Running in Circles

July 1978

 “Your mum’s a whore!” is all I hear at the other end of the phone. I’m sitting eating cheese and crackers and watching afternoon soaps while rummaging through a keepsake box I promised myself I would clean out before my trip. I’m thinking who is this idiot and he must have the wrong number. But I sort of recognize his voice and I turn down the TV. “I don’t care,” I say back to him. “I don’t believe you!” 
I hang up and look out the window at my Mum mowing the lawn; her beige crochet bikini hangs onto the small fold of skin below her waist. We had to convince her to buy the property a few years back. She was living in low cost housing and had made a midnight move from my abusive dad. This was years before ‘child support’ payments, when men ran away from their jobs and the government so they didn’t have to pay. 
She is just starting to stand on her own after a few years of depression where she lay in bed most days staring at the ceiling. Now she is dating a variety of slime balls. Around men, it’s like she turns into this Barbie doll, all smiles and flirty. Her outfits are perfectly accessorized with glitzy matching shoes and hand bag. It makes me wince; I just don’t get Mum’s behavior.  If I was to ask her, she likely wouldn’t have a clue what I was talking about. We never talk about it, but if we did I would say something like I never want to end up like you. Even though I know that would be mean. Talking about sensitive issues is like spitting in public, not permitted. 
Women’s liberation and the pill have girls believing in feminism and equality. The world is ours for the taking. I’m twenty years old and have already lived away from home for four years, but I’m crashing at my mums for a few months after completing my first university degree. I’m working two jobs to save enough money to go to France.
I pick up a small worn book from the keepsake box, Becoming a Woman. “Becoming a woman takes more than your body; it takes your mind and heart and soul as well.” p.22.* 
I was twelve years old when my mum placed this book on my bed. This thirty-five cent copy of explosive ideas preached information and knowledge girls needed to learn in order to ‘control themselves’ and grow into the kind of woman the patriarchal society expected them to be. Why did I keep it? I watched my mum work two jobs, do all of the housework, raise four children…and then hand her paycheque over to my father.  I knew there had to be a better way. 
I tuck the small book into my backpack along with Northrup Frye’s The Educated Imagination; I figure I should try to find some balance on my quest for a meaningful life. 

I can’t bring myself to tell my Mum about the phone call. I have a suspicion that it’s the vacuum cleaner sales guy that she dated a few times. He is an alcoholic chain smoking racist. He smells of gin and Brylcreem. 
The night before my departure, another of my Mum’s rig pig friends from Ft. Mac takes us out for dinner at a family restaurant and orders a bottle of Mateus to celebrate my trip to France. I don’t mention that Mateus is made in Portugal. Run from this madness.
August 1978
 
“You’re not the little girl you used to be. You are a stranger, somebody your mother stares at with wonder- a person who bewilders you.” p.13. *
My plan is to hop a one way flight from NYC to London Heathrow for under a hundred bucks. I fly student stand by to Toronto and then onto NYC. My London flight leaves at 2AM and I manage a bit of sleep sprawled across a few uneven seats. A train ride from Heathrow and a few transfers on the tube to Finsbury Park station and I am at my cousin’s flat. Finsbury Park is a circus of people; ‘teddyboys’ with tattoos and shaved heads, actors, musicians and street people. I’m in London for a few weeks. I explore the British Museum, Westminster Cathedral, Buckingham Palace, and The Savoy. I even catch a popular play with Tom Conti called Whose life it is anyways? I am en route to take a job as an au pair in Nantes, France. I have arranged to work for an acquaintance of a friend who has four children and desperately needs some help. Nantes is on the northern west coast of France and during the 18th-century slave trade it was the major port in France for human traffic.  I’m running away from a boyfriend back in Canada. Not really running from him; but from his parents who think I’m not good enough for him. After all, my parents are divorced, I’m not Anglican and I’m poor. I also come from a genetic cocktail of psychoses that they don’t even know about yet. But in some ways I don’t feel like I’m good enough for him either. We’re a bad mix.  He is a body builder in love with himself and I’m sure in love with men. I miss him though. I write poetry in my journal about him every day. My heart never again cut into small bits and lay on the sand to dry. Run away.

September 1978
“It’s more important to develop a good attitude about homemaking than it is to learn how to be the best housekeeper in the world. Sewing a button on for your father isn’t, perhaps, as exciting as sewing a button on for a man you’re madly in love with-but it will help you to look like the soul of efficiency later if you practice on Dad now.” p. 157.*
By the time I’m able to sew on a button, my Dad is history. I watch my Mum scrub floors on her hands and knees. Work as a nanny/housekeeper should come easy to me. 
The family has an apartment in Nantes and a country home. The country home is an idyllic white stone cottage. Small lizards run the walls both inside and out. The youngest child has a similar French vocabulary to mine, states her request with ‘Voila!’ and then points at objects. The other children can speak a few words of English and between my high school French and their gestures, we get along splendidly. Every morning my job is to make the beds and get breakfast for the children. Voila, here is your cereal. Manger veuillez. Voila.  The mother inspects my bed making daily, checking to see the sheets are tucked in with a hospital fold. I also learn how to de-lice hair. A wine carafe sits on the table at every meal. Dead animals hang from the ceiling. Flies touch down on all surfaces and swirl my mind. 
I stay at the city home on my own on the weekend. A black wrought iron stair case leads to the second floor apartment. The windows have internal shutters. Mice scratch at the walls so loudly I wonder why the plaster hasn’t worn away. My bed is a small fold out cot. I’m in the study making a phone call to Canada complaining about my life; I can’t stand being a slave. My feet up on the old desk, an enormous mouse runs across the room and pauses half-way, stares right at me, what the hell are you doing here? Sleep is sporadic and when the sun allows me to escape to the street for coffee at an outdoor café, I’m relieved.  I look intently at my French-English translation book. The only English I have heard in the past two months is a Gordon Lightfoot album. At times I just don’t know how you could be anything but beautiful. I think that I was made for you and you were made for me. I play it over and over again. I know I can’t stay here long. Exécuter d'ici.
October 1978
“Don’t delay purchasing your first bra when you need it. Go to a reputable store, one with professional fitters….a good foundation garment help create the smooth, trim look that sets a woman’s figure off to the best advantage”. p.19.*
The country home is a short walk to the small town where Jules Verne spent the summers near the banks of the Loire River. I studied Utopian Literature in university and think of myself an expert on his life. On one of these walks, my bra is driving me nuts. It’s scratchy and old and I just have to take it off. I decide to bury it in French soil. ‘Burning bras’ was a popular women’s rights demonstration in the 1960’s. I’m a decade behind.  At the side of the road, in a row of trees, I ceremoniously place my white lace bra in the dirt and cover it up. I stand up and there in front of me is a boy sitting on a dark horse. Not a white horse. He says something like well that was sexy or at least that’s how I interpret his French. He distracts me for a few weeks with his blond shag haircut and rugby body, until he tells me his girlfriend is coming home and I need to leave. I also leave the nanny job. I make up some excuse that my Aunt in England is sick and needs me to take care of her.  
I have to see southern France before I head north. I jump on a train and randomly leap off in Biarritz and find a Caravan Camping spot right on the ocean. After a few weeks, I’m so tanned I don’t recognize myself in the mirror.  I hitch a ride to Calais with two campers I meet on the beach. We squeeze into a yellow Citron and putt along the highway as cars whiz by. I decide to stop in at the Jersey Islands and then hovercraft back to England. I stay in Bristol for a few days and I then decide to take a bus trip to Amsterdam. I groove through shops dancing to English music and eating waffles with too much sugar on them. I watch the movie Coming Home about Vietnam War veterans facing difficulties adapting to life back home, starring Jane Fonda and Jon Voight. I visit Ann Frank’s house and I feel hollow.  I book a flight home to Canada. It’s time to leave the continent. Run away fast. 
December 1978
 “And marriage is wonderful….it means you belong-heart, soul, spirit, body and breath-to somebody you’ve chosen to share your life. It means you’ll never be as alone anymore, or as afraid.” p. 149.*
I land back in Canada in December with plans to stay in British Columbia for a while. I go out with friends in Vancouver and meet a musician acquaintance of theirs in a bar. He is lanky, has dark curly hair, olive skin and plum shaped eyes and I can’t take my eyes off his hands. He has perfectly shaped fingers and when he talks he waves them like he is swatting mosquitoes. Of course, I instantly fall in love and follow him everywhere like he’s my pied piper.  I’m in a trance. He’s a draft dodger from southern California and he plays guitar, sings and writes his own music. I can’t believe my good fortune. The fact that he’s ten years my senior and already been married twice doesn’t faze me. I’m enthralled with his stories of playing in a band with Warren Zevon. A few years back I believed another guy who told me he wrote ‘You’ve got a friend.’  The next day, I heard James Taylor singing the exact same song on Casey Kasem’s American Top 40. I’m still gullible and think I’ve hit the big time. I run off with him and in an acid induced state we get married in Reno. Not Vegas. I wear a cream smock dress; a symbol of the last phase of my hippie days. He wears an unclean creased collared shirt. I phone my Mum to tell her my news. She says, Are you sure you know what you’re doing? And I say something like I’m not a child anymore, I’ll figure it out. And I just know it’s going to be hard to live down this one moment of madness. Run before it’s too late!
February 1979

 “You refuse to face that fact that his eyes aren’t focused on you any more, they’re roving up and down the street, and they have a wild look in them. Eventually he has to tell you the truth: he wants out.” p. 127. *
A few months of me in a cockroach infested apartment in San Diego and him on the road conveniently unavailable by phone at all hours, I pack my bags and jump into my red and white VW Van complete with raspberry print curtains I made myself. I’m off to Santa Cruz. Don’t ask me why; I just like the name. I get the phone number of a place where I might stay from one of the other band members. He’s in AA, he says reassuringly. I need to find a lawyer and get a divorce. I feel like driving off the road and hitting the nearest pole. I start smoking. 
I’m not even a United States citizen and I’ve brought my VW over the border with Canadian plates. So obviously I have to get a job working under the table. I arrive with purple circles under my eyes and crabs living off my body (I’ve picked up a bad case from the guitar player). The Santa Cruz guy has no idea who I am but let’s me stay.  I get a job selling flowers in local bars. I pick up my basket of roses in the evening and walk through every bar until I sell them all. I make about ten dollars but it feeds me for the next day. I am now calling myself Tara. I don’t want anyone to find out how stupid I’ve been. I feel like I at least need to tell my Mum. So I call her from a payphone at a gas station. I tell her not to worry, that I’ve left the cheating musician and am driving up the coast of California. I ask her how she’s been and she says I’m selling vacuum cleaners now; we drive to small towns and make cold calls but I’m making good money. And I just know that she’s with that yellow toothed puffy handed liar. I have no money because I’ve lent the draft dodging musician one thousand dollars. I consider donating plasma but I hate needles. Drinking coffee and looking cool in small cafes is my new MO. I even wear the beret I bought in France. Run like I’ve never run before.
April 1979
“A boy is ‘aroused’ or stirred physically by a great many things; his body was designed that way. He can be stimulated by such indirect things as smell or sight. Even an intangible thing like a dream has the power to arouse his sex organs to physical release. A girl is built differently- it usually takes a good deal of direct physical contact to create in her an urgent need for complete sexual union”. p. 133.*
I go to the Santa Cruz poetry festival. A woman is reading her feminist poems. There is a film projector flashing pictures of women’s vaginas on the wall behind her. It’s like she’s wearing a huge floral hat. And I wonder where she finds her models. Most of the people I meet in California are screwed up and in counseling. Back home, no one talks about their problems; especially not to strangers. Down here, the kids my age are either just out of rehab, just run away from home or inherited a fortune. I fit right in. 
Of course, the Santa Cruz guy I’m staying with falls in love with me and wants me to marry him. I’m not even divorced from the last loser yet. I just can’t think about getting into another relationship and so I lie to him and tell him I’ll be back in a few months. I leave a few items of clothing in his closet to be convincing. I notice a few bottles of vodka tucked in beside the shoes. Run someplace else. 
May 1979
“It’s so easy to be wrong, even when you’re wild about a member of the opposite sex. Take that marvelous, masterful boy who’s so decisive about everything. What if he turns out to be a husband, who’ll dominate your every move, crush you under the weight of his personality?” p. 152.*
It takes me three months to get the divorce organized, sell my Van and save some cash. I’ve lucked out and got a Datsun 510 on trade but still have USA plates and worry about getting back across the border. I drive back to San Diego to get my things from the apt. and surprise surprise there is my cheating musician serenading another woman. I can tell that she is moonstruck as he sings ‘I’m just another California boy.’ And I wonder what parts of this event my mind will choose to remember?  
The Datsun is a tiny four cylinder and has no horse power. On every hill through northern California and Oregon I have to drive on the side of the highway. I sing the Loggins and Messina song Celebrate Me Home. Whenever I find myself too all alone, I can make believe I’ve never gone, I never know where I belong, Sing me home. I get back into Canada by some miracle. I have nothing to declare. They believe me. I can’t license the car in Canada though and have to drive it back over the border and leave it parked at a car lot. The owner promised to mail me a cheque when it sold. I never hear from him. Nor do I hear from the musician or the alcoholic. Run scared.
June 1979
“Before she realizes what is happening, she has no more control, she has reached the point of no return. The mechanism of desire can be triggered unexpectedly. There can always come a moment between a woman and a man when control and judgment are impossible. Whatever the reason for pre-marital sex experience, it always destroys”. p.141.*
I’m not back in Canada long before I meet another guy. He’s a clean freak which should have been a warning. He’s not bad looking, but his eyelashes curl up naturally and it makes him look like a Kewpie doll. Nothing in his life is out of order. He’s obsessive; he’s also the reason I don’t like kissing anymore.

After a few weeks I tell him to go away. He won’t. I’m staying at a friend’s duplex and I see him pull up. I know I’ve got to get out of there quickly so I run out the back door and hide in the alley behind the garage. I see him in the house madly going through my stuff. He pauses and reads something. Shit!
He sees my head peek out from behind the edge of the garage.  He’s out the back door in a flash and jumps at me like a cougar; pointy teeth glaring. His pursed lips hold back a foamy spew.  He waves my diary; looks like he is ready to bash my head in, hollers you don’t know how close I came to liking you. And that is supposed to lure me in? He throws the diary at me and then grabs my arm in a wrestling move and twists it until it snaps. Weird guttural moans are somewhere outside my body. Leave me alone you asshole. I stare at the fence along the back of the garage, the place where our neighbor killed a rat with a pitch fork. Is this my cenotaph? I’m lost in the white forget- me- not’s growing out of the pavement. Run home.

July 1979
“In pursuing these new interests, it is easy to be careless about hurting your parents’ feelings. Sometimes a casual conversation that shows them you really care about what they think will relax them to revealing a new side of themselves…” p 43. *
I plan for this like I’m a homecoming queen and I’ll be in the parade. I phone ahead to give my Mum my arrival time. I have visions of a tearful airport greeting like the kind you see in a movie. Just picture any sappy movie here. My eyes burn because I have not slept in days. The other passengers meet and pick up their bags. I glance over at the exhibit of homemade quilts on the airport wall. I want so badly to attach myself to their stitches; find a place to call home. My tears fall on the petals of my vintage dress bought for this special occasion. I scratch the skin under my cast. My orange toenail polish is too loud for this prairie town.  I catch a cab to the townhouse and sit on the stairs waiting. 
*Williams, M.M., & Kane, I. (1958). On Becoming a Woman. Dell Publishing Co. Inc. 750 Third Ave. New York 17, N.Y. 
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