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DEDICATION


For Matthew, Rafael, and Hector—
all parenting is an experiment. Sorry!

And for Azedear—
with gratitude and love.
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CHAPTER 1


Gaialands

1978

WE WERE RAISED AT Gaialands to believe in freedom—personal, societal, spiritual—but in the years after I left the commune not a single day passed when I did not feel tightly bound by the fate laid down for me there.

Conditions on the commune were harsh. No electricity or flushing toilets or hot running water in the long winter months, and in the summer, no way to keep a beer cold, or even any beer. Despite all legends of hippie excess, no one on the commune was allowed to drink or smoke or take LSD or sleep with their mother. And then there was the groovy outdoor lifestyle. Each December we were hit with summer storms, days of lightning strikes and torrential rains that took out trees and burst the creek, drowning animals and flooding the surrounding paddocks, and that was in a good year. In the bad years we had to evacuate, returning when the valley had drained of water and our belongings were covered in silt.

But it wasn’t the weather or the basic facilities that made living at Gaialands a trial. It was philosophy. The commune was never what anyone expected it to be—and nobody could stand it for long. People who had heard about us, hippies mostly, arrived at our gate with big, wonky ideas about dropping out of society and living where no one expected them to lift a finger unless it was to roll a joint. They wanted yoga and meditation and a smattering of Zen Buddhism and whole foods, but had no concept of how hard it was to grow all your food from scratch and how little time it left for other pursuits.

We didn’t welcome the hippies with open arms but we allowed them to stay a few days, feeding them up on nut roast and alfalfa sprouts and letting them sleep in the tepee down by the creek, which leaked when it rained and was too hot, during the day, to hang out in. If they lasted a week, the hippies were given chores: picking apples, chopping firewood, scrubbing pots; and if that didn’t make them leave, there was one task that always broke them.

Early in the morning, before the heat of the sun triggered the high-noon stench of feces, Hunter woke up the hippies and handed them a long-handled spade with which to dig out the long drops. These were six-feet-deep holes filled with communal excrement, and that was on a day when it hadn’t rained, when the shit hadn’t spread to the paddock. As one by one the hippies laid down their spades and refused to go on, Hunter, our self-appointed leader, rubbed his hands together with glee. He loathed hippies and nothing pleased him more than proving they were a no-good breed of dirty, privileged layabouts.

He drove them to the end of our driveway in his ute, and there he gave them his farewell speech, so well rehearsed he could say it in his sleep. The climax, which followed a bunch of Marxist stuff about the cooperative labor ethics of a working organic farm, was an idiosyncratic take on an old Zen proverb. “Before enlightenment: chopping wood, shoveling shit,” he would say, waiting for his audience to grow agitated before delivering the punch line: “After enlightenment: chopping wood, shoveling shit.”

And then, one fine day in the spring of 1978, a woman turned up on the commune who single-handedly reinstated the hippie reputation we had worked so hard to destroy.

The afternoon she arrived, I was on pig duty with Fritz. The two of us shoveled pig shit into a wheelbarrow, trying to get the job done as quickly and as badly as possible. As the oldest, I was supposed to supervise. Fritz had just tried to run away from the commune again, and I had been told to keep an eye on him. To this end, I had so far handed out only one instruction, and that was to at least try to look as though we were doing what we had been asked to do. Just because we had grown up at Gaialands, and were stuck there, did not mean we shared our leader’s work ethic.

“Do you think,” said Fritz, leaning on his spade, “we could get away with rinsing the rest of the yard with a bucket of water? I don’t see why we have to get every last bit of crap—it only gets dirty again.”

“I don’t make up the rules,” I said. “I only know what happens if we don’t follow them.”

“You’re such a goody-goody,” said Fritz. “I can’t believe we’re related.”

“We weren’t—until a few months ago.”

“Can we change it back?”

“Nah. You’re stuck with me until one of us carks it.”

Brother-sister teasing was new to us, risky and untried. Barely a few months had passed since we had found out we shared a set of parents. Before that we had been forbidden to speak of such things or even to speculate. But I think I had always known Fritz was my kin. He had been born with a clubfoot, never treated, and though the other kids had teased him about it, made fun of his lopsided walk, I never had. Instead I had felt protective, as though his clubfoot was my clubfoot. There were other things too that made me suspect. Sometimes I heard him talking when he wasn’t, or I knew what he was going to say before he said it. When we were alone together we barely spoke, not because we had nothing to say, but because we didn’t need to talk.

I watched him shuffle over to the water trough with an empty bucket and return with it full, at which point he flung water at the yard, standing back to survey the results.

“Bugger,” he said, throwing the pail aside. “I’ve made it worse.”

He had. Propelled by the force of his sluicing, the water from the pail had briefly flowed uphill, and then, according to the laws of physics, flowed downhill again, bringing with it all the shit we had scraped up that morning.

I didn’t have the heart to tell Fritz off. Better to lean on my own spade and laugh at the inanity of being made to shovel the same shit twice.

We were easily distracted after that, looking out for trouble. The sound of an engine straining to climb the loose gravel on the last stretch of road before the commune was all the encouragement we needed to abandon our task. We stood, hands on hips, waiting to see who would appear over the hill. I expected a car but the first thing that came into view was the yellow roof of a gingerbread house, like something out of “Hansel and Gretel.” The car that towed it was a thing so rusted and barnacled that it might have been a fishing trawler.

Fritz scratched his head. “What is that?”

“Some sort of caravan?”

At the crest of the hill, gravity took over. The car swooped forward, out of control, propelled by the weight of the gingerbread house behind it. Missing the curve at the bottom of the driveway, the car then fishtailed through a pile of rotten avocados, picked up speed, and set off on a direct collision course with the pigpen. And in the pigpen, my brother.

“Fritz!” I called out, and he turned and looked in my direction instead of moving out of the way.

The pigpen fence gave way like paper. The car was seconds from impact. Seemingly in slow motion, his head swiveled back toward the oncoming car and stayed there. With not a moment to spare, I leapt out of my gumboots and across the pig shit toward him. Here the slipperiness worked in my favor, and I skated the last few feet in time to grab him around the waist and fling both of us out of harm’s way.

Squeals and oinks filled the air, along with the sound of metal grinding against metal, and then a loud bang as the car slammed into the stump of an old oak tree. This stopped the car, but not the carriage behind it, which shunted forward, driving a long metal tow bar clean through the vehicle’s boot. The car made an awful splitting sound while the caravan, which I now saw was painted midnight blue under its yellow roof, swayed from side to side before settling intact on its wheelbase.

Over by the water trough, the pigs snuffled around, unharmed, and my gaze returned to the car, whose windscreen had shattered in its frame, concealing the driver. For a few ugly seconds, I feared we would have to retrieve a corpse. But then, the driver’s door swung open, and a woman exclaimed joyfully, “Wow, what a ride!”

I still could not see her, but below the driver’s door, a bare foot and an ankle festooned with silver bells peeped out. When it encountered pig shit, this foot retreated, and the door closed.

In slow and jerky increments, as though the glass had come out of its hinges, the driver’s-door window lowered to reveal a living mirage.

I was used to the commune women: plain and hearty; milk-washed or sunburned, depending on the season; and sturdy as livestock, built for work. But this woman was the human equivalent of a Fabergé egg, existing only to charm and beguile. Beside me, Fritz gasped.

“Oh my lord! I seem to be stranded,” she exclaimed, and the two of us stepped forward, eager to assist but mute.

The woman laughed openly at our efforts. “You’re very sweet but I think what we need is a man—don’t you?” Her accent was American and soft like waves lapping at a beach.

Valiantly, Fritz held out his hand. “I’m strong for my age.”

“I’m sure you are,” she said, stroking the offered hand, then rejecting it, “but I doubt you could lift me an inch off the ground.”

She sat resolutely in the car, while Fritz tried his best not to look crestfallen.

“Oh look,” she said, pointing out the window, “one is coming!”

From far away across the paddock, Hunter strode in our direction, arms waving. Halfway to us he broke into a run—something I hadn’t seen him do since we were kids. Behind him, at a slower pace, others followed.

“Hunter,” said the woman. “I’d recognize that beard anywhere.”

“You know Hunter?” I was taken aback.

“Oh yes,” she said. “We share a deep connection.”

“I’m Poppy. And this here’s Fritz.”

“Shakti,” she said. “Pleased to meet you.”

A couple of pigs had strolled over to sniff the car, perhaps eager to meet her too, and I tried to shoo them away. “Come on, girls, leave the lady alone.”

“I thought Gaialands was vegetarian,” said Shakti, eyeing the pigs with pity.

“It is,” I said. “They’re more like pets. They eat our scraps and turn it into manure.”

“Of course,” said Shakti. “How silly of me.”

One of the pigs, Doris, who thought she was human, wandered back to the car and head-butted it repeatedly.

“Would you look at that?” Shakti reached out and tentatively scratched the pig’s head. “She’s welcoming me. Telling me I’ve come to the right place.”

“She does that to everything,” said Fritz, slapping Doris’s huge hairy backside to get her to move. “She’ll get bored in a minute.”

“Never ignore a sign,” said Shakti. “No matter how humble the messenger.”

“Shakti!” called Hunter, reaching the pigpen and skidding across the last stretch of filth. “You made it. Are you all right?”

“Never been better. Though I am sorry about the pig house. I lost control coming over the hill.”

Hunter surveyed the damage, then waved it away. “We were thinking of building a new one anyway. Maybe now we’ll actually get around to it.”

If there were plans to build a new pigpen, this was the first I’d heard of it.

Hunter leaned in through the open car door, and Shakti reached up and put her arms around his neck. He carried her, bridelike, across the mud and settled her gently down on a patch of grass. She wore a flimsy sarong, tied in a knot at the nape of her neck. The hem flitted up, revealing a thatch of black hair.

I pretended not to have seen and tried not to blush. When I looked at Fritz, his eyes were popping out of his head. A second later, he turned on his heel and sprinted across the paddock.

No sooner had he left than the twins, Nelly and Ned, made it to the crash site. Nelly was the girl I was closest to, and we told each other everything, or had done so before the business with Timon. She was still cut up over that.

“Where’s Fritz off to in such a hurry?” she said.

“He’s gone to wash his eyeballs in the river.”

“What did he see?”

I nodded in Shakti’s direction. She was deep in conversation with Hunter, her back turned on the wreckage.

“Who’s she?” asked Nelly.

“A whole lot of trouble,” said Ned, surveying the damage. “If that’s who was behind the wheel.”

“She lost control coming over the hill,” I explained. “It wasn’t her fault.”

“That thing shouldn’t even be on the road—it’s a wreck.” Ned was obsessed with cars and couldn’t resist trying to lift the front bonnet to inspect the engine.

“I wouldn’t touch that if I were you,” said Paul, one of the fathers, who had arrived from his workshop, still in his overalls, a wrench in one hand and a grease-splattered towel in the other. “You don’t want to blow up the commune.” He shook his head. “That thing’s a goner.”

He walked over to Shakti and introduced himself, wiping his hands on his overalls first. I heard him say, “Well, love, you won’t be leaving here in a hurry,” and Shakti replied, “Oh, that’s quite all right, I hadn’t planned to.”

“Poppy,” said Hunter, waving to me. “Why don’t you take Shakti to the mess hut and fix her a cuppa? Get out the honey. She’s had a bit of a fright.”

We kept beehives and harvested honey made from the nectar of manuka bushes, prized for its medicinal qualities. But we also weren’t allowed to eat it. We bottled the stuff and sent it to Auckland, where it fetched a tidy price before being sent overseas. It was one of the few products we sold to the outside world, one of the few exchanges we made that resulted in money. Hunter’s idea was to live a cash-free existence, but we couldn’t barter for engine parts, or farming tools, or the sacks of grain that we needed to get through the winter.

I clomped over to Shakti in my gumboots. The pig shit inside them was starting to dry. They’d be hell to clean out.

“This way,” I said.

We set off in the direction of the mess hut, Shakti gliding next to me, with Nelly and Ned trailing behind. I told Shakti who they were but didn’t properly introduce them.

“And you’re Poppy?” said Shakti, with another one of her smiles that felt like a kiss. “What a pretty name.”

“You think so?”

“The poppy is a beautiful flower—and it gives us opium, one of the most powerful narcotics known to man.”

“You mean a drug? Drugs aren’t allowed on the commune.”

Shakti considered this for a moment. “Well,” she said, playfully, “maybe you’ll grow up to be an intoxicating woman?”

Somehow, I doubted it. Shakti followed me down a dirt path that ran between the chook house and a hay barn, the bells on her ankles tinkling as she walked. She was certainly intoxicating. Next to her I felt like a troll. We passed by the orchards, where a couple of the boys were up in the avocado trees, whooping and hollering as they picked ripe fruit. Lukas climbed halfway down his ladder and wolf-whistled. I waved back. Then he climbed back up the ladder, no doubt to speculate with Timon about who the pretty visitor was.

“Who was that?” said Shakti, when he had disappeared.

“Just Lukas.”

“Just Lukas?” she repeated. “I’d call that a handsome young fellow.”

“He’s the oldest of us kids—and boy does he like to remind us.”

“And he’s how old?”

“Seventeen.”

“Seventeen,” repeated Shakti. “The perfect age.”

She didn’t say what for. Behind us, Nelly and Ned peeled away. They were supposed to be picking avocados too.

Shakti turned around and watched them go. “Are they twins?”

“Yes.”

“And are there more of you? More kids?”

“Seven in all. After Lukas comes Timon. I come next, followed by the twins, Nelly and Ned. The youngest are Meg and Fritz. You met him too.” I paused, adding, “He’s my . . . brother,” to see if saying it out loud still felt strange, which it did.

“You all have quite straight names for a commune. The one I’ve just come from, there were kids called Astral and Rainbow and Star.”

“Is your name from a commune?”

“No,” said Shakti. “It’s a name I have earned.”

In the mess hall Elisabeth was in the process of setting the table for dinner. She was in charge of the kitchen, making up menus and rosters and supervising whoever was on cooking duty. We ate dinner early, when the heat had gone out of the day—or in winter, the light—then went to bed early and rose not long after dawn. We had to. Sunlight ruled the length of our days. The commune had no electricity, only candles, kerosene lamps, and a diesel-powered generator for emergencies.

I was surprised to have to introduce Elisabeth to Shakti. Elisabeth was Hunter’s life mate, and I had assumed she and Shakti would know each other. Hunter and Elisabeth had been married once, before they realized marriage was a capitalist construct.

Elisabeth was her usual prickly self. Instead of welcoming Shakti, she said, “You’re our first visitor. It always starts this time of year, in the spring. Hippies mostly. They think they can come here and sit around getting high. They don’t want to lift a finger.” She was setting out chairs, and as she spoke, she moved an enormous stack of them from one side of the room to the other, showing off her strength.

“We work hard at Gaialands.” She put her hands on her hips and looked squarely at Shakti. “Hippies don’t last long around here.”

“Oh, I’m used to hard work!” said Shakti. “I’ve been living on an ohu. You’ve heard of those, right?”

Elisabeth nodded. “We met some folk from the one near Wanganui.”

“That’s the one I’ve been living on,” said Shakti. “Ahu Ahu.”

“Across the river from Jerusalem?” Elisabeth was more interested now.

Shakti nodded. “We had to do everything from scratch. It was like a frontier settlement.”

I had heard of the place too, and the ohu scheme. Prime Minister Norman Kirk had leased shitty pieces of land to groups of young people for next to nothing to build communes. Most of them had lasted five minutes but the people who had started Ahu Ahu were made of hardier stuff.

“Just getting to it was a mission,” said Shakti. “There’s no road access so the only way in was to cross the river. It was all right in the summer but in the winter”—she whistled—“boy, you took your life into your own hands. They had this basket, attached to a rope, operated by a set of pulleys. It was basically just a flying fox.”

“Cool!” I said. We kids had been trying for years to build a flying fox across the stream, but the trees on either side were too low and we could never get the wire tight enough.

“Nuh-uh,” said Shakti. “Not cool at all. A death trap.”

I had heard of Jerusalem too, not the Holy City but its namesake, a small settlement up the Wanganui River. A famous poet started a spiritual commune there with a bunch of his followers but the newspapers were filled with reports of squalor and drugs and children with head lice. Then the poet died. It was one of the stories Hunter loved to tell to remind us of the difference between our commune and the ones started by “bandwagon jumpers and filthy bloody hippies.” Hunter and Elisabeth had started Gaialands in the early sixties, long before anyone in New Zealand had even heard of communes. They had gone on an overseas experience as undergraduate students and spent a long, hot summer on a kibbutz, returning to New Zealand eager to start one of their own.

Shakti drank her tea and I sat next to her while mine went cold. I liked tea well enough, but I was too mesmerized to drink it. Two of the other women, Susie and Katrina, a couple, had come into the mess hut, and listened quietly to the end of Shakti’s tale about the ohu. “All winter it rained and rained,” she told us. “All of the buildings were makeshift and leaked like nobody’s business. The place was like a swimming pool; all the food got wet, ruined. I had to leave, before my caravan floated down the river.”

“How did you get it across to the ohu?” I asked.

“I didn’t,” said Shakti. “It was waiting for me on the other side.”

I wondered what had happened to the other people living there, if they had stuck it out, eating ruined food and wearing soggy clothes. But Shakti didn’t say.

“Anyway,” she said, “already I can see Gaialands is nothing like that place. I’ve dreamt of coming here ever since I met Hunter at the Nambassa Festival last year. It’s so good to have finally made it!”

We had all gone to Nambassa the year before but it seemed only Hunter had met this dazzling woman, about whom he had said absolutely nothing in the months since. We were going to the festival again this year. Paul had built a wood-powered combustion engine, and he and Hunter were going to demonstrate how it worked.

“What part of America are you from?” asked Katrina.

“Berkeley,” said Shakti. “My parents were professors.”

We looked at her blankly. No one knew where this was.

“The Bay Area—near San Francisco.”

“I went there once,” said Elisabeth. “Everyone was so stoned. Tripping on acid. No one washed. You could see fleas jumping off their skin. I couldn’t leave fast enough.”

“That must have been a while ago,” said Shakti, laughing. “Things have really changed. Everyone’s into disco, and all the men are gay. Before I left I was the spiritual adviser at a self-help clinic for women.”

“What’s a self-help clinic?” asked Susie.

“We helped desperate women find men that aren’t gay.”

“Really?” said Katrina, who was a lesbian. “What for?”

“I’m joking,” said Shakti, adding in a serious voice, “it’s a health clinic. We helped women find their cervix—and in a surprising number of cases, their clitoris.”

“Oh,” said Elisabeth, reddening, and looking in my direction. “I’m not sure we need to mention that in front of Poppy.”

“Are you kidding?” said Shakti. “Every woman needs to know how to find her clitoris.”

“She’s still a girl,” said Elisabeth.

“What’s a clitoris?” I said, then wished I hadn’t when the women around me all laughed.

Shakti looked with curiosity from me to Elisabeth and back again. “Only the most important part of your anatomy,” she said, addressing me. “But I’ll leave the details to your mother.”

“I’m not her mother,” said Elisabeth, sharply, while I backed this up with a shake of my head.

“I’m sorry,” said Shakti, perplexed. “It’s just that you two look so much alike.”

Elisabeth said, “What a person looks like is of little concern.”

Shakti said nothing.

“We do things a little differently around here,” said Susie, trying to patch things up. “You’ll get used to it.”

“I guess I’ll have to,” said Shakti, her smile broader than ever.

Elisabeth began to clear away the teacups and wipe the table clean.

Footsteps sounded on the porch of the mess hall, and then in walked Paul and Hunter, sheened in grease and sweat.

“I was right about the car,” said Paul. “It’s rooted. But we’ve moved the bloody thing to where it won’t cause any more trouble. And the caravan—”

“Under a willow tree down by the river,” said Hunter. “We thought it would be nice and quiet for you there.”

“Thank you,” said Shakti. “That’s kind.”

Katrina offered to show Shakti the way to her caravan.

“I’ll take her,” I said, my heart beating faster at the tiny lie I was about to tell. “I’m going down to the river anyway—to clean off this pig shit.”

IT HAD RAINED SO much that spring that the area down by the river was a bog, and we made our way cautiously around it on narrow mounds of dry earth. I kept apologizing for the terrain and once or twice thought of offering Shakti a piggyback, as though she was some kind of princess, and I was . . . what? Her manservant?

The caravan had sunk about a foot into the soft, buttery mud. Shakti was thoughtful on the walk and had barely spoken, but now she turned to me and said, “Elisabeth—she is your mother, isn’t she?”

“She birthed me, yes.”

“She gave birth to you. Then why did she deny it?”

“Because we don’t say ‘mother’ and ‘father.’ We call the adults by their names. They raised us in a group.”

“Of course. It’s a commune. They brought you up together.”

She hadn’t exactly understood my meaning but I was reluctant to explain. The few times I had explained to outsiders that we were raised without knowing who our parents were, they had reacted with shock or disapproval, and I had learned to keep quiet about it, to let people assume whatever they wanted.

Shakti walked around her caravan as best she could, inspecting it for damage, while I studied the symbols painted on the side. Next to the moon, there was Saturn, and one of the blue planets; I didn’t know its name. Signs of the zodiac were dotted about, a few constellations, and some symbols that looked like letters of a foreign alphabet.

“She’s a beauty, huh?” said Shakti, completing her circuit and climbing the steps at the front to stand on a little wooden porch. “Whenever I find symbols that mean something to me, I paint them on the outside—kind of like a patchwork quilt for the soul.” When she opened the door, an upside-down stool and a stack of other items blocked the way. “Oh dear,” she said, stepping over them. “Everything must have moved around in the crash.”

I craned my neck to see inside the caravan, drinking in the potpourri of books and macrame and sculptures of dripping candle wax.

Shakti deftly positioned herself in the doorway, blocking my view. “I’d invite you in but I need to sort out this mess before I have visitors.” She smiled, then closed the door emphatically.

I stood in the mud, not moving, wanting to get back the feeling I’d had a few minutes earlier, when I was with Shakti. In something of a daze, I climbed the porch steps and stood dumbly in front of her door.

“Dinner is at sundown!” I called out. “There’s a cowbell, but you might not hear it from here!”

When there was no reply, I wondered if I should knock on the door and hesitated a moment too long. Something at my feet caught my eye, a playing card of some sort, and I bent to pick it up. On closer inspection, it turned out to be not a playing card but one from a deck of tarot. Some of the women had tarot cards, but they hadn’t got them out for a while. This one showed a picture of a man and a woman gazing dreamily at each other, below which was printed “The Lovers.” I was studying it intently when Shakti flung the door open, giving me a fright.

“What was that about a cowbell?”

“It—it rings,” I said, stammering. “To let you know when it’s dinnertime.”

I had foolishly tried to hide the card behind my back, but of course Shakti had seen it. “What’s that in your hand?” she said.

Embarrassed, I handed it over.

Shakti examined the picture. “Very interesting,” she said, with a look that was filled with meaning. “Very interesting indeed.” She held the card to face me. “The Lovers,” she said. “Do you know what this means?”

“No,” I said. “I mean, not really.”

“Well, it can mean you’re going to be faced with a huge decision about an existing relationship—or that maybe you’ll face a temptation of the heart.”

At the word “temptation,” a hot patch flared on my neck.

“Or,” said Shakti, “it can signify the thing that drives us out of the garden—like Eve when she bit the apple.”

“We’re atheists,” I said.

“The card doesn’t care what you believe,” said Shakti. “The important thing is that you picked it up.”

“Only so I could give it back. I wasn’t going to keep it.”

“I know,” she said, smiling. “But there’s no such thing as coincidence.” She held the card to her chest and glanced above her, sweeping her free arm across the vast, empty sky. “The map is up there—written in the stars.” She fixed me with a cosmically charged stare. “All we have to do is follow it.”





CHAPTER 2


Gaialands

1978

LESS THAN A MONTH after her arrival Shakti had won over almost every individual on the commune. Not only had she charmed us, but she was made to do barely any chores, or only the ones she found pleasant and rewarding. I never once saw her with dirt-covered hands.

As far as the men were concerned, she needed to do no more than flutter her eyelids or glide by in a flimsy sarong, or better still, glide by in nothing at all, and they were bewitched. She was so startling to look at that even Paul, who was notably devoted to his life mate, Sigi, grew flushed and starry eyed whenever she was nearby.

Winning over the women required a little more time and attention, but at this she was no less skilled. Within a week or two, she had Katrina and Susie getting up with her at dawn to practice yoga by the creek, naked, the three of them lifting their buttocks high in the air for downward dog, oblivious to the huddle of teenage boys stationed close by behind a large boulder. I hadn’t seen this with my own eyes, but I had heard the boys whispering late at night in the sleeping hut. That is, until Lukas told them to quit their gasbagging and go to sleep. I took this to mean Lukas was not a part of their spying, a fact I noted with a strange satisfaction.

When she was on the roster to help in the communal kitchen, Shakti was meek and subservient, which eventually got her on Elisabeth’s good side (or as close to it as was possible with Elisabeth). In the schoolhouse, which was Sigi’s domain, Shakti taught bits and pieces of American history as well as rudimentary Spanish she had learned from a Latino grandmother on her father’s side. But she always worked under Sigi’s direction, and never in a way that was showy or took away from Sigi’s lessons. Compared to Elisabeth, Loretta was a walk in the park, as easily won over as the men. She had always been into astrology and palmistry, which Shakti practiced, along with tarot and runes and just about every system of divination known to humanity. In fact, the two of them were soon in cahoots, planning some kind of mass astrology chart that encompassed every inhabitant of Gaialands, and probably some of the animals too.

One Sunday afternoon, after she had been with us about a month, Shakti spread the word that the women were to gather that night for a secret meeting—no men allowed. Along with Nelly (but not Meg, who was only fourteen), I was surprised and flattered to be included. Our instructions were to remain behind in the mess hut after dinner until all the males had left.

When they were gone, Shakti closed all the doors and lit candles and incense that infused the room with the falsely sweet smell of flowers. It was a warm night. Many of the women had been hard at work all day, and beneath the floral scent was a punch of underarm odor.

“Next time, we’ll fashion some curtains,” Shakti said. “But this should do for tonight.” She cleared a space on one side of the room, scattering cushions in a random formation on the floor, and instructed us to sit or lie in whatever position we found most comfortable.

“It’s important to feel relaxed,” she said. “Because tonight is all about sharing.”

Rather than relaxed, a few of the women looked more uptight than usual. We sat about as we had been told, some cross-legged or with knees folded underneath, trying very hard to impersonate a chilled-out vibe.

Someone triggered a round of nervous laughter and over the top of it, Shakti said, “I can’t believe you’ve never done consciousness raising before.”

“We’ve heard of it,” said Katrina, “but I guess we never felt the need.”

“We’re hardly oppressed housewives,” added Susie.

At this statement, Shakti raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Well,” she said, after a long pause. “In that case, it might be a good place to start the discussion.”

Katrina said, “You want us to talk about housewives?”

“Sure, why not?” said Shakti. “What does the idea of a housewife mean to you?” She fixed her gaze on Loretta, who was trying to be invisible. “Loretta—do you want to start?”

Loretta looked around the room at the doors and windows, trying to find an escape route, before saying in a quiet voice: “Someone who stays at home, who looks after the children and does all the chores—the housework.”

“Anyone else?” Shakti studied the gathered women.

I put up my hand, unsure if it was okay to speak.

“Go ahead, Poppy—your opinion counts as much as any other.”

“A housewife doesn’t go out to work,” I said. “So she doesn’t have her own money. She’s dependent on her husband for everything.”

“The only bargaining tool she has is sex,” said Susie. “So she has to use that to get what she wants.”

“These are all great points,” said Shakti. “But instead of describing this other woman, this ‘she,’ I want us to relate things back to our own experiences.” She rubbed her hands together. “Ladies, let’s get personal.”

“We’re lesbians,” said Katrina, gesturing to Susie at her side. “So we don’t have to put up with any of that bullshit.”

To everyone’s surprise, it was Elisabeth who piped up next.

“I don’t put up with any of that bullshit either. I refuse to use sex to get what I want.”

“I do,” said Sigi, and we all looked at her, shocked. “If I want to ask Paul to do something, I make sure to have sex with him first.”

“Really?” said Susie. “You actually do that?”

“Sure,” said Sigi, shrugging. “Men are simple creatures. It makes life easier.”

I was unsure if I wanted to hear any of this—if I was ready to hear it—but at the same time, I was hungry for these insights into the strange world of grown-ups. It was like an initiation, or a warning as to what lay ahead.

“Let me ask you a question,” said Shakti, addressing the group. “All of you have fairly specific roles on the commune. How was it decided who does what?”

“It wasn’t,” said Susie. “We just started doing what we were good at—and I guess we got better at those things, and stopped doing the things we weren’t good at.”

“And what things were those?”

“I’ve always tended to the vegetable gardens,” Susie said proudly. “I love watching things grow from tiny seeds into flourishing plants and legumes that you can eat.”

Sigi said, “I run the school. I love teaching. The children are like my plants.”

Everyone nodded approvingly and said, “Right on.”

“I do all the cooking,” said Elisabeth, also with pride.

“Loretta, what about you?” said Shakti, singling her out yet again.

“I like sewing—and I also run the laundry. We don’t have an automatic washing machine, no electricity, so that keeps me busy. I don’t have time for much else.”

Katrina said, “I used to be in charge of the nursery. I was really good at that. Since then, well, there’s still plenty to do—cleaning and organizing and helping the other women—but I miss having small children around.”

Susie squeezed Katrina’s arm and smiled. “Don’t you worry, there’ll be littlies around again one day.” She glanced at Nelly and me and winked.

“You say ‘helping the other women’—don’t you ever help the men?”

“Not really,” said Katrina. “I guess they don’t need it.”

Shakti narrowed her eyes and nodded, processing this information. “And the men, do they ever help out with what I’d call the domestic chores—cooking, cleaning, washing, that sort of thing?”

It was Sigi who said, “They would if we asked them to.”

Shakti replied, “And have you?”

Sigi shook her head. “It’s like what Susie said. Things work best when we stick to what we’re good at.”

“But how do you know?” said Shakti. “You haven’t tried it any other way.”

Sigi laughed. “We don’t need to try it to know Paul or any of the other men would be hopeless at washing clothes. Can you imagine it? All the muddy clothes mixed together with our underwear?”

Loretta laughed loudest. “We’d have to wash everything twice!”

Shakti listened to all this, let the women have their joke. But when the laughter had died down, she cleared her throat. “I just wonder if women are naturally better at washing and cleaning, or if men do it badly because they don’t want to do it.” She paused. “I mean, I’m no good at it—and I don’t try to get good at it.”

Shakti’s words hung in the air while no one said anything. Nobody spoke, but the room was thick with the collective dawning of a realization, a thing so palpable that you could almost see it, even if no one was prepared to say it out loud.

When the silence became too uncomfortable for anyone to tolerate, Shakti spoke.

“Well, I think that’s enough for tonight, don’t you?”

Several of the women hastily agreed.

“For our next session, I want you all to wear loose-fitting clothing and bring a hand mirror.”

Someone gasped.

“What about the girls?” said Elisabeth, under her breath. “Surely they won’t need to bring one of those?”

Nelly and I looked at each other, utterly bewildered.

“No, I suppose not,” said Shakti. “They’ll be fine to just watch.”

“And will it be all right,” said Loretta, discreetly raising her hand, “if some others among us don’t bring mirrors either?”

Shakti frowned, or as close to that as her exquisite features would allow. “No one can force you to do anything you don’t want to do, but shared experience is one of the foundations of consciousness raising. We learn through taking part.”

THAT NIGHT, NELLY AND I were too worked up to sleep. Our beds were next to each other in the sleeping hut, but still we had to whisper very quietly so as not to be heard by the other kids.

“What do you think the hand mirrors are for?” said Nelly, squeaking with excitement.

“I don’t know,” I said. “But whatever it is, I’m glad we don’t have to do it.”

“Don’t have to do what?” said Timon, from one of the other bunks.

“None of your beeswax,” I said.

“We heard all about your secret meeting,” he continued. “In fact, we had a grandstand view.”

“You creep.” I picked a book up off the floor and hurled it into the darkness around his bed.

“Ouch,” said Fritz. “You missed!”

“Sorry, Fritz.”

Timon snorted with laughter. “You all looked so serious, like somebody had died. Were you having a séance?”

“Rack off, dickhead.”

“Poppy!” said Nelly, close by. “You don’t need to swear.”

“Oooooh!” said Timon, imitating a girl’s voice, which always made me want to murder him. “We had an itty bitty séance and talked about our titties.”

“Timon,” said Lukas. “That’s enough.”

But it wasn’t enough for Timon—not even close. He could keep this going for hours unless somebody physically stopped him. I had a glass of water by my bed, and as he launched into what he thought was a hilarious monologue about periods and fannies and how girl farts smelled like flowers—all in that same high, grating voice—I picked it up, crossed the room, and poured it over his head.

Timon batted at the wet bedclothes. “Fucking hell, Poppy! You’re going to pay for that!”

He didn’t need to remind me. Halfway over to his bunk bed with the glass of water, I had, in fact, imagined the revenge he would take and had almost turned back. The last time I’d picked on him, about two years earlier, Timon had spent a week collecting native cockroaches, which grew to about two inches long, and had filled my bed with half a dozen of them. Sometimes, even now, when I climbed into bed in the dark, I recalled them scuttling against my skin, and my legs kicked out in fearful response. But then I had thought, At least the worst thing has been done.

The following Sunday, after the evening meal, Shakti unfolded several large swathes of Indian batik fabric and began to drape them over the half dozen windows of the mess hut. The joinery had been salvaged from old houses and churches and some of the windows were oddly shaped, bowed, arched, even circular, and defied the hanging of curtains. The gaps around the edges troubled me, and I remembered what Timon, the peeping rat, had said about his grandstand view.

As before, Shakti laid out cushions, but this time they formed a more defined circle with an empty space in the middle. “Don’t be shy,” she said, before placing the plumpest cushion in the center of the circle and seating herself upon it. Slowly and hesitantly, the women took their places around her, with Nelly and me hovering at the edge of the group. Each woman took out the small mirror she had brought and placed it beside her, every last one with the glass facing down. Most had brought plain squares of mirrored glass, like the ones we had tacked to the walls of the communal bathroom.

Shakti, in the middle, removed a series of items from an orange string bag. The first was a small bottle of oil with a cork stopper; the second was a hand mirror, a professional-looking thing that propped upright on its own metal stand; the third was a flashlight; and the last was a book, which she held up so we all could read the title. “Our Bodies, Ourselves,” she said. “The foundation of the women’s self-help movement. Make sure you all take a look afterward.”

“I’ve read that,” said Susie. “It sure is an eye-opener.”

“Is that the one with all the drawings?” asked Sigi.

“Yes,” said Shakti. “Drawings of women’s bodies as they really are—not as they appear in medical textbooks.” She took the last item out of her bag and it was unlike any object I had ever seen before. It looked, at first glance, like a pair of plastic salad tongs, joined together at one end in a beak, like you might find on a sea bird, a gannet or shag. Shakti propped the mirror on its legs in front of her and reclined on the cushion, gathering up the folds of her long Indian cotton skirt and hitching it above her waist. She was not wearing underpants. Her legs she bent to form two triangles. I was behind her, to the left, and stuck with a bad view. But then she adjusted the mirror, tilting it up, and I saw everything, magnified and framed.

The room fell very quiet; all rustling and moving ceased.

“This is my vagina,” said Shakti, matter-of-factly, as though describing the contents of a kitchen cupboard. “At the top, under here, is the top of my clitoris, and these are my labia majora.” She drew a line down, nearly to the crack between her butt cheeks. “The muscles of the clitoris go right down to here. It’s much larger than everyone thinks.”

At the mention of the clitoris, I had strained to get a better look, but either I had missed the revealing moment, or there was nothing to see. Frustrated, I turned to Nelly. She was biting her lip, maintaining a neutral expression, which I tried to copy, but my face grew warm and then prickly, like I was coming up in a heat rash. When I turned back to Shakti, she had picked up the salad tongs and was slicking them with an oily substance from the small, stoppered bottle. Then she leaned forward and inserted the beak end into her vagina, fiddled with a screw on the side, and readjusted the mirror. “Can everyone see properly?”

There was murmured assent, then an even deeper silence than before, as though every last bit of air had been sucked out of the room. All eyes were fixed on the mirror in front of Shakti, and I swallowed my embarrassment and looked.

“In the center here is my cervix,” she said. “It’s the pink mound with the dot in the middle. There’s also some scar tissue on one side from an old surgery. It was at the hands of a male gynecologist—I prefer to think of him as a butcher.” Someone made a tsk-tsk sound of solidarity. “Otherwise, everything is healthy, the flora and fauna normal. Any questions?”

Elisabeth said, “Why are you showing us your cervix?”

“Have you ever seen one before?”

“Yes, in a medical diagram—a cross section of the female reproductive organs.”

“Exactly,” said Shakti, gently removing the salad tongs and returning to a cross-legged position. “But I bet you’ve never seen one up close, in the flesh—not even your own. Don’t you think that’s weird?”

Elisabeth shrugged. “Not really.”

“Well, I do,” said Shakti. “We women have no idea what we look like down there—let alone what’s normal. We can’t just flop it out like men do so we rely on doctors—most of them male—to take care of our sexual health and deliver our babies.” She observed the group to make sure everyone was listening. “We have given away control of our bodies and we need to take it back. The first step is to share knowledge, to learn how our bodies work. Self-examination is a political act.”

“I’ll go next,” said Susie. “You haven’t lived until you’ve seen a lesbian’s vagina.”

The women laughed, earthy and full.

“You got it,” said Shakti, delighted. “The more we look at, the more we learn. The next step after this will be to teach you a few simple techniques for self-care.”

The salad tongs were washed in a bucket of soapy water that someone had fetched from the kitchen and then dried on a tea towel that said “Welcome to Waihi.” With a little help from Shakti and a gasp of mild discomfort, Susie inserted the salad tongs, and everyone peered at her anatomy.

“You see how it’s the same but different?” Shakti said, encouragingly, to a chorus of agreement.

“That’s more what I look like down there,” said Sigi, chuckling. “Things move around a little when you have children.”

“They sure do,” agreed Katrina. “I hardly even need a mirror to see my cervix.”

A couple of the women laughed, but not Shakti. She had been, and remained, steadfastly earnest all evening.

“I want to go next,” said Loretta, taking everyone by surprise. “It’ll be a good comparison.”

I had rarely seen the women so fired up about anything, and the spirit was contagious. The only one seemingly not caught up in this energy was Elisabeth. She hung back for most of the evening and was the only woman to abstain from self-examination.

Filing out of the mess hut afterward, Nelly and I broke away from the other women and sprinted arm in arm across the dark field, so exhilarated I thought we might at any moment break out in song. There was something I wanted to ask Nelly, but I waited until I was sure we were alone before I stopped her. Breathlessly, I whispered in her ear, “Did you see a clitoris?”

“I think so,” said Nelly.

“What did it look like?”

“Hairy.”

We both laughed and carried on walking, navigating blindly through the pitch-black darkness. When the faint lights of the sleeping hut appeared in the distance, so did the outlines of two scurrying figures. Whoever it was, they had been traveling in the same direction we had but reached the hut before us. I halted in my tracks and tugged on Nelly’s arm.

“Did you see that?”

“What?”

“I think we were followed.”

“By who?”

Kerosene lamps flickered in the windows of the sleeping hut, casting pockets of light onto the porch. We pushed open the door and were immediately greeted by the smirking faces of Ned and Timon, both flushed with excitement and in the process of describing something to the other boys, one of whom was Lukas. Poor Meg, tucked up in bed on the other side of the room, was either asleep or, more likely, feigning it.

“Good night, was it, ladies?” said Timon, with a shit-eating grin.

I couldn’t resist giving him the finger.

Timon held up his own middle finger and put it in his mouth, before languidly drawing it out, taking great care to make sure it was coated in saliva.

I was about to run at him, to do what exactly, I wasn’t sure, but Nelly held me back. Timon looked to the other boys for support, but instead of giving it, they one by one wandered off to their beds, either too traumatized, or too embarrassed by Timon’s lewd gesture, to do anything else.

Lukas, on the way to his bunk, fixed me with an intense look that I took to be sympathetic, until I smiled back, to reassure him I was fine, and he turned away, self-conscious.

In the usual underpants and T-shirt we all wore to bed, I climbed beneath the covers, my mind whirring with the knowledge I’d gained that night, and listened for the reassuring sounds of everyone around me nodding off. After sharing a dormitory our entire lives, I knew intimately the shifts in breathing and tiny sighs that signaled each individual was drifting off to sleep. But that night, the sleeping hut pitched with restless energy. My bunkmates fidgeted and tossed in their beds, releasing audible sighs of frustration. No one spoke but a thrilling new current charged the room, and I wondered if the others heard it too.





CHAPTER 3


Gaialands

1978

OUT OF THE YOUNGSTERS, only Lukas failed to warm to Shakti at all. At first he had been just as curious about her as the other boys, but once she had been on the commune a few months, I noticed he had developed an aversion. Had she insulted him? But then I decided the main reason had to be what he called “that witchy-poo stuff.” Whenever Shakti got out her tarot cards, or offered to read someone’s palm, he would cast a disdainful eye over the proceedings or would simply get up and leave. One night after dinner and sing-along, when she had, in front of half a dozen people, offered him a reading, he had told her openly that he thought it was “a bunch of bullcrap.” Shakti’s response had been simply to laugh, which impressed me as a highly effective way of both belittling and dismissing his opinion.

Shortly after their exchange, Meg piped up with, “Please read mine instead.” She had been watching eagerly from the sidelines, waiting for her turn. “I believe in it.”

“Precious child,” said Shakti. “You’re too young to have your fortune told. Your personality isn’t formed yet.”

“I’m not!” said Meg. “I’m almost fifteen.”

“Then fifteen is when I’ll do your first reading. It will be your birthday present.”

Meg counted on her fingers how long she’d have to wait. Her birthday was two or three months away, and I wondered how Meg’s entire personality could form in such a short amount of time.

“I’ll go next,” said Sigi, positioning herself across the table from Shakti and rubbing her hands together in anticipation. “And, Meg, you come and sit next to me to give your good vibes to the cards.”

Meg was delighted and nestled in next to Sigi. A few months into being a daughter, she was the only one who was beginning to get the hang of it. Sigi would often stroke the hair out of Meg’s eyes, for no reason other than to touch her, and the two of them would look at each other in a wistful way that was also somehow greedy and exclusive. Their interactions mesmerized me, but I was glad I didn’t have to go through that myself. Since I’d found out Elisabeth had birthed me, she hadn’t changed her attitude toward me at all. She was still cool, businesslike, practical—constantly preoccupied by all the mouths she had to feed—and I couldn’t imagine her behaving any other way. To see her behave like Sigi would have been disconcerting. But still, I sometimes thought it was strange that she hadn’t acknowledged our connection at all.

While Shakti shuffled her deck of cards, Lukas got up from the table and stalked off to the orchard by himself. In addition to avoiding Shakti, he had been doing that a lot lately—trying to find places where he could be alone. I thought just this once I might go after him to see if I could draw him out of his sulk.

I found him under one of the plum trees, stripping the bark off a sapling branch with his pocketknife. It was something the boys had done compulsively when they were younger but now they only did it when they were in a funk. By the time I got to him, Lukas had been going at the branch so aggressively that there wasn’t much of it left. His expression, by the moonlight, brewed with dark thoughts.

“That was pretty harsh,” I said, standing above him.

He didn’t look up, but continued to slice at the sapling. “She’s a goddamn phony. She talks total horseshit but nobody sees it because they’re all trying to get into her pants.” Lately, Lukas had been reading a stash of pulp novels we had found in a junk shop in Coromandel town and talking as though he was a hardboiled American detective, an affectation that I hoped would soon wear off.

“Not everyone,” I said.

“No. You’re not, but you still fawn all over her.”

“You have to admit that she’s livened things up around here.”

Lukas scoffed. “A talking monkey would have done that. Living here is like being buried alive.”

“But that’s what I mean. It isn’t—not anymore.” I wanted to tell him about the consciousness raising, how it had opened my eyes to a whole new world, but I was too embarrassed to go into detail. “She’s given us so much,” I said lamely.

“She doesn’t care about any of us. We’re just playthings to her.”

“Playthings? What do you mean?”

Lukas reddened slightly as he said, “Do I really have to spell it out?”

I didn’t give him the chance.

“She can’t help it if she’s prettier than everyone else.”

Still flushed, Lukas said, “Forget it, Poppy. The minute I turn eighteen, I’m leaving this loony bin behind.”

He had been saying that a lot lately, and each time he did, I wanted to shake him. There were seven of us kids at Gaialands, and even though I knew it was silly, I felt strongly that if we could just stick together, we would be okay. “Where will you go?”

“Auckland, probably. That’s where all the bands are.”

Lukas played guitar, self-taught, and even though he sounded okay to my ears, I wasn’t sure he was good enough to join a city band. “But you don’t have any money. Stuff isn’t free like it is here.”

“I’ll get a job,” he said. “Like everyone else.”

I was shocked. “You’d work for the man?”

Lukas snorted. “There is no man. That’s just some communist claptrap Hunter made up to scare us.”

“What about the rat race? That’s real.”

“Only to hippies. To everyone else, that’s just progress. I don’t want to live in the dark ages for the rest of my life.”

Lukas gently poked my leg with the stick he had sharpened. When I grabbed the end of it to stop him, he pulled me down next to him on the ground and pummeled my shoulders and back. We had been roughhousing since we were little, but this time when he started wrestling with me, I had an involuntary urge to submit to his physical strength, to let him win. Only when I offered no resistance we butted heads, our skulls knocking together like a couple of hollow coconuts.

The sound of it was worse than the pain, but I cried out anyway.

“Poppy?” said Lukas, springing apart, confused. “Did I hurt you?”

“No.” Whatever the submissive urge had been, it was gone, and I wished I had fought back when I had the chance. I got to my feet. “Last one to the mess hut is a big fat moron.”

“Don’t be an egg,” said Lukas, not moving.

He had never refused to race before, and it threw me, so I called him a dick and took off for the mess hut, trying to run off all these odd new sensations.

Rumors had been going around that in addition to doing tarot-card spreads, Shakti had been slowly and methodically compiling the astrology charts of everyone who lived at Gaialands. I was not sure what this entailed, but I was certain that if everyone else was getting one then I wanted one too. Weeks went by while I waited to be asked. Then Nelly had hers read and I could no longer bear it. On the pretext of delivering Shakti some coconut oil she had ordered from Auckland to smooth her hair, I made my way across the field to her caravan. A couple of the tires had gone completely flat, giving it a tilted appearance, and I wondered if it bothered her to go about her business on a lean.

Halfway to the caravan I paused to consider something that had never occurred to me before. Did my outfit look okay? We shared clothes and lived in the sticks. Other than checking if what I was wearing was warm enough or too hot, I had never given clothes a second thought, but lately I had decided that I wanted to look more like a girl and less like a Coromandel bushman. But as for how to go about this, I was stumped. Boys and girls on the commune dressed the same. In the summer we wore running shorts and faded T-shirts with slogans for tractors or sports teams, and in the winter, dungarees or cords with a Swanndri or woolen jumper. Susie knitted all these jumpers to the same pattern, and they were stored in a trunk in our sleeping hut. We all wore them, moaning all day long about the coarse, scratchy wool. Sigi and Elisabeth occasionally wore faded shift dresses
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