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		Praise for
Girl at the End of the World

		
			“What a story! Girl at the End of the World is witty, insightful, courageous, and compelling, the sort of book you plan to read in a week but finish in a day. Elizabeth Esther is a master storyteller who describes her journey out of fundamentalism with a powerful mix of tenderness and guts. With this debut, Esther sets herself apart as a remarkable writer and remarkable woman. This book is a gift, and I cannot commend it enough.”

			—RACHEL HELD EVANS, blogger and author of A Year of Biblical Womanhood

		

		
			“Sometimes hilarious, sometimes tragic, Girl at the End of the World provides an unflinching look at life growing up inside a fundamentalist cult. Elizabeth Esther’s honest and vulnerable account of her childhood, and the effects of her parents’ religious zeal, is both fascinating and poignant. I couldn’t put this book down. It will provide hope to anyone recovering from an upbringing where religiosity was emphasized over a relationship with God.”

			—KRISTEN HOWERTON, author of Rage​Against​the​Minivan.​com

		

		
			“Girl at the End of the World is an unforgettable memoir. I white-knuckled its pages as I traveled through Elizabeth Esther’s heartbreaking childhood. I cheered for her when she finally found freedom and grace. It’s eye-opening, powerfully written, and offers a vital perspective in the conversation about fundamentalism and religious abuse.”

			—JASON BOYETT, author of O Me of Little Faith

		

		
			“Elizabeth Esther’s story is a powerful account, and she’s told it beautifully. As I read, I thought of my own memories of growing up in an evangelical church and wondered how they’ve made me the person I am today. This book is a reminder that God is good and that He can redeem any story for His beloved children—or as Elizabeth says, that ‘God is big enough to meet us anywhere.’ I’m so glad she has bravely told her tale.”

			—TSH OXENREIDER, author of Notes from a Blue Bike: The Art of Living Intentionally in a Chaotic World

		

		
			“There is life on every page. Girl at the End of the World is evidence that sometimes our scars make the most beautiful art.”

			—JOSH JAMES RIEBOCK, author of Heroes and Monsters

		

		
			“A delightful book: funny and wise and rich with insight about God and faith. Even while Elizabeth tells the darker threads of her story, her innocence, wit, and spiritual exuberance shine brightly.”

			—MATTHEW PAUL TURNER, author of Churched and Our Great Big American God

		

		
			“A memoir about childhood should not read like a seat-of-the-pants thriller, but Elizabeth Esther’s does. And that’s scary. I found myself wishing I could reach through the pages and hug that cowering, desperate girl, and tell her that God truly loves her. I’m so glad she knows His devotion now, and so grateful that she is sharing her story so that we, as God’s ambassadors, can make sure abuse in the name of ‘child training’ never happens again.”

			—SHEILA WRAY GREGOIRE, author and blogger at ToLove​Honorand​Vacuum.​com

		

		
			“Elizabeth shares with candor, wit, and near flawless writing about the religion she was so deeply hurt by. Her story is heartbreaking, yet redemptive, and we would all do well to pay attention to how religion without the love, grace, and truth of Jesus Christ is an empty and destructive force.”

			—SARAH MAE, author of Desperate: Hope for the Mom Who Needs to Breathe
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		Brainwashed

		I am ready to die for Jesus. I am nine years old.

		I clutch my little white Bible to my chest and step up on a plastic milk crate. Once again I’m ready to prove that I’m not ashamed of the gospel. If I can preach on this street corner and withstand the heckling of sinners, I’ll show everyone I’m ready to be a martyr for the Lord.

		I swallow hard and try to smile. I tell myself that God speaks through the mouths of babies. And I’m not a baby. I’m nine.

		“Praise the Lord!” I shout. Nobody looks at me. “Praise the Lord!” I shout again.

		Nothing.

		This flummoxes me. I’ve preached all over the United States with my parents—to tourists at the 1984 Olympics in Los Angeles, gay-rights activists in San Francisco, and college students in Midwest university towns—but this Rhode Island crowd is the toughest. Maybe Dad is right: maybe the most hardhearted sinners are East Coast Catholic liberals.

		There is a bookstore nearby, and I redirect my sermon to the Brown University students walking toward it. “I want to share with you the glorious message of our Lord Jesus Christ!”

		Street-preaching tip: shout the name of Jesus, and people will look at you.

		Suddenly, eyes are on me. I try to smile again—“Always look pleasant!” Mom says—but the East Coast humidity sits heavy on my shoulders like a hot, wet blanket. I feel smothered.

		I glance at Dad, and he gives me a boisterous thumbs-up. He says there’s no greater honor than being persecuted for my faith. I want somebody to heckle me. Nothing would make my dad happier.

		I open my Bible to the bookmarked spot and hold it open in front of me. I pretend to read the words aloud even though I know them from memory. In my family, preaching is a competitive sport. Before I was reading, I could rattle off the books of the Bible. By age five I could preach a three-point gospel message in one minute. Damnation to salvation in sixty seconds flat.

		“In Romans 3:23, the Bible says, ‘For all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God’!” I shout.

		Street-preaching tip: always use the phrase the Bible says to make your words sound as if they come straight from God. And always give ’em the bad news first, because until sinners understand how wicked they are and how desperately they need Jesus, they won’t repent.

		“God sent his only begotten Son, Jesus, to die for our sins!” I glance at the gathering crowd and decide to ratchet it up a notch. “The Bible says it is appointed unto man once to die and then the judgment!”

		A plain-faced woman with wiry gray hair is eating ice cream on a nearby street bench. I point my finger at her. “You might die today!”

		She stops midlick and raises a curious eyebrow at me.

		“But there’s good news! The Bible says the free gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord!’ ”

		The woman shakes her head and looks away. I direct my last line at a few people standing around. “Please ask Jesus into your heart today!”

		I’m done. I step off the milk crate and dash to Mom, who is standing nearby holding a stack of Bible study invitations.

		“Good job, Elizabeth,” Mom says and hands me some invitations. “Now help me pass these out.”

		Whenever we land in a new city to preach the gospel, Dad rents a house near a local university and then draws people to our home Bible study by holding these open-air preaching sessions and community outreaches. Our goal is to plant a new church in six weeks. I turn to hand out the invitations, but someone is yelling.

		“Look here, man!” a lady shouts. “What you’re doing to your little girl is wrong!”

		I turn to see the wiry-haired ice-cream lady standing in front of Dad, jabbing a finger in his face. “This is brainwashing!”

		“Whoa, ma’am. Please calm down.” Dad has his hands up in a gesture of surrender.

		“Don’t tell me to calm down! You’re not in charge of me!”

		“Hey, hey. There’s no need to yell.” Dad chuckles, unruffled. “I’m more than happy to have a conversation with you. Would you like some cookies? Maybe a lemonade?” Dad gestures at Mom to serve something from the snacks we’ve set up on a card table.

		The angry lady waves her off. “I don’t want any of your damned Kool-Aid! I want you to listen to me for one goddamned minute.”

		“Well, I’m afraid we can’t have a reasonable conversation if you insist on yelling and using foul language,” Dad replies, crossing his arms over his chest. He leans back on his heels and smiles benignly. I clutch Mom’s skirt.

		The woman glances at me and then lowers her voice a notch. She leans toward Dad. “Look,” she growls, “it’s fine for you to have your religion. But sticking your little girl up there on a stage and making her yell at people? That’s wrong! You’re teaching her to manipulate people through fear. You’re brainwashing her!”

		Dad raises his eyebrows, but his voice remains calm. “With all due respect, you don’t know me or my daughter. There’s no way you can prove what you’re saying.”

		“I don’t need to prove anything to you!” the woman snaps. “I know abuse and manipulation when I see it. I should report you to Child Protective Services!”

		“Well, we’ve got nothin’ to hide,” Dad says, still smiling. “And anyway, I can think of a lot worse things than being brainwashed to love Jesus!”

		The lady spins on her heels and stalks away, muttering obscenities.

		“May God richly bless ya!” Dad calls after her.

		She whips back around, glares at Dad, and then looks directly at me. For one quick second, her face softens. Dad steps forward.

		“Don’t be afraid to think for yourself!” she shouts before Dad blocks my view.

		Mom claps her hands over my ears. But it’s too late. I already heard it. Don’t be afraid to think for yourself.

		I don’t even know what that means.

		I was raised in a homegrown, fundamentalist Christian group—which is just a shorthand way of saying I’m classically trained in apocalypse stockpiling, street preaching, and the King James Version of the Bible. I know hundreds of obscure nineteenth-century hymns by heart and have such razor-sharp “modesty vision” that I can spot a miniskirt a mile away.

		Verily, verily I say unto thee, none of these highly specialized skills ever got me a job, but at least I’m all set for the End of the World. Selah.

		I was born in 1977, just a few years after my paternal grandfather, George Geftakys, began holding informal Bible studies in his living room. An insurance salesman and part-time preacher, he had never been officially ordained. He said the only requirement for serving God was “hearing the call of Jesus” and having the anointing of the Holy Spirit. True disciples of Christ didn’t need seminary or the approval of “hypocritical, organized religion” in order to do the Lord’s work. George Geftakys—known as Papa George to family—claimed his authority came straight from God. Which was just another way of saying he ordained himself.

		Conveniently, self-ordination also meant Papa George was the final authority on everything and answered to no one. Papa George was pretty much a prophet, priest, and king all rolled into one.

		Still, he found a way to harness the Jesus Movement energy and create his own personal brand of Christianity. Our basic beliefs were similar to Baptists’ but with Papa George’s added emphasis on personal holiness, evangelism, and End of the World prophecy. From our grass-roots start as a Bible study in Papa George’s living room, The Assembly—as we came to be known—grew to include about fifty sister Assemblies throughout the United States, Canada, Mexico, Europe, and Africa.

		In the beginning, The Assembly was vibrant, energetic, and revolutionary. It was groovy. The social experimentation of the sixties had broken down the walls of tired old religion, and a new generation was falling in love with Jesus. Roaring out of Southern California like wildfire, the Jesus Movement upended traditional Christian denominations and challenged the religious establishment.

		Empty, impersonal ritual was replaced with charismatic, personal experiences. Written prayers gave way to spontaneous individual expression of praise. Preachers like my grandfather insisted traditional churches had become false mediators and God was allowing an outpouring of the Holy Spirit in order to bring people back into direct contact with Jesus.

		Among those drawn by my grandfather’s charisma and Bible preaching was my mother, a beautiful debutante and former high school cheerleader. She’d grown up in Baptist churches, but as a college freshman, she was looking for something different, something more real. She stumbled across a Bible study being held at California State University, Fullerton, and was immediately dazzled by Papa George’s fiery preaching. She also met my dad at that Bible study. He was Papa George’s younger son.

		My parents were an unlikely pair. Dad was a college dropout; Mom was a straight-A student. He was gregarious and she was an introvert.

		Mom told me the first time she saw my dad he was wearing tattered army fatigues, huarache sandals, and—here Mom crinkled her nose in disgust—“he’d hitchhiked to the Bible study.”

		But they fell in love over studying the Bible, all-night prayer meetings, and living “100 percent sold-out for Jesus.”

		As Mom liked to say with a nostalgic sigh, “In the early days, we didn’t have anything but Jesus.” Not having anything but Jesus was what everyone always talked about when they reminisced about The Assembly’s early years. They fondly remembered being enthusiastic young college students in the early seventies, radically redefining Christianity in a new, exciting way. They saw themselves as faith revolutionaries on the cusp of a huge revival, which would usher in the return of Jesus to Earth. Everyone was finding Jesus and getting saved, baptizing each other in the Pacific Ocean, getting married, and starting families.

		Sometimes, when we were traveling across the United States preaching the gospel, my parents would get all flushed with Jesus fervor, clasp hands, and burst into hymns in two-part harmony. These wild preaching sessions were inevitably followed by noisy lovemaking in whatever cheap hotel room we were renting—with me plugging my ears and pretending to be asleep in the other bed.

		It was all very exciting for them, I suppose. But as a child growing up in The Assembly, I had a far different experience.

		As with most revolutions, the idealistic dream that had initially ignited our little band of born-again Christians gradually hardened into a rigid lifestyle. Ironically, by the mideighties, we had morphed to become nearly indistinguishable from the legalistic, organized religion we’d rejected in the first place.

		What I remember most are the increasingly strict rules and the insular, fundamentalist traditions we developed. Papa George’s interpretation of the Bible was hyperliteral: he demanded complete and total loyalty—spiritualizing this conformity as “unity in Christ.” Children were spanked from six months old until they were teenagers. Women were required to dress very modestly and behave within strict gender roles. Everything, from how we ordered our daily schedules to our tone of voice, was monitored. The only person who wasn’t held accountable for anything was Papa George.

		This is why, when people ask me why I call The Assembly a cult, I say it’s because we operated like one. Cults aren’t so much about beliefs as they are about methods and behavior. According to cult researchers, it is the emotional seizing of people’s trust, thoughts, and choices that identifies a cult. The Assembly wins on all counts.

		Fundamentalism that becomes cultish destroys the God-given freedom of each person. Usually this is accomplished through fear. In my own experience, the most detrimental aspect of my childhood was our preoccupation with End of the World theology. Even though my grandfather was never quite certain whether Christians would be persecuted before or after the Rapture, the End of the World was coming soon, and we had to stay prepared.

		Indeed, everything in our lives was oriented toward the End of the World. Thus, my parents never owned a home, never had a savings account, and never invested toward retirement. They didn’t save money to send me to college because planning for the future was irrelevant when there was no future. That’s why by age nine I had simply resigned myself to dying for Jesus.

		“What’s brainwashing?” I ask.

		Dad squats in front of me, his face a huge, beaming smile. “Oh, don’t you worry about that crazy feminist, Wiz,” he says, calling me by the nickname he’s had for me since I was a toddler. “Keep your eye on the prize; you just endured persecution. What a privilege! I bet you just earned yourself a huge crown of glory!”

		Mom whispers something in Dad’s ear, and he shakes his head. “No, no. Don’t worry about that,” he says. “If the cops show up, I’ll tell them I was exercising my constitutional right to freedom of speech and some crabby feminist didn’t like it.”

		Mom leans against Dad, and he winks at me. “Mama, how ’bout you go get Wiz some frozen lemonade? She’s earned it!”

		I feel relief wash over me. I’ve preached the gospel and suffered for Jesus. Dad and God are proud of me. If Dad is right about this whole being-persecuted-for-Jesus thing, I’ve just scored some major heavenly swag.

		The adults in our fundamentalist church are forever fantasizing about what they’ll get in heaven: new bodies, mansions, and crowns of glory. Dad likes to say he wants beachfront property on the Crystal Sea.

		As Mom walks me to the frozen-lemonade shop, I dream about the heavenly prizes I’ve just won. I don’t dare say it aloud because Mom will scold me for desiring “things of this world,” but if I’m being honest, all I really want is a television, a Happy Meal, and a Christmas Barbie.
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		Apocalypse Prep 101

		Dad is putting together an apocalypse survival plan. He makes me promise to keep it a secret.

		“If anyone asks what we’re doing, just say we’re doing earthquake prep,” he says. “The State is always watching, Wiz. Nobody needs to know how we’re gonna outwit the Antichrist.”

		The first phase of our plan includes scouting out a secret family meeting spot. Dad says it needs to be within walking distance of home, easily accessible by foot, but also hidden from plain view. Since we live in Fullerton, a sprawling university city about thirty miles south of Los Angeles, our options are limited to local parks.

		One afternoon I am reading on the living room couch when Dad sneaks in the front door, cowboy hat pulled low over his forehead. He closes the door softly behind him, gesturing at me to keep quiet. Glancing around, he slides along the wall toward me.

		“Go check the front windows,” he whispers. “Make sure no servants of the State are outside.”

		Sometimes I’m not sure whether Dad is playing up the intrigue to make our adventures more fun or truly worried about government spies. Usually, it’s both. So I check the front windows. “Coast is clear, Dad.”

		He nods. “Good. Then go get in the car, Wiz. I have something to show you. Use the back door. Act normal; be quick.”

		I saunter out of the house and then break into a run, dashing to the Dodge van. My fingers tremble as I fasten my seat belt. Where is he taking me? Has he found our secret meeting spot? I know he is worried about something because earlier that morning he’d emerged from his study looking red eyed and weary.

		“Well, Wiz,” he’d said with a sigh. “It doesn’t really matter when or how the Rapture happens. Either way, we gotta stay prepared.”

		I’d nodded soberly, knowing he’d been researching the topic for months. Dad had amassed a veritable library of books and pamphlets on End Times prophecy. He pored over The Late Great Planet Earth and 88 Reasons Why the Rapture Will Be in 1988. He studied competing theories and apocalyptic timetables, trying to discern whether the Great Tribulation would follow or precede the Rapture.

		As fundamentalists, we liked to read with the Bible in one hand and a newspaper in the other. We were always looking for signs that The End was near. Would credit cards usher in a global currency? Would the growing popularity of tattoos normalize body markings and lead to the mark of the Beast? Was the Catholic Church the Whore of Babylon?

		In the past year, Papa George had been preaching that Something Big was gonna happen in 1988 because it was Israel’s fortieth anniversary. The number forty, after all, carried huge biblical significance. Papa George said the signs were clear. Jesus was returning to Earth in 1988.

		I’d followed Dad into the kitchen and watched him fill a glass with tap water. He slugged it down and refilled it. Sometimes he got so lost in Scripture study that he forgot to eat or drink.

		“There’s no use trying to pinpoint exact days and times,” Dad said, plunking his empty glass on the counter. “Even Jesus didn’t know the day or hour!”

		Now, as I wait for Dad in the Dodge van, I can’t help wondering if he’s finally found a suitable secret family-meeting spot. I feel a little thrill of excitement. Finally! It is becoming real. I am so sick of waiting and worrying for The End to happen. It feels good to finally do something about it.

		Dad drives us around Fullerton for a while, constantly checking his rearview mirror to see if we are being followed. He avoids main roads and sticks to side streets, doubling back a couple of times to throw off any would-be followers. “You can never be too careful,” he says.

		While we drive he rattles off a list of strategies for eluding capture: never take a window seat in a restaurant, always sit where you can see the front door, stay alert at all times. After about twenty minutes of circuitous driving, we end up a couple of miles from home at Hillcrest Park.

		Dad has deep, fond memories of Hillcrest Park. In the early days of The Assembly, Papa George held meetings in the park’s recreation center, and several young couples were married there, including Mom and Dad. Each summer, we held tent meetings on the wide grassy lawn fronting Harbor Boulevard. As we pull into the parking lot near the rec center, he smiles at me conspiratorially.

		Dad edges the van into a spot under a huge, overgrown pepper tree. We wait a few minutes. Nobody has followed us, and on this weekday afternoon, the park is deserted.

		“Okay, let’s go,” Dad says. “But keep quiet and move quick.”

		We hop out of the van and scurry up a flight of old stone steps leading into an overgrown area of the park. Dad takes the steps two at a time and then waits for me at the top, scanning the area.

		We cross a small road littered with trash and empty beer cans. When I was little, Hillcrest Park was a cool hippie hangout. But by the mideighties, druggies hung out in beat-up Buicks, the playground equipment was splintery, and dirty magazines were wadded up in the bushes.

		“Keep your eyes peeled,” Dad says with a chuckle, seeming unfazed. “Don’t step on any used needles.”

		I feel a growing anxiety. I can’t imagine why Dad wants this park to be our family meeting spot—Mom doesn’t even let us play here anymore.

		We walk up another smaller incline and come across an old abandoned picnic area at the top of the hill. The tables are covered in graffiti, and the public barbecues are rusted out. We stand at the edge of the hill and survey the land below.

		The tall eucalyptus and palm trees muffle the traffic noise drifting up from Harbor Boulevard. And though the late afternoon light is thick with smog, I can still see Thrifty Drug Store where, after tent meetings, Dad takes us to get ice-cream cones for ten cents a scoop.

		Dad pushes his cowboy hat back on his head and opens his arms wide to the view. “This is the spot!” he announces. “This is where I want you to go if your mom and I get arrested by the Antichrist.”

		I glance around, trying to catch his enthusiasm. “But Dad, Mom doesn’t let us come up here,” I say.

		“Well, you only come here if we get arrested. It’s the perfect spot because nobody will suspect it. Look! It’s totally deserted!”

		“Dad, why can’t we just stay with you? I don’t mind getting arrested by the Antichrist.”

		“Wiz, I know you’re ready to give your life for the Lord. But just in case we get separated, you need a safe place to hide until we can send someone to get you. And I also have a secret family password for you!”

		“What is it?”

		Dad lowers his voice and cups his mouth with one hand.

		“Mephibosheth.”

		“Mephibo-what?”

		“Mephibo-sheth. It’s a rare, biblical name. Nobody will guess it.”

		“Me-phib-o-sheth,” I repeat.

		“You got it!”

		I stand with Dad at the top of the hill and think about the secret password. Mephibosheth. It is a great word. But I still feel uncertain about the rest of our plan.

		The thing is, I absolutely believe Dad is right about the whole Antichrist thing. I fully expect to get Raptured or martyred. The only thing I’m not sure about is the sketchy logistics of this family meeting spot. Like most of Dad’s far-fetched plans, this one is too abstract. I need concrete details—the kind of answers Mom is good at providing.

		The difference between Mom and Dad is that while they both believe Jesus is returning soon, they approach it in different ways. Dad inspires everyone with his grandiose visions of saving the world, while Mom packs the cooler and clean underwear.

		I look up at Dad, wondering how to express my concern about his escape plan without making it seem as though I am questioning him. Dad is a real stickler about my asking questions in the right tone of voice.

		“Dad, would it be a sin to steal food while we’re camping here?”

		Dad ponders this for a moment and then allows that stealing during the Antichrist’s reign is not a sin. “It’s better to steal than take the mark of the Beast,” he explains. “And don’t forget, you can always find food in dumpsters—Hey, why are you crying, Wiz?”

		I shake my head, embarrassed. Dad is so positive and upbeat about his plan—Come on, Wiz! It’s an adventure!—that for a moment I’ve almost forgotten we are really preparing for the End of the World.

		Dad pulls me into a hug and chuckles. “Now, Wiz, it’s all gonna be okay. The Lord is gonna take care of us. We just gotta trust Him! You believe I’m only lookin’ out for your best interests, right?”

		I nod. Of course I believe that! I believe everything Dad says. I believe 1988 is The End. I believe my life will be over in a couple of years.

		The End is near. It is really happening.

		“Now, show me a happy face,” Dad says.

		I force a smile.

		“Good girl. Now keep a brave face. We don’t want anyone at home asking why you’re crying.”

		As Dad drives us home, I silently ask Jesus to come into my heart—for the 8,364th time.

		Spoiler alert: Jesus didn’t return in 1988.

		This was the first thing that didn’t go as planned. But it didn’t seem to bother Papa George. He simply shrugged it off and reminded us he’d never said for sure Jesus was returning in 1988, just that it was a good possibility. And then he went on to preach that we needed to stay ready anyway because maybe God wanted to save more souls before “the wrath that was to come.”

		The second thing that didn’t go as planned was that I started having night terrors. I’d intended to hone my reconnaissance skills, double down on Rapture readiness, and bulk up our family food stockpile. But instead I started to hear footsteps outside my window at night and began to wet the bed. When I lost sight of Mom in the grocery store, I went into fullblown screaming fits—not because I feared kidnapping but because I thought the Rapture had happened and I’d been Left Behind. I developed chronic stomach pain and was perpetually constipated. I alternated between sucking my thumb and sucking down bottles of Pepto-Bismol.

		My bedtime prayers started sounding like a reading from the book of Revelation as I “prayed against” potential apocalyptic events. “Please, no earthquakes, pestilence, or bloody moons, Lord! And please forgive me for saying the s word.” (Fundamentalist lexicon: the “s word” is shut up.)

		If I forgot a natural disaster, I’d start all over again and list them thoroughly one more time. Mom would sit at the edge of my bed, calmly stifling a yawn as I frantically searched my conscience for sin—known and unknown, accidental and purposeful, and any other tiny thing I might have forgotten, Lord!

		She seemed unconcerned about my scrupulosity, breezily kissing my forehead and saying she’d see me in the morning.

		“Not if the Rapture happens first!” I’d cry.

		“Oh, Elizabeth, stop being so dramatic,” she’d say.

		Mom’s reactions often confused me. She didn’t seem worried at all about getting ready for the End of the World. She kept dodging my Rapture-related questions with noncommittal replies and even seemed vaguely amused when I told her about Dad’s secret family meeting spot and password.

		“Your father,” she would say with a chuckle. “What has he been telling you?”

		Her calm didn’t ease my fears. I wanted answers. I wanted to stockpile.

		My fears were only exacerbated when we watched a campy Christian horror flick called A Thief in the Night. It was about getting Left Behind at the Rapture and all the horrible things that happened on Earth afterward. I was so scared that I had nightmares for months. I mean, I didn’t regularly watch television or movies, so A Thief in the Night seemed completely realistic. I had no way to contextualize or understand the movie, and since it was based on theology my dad fully believed, I basically went into full-scale meltdown.

		I started hiding in weird places because I thought it would be a good idea to practice evasion tactics. After all, if the Rapture happened and I was Left Behind, I needed to be sure the Antichrist’s police couldn’t find me. So I smashed myself into the tiny crawlspace behind Mom’s waterbed, climbed trees and stayed perched up there for hours, buried myself in the back of closets and refused to come out. I wrote desperate letters to my imaginary friend, Elenob. I discovered masturbating and, delighted by this instant pain relief, kept excusing myself from family dinners to run upstairs and grind against my bedpost.

		One day, Mom found me hiding in her closet, sucking my thumb and repeatedly running her silk scarves through my fingers. “I’ve had enough of this,” she declared. “I’m taking you to the allergist.”

		Allergies, of course, were the only acceptable explanation for my bizarre symptoms. In our brand of fundamentalism, people with anxiety issues were people with weak faith. For true Christians like us, there was no such thing as mental illness.

		Mom avoided American pediatricians, claiming they were all beholden to big pharmaceutical companies. She toted me off to a series of holistic practitioners who tapped my wrists, pried open my eyelids, and diagnosed me as lactose intolerant.

		Mom found a Chinese herbalist named Dr. Vong, who’d reportedly cured cancer patients using nothing more than raw herbs slow-cooked in a Crock-Pot. Mom thought this was absolutely fabulous and a real answer to our prayers. Dr. Vong prescribed all kinds of tinctures, herbs, and mineral supplements to cure my “allergies.” And although his foul-tasting herbal brews once cured me of bronchitis (while also giving me exploding-stars hallucinations), none of his alternative therapies ever cured me of Left Behind-itis.

		As a last resort, Mom took me to a traditional Western pediatrician who declared I was perfectly healthy—which made Dad proclaim that my real sickness was Melodrama.

		Then again, it was tough for doctors to accurately assess my emotional state since my parents weren’t exactly honest with them. Mom would lay off

		
		
	
		
			For Sean Paddock, Lydia Schatz, and Hana Alemu Williams.
Requiescat in pace, precious little ones.
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