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CHAPTER ONE: Confessions of a Cactus 

I’ve heard it said a woman’s sensuality is like a flower, to be coaxed open gently and 

with tenderness. I have always longed to be that woman as the very essence of that metaphor 

suggests she can be coaxed open. Gently, but assuredly, that woman will respond to her husband 

who loves her. I always imagine her to be a peony, with lush layers of petals that fold into 

themselves—and when open, she invites him to get lost in her.  

But that’s not my marriage. My younger self tossed the seeds of my womanhood before 

the feet of men who trampled them. By my early adulthood, instead of that perfect peony I was 

the night blooming cactus—planted on a desert path, thirsty for attention. I bloomed after sunset 

and wilted before daylight—hoping someone would notice only my beauty and none of my 

thorns. Those barbs were the strongest form of self-defense I possessed, but the greatest tragedy 

is that they inflicted pain on no one except my husband—the first man who dared to pull them 

out, one by one, so he could hold me close. 

And as he pulled, I remembered where each had come from. 

 

Good girls don’t tease. I counted the glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling. If I were a 

good-girl, I wouldn’t be lying here. 

I was fifteen when my older boyfriend didn’t hear me say ‘no’. Didn’t I say no? I 

questioned as I found the big-dipper with too many stars in its handle. Maybe I only thought it. 

Maybe his friends are so loud, he couldn’t hear. There were cheers coming from the other side 

of the door. I looked at the clock when it started, and then again when it finished. Six minutes to 
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womanhood.  

 Afterwards, he took me out to fast food so we could talk.    

 “If you get pregnant or something, I’ll pay to have it taken care of.” 

 “What?” 

 “I’ll pay for an abortion.” 

 I hadn’t thought of that. “Oh.” 

 We ate a little more in silence.  

“And there’s one more thing.” 

 I looked up at him, trying to sift through everything that had happened, trying to redefine 

our relationship now that we’d had sex.  

 “I don’t think we’re working out,” he said between bites.  

 My entire teenage world came crashing through the smell of garlic bread sticks and 

ready-made ravioli.  

 That should have been the end of the story. I should have talked to someone, gotten an 

adult perspective on what had happened, equipped myself to choose better next time, and 

reclaimed lost innocence. Instead, an aspiring journalist decided I should star in his senior 

prophecy. Maybe your school didn’t have these, so I’ll fill you in: It’s where future US Weekly 

and National Enquirer reporters get their start.  

His senior prophecy read, “Fast Food Boy finally fixes the wall behind friend’s bed and 



BGGI Green © mariangreen5@gmail.com 3 
 

 

buys him a new set of sheets.” My name flew at Mach speed throughout the cafeteria that day.   

 “My head had made a dent in the wall?” I asked one of my girlfriends while we walked 

through halls cocooned in condemnation. 

 “Yeah, that’s what I heard.”  

 “I can’t remember.” I said—my eyes cast downward as I counted the number of tiles 

between my locker and English.  

You know what the most painful part of the whole ordeal was? Yes, the public 

humiliation.  

The second most painful part?  He was already dating someone else and they were 

serious. They went to church together. I heard she had told him ‘no’ and he listened.  

That year taught me lessons that I carried with me for the next five: 

Lesson 1: I was disposable.   

Lesson 2: There was a large possibility my naked form was repulsive. 

Lesson 3: If God represents people like that, then I’m better off without Him. 

 

Performance 

If that had been the first and only time, perhaps I would have recovered quickly. Lesson 

learned. Abstinence sworn. I would have grown up, married, and still experienced pure and 

untarnished intimacy.  
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Instead, my teenage-self found a group of friends who could care less if I was a virgin or 

whether my reputation was damaged beyond repair. It was in this friend circle that I met my 

boyfriend, Daniel. Ours was a relationship of muscle cars and school dances. We did homework 

together every afternoon and scouted out the parties every weekend. We dated for two years and 

during that time, he took it upon himself to continue my education.   

Monday through Thursday with Daniel were great, but when the weekend rolled around 

and my curfew passed, Daniel had a problem. When one hand held a bottle of Jack, the other 

hand was wrapped around another girl. And while he was frisky, I tried to be clever.  

My strategy? Make friends with the other girls. This strategy was completely based on 

seventeen-year-old logic. First, if she was my friend, she (maybe) wouldn’t do it again. Second, 

she must have something wonderful that I didn’t. Maybe I could learn from her.  

However faulty my logic, my friend circle grew by exponential numbers as Daniel truly 

loved Jack. I tried to have a little compassion on him—after all, my teenage-self was crazy about 

him and chalked his disloyalty up as a residual hazard of his job. You see, Daniel worked at a 

video rental store. This store had everything one needed: tanning rooms in the back, free 

employee rentals, and a private adult stash—the third largest in the entire state. It was such a 

great video store, that several of our teachers would come in after work, deftly darting through 

the aisles toward the private back room. Daniel and I would sit behind the register, talk about 

their marriages, and wonder if those videos were a shared viewing or a solo addiction.  

That video store and my boyfriend’s Jack-induced trysts assisted me in the pursuit of my 

studies, allowing a few more lessons to be filed away before I turned twenty:  

Lesson 4: I am not enough and there’s always another willing to fill in the gap.  



BGGI Green © mariangreen5@gmail.com 5 
 

 

Lesson 5: Other girls have what you don’t. 

Lesson 6: A female must perform well enough that a man doesn’t need videos. 

Performance, performance, performance. This would secure love. And when possible, be 

tan, because tan is sexy. 

 With my education nearly complete, Daniel and I broke up.  

If a fast-food-break-up was like jumping into the Arctic for a swim—shocking, but I 

eventually thawed—then break up with Daniel was like running through jungle underbrush and 

colliding with a hunter yielding a machete. My self-esteem was his prey. I was crushed. I was 

damaged. I was dramatic. 

This type of injury required anesthesia, and I discovered drugs.  

Dating guys who sold them ensured I never had to pay cash, thus, my education 

formulated its tightest thesis:  

Lesson 7: Sex is a commodity. Trade it wisely. 

Fully anesthetized, I found I was numb. The saddest part of my story is this: There are 

dozens of women with stories like mine. I know because I partied with them.  

 

 


