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There may be easier ways to self-­improvement, 


but sometimes it happens that the shortest distance 


between two points is a crooked line.
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Adopt Don’t Shop

“Why is your face so flat?”

“Why didn’t your real parents want you?”

The words hurtled at me with all the force of a speeding rubber bullet, meant to hurt but not completely maim. No, my attacker wanted to keep me alive long enough to flog me, too.

The other first graders had gathered around me and my interrogator on the playground, like curious cows coming from miles away as soon as they heard the slightest bellow.

“My parents chose me, yours just made a mistake,” I fired back.

My pint-­sized peers immediately let out a series of loud, satisfied oohs and aahs. While some of them had pointed accusatory fingers at me seconds ago—­as if I were guilty of a crime, the grand offense of being The Other—­I watched as they pivoted and turned against my attacker. The smug smile disappeared from his face and his cheeks burned red, and at that very moment I realized that my secret weapon was my words. And to a much larger extent, my mouth (but that would really come in handy many years later).

As we shuffled back into the classroom and sat down for show-­and-­tell, I remember feeling like I was in the midst of a blizzard—­I couldn’t look in any direction without seeing a blanket of white faces. I was the only Asian in my class—­one of two in the entire school—­and I was used to standing out and being on display when all I wanted was to blend in.

My teacher, Mrs. Adams, called my name and I walked to the front of the classroom. I sighed impatiently to myself (and likely to everyone else, as well) as I waited for Ryan Anderson to stuff his dad’s stupid baseball cards into his Aladdin backpack.

Finally, the stage was all mine! I stepped carefully, dramatically; one slightly pigeon-­toed foot in front of the other. My Tiny Toon Adventures high-­top sneakers squeaked and creaked, announcing my arrival with every step. I was clutching a small item in my hand and I was ready to blow some goddamn minds.

“You all know me as Kari, which is who I’m known as when I’m in my human form . . .”

Pause for dramatic effect.

“But in reality I’m actually an alien from another planet, and when I was a baby I was cursed and trapped in this body for one hundred years.”

Some of the kids laughed while others looked curious—­I ­focused on them, looking straight into their eyes as I opened my hand and revealed an ID card. Mrs. Adams looked amused, a curious smile playing across her lips. Like a deranged three-­foot QVC model, I waved my fingers around it and pointed at the words imprinted on the card: legal resident alien.

Mrs. Adams’s smile disappeared and was replaced with concern.

“Ohhh, so that’s why your face is so flat. You crashed your spaceship because you couldn’t see out of your slanty eyes,” I heard a kid say.

“Andy! That’s enough!” shouted Mrs. Adams.

As I plummeted back down to earth by the heat of my embarrassment, I mumbled a thanks and walked back to my seat, determined not to give stupid Andy Swanson and his merry band of buttheads the satisfaction of seeing the tears well up in my allegedly inferior eyes.

These kids may have been cruel, but they brought up questions that I also wanted the answers to.

My Coming to America origin story was limited: I was born in Jeollabuk-­do, a province in the southwestern part of South Korea roughly twice the size of Rhode Island. Most people can pinpoint the town they were born in, if not down to the specific hospital, but for me it was simply another unknown on a long list of unknowns. My birth parents were poor and couldn’t afford to take care of me and wanted to give me a better life. I got that better life when I was shipped off to America at five months old. The end.

The thing is, I truly do believe that I got a better life. My childhood was one of happiness, joy, and so, so much love. But the fact of the matter is that my parents were raising a kid who needed a lot of “special attention,” all while still being kids themselves.

Karen and Terry (= Kari, get it?), were high school sweethearts who married young, as was common in 1970s Phoenix, Arizona. My mom came from an upper-­middle-­class family—­all manicured lawns and front rooms you weren’t allowed to sit in—­and my dad was born to self-­identifying hillbillies from Kentucky—­all trailer parks in the middle of nowhere and milk in beer bottles.

When my mom was younger, a doctor told her that her life-giving parts, the things that make a woman a woman (as far as antiquated thinking went), were sabotaging her and that she wouldn’t be able to get pregnant. Somewhere down the line, my parents realized that giving actual birth was only a small part of being a parent, and so they decided to embark on the tumultuous and often heartbreaking process of adopting a baby from overseas.

I’ve never asked them why they chose South Korea specifically. Did they want everyone to know that I was adopted from the get-­go? There would never be an instance where I’d be mistaken for their biological kid (unlike my younger brother, adopted when I was eight years old, who is half white, half Mexican, and as a kid had an uncanny resemblance to my dad). Was it like choosing a puppy based on how cute they were? Were they adopting me or rescuing me or both? Did they know what they were getting into?

For better or worse, my mom and dad never treated me like I was anything but exactly like them. By all accounts, I was very American. My favorite bands growing up were the Monkees, the Mamas & the Papas, and Fleetwood Mac—­vestiges of my dad’s former life as a long-­haired hippie. My favorite TV shows were The Dukes of Hazzard and The Wonder Years. What’s more goddamn American than that?

To be fair, the Asian erasure wasn’t due to a total lack of trying on my parents’ part. I recall being asked when I was four or five years old if I wanted to learn more about my motherland, and my response was that this, the United States, was my home. I don’t remember being asked about it again.

My parents did a wonderful job raising me considering the resources available to them. This was decades before Reddit, Quora, and myriad websites dedicated to transracial/transnational adoption. My mom and dad—­like all moms and dads of the time—­were going off gut instinct and the intense drive to be better parents than their own. There was no playbook, and God knows they could have used one, because I certainly wasn’t an easy child. For as well-­behaved as I was, my neediness knew no bounds. I always felt safe, but there was a constant fear living inside me that something bad was going to happen to my family.

At night, lying in bed while my dad sat in a rocking chair next to me (I would wail in panic if he wasn’t there), my fists balled up tight, I’d wait for my mom to get home from her late shift at the Old Country Buffet. I’d count the seconds until I heard our garage door open, signaling to my brain that I could finally rest easy. Yet, despite my complete and desperate yearning for my mom, my poor, fucked-­up, stress-­addled baby brain would deliver completely devastating lines to her as she came into my bedroom to tuck me in and kiss me goodnight, like: “My heart says I love you, but my mind says I hate you.” I mean, Jesus Christ, what do you even do with that as a parent? For as many nights as I spent crying and praying for understanding, I wonder how often my mom and dad were doing the same.

People around me often speculated about why I was “abandoned.” As in, they would ask me—­a child—­why I wasn’t worthy of a family. I had a prepared answer in my back pocket, ready to go: “I’m adopted, which means that God loved me so much that he knew I should be with my mom and dad, even if they weren’t the ones who had me.”

These kinds of questions were asked mostly by kids, but you’d be surprised by the weird, racist, ignorant shit that came out of adults’ mouths, too.

I vividly remember sitting in a cart at the grocery store, my mom close by, grabbing all the saturated fats off the shelf—­snacks that had so much sugar they made your teeth vibrate—­and anything that was advertised as being “x-­treme” (which was basically everything). A woman farther down the aisle who was standing in front of the bagged cholesterol glanced first at my mom and then at me, and smiled as she bounded toward us.

“Ohhhhh my gosh! What a beautiful child! Is she yours?”

Without missing a beat my mom responded by telling her my name and that I was adopted from South Korea. (Always “adopted,” never “born in.”)

A smile still plastered across the woman’s very pale face, she leaned over to me and said, “You must be so grateful that your parents saved you.” I nodded eagerly—­of course I was grateful! Wait, was it an option to not be?

There’s no doubt in my mind that this overzealous lady was earnest and meant no ill will. Maybe she even recounted the day’s events to her own family that night over dinner—­their genetically similar smiles grinning back at her. Whatever the case, this woman, and many others like her, have sent me into a tailspin more than once. I often wonder what she thought my parents were saving me from. The mental image in her uncultured brain was likely similar to the image in my four-­year-­old one: rice paddy fields, dirt floors, no TVs or shopping malls or flush toilets.

I didn’t realize until much later in life that 1990s Korea had one of the largest nominal GDPs in the world—­and still does—­and was integral to the internet revolution and modern-­day life as we know it. Were my parents saving me from becoming an obsessive gamer, dying in a cyber cafe because I wouldn’t get up to take a piss? Thanks, I guess?

But none of this mattered back then. And quite frankly, it mattered the least to me. I accepted the cards that I was dealt. It was a winning hand, after all.

Or maybe it did matter. I was always second-­guessing myself. I got so good at shoving my confusion deep down into my body that I was like a competitive hot dog eater, dipping the buns in water so they’re more palatable, so I could cram and cram and cram. I was processed meat trying to process me. My identity, my place, my reality—­why couldn’t I figure any of this out? Cram, cram, cram.

All of this might have been easier to sort through if I had a community to fall back on. If I could come home after school and hear my aunties complain about how they, too, were asked if they were going to eat the family dog for dinner, maybe then I could have started to crack the ethnic enigma that was my general existence. But I didn’t have that, so I didn’t talk about any of it with anyone.

And honestly, when I was at home, the adoration of my parents seemed to soothe and heal all of my invisible wounds. They absolutely cherished me, and I felt their love on a deep level. We were a very affectionate family, and my close relationship with my mom and dad manifested itself in a lot of hugs and kisses, and also by being spoiled as shit.

I was given anything and everything I ever asked for and then some. Maximalism was one of the main tenets of my childhood. We expressed our emotions through possessions, and under the heavy hand of post-­recession capitalism it didn’t matter whether we had the means to afford them. Happy? Buy some shit. Sad? Buy some shit. Indifferent? Buy some shit! Layaway was our love language. Post-­dated checks were our proof of passion—­so much so that I never suspected that we were poor. There were signs, of course, but to my mom and dad’s credit (or lack thereof, har har) they dampened the blow by making sure we always had the name-­brand snacks and wanted for nothing. I didn’t know that a grocery store produce manager and a waitress shouldn’t have been able to afford all of the things we had.

In the summer of 1992, we had a garage sale and one of the items up for grabs was our laughably large VHS camcorder. (If love isn’t hauling that thing around Disneyland on your shoulders to capture all the magic moments, I don’t know what is). I don’t remember how much it sold for, but I do remember the feeling of despair that filled the car and my mom’s tears streaming down her face after she tried to cash the man’s bounced check. I was sad for us, angry at the man, and confused that you could simply lie about having the money to buy something and still get to keep it.

A pivotal moment in my life, I’m sure of it.

Though these gutting moments stand out in my memories, building up like plaque in a meth mouth, most of the time I was living it up in my themed bedroom (various iterations throughout the years) chock-­full of toys, stuffed animals, and oh so many books. The first true love of my life, books, were my solace and my sanctuary (not to be dramatic or anything). I was reading at a high school level by age five and fucking murdered every Pizza Hut Book It! reading challenge presented. It’s still a personal point of pride that I got to treat my class to a pizza party not once, but thrice.

My fellow classmates appreciated my smarts because they benefited from them, but I never felt like they appreciated me. By the fifth straight recess playing a self-­deprecating game of Simon Says, I knew it was true.

“CHINESE!” *eyes pulled to an upward slant*

“JAPANESE!” *eyes pulled to a downward slant*

“DIRTY KNEES!” *points at knees*

“LOOK AT THESE!” *points to chest*

Alanna Briggs, the most popular girl in my class (her mom let her wear lip gloss in the first grade because she had a developmentally disabled younger brother who took up all their parents’ bandwidth; and she certainly was on her way to becoming a hussy, if the ladies I overheard at church were to be believed), had learned the chant from her cousin over the summer, and she brought it back to Silver Hills Elementary. I went along with it, because it’s better to die with your tribe than on your own, waiting for the buzzards to pick you off by the monkey bars.

But even now, looking back at these moments that caused me such deep-­seated pain, it’s hard to blame my classmates. They didn’t know that I was moderately-­okay-­to-­good-­looking depending on the day because they had never seen someone with my face, so they called me ugly. They didn’t know East Asia isn’t just China, so they called me a chink. (I would have preferred the much more breed-­specific zipperhead. Like, if you’re gonna call me a slur, let’s not be lazy about it, okay?)

Some may see my obliviousness as a blessing bestowed upon me by our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, a protective shield in the form of ignorance is bliss. And while I have to agree that at the time that mindset may have served me well, in my adolescence it threw me for a fucking loop and took me for a ride. The people around me didn’t know their actions would affect me in ways that would bring forth utter chaos and disaster, or that many of them who started as friends would end up as victims.

And neither did I.
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Let’s Get Celestial

Beads of sweat ran down my brow as a group of grown men in suits encircled me, my stomach doing flips as their arms extended toward the chair I sat in, advancing like wolves who had singled out a sickly fawn. I shuddered and tried very hard to stay still.

A small bottle of yellow ointment was held above my head. I felt the cool drops seep into my scalp and then the weight of ten hands upon me.

“Kari Michelle Ferrell, I am anointing you by the authority of the Melchizedek Priesthood of the Church of Latter-­day Saints. The oil placed upon you has been consecrated to heal those who are sick and afflicted.”

I coughed loudly, my five-­year-­old body racked with pain. Some of the men turned their heads away from me. I had a contagious viral infection called, pointedly, hand, foot, and mouth disease, the hallmark of which was awful, tender sores on the namesake areas.

“Lord, please bless this child, who is pure in her intentions and committed to walk the path of righteousness as the Holy Spirit directs,” Bishop Fowler droned on. For being possessed by such a powerful entity, he sure sounded bored as shit. He might as well have been reading directions for a casserole.

“I command you, by the power of our Heavenly Father, the Lord Jesus Christ, and the Holy Spirit, to be soothed and recover swiftly. Bake at 375º for 45 minutes or until golden brown. Amen.”

“Amen,” the rest of the quorum muttered in unison.

As the group of Elders—­the men who had been granted positions of importance in the Mormon church—­shuffled out of our living room, my parents thanked them and offered refreshments. I retreated to my room in the back of the house and gingerly sank into bed, feeling shittier than ever. I closed my eyes and waited for the Jesus injection to kick in.

Though special, these sanctifying “laying on of hands” moments were not rare. They were doled out for a number of reasons: healing, comfort, encouragement, naming children, dedicating graves, and baptisms. And—­surprise!—­like most things in the church, they could only be conducted and administered by men.

Eventually I did recover: the rashes faded away and drinking water no longer felt like deep-throating the devil. I was pretty sure it had less to do with the priesthood blessing and more to do with the natural lifespan of my particular communicable disease. But that admittedly sounded less cool than being restored and made whole by an invisible specter, so when I went back to school I made sure everyone knew I had been touched by God.

My family’s divine journey to Mormonism began when I was two years old, in the sweltering heat of Phoenix, Arizona. A pair of nineteen-­year-­old boys—­I mean, missionaries—­knocked on our door and asked my parents that classic, religious trope of a question: “Do you have a moment to talk about our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ?”

At the time, my mom and dad were alone in the middle of the desert looking for answers and truth. It didn’t hurt that the LDS church made the standard promise of exaltation and salvation extra spicy by pressing the belief that if you make it to Grade A Heaven (there are three tiers), you yourself can become a God.

However, most importantly for my family, there was a built-­in community. A guarantee of love and support and guidance, which is something that we were lacking in the inexorable heat of the Southwest. My parents’ response to these young men’s question was a resounding “YES, we have more than a moment, we have a lifetime.” Over the next few months, we spent a lot of time together. The guys would come over to have a home-cooked meal, and in exchange would bring me presents and His blessed word. Before I knew it, we were packing up our belongings, leaving everything and everyone we knew, on our way to Mormon Mecca, aka Salt Lake City, Utah.

It was 1989 and I was too young to understand what was going on, and my parents were too hopeful (aka, naïve) to investigate further. We didn’t know that Mormonism is a fairly new religion—­or a business or a cult, depending on whom you ask—­and one of the fastest growing in the world. The church was founded by Joseph Smith in upstate New York in 1830 and has its own tumultuous history.

Good ol’ Joe and his family were known con artists (fraudulent, “treasure-­seeking” snake oil salesmen) and much of the basis of their faith was actually yanked from the freemasons and other religions and texts of the time. Laughably, some of the “golden plates,” an alleged sacred archaic text buried in a hill by an angel and eventually translated into the Book of Mormon, that were found were exact copies—­hieroglyphic for hieroglyphic—­of the Egyptian Book of the Dead, a common funerary document.

Joseph’s story was that Heavenly Father and Jesus Christ (a twofer!) came to him in a vision as he was praying in the woods near his home, which, by the way, is an area known to be a hotbed for psilocybin mushrooms . . . just sayin’. They allegedly told him that all the existing religions of the time were fake and it was up to him to create the one true church. So he did.

Over the years the congregation grew. They were run out of town, then another town, then another town (due to more fraud, stolen money, and racketeering), and eventually ended up in the Utah Valley, where Brigham Young, Joseph Smith’s successor, looked around at the harsh salt-­licked terrain, isolated in all its mountainous grandeur, and declared, “This is the place.” The name of the game for the church, like most cults, is money, control, power, and influence. Mormonism has all of this in spades, especially in Utah, where it dominates business, politics, real estate, education, and the judicial system (put a pin in that for later). The more true-­blue believers there are, the more profitable they become, as members are expected to hand over 10 percent of their earnings as tithing. It’s worth noting that the church does not disclose their financials, but it’s been reported that they have over $100 billion in investment funds alone.

So how do they keep those believers under their thumb and willing to loosen their purse strings?

Remember the sense of community I mentioned earlier? The church dictated our lives in pretty much every way, especially socially. Our participation wasn’t limited to three hours of service on the Sabbath. We were commanded to pray and read our scriptures every day, but we also had gatherings like Family Home Evening (studying and praying together as a unit), the creatively named Young Women and Young Men meetings, Mutual (co-­ed youth group), Visiting Teaching (where the women of the Relief Society go to other members’ homes to drink caffeine-­free Coca-­Cola and gossip about the less pious), General Conference (when the Prophet and other old white dudes ramble on and on about the perils of the modern day and how to achieve maximum purity), temple work, and seminary.

Kids who weren’t practicing members of the church were at times barred from playing with the rest of us since they came from non­believing “bad families,” and they’d often beg their parents to let them go to church on Sunday mornings or to one of the youth groups. One has to wonder: Did they give a shit about Jesus, or did they only want to be able to play Nintendo with their friends?

Throughout all of these activities we were taught to suppress our emotions, desires, and natural curiosities. In many cases we were outright brainwashed, and we were told to ignore what the “outsiders” were saying (whether that was about politics, science, education, or pop culture), because they didn’t have Sky Daddy on speed dial like we—­the faithful—­did. The church leadership’s solution to everything was to tithe, pray, and fast. They didn’t ask us to swap our inquisitiveness and emotions for oppression, deceit, and mystery because they didn’t have to. We willingly obeyed, following the First Presidency and Quorum of the Twelve Apostles (as they were called) off the ledge of reason, like blind lemmings clamoring for salvation.

And, of course, the church’s vise grip wasn’t limited to extracurriculars. The thing I get asked about the most, after how many wives my dad had, is about the magic underwear. Known colloquially as “garments”—­purchased from licensed distributors, all owned by the church, duh—­they’re unsightly things Mormons wear under every outfit and are yet another tool used for control, especially for women (surprise, again!). Specifically designed to protect a lady’s chastity by preventing her from wearing immodest clothing, the tops are cap-­sleeved so one’s shoulders are always covered (otherwise you might invite the devil to perch there), and the bottoms are below the knee, which is why you see such a high number of unflattering culottes and capris in the Beehive State.

We grew up hearing stories about unlucky members, houses engulfed in flames, and the only part of their bodies not ravaged by the roaring fire were those covered by the garments. Considering they’re made of, like, 98 percent polyester, I think quite the opposite would happen, but the Lord works in mysterious ways, doesn’t He?

Though I do believe most LDS members meant well, I was confused about a lot of life when I was growing up. The people around me unknowingly (and sometimes very knowingly) made me feel guilty about my existence, often in ways that were directly tied to their misguided beliefs. There is a passage in the Book of Mormon that states that the Lamanites—­an ancient group of wicked peoples who were constantly battling the much more respectable and righteous Nephites—­were . . . get ready for this . . . cursed with a “skin of blackness.” Cursed!

As children, ones who had really only seen dark-­skinned people on a screen, racism was ingrained in all our minds: People of Color = evil. And since I’m a Person of Color, that got real complicated for everyone. One day a childhood friend very earnestly asked how we could remain close confidantes when I was “dark, filthy, and loathsome.” My response was that I’d pray on it and stay out of the sun that summer.

In recent years, the church has backpedaled and edited their holy texts (apparently Jesus didn’t have the foresight to know how they’d be interpreted), and newer editions omit this scripture.

Much like the color of one’s skin, one’s sexuality just is and can’t be controlled . . . but goddamn, does the church sure try. I was of a single-digit age when I discovered that my crushes weren’t limited to boys, and more than once I caught myself gazing past them, daydreaming about one of the towheaded, blue-­eyed girls instead. Though queerness hadn’t been discussed with me directly, I knew that it was wrong. I could feel it in my bones. So I squashed those feelings and doubled down on being “boy crazy,” which became a noted part of my personality and is hilarious (to me), because the tactic’s only purpose was to deflect from the truth. Later in my life, many other traits followed a similar pattern.

So often were my childhood thoughts filled with such an overwhelming sense of shame and wickedness that I truly thought I didn’t deserve to be on this planet. I never talked to anyone about these feelings and my secret stayed between me and God—­whom I languished with for hours in one-­sided conversations, tearfully begging Him to bring clarity to my life and to stop my disgusting, growing attraction to peoples’ personalities (heaven forbid!).

But I wasn’t fooling everyone, especially in my early teen years. I doubt it was the big man in the sky, but someone mentioned my “dandiness” to one of the Elders, and one day I found a pamphlet for Evergreen, a nonprofit dedicated to helping “overcome homosexual behavior” through conversion therapy, in my locker at middle school.

Upon my parents urging (they didn’t have all the details but knew something was up), I eventually went to the bishop—­the leader of our specific congregation, based on zip code—­to discuss things with him, as we were directed to do. While we were alone, behind a closed door, this grown-­ass man asked probing questions about my innermost thoughts, including what I fantasized about when I masturbated, and how often. After each reverie I trepidatiously named, he’d ask, “And?” Eventually, I got to the point where I was out of things, so I started naming foods I had eaten for dinner the night before. Mmm, mashed potatoes, white and starchy like I like my women. (I’m pretty sure I had recently seen the movie Secretary, which made me feel all kinds of ways.)

After he had enough content for his spank bank, he lambasted me for being unfaithful to our Lord, and I’m surprised the power of Christ didn’t compel him to blow his load right then and there. He continued to criticize what felt like every part of my being, and I left that meeting feeling more hopeless than when I walked in. And since all of my repenting wasn’t helping, I continued to become obsessed with the one thing you shouldn’t obsess over as a Mormon.

Shortly after my talk with the bishop, I ventured into the majestic Uinta mountains to Oakcrest, an LDS girls summer camp. While packing, I surreptitiously printed sexy NSYNC fan fiction off an Angelfire site that featured categories specific to each member, as a group, and trysts with the Backstreet Boys. I carefully tucked it between my Bible and the Pearl of Great Price, which is basically Mormon Jesus fanfic.

Every night, after bearing our testimonies to one another around a fire, I’d regale the saucy chart-­topping text to everyone in our cabin around a flashlight, voice barely above a whisper so that our barely eighteen virgin-with-big-boobs camp counselor wouldn’t bust us (new fantasy acquired). Eventually my guilt got the best of me, and I threw the pages into the fire one night, the ashes of which we prayed around until it was time to go home.

After camp I decided that I was going to give the whole True Believer in Christ thing one more solid try. I stopped touching myself, started paying more attention to the sermons, and read my scriptures every day. For a while I had even myself fooled, and the next time I spoke to the bishop it was for an interview to get my temple recommend, a small card you’re given that says you’re permitted to go inside the most sacred spaces of worship, where many holy ceremonies are held (aka cult rituals), like eternal marriage sealings, the endowment™ (a two-­part ordinance that makes you a king or queen in the afterlife), and baptisms for the dead. Yeah, you read that right.

Without question, baptisms for the dead were the strangest ceremony that I participated in, and that list is substantial. They are pretty much exactly what they sound like; you physically stand in and get baptized on behalf of a person who has left this mortal coil. The deceased are typically “nominated” for a baptism by their Mormon family members who don’t give a shit whether it’s what that person wanted or not, because they believe it’s the only way they’ll get to heaven. Most notably, Anne Frank had one performed for her in the Dominican Republic. I’m sure she’s graciously looking down on us from Grade C heaven (she wasn’t married, so she’s not allowed to go to Grade A or B).

We’d wake up very early and get dressed in all white, and it was especially important that we took showers that morning and not the night before, so we would be pure as we entered the temple. We would pray on the car ride there, the anticipation building in our bodies. It was always a very exciting thing to do this kind of work. Capitalizing on elitism, baptisms for the dead were one of the most popular activities, done so with the knowledge that you were about to do what very few others were chaste enough to do. Note that anyone twelve and older can perform them.

Once at the temple, they’d check our IDs and temple recommends, and we’d shuffle into the most boring-­ass waiting room of all time. We couldn’t talk and the only reading materials were—­you guessed it—­scriptures. Depending on the temple, sometimes the waiting rooms doubled as viewing rooms of the baptismal font, and you could watch others get dunked into the cum of Jesus, or blood, or whatever the fuck the water is supposed to represent.

“Sister Ferrell, please come forth.”

I stood up nervously; the only sound in the room was the swishing of the unflattering two-­sizes-­too-­big ivory jumpsuit hanging off me. But as I thought about the poor lost souls I was helping to ascend to their full potential, my nerves quieted. I needed to be brave for them. A temple employee guided me through a back room, the smell of chlorine wafting through the air. I waited in line behind three other kids for my turn to slowly descend into an ornate pool, carried on the backs of twelve bronze oxen, each representing one of the twelve tribes of Israel.

Finally, it was my turn! As I entered the pool I missed the second step and clumsily caught myself on the third, splashing the elder who was already standing in waist-­deep water, waiting to receive me. He smiled, unamused, and gestured for me to hurry up. He took my hand with one of his and placed his other arm behind my back. After speed-­reciting the person’s name and baptismal prayer, he tilted my body back and immersed me in the water. I wasn’t ready (I don’t know how that’s possible considering the whole day was about this particular moment), and water rushed up my nose and down the back of my throat. The chlorine burned and I resurfaced with a few wet coughs.

He started over and at first I thought I had done something wrong, but this time he stated another name, and back under I went. That day I sent seven people to heaven and couldn’t have been happier.

On the way home we stopped at Deseret Book (the go-­to bookstore for LDS materials and gifts) and my mom proudly told me that I could pick out a new CTR (Choose the Right) ring. Adorned with a shield, it represented the righteousness one had to possess to stay the course—­the Mormon equivalent of What Would Jesus Do? that left your finger a sickly green. I examined the many options closely and decided to let the Spirit choose one for me. Thankfully we had the same taste, and I slipped the purple shield surrounded by delicate flowers onto my ring finger, promising myself to God.

Despite now fully believing that the church is bullshit (by the way, this isn’t limited to Mormonism—­my feelings can pretty broadly be applied to any Judeo-­Christian religion), I still feel like I must defend it—­always with the disclaimer that I’m not, like, defending defending it. And maybe it’s not an “it” but more of a “them”—­the generally sweet but misguided members of the church who don’t know any better. An unarguable truth is that there’s a very strong sense of community (my parents got what they wished for), and the church and its members really do take care of those whom they see as their own.

For all of the craziness that growing up Mormon brought into my life, the church did end up teaching many lessons that would stay with me—­they just weren’t the ones they wanted to stick. I stopped believing shortly after committing myself with that cheap little silver-­plated flower ring on the day I performed baptisms for the dead. I began to explore and lean into my suspicions around the church and started to take notes. I watched as my parents wrote weekly tithing checks, all while we were eating church cheese (from the “poor store”) on shitty church bread.

All the confusing feelings I had of love, admiration, and lust for other girls, had I voiced them, would have been a siren song for the leaders of our ward, horny to send the weak of faith to dangerous conversion camps and group “therapy” sessions. Every Sunday, we were constantly reassured that we are all equal in the eyes of the Lord . . . with the caveat that you were a straight white man. Otherwise, you were simply one of those people.

I observed the ways that members were controlled and influenced by the leaders of the church, forced to do and believe all manner of things . . . all under the guise of free will. And it wasn’t limited to the Powers That Be. Your own “brothers and sisters” became your two-­faced supporters, quick to come over with a casserole and then turn around and be an asshole. Like with any successful MLM, you have someone you’re trying to please, and someone who wants to please you, and the church banks on that hierarchy. It was like a MasterClass in the art of manipulation, and I was a star student with a front-­row seat.
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The Lasting Effects of “Pay What You Weigh” Restaurants

Despite the religious upbringing, and the whole thing of me being me, if you were to pan out and look at my life from the big picture, my tween years would seem very normal. I listened to a lot of secular music, watched too much TV, begged to go to the mall, and cycled through all the typical girl problems: Does my crush know I exist? How can I be cooler? Do I need a perm? When I was in the sixth grade my mom acquiesced and took me to a salon, where I got what can only be described as the third photo on the cover of an Animorphs volume, where a girl is turning into a poodle. During this same time, I also had braces (with headgear that I never wore because the thought of it was too embarrassing, even if no one saw me wearing it) and thick unfashionable glasses (a misnomer—­fashionable glasses didn’t exist in the ’90s). If that weren’t enough to be considered a hate crime, I was also short and overweight.

My hobbies included playing Rodent’s Revenge on our clunky Compaq computer for hours on end while I stuffed my face hole with Little Debbie Swiss Rolls and washed them down with an ungodly amount of pop. I loved eating and I loved feeling full.

My favorite restaurant growing up was a family-­owned Mexican joint called Garcia’s. The food was unmatched, and my go-­to order was a chicken chimichanga, a huge dollop of sour cream, a side of chips and salsa, beans and rice, and a Sprite (and don’t give me that kid-­size plastic sippy cup bullshit). Eating at Garcia’s filled my family with such joy (and lard), but the act of actually dining there filled me with such anxiety that my body would seize up when we approached the building. My fists clenched so tightly my nails left imprints in my palms when we walked past “sleepy Mexican” statues (authentic!) flanking the path to the front door.
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