illusion of material reality, ruled by the faulty reports of
               the senses. It believes in evil and, by believing in it, manifests it in the illusionary world.29

            
            It follows, then, that as children of Divine Mind, humans have godlike abilities and can overcome the appearances of evil,30 which they bring upon the world: struggle, sickness, and death. In order to do this, one must repent sins and let go of the
               unreal—material reality—relying instead on God, or “immortal and omnipotent mind.” One does this by silently “arguing” away
               the appearance of evil.31

            
            Christian Science practitioners were trained in healing techniques and claimed to be able to argue away financial difficulty,
               relationship troubles, ill health, and any other scourge that might befall patients’ material perceptions. Healing was deemed
               more easily forthcoming if the patient was receptive. However, one need not be intentionally receptive to be influenced by
               others’ thoughts. Similar to Quimby’s ideology, in Christian Science the evil thoughts of others make us sick.32 Likewise, believing that said evil has no reality makes us well.
            

            
            Christian Science spread like wildfire. Soon, Eddy was giving lectures to packed theaters around the northeast33 and teaching classes to students who delivered the good news far and wide. One of these students was the New Thought “Teacher
               of Teachers” Emma Curtis Hopkins, then a sickly thirty-two-year-old New Hampshire mother and housewife to an insolvent and
               abusive husband. In December 1883, Hopkins was healed by a student of Eddy’s. Later that month, she journeyed to Boston to
               study with Eddy herself. With a convert’s enthusiasm, by January Hopkins had committed fully to the advancement of Christian
               Science, writing to Eddy, “I lay my whole life and all my talents, little or great, to this work.” That September, Eddy appointed
               her editor of the fledgling Christian Science Journal.34

            
             

            When my mom went to work for the Largo Police Department in Largo, Florida, in 1984,35 they hadn’t had a victim advocate in months.36 In the two years since joining the New Thought Movement, she’d earned her master’s degree in psychology while working full-time
               as a case manager for Boley, a mental health agency. One afternoon, a client wandered away from his group home and was picked
               up by police.37 He was schizophrenic and was so distraught his speech was unintelligible to the officers. All they could make out was my
               mother’s name. They called her and she came immediately. Though the officers hadn’t been able to calm the man, he went away
               with my mother easily. When she later applied for the position of victim advocate, she was hired on the spot.
            

            
            A stack of old crime reports sat atop her new desk. She began to pick through them. In one, a woman had been raped and left
               for dead behind a bar. In another, an intruder had raped an elderly woman in front of her husband. There were many cases of
               child abuse and many of sexual abuse, but the vast majority—75 percent—were domestic violence cases.
            

            
            That year, Florida legislators toughened the state’s domestic violence laws, enabling police to make arrests on misdemeanor
               assault or battery charges even if they hadn’t witnessed an incident38—typically a requirement for misdemeanor charges. To do so, the law said, they must have evidence that a victim had been injured
               or have probable cause to believe that an injury could be inflicted if they didn’t make an arrest. But at the time, there
               was no state- or countywide protocol for responding to domestic violence calls39—there wasn’t even a domestic violence detective on the Largo police force.40 Officers would show up, walk the offender around the block, then take him home.41 Though domestic violence was legally a crime, general thought was that there was no point in arresting an abuser: they’d
               just have to release him later, and then he’d go and do it again. Often, victims recanted their claims, which seemed like
               a waste of everyone’s time to the officers.42 It seemed to suggest that the claims weren’t true, or were exaggerated at the very least.
            

            
            Also that year, the Florida legislature passed a law enabling victims to take out injunctions for protection against their
               abusers43—but only if they were married—and even then, there was no mandatory penalty for an abuser violating his injunction. Besides
               which, law enforcement generally considered matters between spouses to be private;44 they were a family’s business, not the state’s, and state attorneys didn’t like to prosecute them. If an officer even wrote
               a report when responding to a call, he most likely soon forgot about it.
            

            
            By the time my mom arrived, detectives at the Largo Police Department were used to working without a victim advocate. When
               officers responded to a rape call, or a child sexual abuse call, or a domestic violence call, they were supposed to call my
               mom to the scene.45 She was to connect the victims with services or housing, and assist them with safety planning and legal aid throughout the
               court process. But the officers would forget my mom was there, and when they remembered, they wouldn’t use her. Her desk was
               in the lobby; detectives were in the back. Though this made her available to homeless people who came in off the street looking
               for housing, it made it hard for my mom to get involved with criminal cases.
            

            
            My mom battled to get officers and detectives to include her; some of them didn’t think the role was necessary and refused
               to call my mom at all—one officer believed that women were never raped, and that claims of rape meant they were “hiding something”
               like infidelity or prostitution. No point in calling a victim advocate to the scene if the victim wasn’t a victim. Others
               thought it was a pain in the ass to have to keep her informed as to a case’s progress.
            

            
            Once, at an officers’ training session, my mom stood up in front of the class and announced, “I’m your victim advocate! Use
               me!”46 They all laughed.
            

            
            Such was the culture. At Christmas, officers hung their favorite mug shots on the station tree as ornaments. Black humor kept
               them sane while they were doing their job—caring too much about victims, on the other hand, didn’t help. Getting sensitive
               would get them in trouble. Teasing among them was merciless.
            

            
            Domestic violence cases continued to flood in. My mom fought to work on them. Through her studies at Unity-Clearwater, she
               had come to believe that no one was purely evil. People could behave in evil ways, but ultimately they were all children of
               Spirit, like her, and thus on the path to spiritual enlightenment. It was her role as a student of Truth to make them realize
               their potential. With some it was harder than others, but if she persisted, love would prevail, so she pushed on.
            

            
            Then one day, her desk was gone from the lobby. Someone had moved it to the back among the detectives—one of them in the Crimes
               Against Persons division saw the value in a victim advocate and began encouraging others to give my mom cases. Soon, they
               were calling her out daily on cases of child abuse, sexual abuse, rape, and attempted murder. But never for domestic violence.
               If she went on those calls, they said, she’d be out every night. So they left the reports on her desk. It was an improvement.
            

            
            That year, the local chapter of the National Organization for Women (NOW) began lobbying the Police Standards Council47 for a countywide policy for police to arrest abusers every time they responded to domestic violence calls, and track domestic
               violence arrest and prosecution rates. They wrote letters and made phone calls and attended county commission meetings—and
               made themselves general pains in the ass. It took two years, but in 1986, the county passed the policy.48

            
            Soon after, the Standards Council formed a Domestic Violence Task Force,49 which included the director of St. Petersburg’s domestic violence shelter, Community Action Stops Abuse (CASA); a leader
               from NOW; and other advocates and government leaders, including my mom. She couldn’t change what had happened to her, but
               she might be able to stop it from happening to others. And where she couldn’t prevent it, she could change the way people
               were cared for afterward. It was a matter of changing people’s perceptions—inside the government, but the general public’s
               as well.
            

            
             

            As editor of the Christian Science Journal, Hopkins had enlarged it and made it a monthly publication. She also made a point of skewering anyone whom Eddy perceived
               as having violated or misappropriated her teachings. This included Eddy’s own students: in the decade before meeting Hopkins,
               Eddy had taken several to court for using her work. She had returned to a puritanical religious approach in Christian Science,
               eschewing all other schools of metaphysics50—including the Spiritualism, clairvoyance, and other mystical avenues she had once dabbled in herself—especially those that
               taught variations of Christian Science. She considered herself something of a prophet with a sole claim to truth;51 those who strayed from the truth, or misrepresented it, were frauds and heretics.
            

            
            Eddy was also sensitive to possible rivals. In the year since her editorship began, Hopkins had shown herself to be an important
               actor in the Christian Science movement.52 Loyal to Eddy, Hopkins was also ambitious and charismatic, with a decidedly countercultural streak and a taste for religious
               eclecticism, reading voraciously from all faith traditions. In 1885, thirteen months after hiring Hopkins, Eddy abruptly dismissed
               her.53

            
            In the months prior to her termination, Hopkins had befriended another energetic and enterprising former student of Eddy’s,
               Mary Plunkett. With encouragement from Plunkett, in late 1885 Hopkins left her husband and son to move to Chicago,54 where the “mind cure” movement was booming. By spring 1886, she’d founded the Emma Curtis Hopkins College of Christian Science,55 naming Plunkett as president. Shortly thereafter, she founded, alongside a group of prominent students, the Hopkins Metaphysical
               Association,56 an open forum for people interested in metaphysical healing of all kinds. Members of the group went on to establish independent
               branches, and, by the end of the following year, between seventeen and twenty-one Hopkins Metaphysical Associations were operating
               across the country.57 Hopkins toured and gave lectures to audiences sometimes numbering in the hundreds. By the end of 1887, she had personally
               instructed six hundred students.58

            
            Like Eddy, Hopkins taught that God is all, God is good, and God is Mind.59 Therefore, matter cannot exist. Therefore, there is no true evil. Therefore, health and spiritual redemption can only be
               attained once God’s true nature is understood.
            

            
            Though she called herself a Christian Scientist, unlike Eddy, Hopkins strongly opposed teachings about sin and repentance,60 claiming that such teachings created evil by implanting false beliefs. Instead of instructing her students to “argue” evil
               away, Hopkins taught them to “enter the silence” and meditate on “affirmations” and “denials”61 to cleanse the mortal mind of false beliefs and enable the Divine Mind to shine through it. In addition, practicing such
               affirmations and denials empowered believers to embrace their Divine nature and become creators of their worlds. In her tract
               “The Radiant I AM: A Self-Healing,” filled entirely with such affirmations and denials, Hopkins demonstrates: “I AM power
               of Life to the universe.62 Because I live, all that hath form or name shall live. There shall be no death nor fear of death throughout the boundaries
               of eternal spaces from this day forth forever. That which proceedeth forth from Me is Life and the power of Life forever.”
               Significant among Hopkins’s teachings is her conceptualization of the Trinity. Eddy had believed the Trinity was suggestive
               of polytheism, so was against it, but spoke of God as being both Father and Mother—a masculine, or material, aspect countered
               by a feminine, or spiritual, aspect—with the two constantly at war. In Hopkins’s ideology, God is Father, Son, and Mother-Spirit,
               or “Holy Comforter.”63 Each corresponds to a different historical epoch: God the Father represents the patriarchy of the past; God the Son represents
               the Second Coming of Christ and the freeing of human thought; and God the Mother-Spirit represents the dawn of the new era.
               Together, they are the whole spirit of God.
            

            
             

            My mom became director of the Spouse Abuse Shelter of Religious Community Services in 1986, the year Pinellas County passed
               its preferred arrest policy.64 I was one year old. The shelter was a dreary two-story house with few windows. It had a big, drafty living room and bedrooms
               off the living room with enough space to sleep twenty people. The shelter had built a kitchen and an area upstairs for the
               house manager. On Christmas, a man in a Santa Claus costume passed out candy to any children staying there.
            

            
            At the time, there were six and a half people on staff, including my mom: a secretary, two counselors, an overnight house
               manager, a day care worker, a part-time house manager for the weekends, and occasionally a volunteer. As director, my mom
               supervised the staff, wrote grant proposals, spoke at public events—even answered the phone. It was a heavy workload. Stress
               made her irritable all the time. Now four years into her sobriety, she’d learned not to lash out; instead she stuffed her
               feelings down. She carried her anger around like an anvil, pretending it wasn’t heavy, lest she feel its full weight and let
               it fall.
            

            
            Though the preferred arrest policy had been instated, police response continued much as it had before, and there was still
               no penalty for abusers violating injunctions for protection—they could rip up their injunction in front of a police officer
               and the officer couldn’t do anything about it.65 There were no domestic violence units in state attorneys’ offices,66 and no protocol for prosecuting abusers if victims refused to testify. In those instances, the cases were dropped. My mom
               wanted all of these things to change—and more. She knew what it was like to feel unsafe in your own home; it was an unacceptable
               way to live. She wanted a cultural revolution. She wanted to bring about a nonviolent world.
            

            
            In addition to her work with the Domestic Violence Task Force, and the trainings she was doing for local police—who misbehaved
               in class and often mistook her discourse on male privilege to be evidence of lesbianism—she was also a member of the Florida
               Coalition Against Domestic Violence, as was every shelter director in the state. Every few weeks, she’d leave at four in the
               morning to drive to Tallahassee for meetings, and to lobby legislators for better laws. The coalition wanted a statewide arrest
               policy like the one in Pinellas, stronger injunctions, mandatory training for state attorneys, and laws to protect police
               officers from legal action if they chose to arrest abusers. They also wanted to expand the legal definition of domestic violence,
               to require judges to set higher bail for abusers, and to prevent abusers from being able to buy guns. If they couldn’t get
               a meeting with a legislator, they showed up in the legislator’s office. If they couldn’t get a meeting that day, they’d wait
               until the next day. They worked with legislators’ staffs to draft language for bills, and testified at committee meetings,
               and marched on Tallahassee for abortion rights, and drove to DC to march for the Equal Rights Amendment.
            

            
            When she wasn’t lobbying legislators, and training, and marching, my mom was hosting NOW meetings in our living room, and
               meeting once a month with the task force—and outside of that, she was taking classes at the church, and raising a child, and
               spending time with my father. Often it still didn’t
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               	To reaffirm the traditional teachings of Unity.

               
               	To establish a democratic and egalitarian Unity institution, and encourage the establishment of similar institutions.

               
               	To expand and enrich educational opportunities for practitioners of Unity.
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