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    Publisher's Note

To best preserve formatting of complex poems and elements, we recommend that this book be read at a smaller font size on your device.


This book is dedicated to my exceptional editor and support system, Julia Richardson. With special thanks to Kathleen Jones, who found the courage to forge her own path, and without whose help this book would not have been as accurate a glimpse of a young woman struggling with her religion.



Did You Ever

When you were little, endure

your parents’ warnings, then wait

for them to leave the room,

pry loose protective covers

and consider inserting some metal

object into an electrical outlet?

Did you wonder if for once

you might light up the room?

When you were big enough

to cross the street on your own,

did you ever wait for a signal,

hear the frenzied approach

of a fire truck and feel like

stepping out in front of it?

Did you wonder just how far

that rocket ride might take you?

When you were almost grown,

did you ever sit in a bubble bath,

perspiration pooling,

notice a blow-dryer plugged

in within easy reach, and think

about dropping it into the water?

Did you wonder if the expected

rush might somehow fail you?

And now, do you ever dangle

your toes over the precipice,

dare the cliff to crumble,

defy the frozen deity to suffer

the sun, thaw feather and bone,

take wing to fly you home?

I, Pattyn Scarlet Von Stratten, do.



I’m Not Exactly Sure

When I began to feel that way.

Maybe a little piece of me

always has. It’s hard to remember.

But I do know things really

began to spin out of control

after my first sex dream.

As sex dreams go, there wasn’t

much sex, just a collage

of very hot kisses, and Justin Proud’s

hands, exploring every inch

of my body, at my fervent

invitation. As a stalwart Mormon

high school junior, drilled

ceaselessly about the dire

catastrophe awaiting those

who harbored impure thoughts,

I had never kissed a boy,

had never even considered

that I might enjoy such

an unclean thing, until

literature opened my eyes.



See, the Library



	was my sanctuary.

	—

	Then I started high




	Through middle

	—

	school, where the




	school, librarians

	—

	not-so-bookish




	were like guardian

	—

	librarian was half




	angels. Spinsterish

	—

	angel, half she-devil,




	guardian angels,

	—

	so sayeth the rumor




	with graying hair

	—

	mill. I hardly cared.




	and beady eyes,

	—

	Ms. Rose was all




	magnified through

	—

	I could hope I might




	reading glasses,

	—

	one day be: aspen




	and always ready

	—

	physique, new penny




	to recommend new

	—

	hair, aurora green




	literary windows

	—

	eyes, and hands that




	to gaze through.

	—

	could speak. She




	A. A. Milne. Beatrix

	—

	walked on air. Ms.




	Potter. Lewis

	—

	Rose shuttered old




	Carroll. Kenneth

	—

	windows, opened




	Grahame. E. B.

	—

	portals undreamed of.




	White. Beverly

	—

	And just beyond,




	Cleary. Eve Bunting.

	—

	what fantastic worlds!







I Met Her My Freshman Year

All wide-eyed and dim about starting high school,

a big new school, with polished hallways

and hulking lockers and doors that led

who-knew-where?

A scary new school, filled with towering

teachers and snickering students,

impossible schedules, tough expectations,

and endless possibilities.

The library, with its paper perfume,

whispered queries, and copy

machine shuffles, was the only familiar

place on the entire campus.

And there was Ms. Rose.

How can I help you?

Fresh off a fling with C. S.

Lewis and Madeleine L’Engle,

hungry for travel far from home,

I whispered, “Fantasy, please.”

She smiled. Follow me.

I know just where to take you.

I shadowed her to Tolkien’s

Middle-earth and Rowling’s

School of Witchcraft and Wizardry,

places no upstanding Mormon should go.

When you finish those,

I’d be happy to show you more.



Fantasy Segued into Darker Dimensions

And authors who used three whole names:

Vivian Vande Velde, Annette Curtis Klause.

Mary Downing Hahn.

By my sophomore year, I was deep

into adult horror—King, Koontz, Rice.

You must try classic horror,

insisted Ms. Rose.

Poe, Wells, Stoker. Stevenson. Shelley.

There’s more to life than monsters.

You’ll love these authors:

Burroughs. Dickens. Kipling. London.

Bradbury. Chaucer. Henry David Thoreau.

And these:

Jane Austen. Arthur Miller. Charlotte Brontë.

F. Scott Fitzgerald. J. D. Salinger.

By my junior year, I devoured increasingly

adult fare. Most, I hid under my dresser:

D. H. Lawrence. Truman Capote.

Ken Kesey. Jean Auel.

Mary Higgins Clark. Danielle Steel.



I Began

To view the world at large

through borrowed eyes,

eyes more like those

I wanted to own.

Hopeful.

I began

to see that it was more than

okay—it was, in some circles,

expected—to question my

little piece of the planet.

Empowered.

I began

to understand that I could

stretch if I wanted to, explore

if I dared, escape

if I just put one foot

in front of the other.

Enlightened.

I began

to realize that escape

might offer the only real

hope of freedom from my

supposed God-given roles—

wife and mother of as many

babies as my body could bear.

Emboldened.



I Also Began to Journal

Okay, one of the things expected of Latter-

Day Saints is keeping a journal.

But I’d always considered it just another

“supposed to,” one not to worry much about.

Besides, what would I write in a book

everyone was allowed to read?

Some splendid nonfiction chronicle

about sharing a three-bedroom house

with six younger sisters, most of whom

I’d been required to diaper?

Some suspend-your-disbelief fiction

about how picture-perfect life was at home,

forget the whole dysfunctional truth

about Dad’s alcohol-fueled tirades?

Some brilliant manifesto about how God

whispered sweet insights into my ear,

higher truths that I would hold on to forever,

once I’d shared them through testimony?

Or maybe they wanted trashy confessions—

Daydreams Designed by Satan.

Whatever. I’d never written but a few

words in my mandated diary.

Maybe it was the rebel in me.

Or maybe it was just the lazy in me.

But faithfully penning a journal

was the furthest thing from my mind.



Ms. Rose Had Other Ideas

One day I brought a stack of books,

most of them banned in decent LDS

households, to the checkout counter.

Ms. Rose looked up and smiled.

You are quite the reader, Pattyn.

You’ll be a writer one day, I’ll venture.

I shook my head. “Not me.

Who’d want to read anything

I have to say?”

She smiled. How about you?

Why don’t you start

with a journal?

So I gave her the whole

lowdown about why journaling

was not my thing.

A very good reason to keep

a journal just for you. One

you don’t have to write in.

A day or two later, she gave

me one—plump, thin-lined,

with a plain denim cover.

Decorate it with your words,

she said. And don’t be afraid

of what goes inside.



I Wasn’t Sure What She Meant

Until I opened the stiff-paged volume

and started to write.

At first, rather ordinary fare

garnished the lines.

Feb. 6. Good day at school. Got an A

on my history paper.

Feb. 9. Roberta has strep throat. Great!

Now we’ll all get it.

But as the year progressed, I began

to feel I was living in a stranger’s body.

Mar. 15. Justin Proud smiled at me today.

I can’t believe it! And I can’t believe

how it made me feel. Kind of tingly all over,

like I had an itch I didn’t want to scratch.

An itch you-know-where.

Mar. 17. I dreamed about Justin last night.

Dreamed he kissed me, and I kissed him back,

and I let him touch me all over my body

and I woke up all hot and blushing.

Blushing! Like I’d done something wrong.

Can a dream be wrong?

Aren’t dreams God’s way

of telling you things?



Justin Proud

Was one of the designated

“hot bods” on campus.

No surprise all the girls

hotly pursued that bod.

The only surprise was my

subconscious interest.

I mean, he was anything

but a good Mormon boy.

And I, allegedly being

a good Mormon girl,

was supposed to keep

my feminine thoughts pure.

Easy enough, while struggling

with stacks of books,

piles of paper, and mounds

of adolescent angst.

Easy enough, while chasing

after a herd of siblings,

each the product of lustful,

if legally married, behavior.

Easy enough, while watching

other girls pant after him.

But just how do you maintain

pure thoughts when you dream?



I Suppose That’s the Kind of Thing

Some girls could ask their moms.

But Mom and I didn’t talk

a whole lot about what

makes the world go round.

Conversation tended to run

toward who’d wash the dishes,

who’d dust and vacuum,

who’d change the diapers.

In a house with seven kids,

the oldest always seemed to draw

diaper duty. Mom worked real

hard to avoid Luvs. In fact,

that’s the hardest she ever

worked at anything. Am I saying

my mom was lazy? I guess I am.

As more of us girls went off

to school each day, the house

got dirtier and dirtier. If we

wanted clean clothes,

we loaded the washer.

If we wanted clean dishes,

we had to clear the sink.

Mom watched a lot of TV.

She didn’t have a job, of course.

Dad wouldn’t hear of it, which

made Mom extremely happy.

I think she saw her profession as

populating the world with girls.



Seven Girls

That’s all Mom ever

managed to give Dad.

He named every one after

a famous general, always

planning on a son.

A son, to replace the two

his first wife had given him,

the two he’d lost.

Janice, I heard him tell Mom

more than once, if you don’t

pop out a boy next time,

I’m getting my money back on you.

But she carried no

money-back guarantee.

And the baby girls

just kept coming.

In reverse order: Georgia

(another nod to General

George Patton, my namesake);

Roberta (Robert E. Lee);

Davie (Jefferson D.);

Teddie (Roosevelt);

Ulyssa (S. Grant);

Jackie (Pershing).

Oh yes, and me.

No nicknames,

no shortcuts,

use every syllable,

every letter,

because

there would

be no “half-ass”

in Dad’s house.

It’s disturbing, I know.

But Dad was Dad

so Mom went along.



One Time, One Day



	between Davie

	 

	and Roberta,




	I asked my mom

	 

	why she persisted,




	kept on having

	 

	baby after baby.




	 

	She looked

	 




	at me, at a spot

	 

	between my eyes,




	blinking like I had

	 

	suddenly fallen




	crazy. She paused

	 

	before answering




	 

	as if

	 




	to confide would

	 

	legitimize my fears.




	She drew a deep

	 

	breath, leaned against




	the chair. I touched

	 

	her hand and I thought




	 

	she might

	 




	cry. Instead she put

	 

	baby Davie in my arms.




	Pattyn, she said,

	 

	it’s a woman’s role.




	I decided if it was

	 

	my role, I’d rather




	 

	disappear.

	 







In My View, Having Babies

was supposed to be

something

beautiful,

not a duty.

Something

incredible,

not role-playing.

Bringing

new life

into this dying

world,

promising hope

for a saner

tomorrow.

As I saw it,

any expectation

of sanity rested

in a woman’s womb.

God should have

given Eve

another chance.

Instead, He turned

her away, no way

to make the world better.



Regardless

Barring blizzards

or bouts of projectile vomiting,

I attended Sunday services

every week, and that week

was no exception. Three solid

hours of crying babies

and uninspired testimony,

all orchestrated by bishops,

presidents, prophets, and priests,

each bearing a masculine

moniker, specialized “hardware,”

and “God-given” attitude;

of taking the sacrament,

bread and water, served

up by young deacons, all boys.

The message came through loud

and clear: Women are inferior.

And God likes it that way.



Silly Me

I refused to believe it.

Not only that, but I began

to resent the whole idea.

I had watched women crushed

beneath the weight

of dreams, smashed.

I had seen them bow down

before their husbands,

and not just figuratively.

I had witnessed bone-chilling

abuse, no questions,

no help, no escape.

All in the hopes

that when they died,

and reached up from the grave,

their husbands would grab

hold, tug hard, and allow

them to enter heaven.

As I sat through that sacrament

meeting, observing those women

smile and nod and kowtow,

my warped little mind

wondered if any of them ever

dreamed about really hot guys.



Somehow, I Couldn’t Reconcile

Any of the LDS viewpoint

with a “wake up, tingly all

over, and bathed in a cool

sheen of sweat” kind of dream.

I considered talking to Jackie

about it. We were really each

other’s best friends.

What else could we be?

Thick as mud, Mom always

said, and why not?

We shared siblings,

cohabited a double bed,

confided concerns,

divvied responsibilities.

Traded secrets.

Plotted the future.

Besides, who else

but my closest sister

could understand

the uncertainty of our lives?

Still, I was pretty sure

she couldn’t relate

to spicy dreams about

Justin Proud.

Mom was out. Jackie

was out. I tried to

think of a friend who

might understand.



Oh Yes

I had a few friends,

upstanding Mormon girls all.

Becca and Emily

lived just around the corner.

We’d known each other

since primary, and

before too many sisters

made it nearly impossible,

we used to play together.

In grade school we walked

to the bus together, sat as if glued

together, giggled together.

Confided hopes and dreams.

But our moms knew each

other, our dads held

church callings together.

Once things at the Von Stratten

house started to dive south,

I didn’t dare talk to Becca

or Emily about them.

Once baby detail fell more

and more to me, I didn’t

have time for outside activities.

Becca played outstanding

soccer. Emily sang outstanding

soprano. I was an outstanding

diaper-changing machine.

So we’d chat a bit at church,

walk to class together,

discuss a hunk du jour,

without believing he might

ever belong to any of us.

Sometimes we’d go to church

activities together, but in

the final analysis, we had

very little in common.

Not like Jackie and me,

who had almost everything

in common and no secret

worth keeping from each

other. At least not then.



But Neither Becca

Nor Emily could possibly

answer my questions about

maintaining all manner of decency

while a person dreams.

So I decided to pose the question in seminary.

Wait. Do you know about seminary?

See, come high school, Latter-Day

teenagers spend an hour each weekday

morning, before the first bell rings,

being reminded of Who We Are.

We met at Brother Prior’s house.

Dad drove me on his way to work.

Afterward, I could walk to school

with other good Mormon kids,

the “right kind” to have as friends.

Brother Prior repeated scriptures,

though we’d heard them a thousand

times already. It was his job to reinforce

our values and keep our testimony strong.

He did not encourage hard questions.

Once, after one of Dad’s really bad

Saturday nights left Mom too battered to chance

Sunday services, I arrived at Brother Prior’s

on Monday morning, weighted heavily.

I didn’t hear more than a select few words:

respect . . .

expect . . .

require . . .

Finally, I jumped up. “Excuse me,

Brother Prior, but is it okay for a man to . . .”

Nine of my peers turned and I caught

something strange in their eyes,

something . . .

knowing.



Did They Know

About Dad and his deepening

relationship with Johnnie

Walker Black scotch whiskey?

How, despite the church’s

prohibition of all things alcoholic,

he only drank more and more?

Did they know why Mom rarely

left the house and often wore

dark glasses to services?

How she never said a word,

and neither did we, though

we knew we really should?

How, no matter what happened

the night before, the next day Mom

and Dad would be tandem in bed?

How Jackie and I would get up,

straighten up, dress the little ones

and take them outside to play?

Did they know how maybe once

a year Dad would confess to

the bishop, promise to do better?

Or how every time he fell

back off the wagon his rage

only seemed to grow deeper?

I tried to find answers in their

eyes. But all I found behind

their blinks were blank walls.

I couldn’t cough out the rest

of my question. Instead I decided

to look like a total dolt.

“. . . Never mind. I forgot

what I was going to say.

It wasn’t important, anyway.”



Later, However

My cowardice came back to haunt me,

wrapped in Mom’s muffled screams.

And now, the dream thing preyed on my mind.

I’d never been so impressed by a dream.

I mean, it wasn’t a nightmare, not at all.

But its honesty ran chills down my spine.

Was it really something I wanted, deep down?

Would I rot in the grave because I wanted it?

So I stood up and dared to ask Brother Prior,

“Are we responsible for our dreams?”

Serena’s jaw dropped. Marla giggled.

Mike and Trevor poked each other.

Brother Prior looked completely perplexed.

I’m sure I don’t know what

you mean, Pattyn. Let’s get back

to our scriptures, shall we?



Maybe It Was the “Shall”

Maybe it was just his obnoxious tone,

but I decided not to let it drop.

“But are we? I mean, if we dream,

let’s say, about killing someone,

will God hold us responsible?”

Did you dream about

killing someone?

“No . . .” I fixed my eyes on his.

“. . . but I did dream about sex.”

The girls gasped. The boys laughed.

Brother Prior turned the color

of Mom’s rhubarb-cherry pie.

Uh. Um. Well, that’s fairly

normal for someone your age.

“What do you mean, ‘fairly’?

And how does God feel about it?”

I was center stage, everyone

waiting to see what came next.

But for once I didn’t care.

Uh. Um. Well, I can’t really

speak for God, Pattyn.

“Really?” Then what, exactly,

was I sitting there for?



Journal Entry, March 23


Brother Prior is an idiot. And I’m

supposed to swallow his garbage

like it doesn’t even taste bad.

Well, it stinks! Ask him about

Joseph Smith, he can recite

an entire oral history.

Ask him about dreams,

he pretends like he

doesn’t have them.

Ask him about God . . .

I’m not sure he even believes

God exists.

Do I?

Does Mom?

Does Dad? I mean, really?

I know his past haunts him.

But if he truly believes

he and God are brothers,

meant to live together

in the Great Beyond,

can’t he ask for a hand,

a way to silence his ghosts,

without Johnnie WB?

Or is his drinking sin

enough to make his Heavenly

Sibling turn His back?



The Next Day in Chemistry Lab

Mr. Trotter partnered

me with Tiffany Grant.

Her style was low-ride

jeans, belly-baring tops

and designer tennis shoes.

Oh good, she cooed. I get

the smart one. Guess I won’t

start any fires today.

Tiffany and Bunsen

burners were incompatible.

One time she singed the ends

of her perfect hazelnut hair.

My life was in danger!

Tiffany poured water

into a beaker. You light

the burner, Pat.

Pat? That’s what you did

to a dog’s head. Part of me

wanted to say something

nasty. The cautious part won

out. “Please call me Pattyn.”

That’s actually a pretty name.

Her carrot-colored fingernails

tapped against the counter.

Actually? As I added salt

to the beaker, Mr. Trotter

stepped out of the room.

Not two minutes later, guess

who walked through the door?



Justin Sauntered Over

Totally

defining the word

“saunter.” For

one completely

insane

minute, I forgot

about my lab

partner and actually

thought

he was coming

over to talk to me.

A fine, prickly

mist

of sweat broke

out all over my body,

chilled by a jolt of

reality.

Justin barely glanced

at me before turning

to Tiffany.

Hey, gorgeous.

Still on for Saturday?



Zap!

I was

nobody. So

why would I think

he wanted to talk to me?

And why wouldn’t he want

to talk to Tiffany, who had

everything I would never have:

beauty, money, confidence (okay, conceit)?

Justin

slid his arm

around her tiny

waist, walked his long

fingers along her exposed

skin. I couldn’t keep from watching

out of the corner of one eye, jealousy

seeping from my pores, sourdough perfume.

Tiffany

pretended to be

offended. “Stop it,

Justin. Everybody’s

watching. And what if Mr.

Trotter comes back right now?”

But she didn’t try to move his hand

and in fact, curled tighter against his torso.

Zap!

I was nobody.

Someday, would

another nobody slide his

arm around my substantial waist,

walk his hand up under my homemade

blouse? And would I draw back into the curve

of him, close my eyes, and take pleasure in his heat?



Daydreams Bite

At least in chemistry lab.

As my body broke out

in a bone-chilling sweat,

Mr. Trotter snuck up behind me.

Don’t add the oil yet, Pattyn.

Pay attention!

I jumped, knocking over

the beaker of salt water,

with an oil float.

Exxon Valdez in miniature!

I’m surprised, Pattyn.

Usually you’re so careful.

Usually I wasn’t confronted

by sex dreams in the flesh;

living, breathing sex dreams,

with a Tiffany twist.

Clean up your mess. Then

perhaps you’d better start over.

I turned to apologize to my lab

partner, but she and Justin

had slipped out the door, no doubt

before Mr. Trotter returned.

Timing is everything.



Timing Was Poor

The next afternoon—Friday

afternoon. Mom asked me

to run out back to the storage

shed to get a jar of spaghetti sauce

from our stash of emergency supplies.

Imagine, storing enough

food and water to nurture a family

of nine for a year, “when the shit

hit the fan and it all came crashing down.”

Another Latter-Day Saints edict.

Dad’s aged Subaru was already

parked out back. Some Fridays he

got off early from his job, working

security at the state legislature.

He saw it as a decent occupation,

which paid the bills

and provided insurance and retirement.

I saw it as kind of boring most

of the time, with the odd takedown

to provide a rush of adrenaline

and a blush of importance.

Anyway, somewhere between stacks

of batteries, boxes of bullets,

and countless cans

of tuna, Spam, and beans

was Dad’s stash of Johnnie WB.

Weeknights, he’d duck outside

for an after-dinner belt. Just enough

to allow sleep. But come Friday

afternoon, he’d head straight for his

good buddy Johnnie. They partied hearty.

And the party had already started.



As I Approached the Shed

I heard his voice, thick

as caramel on his tongue.

Leave me alone. I

can’t help you now.

Part of me wanted to run.

Part of me had to listen.

Goddammit, Molly,

go away. Please.

Molly. His first wife.

The true love of his life.

I miss Dwight too,

you know I do.

Dwight, who carried soldier

in his genes.

I couldn’t tell him not

to go, could I?

Their first son, killed in a

firefight in Somalia.

What’s that? Fuck Douglas,

the friggin’ fag.

Their second son, until he

came out of the closet.

No, dammit. No son of mine

will take it from another man.

So he told him never to show

his face nearby again.

But you didn’t have to do

what you did!

One son dead, the other

shunned, Molly folded.

Don’t you know how

much I miss you?

Put a .357 into her mouth,

pulled the trigger.

Oh God, Molly,

please stop crying.



The Long Pause


Told

me it

wasn’t

Molly who

was sobbing.

I’d never heard

my father cry

before.     How




many

times

had I tried

my best to hate

that complicated

man. But this

tiny piece      of me




kept

thinking

back to another,

happier time, when

Mom loved Dad.

And me. And

Dad loved




Mom.

And

me. At

least as much

as he could with

that dead, cold space

growing inside him,

that place no     amount




of love

could

ever settle into.

That impenetrable

arctic land where his

ghosts had carried

his heart.





I Sort of Remember

Crawling up into Daddy’s lap,

when Dad was still

Daddy,

nodding my head against

his chest, soaking in

the comfort of his heat,

listening

to the thump . . . thump,

somewhere beneath muscle

and breastbone. I remember

his arms, their sublime

encircling,

and the shadow of his voice:

I love you, little girl.

Put away your bad dreams.

Daddy’s here.

I put them away. Until

Daddy became my nightmare,

the one that came

home

from work every day

and, instead of picking me

up, chased me far, far away.



I Wasn’t Sure Which Dad

I would find inside the shed,

although I had a pretty good

idea he wouldn’t want me

to witness him crying—not

the macho man he wanted

the world to believe him to be.

Truth was, in his day, Dad

was about as bad as they came.

Way back in the late sixties, when

everyone else ducked the draft,

Dad ran right down and joined up.

Wanted to “waste gooks.”

Left Molly, his wife of only

a few weeks, at home while

he toured Vietnam in an A-4

Skyhawk, a not-so-lean killing

machine designed to deliver

maximum firepower.

And Dad was just the man—

boy—to deliver it.

He came home long enough

to get Molly pregnant, then joined

up for a second tour of duty.

Dwight was almost two

before he met his dad.

Sad.



Not Dad’s Fault

Any more than I’m entirely to blame

for what I’ve become. It’s all in the molding.

Dad’s dad, Grandpa Paul, with the scary

gray eyes (scary because, if you dared

look into them, somehow you’d see

the things he’d seen),

served his country too, “slappin’ Japs”

in World War II.

He slapped them good, taking a patriot’s
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