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	A hilarious, irreverent, and touching account of one seriously Christian girl’s struggle to please any available savior....







K. Dawn Goodwin’s holy crusade to be the Lord’s sexiest spokesperson began at the tender—but far from innocent—age of seven. And while she always thought Jesus was kinda hot, even He could not quiet the avalanche of prepubescent lust and the burning wish for a man to find her, like Bathsheba, comely enough to spy on.


Crucified by soulless pretty girls and cruel jocks whose mission it was to make her life hell on earth, adolescent Dawn, painfully obsessed with her own ugliness, found slivers of sweet relief in dry-humping the scrawniest guy on the wrestling team and scribbling bodice rippers starring her favorite teacher. But, Praise Jesus, at least her virginity was intact.


Until college, where, thanks to a seriously sculpted Jew, Dawn’s chastity crumbled like the Tower of Babylon. Her sex marathons kept her shouting, “Hallelujah!” but with her body image in apocalyptic disarray, her future husband unable to faith-heal her as promised, and the Bible threatening an extra-crispy afterlife, Dawn would have to face down her demons. Which was okay, because they were kinda hot too.…
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K. DAWN GOODWIN is the daughter of recovered fundamentalist missionaries and a graduate of Emory University in Atlanta, where she majored in English and creative writing. A native of Connecticut, she now lives way below the Bible Belt with her three young children.
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Disclaimer


As this memoir is based on personal experiences from the distant past, events have been compressed and some dialogue approximated. Most of the names and distinguishing details have been changed.




To Mom, for knowing I could write it.


To Dad, for promising never to read it.
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1 | The Girl from the Show-Me-Yours State


“Therefore will I discover thy skirts upon thy face, that thy shame may appear.”


—JEREMIAH 13:26


When we left Missouri and moved to Connecticut, I didn’t turn ugly right away. For a while, I lived with the peace that passeth understanding, because I still thought I was hot shit. Being ordained as the Child Prodigy of Attractiveness dovetailed nicely with God’s two-pronged plan for my life: to share the Good News—and my goodies—with every sinner who crossed my path.


What I didn’t know yet was that the Constitution State wasn’t about godliness or prairies or the pioneer spirit; it was about loopholes in written contracts. It was about statutes of limitations, one of which was about to cinch closed on my head. On my ninth birthday, my golden shimmer of awesome would be snuffed out, and I would be as great with fugly as Mary was with the Christ child. Not even the Holy Spirit, who was like God’s most highly anointed trial lawyer, would be able to put my humpty back together again.


But when I was seven, I was at the pinnacle of my career. Like the biblical Samson before me, all God’s power was in my hair. And much like Samson, I attended second grade at Heritage Christian Academy in Shelton, Connecticut.


Before I left each morning, Mom would roll the sides of my hair with a curling iron, then scoop them back with a brush into feathered Farrah Fawcett dog ears. I’d cover up my face and she’d dowse my head with Aqua Net, a veritable force field of Pretty.


My siblings and I would load up in Dad’s first company car, a blue 1980 Pontiac Grand LeMans, while he vigorously pumped the gas pedal in his polished dress shoes, trying to wake it from its eternal slumber. Over the din of flatulating backfires, Mom stood waving good-bye in a bathrobe, her breath frosting in the air.


On the ride to school, I fingered my crispy bangs and smoothed the navy pleats in my uniform. My skirt was the attaché case, and the top secret was that my yellow panties matched my blouse. Yet unlike my diary, it had no lock. Ah, the irony of the Christian girl. Yes, I was a Christian. I was Saved. The King of Kings, the invisible Captain of Team World, had not only redeemed me from eternal damnation but had ordained me with better hair. Basically, Jesus regularly borrowed my eyes to give you the once-over.


Dad pulled into the roundabout and I hopped out of the car, clicking my plastic heels across the cement. Like Victoria Principal’s protégée, the top two buttons of my blouse were always left undone. I was little, but oh I understood sexy all right. I had to, since I was the main attraction in my classroom. Inside the front door, everyone turned to admire me, to fight over who would be the next to win a sleepover. One at a time, girls, you’ll all get your turn. The director yelled “Action,” and the extras began filling the background of my peaceful, nondenominational, evangelical uberappealing Christian life. Ding.


In class, we stood at attention before the Christian flag and sang the morning doxology. Then we took our seats and Ms. White, in her modest shin-length tweed skirt and rounded bow collar, pressed pictures of lambs onto the felt board over the cutout of a burning altar. It was time to illustrate yet another bewildering obscure captain’s log entry from the helm of the USS Crazy, aka the Holy Bible.


When the smoke from the sacrifice goes up, that’s good, she said. When the smoke goes down, God frowns. See? In Genesis, Cain the farmer was smited because he burned veggies on the grill when God left explicit hints in the sky that He preferred to inhale the fat from dead animals.


I had a lot to learn about God.


The first thing was that He was highly passive-aggressive. For example, He didn’t hate you per se, just your sin. To be clear: not you, just everything you do every day. He was also very jealous and known to overreact and, say, kill your whole family while leaving you dismembered, but just alive enough to wish you’d loved Him just a teensy bit harder. And, if His followers offered the wrong kind of burnt offering, or on the wrong day, or in the wrong order, or with the wrong ingredients, or if they tried to make it a nicer burnt offering, or if they forgot and slept in, God pretty much always reacted the same way. He devoured them with death. But tie your firstborn son to forty cubits of kindling and strike a match, voilà, the Almighty lifts an unplucked eyebrow. Aha, He’d say as you raise the trembling dagger over your newborn. Now THAT’S more like it.


But the Bible lesson learned was: follow through. Don’t count on God manifesting like that, like He did with Abraham, breaking in with the Lord’s emergency broadcast system to tell you this is only a test. Live by faith, even if it means jumping off the cliff like a lemming. Making horrific requests is God’s way of saying He loves you. He just wants you to show some stick-to-it-iveness. Like with Jesus: there He was, hanging from nails, dying a slow tortured death per God’s request, begging for mercy, but God so loved the world that He leaned into the ear of His only begotten son and whispered, Don’t be a quitter. And whosoever believeth in that, Ms. White explained, shall have eternal life.


God was one hell of a heavenly Father.


And while buying me with blood was awfully nice of Jesus, He really couldn’t compete with the other men in my life, like Tommy, or Tommy’s twin brother, Timmy, and especially Jesse. Jesse was my age, supposedly a Christian, but that didn’t stop him from longing to live in sin with me. Once, he’d even whispered something in my ear about “grabbing a nightcap,” which I imagined was like taking Communion naked inside his sleeping bag. The best of both worlds. I loved Jesse because he excelled at a) planning questionable trysts, and b) smoldering with jealousy.


He was especially mad at me today because I’d shared a Bible with Tommy. And then got stuck reading the end of Genesis chapter two. Blame God.


“And she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man,” I’d read.


“Very nice,” Ms. White interrupted, marking the page.


“That is why,” I continued, enjoying the sensual purr of my voice, “a man leaves his father and mother and is united to his wife, and they become one flesh.”


Ms. White: “Very nice, you can stop there.”


“Adam and his wife were both naked and they felt no shame.”


“Ms. Goodwin, that is enough.”


Startled, I moved my fingertips across the page, where they came to rest on Tommy’s hand. He blushed and Jesse glared at me hard from a few desks down.


“What?” I mouthed.


He immediately began writing me a note.


As punishment he was going to meet me after school in the cafeteria and kiss me. Hard. But I wasn’t worried. Being ravaged had nothing to do with Satan really. It was merely the gravitational pull of my own worldly charms, bestowed on me so I could better lead sinners to the light. Kind of like the way Christ bought us with blood; only I used Bonne Belle.


Jesse was waiting for me in the dark behind the last cafeteria table, fists jammed into his tan polyester pants. I approached and stood in front of him, feeling guilty and electric all at once. I let my book bag slide seductively to the floor.


“Hi,” he said, looking so serious he was almost in pain.


“Hi, Jesse.”


“Do you like Tommy?”


“No.”


“Good.”


Then he gave me a quick peck with dry, soft lips and ran out the cafeteria doors into the fluorescent light of the hallway. I watched him flee, wondering if we were closer now. I picked up my bag, realizing this must be how the Bionic Woman felt about the Million Dollar Man. All womanly and bionic and stuff. I shoved open the double doors and headed outside to join the pickup line, chomping at the bit to testify before my Christian BFFs. They of course gathered around me, eager to hear anything I had to say. I soothed their wide-eyed fears, took their calls, offered advice about all the pivotal milestones I’d already high-jumped. It would take them years. It was so adorable, how much they all wanted to be like me. Aw.


At three o’clock Mom picked up my older brother and sister and me in the roundabout. It was a long, boring, woodsy drive home, and also the template of my entire budding universe. Along the way, I reminisced over all the many amazing signs God had left for me. The house that was the same color as the boogers I so loved to eat, the ditch where Mom had once pulled over so I could puke up chicken noodle soup, the four-way stop where I realized that Lemon Meringue was my favorite Strawberry Shortcake doll, and the hill where I realized that all these events had one mysterious common thread—the color yellow. My life was fascinating.


Once home, I ran upstairs and slipped into my room and out of my Heritage Christian jumper. There was a green paisley cover on my dark-varnished bunk bed. Mom had arranged my favorite stuffed animals on the pillow just so. On one wall were the Curious Kitten and Orphan Annie posters that I’d gotten at the book fair. On the other wall was a centerfold of Cheryl Tiegs, posing suggestively with a bobcat. Cheryl was a gift from the old Italian grandma who lived across the street and who demonstrated various decadent behaviors not likely endorsed by the puritanical matrons of the Bible, such as feeding her German shepherd vanilla ice cream in a dog bowl. She thought since I was a good Christian girl, and didn’t have a dog, I might like this half-naked, sexually objectified supermodel, and she was damn right. Every day as I unzipped my uniform, I admired Cheryl and her lean denim hips, her hair the same wild texture and ash-blond color as bobcat fur. Someday I was going to transmutate into that, only, you know, slightly more New Testament. I’d wake up one morning and have long, blond curls that were 100 percent dandruff-free, like Christie Brinkley in the Prell ad. I’d be making out with men in tuxedos, one after the other. And oh, my colossal tits. The profile of my symmetrical D cups, aching to be freed from my soft but tight sweater, would have hot guest stars swooning. They’d fistfight each other over the chance to draw my bath.


In Bible class at school, sometimes I’d color in Jesus’s beard and start daydreaming. Dang. He was kinda hot too.


Needs to work on self-control, read the note from Ms. White. It was the second warning that year.


“What does that mean?” Dad would ask, loosening his tie. All he wanted was the nightly news and a hot supper; instead he got my ominous report card comments and me, marinating in my naturally improper juices. “Bloody well better start controlling your ‘self,’ so help me.”


“Daddy, you’re not supposed to say ‘bloody,’” I warned.


He looked back, muzzled. “Yeah, well. It’s absolute nonsense.”


Things had gotten complicated since we’d left Springfield, Missouri, and moved to Connecticut. Mom and Dad had started their family in the Midwest because it was closer to Mom’s family, and also to Jesus Himself. Sure, Dad was a full-blown, pinkie-ring-wearing, blue-blooded Brit, but when he laid eyes on USDA choice Mom, he immediately opted to spend the ’60s not wallowing in free love but converting to the Church of Christ so he could legally fornicate with her. Enter us: a crossbred litter of God-fearin’ Amerikins.


Looking back at faded snapshots, I always pictured Missouri in the early ’70s as a Norman Rockwellish kind of place, where kids came complete with cowlicked hair the color of white corn, adorably wholesome little Midwestern twangs, and souls as pure as prairie snow. Missouri folks were kindly, the cashiers and clerks trustworthy, the lines short. Townsfolk had their priorities in order and likewise drove their vehicles in a reasonable manner.


But when Dad got a much-needed promotion to corporate HQ in Connecticut, my parents had packed up the station wagon, said good-bye to the relatives living at Mom’s homestead, and made the stalwart trek eastward toward the double mortgage of the American dream. As hundreds of miles of pastoral scenery gave way, a panorama of bleak, polluted, and crumbling turnpike rose up around us like the Red Sea. Brake lights flared and salt-caked cars bullied each other through one narrow connector after another, leading us onward to the inverted promise of New Canaan.


As we crossed our new state line, Mom read the names aloud from her map: Bridgeport, Saugatuck, Trumbull. All the Connecticut towns along I-95 had the poetic assonance of being punched in the gut. And although the map assured us that the ocean was somewhere close by, it was never visible above the sea of grimy tailpipes and towering black-tipped smokestacks that nested in the endless tangles of electrical relay stations. Abandoned brick factories with smashed, toothless windows loomed over empty, trash-filled lots. Mom’s knuckles grew whiter and whiter around the thin, hard steering wheel.


Soon she would learn that the natives of Corrupticut were a greatly pissed-off people, biologically ill equipped to get into heaven, should Jesus happen to drop in unannounced. Soon, she would grow to accept that the snow never melted, the prices were sky-high, and the jackass stealing her parking space at the A&P was her next-door neighbor.


When we’d first arrived, I was too young for school, so I spent a lot of time watching Mom from the backseat as she drove around Gridlockington from errand to errand.


“Time to drive to Armpiton,” she’d say with mock cheer before loading me in the car. The New England peddled in Christmas cards was apparently for suckers. But it was the salespeople who truly broke her. After making a withdrawal from a teller at the Connecticut Bank of Assholes, or maybe buying a bra from the clearance rack at Condescending Bitches boutique, Mom would retreat to the car and sniff over the steering wheel, dabbing her eyes with a crumpled Kleenex.


“How can they treat people like that?” she’d say aloud, to no one. “How?”


“Um, did you get me a lollipop?” I’d ask, at home among my people.


She pulled a green one out of her cash envelope, handed it back to me, and turned the ignition.


“Fairfield County,” she growled.


I fingered the wrapper, my eyes wide. It was the closest thing to a cuss word I’d ever heard her say.


It wasn’t just Mom who took it hard. The tougher side of Connect-a-cut quickly sawed off the last nub of innocence belonging to my twelve-year-old brother. He walked to his new school, which was just around the block from our new house, and promptly ran home screaming before lunch. Booth Valley Elementary, probably named for John Wilkes Booth, shone like a beacon to all offspring of the tired, poor, and yearning to be in organized crime. Big bro’s endearing Midwestern twang and Ozarks T-shirt, and also Mom’s insistence that he continue to play a wussy violin, put my beloved big bro at the top of their list for a mock whacking. Death threats were put on our family cat, and my parents were forced to sign away Dad’s newly acquired salary hike. All three of us kids were going to Heritage Christian Academy.


Oh, goody, I thought at the time. Parochial kindergarten was the perfect place to start amassing my fan base. And after school I could spend my free time carrying out the Heritage Christian mandate: Save. More. Souls.


Since our new neighborhood was kind of bad, I had a lot of shaming to do. And by bad, I mean they clearly weren’t as Christian as us. We had lots of Frankies and Ralphies and Johnnys, who liked to throw my metal tricycle, with me still on it, into the curb in front of our house. More than a few pieces fell off. Johnny towered over me.


“Say, ‘Kiss my grits,’” he commanded.


“Kiss my grits,” I echoed, wondering if this was how sinners made friends with Christians. A kind of ritual hazing, to make themselves feel worthy. My brother stood motionless in the background as the crew of kids snickered. No sudden movements, he was thinking, and we’ll all stay alive.


“No!” Johnny barked at me, “say it in here!” He spit a wad into the gutter near our feet. I looked down through the grate at my reflection in the murky water.


“Kiss my grits,” I called, starting to like these strange heathens more and more.


“Now. Spit,” Johnny told me.


I did, and wiped a long string of saliva from my chin.


“Know what your new name is?”


“Am I Flo?” I asked excitedly, because Alice was one of my favorite shows.


“No. You’re Puke. We’ll call you L’il Puke.”


Satisfied, Johnny returned to bullying my brother. I dragged my busted bike up the driveway, handlebars in one hand and wheels in the other, brimming with indignation. Dear Jesus, what exactly was going on here? How could I possibly save these boys? No one wanted to hear the Good News from a messenger known as Li’l Puke. Please. Hope they liked going to hell.


One day we came back from church, which we attended a minimum of three times a week, to find eggs smashed against the back side of our house.


“Buncha punks,” Mom said in a low voice, surveying the damage. “That Johnny.”


The trajectory of the shells pointed to Johnny Moretti’s house next door. Johnny’s dad had a fleet of broken down Cadillacs hidden in his window-high weeds. He’d been living there since long before we came along and must have been pleased when they bulldozed his backyard to put in our quaint two-story Tudor. To show his appreciation, he kept a pack of bipolar Dobermans pointed toward our house, choking on the ends of their chains, legs quivering, and tendrils of pink foam swinging from their muzzles. For Mom, it was one more reason to want her money back. And her old life.


While she made phone calls to get a ten-foot-high privacy fence built, I prayed for Christ to protect us with His giant disembodied hand, roughly the size of our backyard, for Johnny’s dad to mow his lawn, and for God to save all kittens from the mafia.


In the meantime, I would spend more time indoors with the TV.


When I was seven we had had only four channels, but it was enough. Guiding Light, which of course was about us since it was based in a town called Springfield (Missouri, duh), helped fill in most of the blanks left by the Bible. Most of the time I could figure out whose side God would be on. But when it came to sleeping together—bare shoulders rolling in satin sheets, whispers about Jack finding out—it was still anyone’s guess.


“He won’t find out,” she’d promise her lover, as the camera zoomed in for another sticky kiss. My older sister, Kate, who was ten, rolled and flopped with me on the carpet in front of the TV, screaming, “Turn around! He’s right there! He’s in the doorway, duh!”


Then our eyes glazed over as blue liquid was poured into maxipads, over and over and over. I feel secure thanks to Kotex, said the lanky blonde, smiling as she leaked and soaked up more Windex than ever before. She was the same woman whose elusive freshness got her lost in the meadow. She tap-danced over the scent of her Downy sheets and was finally rendered retarded by the crispetty crunch of her potato chips, the shocked whites of her eyes still burning on the screen after the fade to black.


Next was Little House on the Prairie: lean, honest, hard-workin’ Midwestern pioneers with healthy bosoms, muslin dresses, and wholesome pies cooling in the windows of sturdy log cabins. More moral victories in an hour than one could count. Pa Ingalls flashed Ma that gorgeous smile as he hitched a team of horses, sweating through his unbuttoned shirt.


“God’ll provide, darlin’,” he’d always say. “Don’t you worry yer pretty head.”


Occasionally, while fixing the roof or building a barn or saving the town, Michael Landon would break a rib and have to go shirtless, his sublime tan pecs wrapped in gauze. Kate and I stared at his body, openmouthed. But the lily-white Ingalls daughters, unfazed by his comparative swarthiness, huddled ’round Pa in their bedclothes and nightcaps, smiling as he played the fiddle by firelight. Pa always fingered the strings all wrong, out of sync with the dubbed lullaby. But it made us love him more somehow.


“We’ll always have each other,” Laura Ingalls said as the camera panned away through the window.


“Oh corny corny corn,” my sister sang, doing a handstand against the couch.


I didn’t know what she meant exactly, but if ever there was a quintessential word for Little House on the Prairie, corny was it. From Laura’s bucktoothed smile to the town shucking contest, this was the embodiment of pure unadulterated corn. Corn that completed me.


But by far the best part was that the TV writers could always be counted on to come up with tantalizing plotlines that the real Laura Ingalls Wilder would never have put in her book. Like the episode about the girl whose boobs got too big for Walnut Grove.


“Bind yourself good, child,” croaked her old man, alluding to her ample breasts, which were clearly making all the children in the schoolhouse insane. “Tighter, girl!” he warned, wiping drops of sweat from his long red nose.


The girl went into her room with a roll of gauze that Doc Baker had probably given her and began binding up her tits over an old-timey undershirt. Meanwhile, the townie boys peered in her bedroom window, hoping to catch a glimpse of that rack. She was usually so good about keeping the shades drawn, but conveniently not today. Good times!


If it were me, I daydreamed, if I were lucky enough to have boys peeking in my window trying to see my tits, I wouldn’t bind them up so quickly. I’d strip down totally nude and bend over real slow to pick up my Bible. Then I’d pause to study Leviticus with my splayed buttocks resting directly against the window, or maybe my bare chest, crisscrossed like an ammo belt, with my ginormous nipples popping through. I’d probably have to just lie there, innocently pondering what to do as the boys busted in one after the other to take turns feeling me up.


Unfortunately, no one was looking in my window. I ached with jealousy.


Someday they will, I promised myself. Someday.


Meanwhile, back in Walnut Grove, this girl’s simmering mammaries had every innocent Christian man and woman in town trying to think of something else. They were doing a pretty good job, until the writers of Little House on the Prairie dropped a bomb on them, in the form of a mask-wearing sexual predator who crept predictably through the woods. As our well-endowed teen strolled through the meadow picking flowers, he snuck out, put a gloved hand over her mouth, and pulled her into the brush. Later, she stumbled home to confess to her even creepier old man.


“He grabbed me,” she sobbed. “He held me down, and he… he…!” Da da da DA DA. The background orchestra became deafening, to remind us it was best to be vague and quietly picture what had happened.


“No one must know of your shame,” her father growled. My imagination exploded. I knew what had happened. I knew. He had forced her to sleep with him, only this time in the bushes instead of under lavender satin sheets. And with a clown mask on. I didn’t know what this meant, but it was very exciting and I wanted to try it.


After the commercial break, during which Kate trotted to the kitchen for snacks, the girl was already pregnant.


“IT’S BACK ON!” I screamed.


She ran back in with her hand in a box of Trix. “What did I miss?”


“He grabbed her,” I explained. “He held her down, then he… Da da do DA DA DA!” I played the loaded crescendo on my air violin. “And now she’s PREGNANT!”


I dug feverishly into the box of cereal and shoved a handful in my mouth, hopping up and down. Fruity cereal somehow maximized all the pleasure.


We stared, mesmerized, as Pa cornered his son Albert. He was the last male seen with Ms. Tightly Bound Jugs. They’d been carving their names in the old oak tree.


“Did you?” Pa asked his son. “Albert… did you…?” His chin was quivering.


“Look, his chin is quivering,” Kate said.


“I know!”


“Pa… no… I never!” cried Albert, running out the door. Then, when it seemed like the weepy background orchestra couldn’t possibly climax any further, the pregnant girl tumbled down a ladder in the barn and perished without a squeak. The rapist was shot with no notable ramifications, other than a whole lotta satisfaction, and Pa and Albert were again robust, innocent, and socially well adjusted.


But I was utterly ruined, left to ponder the majestic adventure and sweeping tragedy of Big Boobs.


Once the credits rolled, anything in our house that was remotely breast shaped—oranges, tennis balls, decorative ashtrays—spent some time under my shirt. I’d cat-walk back and forth, trying to decide the right proportion for my future body. Best in show always went to Mom’s plastic L’eggs panty hose cups, cracked in half and stuck under a cardigan. For the chance at lopsided torpedoes like those, oh, there were no words. The Holy Grail.


But since my prepubescent chest remained devoid of drama, I made a mask out of a paper plate and pretended to be Catwoman.


I ran outside and into the neighborhood, lurking in the trees, hissing at imaginary demons, leading an army of invisible cat people with my intrepidness and raw power. But I’d lift the plate up off my face long enough to tell passing kids about God’s love, how Jesusdiedfortheirsins, and to ask if they wanted to go to church with me, which usually frightened their mothers.


So I turned my attentions to Ricky, the little boy who lived across the street. He was manageable. He was probably named Rick until he moved to Connecticut, where by law all boys’ names must become adjectives. You could tell by looking he was going to end up browning on Satan’s rotisserie. Ricky and his little brother Marty didn’t wear uniforms or go to Heritage Christian like we did. Plus: they swore. And peed everywhere. Anywhere, anytime, and with amazing distance.


“Have you asked Jesus into your heart?” I asked him one day. I was standing in his backyard, looking up at him as he climbed into his tree house.


“Have I what?” he said, like it was the stupidest thing he’d ever heard. “No.”


I followed behind him, in short shorts and a halter top that showed off my pale distended belly. Just to show him my after-hours, non–Heritage Christian body.


“Do you go to church?”


“On Easter,” he said, hoisting up onto the plywood platform. “And Christmas.”


“You only go then?” Ricky’s soul: sullied by years of poor attendance, like the blackened lungs of his chain-smoking dad.


“Yeah. But my dad doesn’t have to go, just me and my mom. And Marty.” Then predictably, Ricky reached for his fly and whipped out his small fleshy penis so he could pee on me. Again.


“Wanna bet I can squirt that bird in the eye? The one at the top of the streetlamp?”


While I tried to make this compute, his dad tossed a smoldering butt in the grass a few yards away and Ricky spot-drowned it without looking twice. I dropped off the ladder to feign covering my eyes.


“Ew! Did you get any on me?”


“Want me to?” He wiggled his hips and the yellow stream arced over my head.


I screamed, running out of range. “Stop it!”


“But I’m not done,” he told me, filling up an empty soda can at the top of the platform.


I was getting tired of playing the shocked onlooker. Why did Ricky get to have all the fun? It was time to get mine. So I marched to a pile of cut logs a little ways back and dragged a line through the dirt with my toe.


“Hey!” I hollered. “This is the girls’ bathroom. And you can’t come in!”


I crouched down out of sight in the buggy mulch, wondering if I dared.


It’s okay, I thought. I told him not to look, now the rest is out of my hands. Right, Jesus?


I slipped my hands inside the elastic of my shorts just as Ricky’s footfalls crunched the leaves.


“Ricky!” I startled, looking up. “You can’t come in!”


“Go ahead.” He grinned, craning his neck to watch. “I’m not looking.”


“Oh,” I said, catching his drift. “You promise?”


“I promise,” he said, lowering his voice, crouching down closer. “Do it. I won’t tell.”


And just like that, I was totally and completely hooked.


Relieving myself outdoors with sinners in my neighborhood became more than a slippery slope; it was a luscious avalanche of sin that swept me into the world of glorious, off-color role playing. As soon as I got home from school, I switched personalities. I stuffed my shorts with grass and leaves, so I made a crinkly sound when I walked, and headed across the street. I found Ricky as usual, peeing upside down from his rope swing.


“Noah’s son Ham saw his dad’s wiener,” I told him half-heartedly, “and God had to kill the whole town for it. So don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


“Isn’t it time to use the girls’ bathroom?” he asked.


“First you have to remove my diaper,” I replied coyly, patting my overstuffed crotch.


Ricky zipped up, grabbed a plastic sword that was lying on the ground, and forced me onto the family picnic table like a sacrifice, where I told him I was giving birth to the Christ child and needed to be tied up and cut open. Ricky found some twine and then got to sawing.


“Hey!” Ricky’s mom shouted through her kitchen window. “God damn it! What are you kids doing?”


“Mrs. Dunner?” I sat up, grass and leaves spilling out of my unbuttoned shorts. “God said in Matthew 5, verse 34, ‘Swear not at all.’”


“Oh, yeah?” she said, dragging on a Virginia Slim. “Was there a verse in there that said, ‘Tramp ye my boys, not at all’? Now get off my new table and play nice.”


The next day I was back, with little ripped up pieces of paper in hand.


“Tickets to the strip show,” I whispered. “In the basement. At my house.”


I didn’t want it to come to this, but sometimes, y’know what, the devil just takes over, makes us do really really fun things we hate. Sad but true. The way it worked was, you just sort of escorted the little miniature Jesus out of your heart—like maybe into a waiting room near your intestines—and focused on the Bible verses that promised God would forgive anything if you prayed hard enough. Anything. That was a direct quote, pretty much. You just had to remember to pray later, much later, after the dirty deed was already done dirt cheap.


“Ricky, come on!”


He was working with an electric sander in his garage, always playing with band saws and car jacks and chain saw engines while his four-year-old brother mixed cement nearby.


“Marty!” he hollered to his brother over the growl of the motor, “hit this board a couple times with the nail gun!” Then he paused to consider me through safety goggles.


“The stripper has to take everything off,” I told him. “Everything.”


How did I know what a stripper was? Oh, I had an idea. I was a high-powered magnet for scraps of information.


My mom had taken us once to a lady who ran a hair salon out of her kitchen, and there on her coffee table was a stack of glossy magic otherwise known as Playboy. Kate and I had hovered around the massive powder-laden breasts, covering our mouths with the kind of prudish shock that would’ve made Caroline Ingalls proud. I longed to peek inside, but Jesus paralyzed me in His loving force field and held me fast, then the lady came and gathered them up in a flurry.


“Sorry, I’m not used to having kids around,” she told my mom.


Mom gave us a loaded look, Can you believe how tacky? But oh, I longed to meet more tacky people like her. People who had stacks of Playboys lying around the couch like Better Homes and Gardens. Christians, on the other hand, did their best to ignore Song of Solomon, which was the only book in my Children’s Bible with no illustrations, but it was packed with innuendo about pillars, gazelles, and spices wafting out of people’s gardens.


Ricky summed up my shapeless form and agreed to the strip show.


“Okay. Break time.”


It had to be done in a hurry, a pusher waving addicts into the back room to do the deal. I gave them a two-forone price and pranced back and forth on the back of the couch, humming a burlesque tune, kicking off pieces of clothes on the downbeat. Once it was all off, I swear I heard Jesus weeping, and my song seemed more like the high-pitched squeal of a boiling crab, or perhaps the inner tube of my soul deflating on Satan’s tack. I jumped down and hightailed it to the closet, covering both sides of my ass.


“Show’s over!” I said, slamming the doors closed in Ricky’s face.


He was having a good laugh, eyes gleaming, mistaking my escape into the closet as part of the act. He set to banging the door down, trying to pry it open with his fingernails, until a light flicked on at the top of the stairs and my mother asked what was going on.


“Hide-and-seek,” he called back.


“Please don’t bang on the closet doors. Where’s my daughter?”


“Don’t know,” Ricky called back, covering his little brother’s mouth.


She’s in here, my conscience cried out. She’s stripping naked and doing incredibly exciting things that will bring great shame to her family.


Who knew this inner, ethereal orb known as the conscience could hurt so bad? The next day, I opened my dresser drawer to find the same sailboat halter top I’d worn as a stripper. There it was, neatly washed and folded by my mother. All innocent and waiting to be worn again.
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