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Introduction

Sharing private experiences is difficult. The more personal the story, the more one is forced to acknowledge their mistakes, insecurities, and imperfections. We all want family, friends, associates, and coworkers, to see us without problems, concerns, or regrets. Social media is a prime example. Most people use these platforms to post photos, videos, and stories that make them look successful, happy, and virtuous. Rarely do people post something that show their flaws or failings. The truth is people are imperfect and complex creatures. That’s why the best personal stories not only acknowledge one’s blemishes but also show their endurance, faith, and courage even when the answers aren’t forthcoming or the outcome unknown.

The Wife in the Next Life took years to write because it forced us to share our worries and weaknesses with the world. It addresses taboo subjects like polygamy, suicide, death, religion, and mental health. The project forced us to wrestle with questions and issues we thought we had dealt with years ago. It made us ask ourselves what we really believe and what is truly important in our lives. It was a demanding, time-consuming project but in the end strengthened our relationship and increased our faith.

For those who are struggling with the issues raised in the book or have similar concerns, we hope this book can help you find the courage to confront your questions and seek answers. For those who can’t relate, we hope The Wife in the Next Life will give you more empathy and compassion for those who do.







Abel & Julianna Keogh

December 2022


Chapter 1

Julianna

When my fiancé, Abel, called me on the way to our wedding, I didn’t hear the phone ring. I was mesmerized by the Bountiful Temple, a large, white granite building nestled in the foothills above Bountiful, Utah, a leafy, affluent suburb ten miles north of Salt Lake City. It felt surreal that I was going to be married in this beautiful building. Since I was a teenager, I had dreamed of marrying my future husband in this sacred setting, and in a few hours, that wish would become a reality.

At some point, I noticed a muffled ringtone emanating from the bowels of my small duffel bag. I reached inside and dug through the makeup, hairspray, gum, and other essentials before finding it.

“Who’s calling?” my mom asked, turning to look at me from the front passenger seat.

“It’s Abel.”

My heart skipped a beat. Why is he calling? I checked my watch. We’d planned to meet at the temple in fifteen minutes. Did something happen? Is he having second thoughts? Worry and concern flitted about my innards like an overactive hummingbird.

“Are you going to answer it?” Mom asked, stalling my runaway thoughts.

Suddenly, I realized the minivan was quiet. The excited chatter from my three sisters in the back row had died down. My dad glanced at me in the rearview mirror, a questioning expression on his face. I answered the phone before it went to voicemail and steeled myself for bad news.

“Hey, sweetie. Where you at?” Abel said. His voice was happy and excited. I let out a breath and felt the tension in my body lessen.

“We’re about to exit the freeway.”

“Do you still want to get married?”

“I’m still planning on it if you are,” I said, the uneasy feeling returning.

“That’s great because I can’t wait to be your husband,” Abel said. “I’m leaving our place now. I’ll see you soon.”

Our place was a cramped, one-bedroom mother-in-law apartment four miles south of the temple. In the background, I heard a car door slam, followed by the vroom of an engine humming to life.

“I love you most times eternity,” Abel said.

“I love you most times eternity too,” I said, repeating our signature catchphrase. After we hung up, I exhaled in a deep sigh, somehow expelling all of the tension and anxiety packed into the previous thirty seconds.

“What did Abel want?” my mom said.

“He asked if I still want to tie the knot.”

“Well, do you?” my dad said, a big smile on his face.

“Of course, I do,” I said.

Laughter from my parents and sisters filled the minivan. I was too nervous to join in. Instead, I leaned forward to get a better view of the temple. In the morning light, its white façade stood in stark contrast to the brown, barren mountain.

I was excited to marry in the temple because Abel and I would be sealed in an eternal bond. That meant our marriage wouldn’t end when we died, but would continue throughout the next life. Though an eternal marriage was the realization of a lifelong dream, there was one twist I hadn't planned on—my relationship with Abel might include his late wife, Krista, who had died fifteen months earlier. All morning I had pushed aside any thought of Krista, focusing instead on Abel and the new life we were creating together. But as we drew closer to the temple, concerns bubbled to the surface. Would Abel feel less excited being married the second time around? Would memories of Krista hang over his head as we promised to remain faithful to each other?

As I stepped out of the van, I spotted Abel walking across the parking lot toward the doors. When our eyes met, a smile stretched across his face as he hurried toward me. He greeted me with a kiss, then took my duffel so I could carry my wedding dress.

“You look gorgeous,” he said.

“Thanks,” I said, feeling the heat rise to my cheeks.

“You ready to do this?”

The bird-like feeling in my stomach returned, but instead of being accompanied by worry, it was combined with sweet anticipation. I’m about to get married! I pushed thoughts of Krista firmly from my mind.

“Yes,” I said, taking his hand in mine. “I can’t wait.”

Part I
Single Life

Chapter 2

Abel

On the computer monitor was a professional headshot of an attractive woman with straight, shoulder-length blonde hair, green eyes, and a million-dollar smile. Her name was Christine. According to her online profile, she was twenty-five years old, never married, and a semester away from earning a master's degree in Communications from the University of Utah. According to the dating website LDSsingles.com, she was my top online match.

I clicked the message button next to her photograph, and a box opened where I could type her a message. Instead of writing a note, I glanced over my shoulder, half expecting my wife, Krista, to walk into the room and, with a horrified look on her face, ask what I was doing. Krista wasn't there, but many of her things were. Against one wall, two bookshelves stood at attention, their shelves brimming with her books. Stacked neatly in the far corner were twelve cardboard boxes filled with what was left of Krista’s personal possessions. Beyond them was an open door and an empty hall. The house itself was ghostly quiet—a pointed reminder that I lived alone.

Three months ago, Krista had taken her own life. She was seven months pregnant when she shot herself, and our marriage had instantly and unexpectedly come to an end. She wouldn’t walk in on me today, tomorrow, or ever again. Despite this fact, browsing online dating sites overwhelmed me with guilt because I felt like I was cheating on her.

I returned my attention to the monitor and closed the message window. While guilt stopped me from sending Christine a message, it didn’t prevent me from browsing the profiles of my other top matches. Maria, Nicole, Michelle, Heather, Stephanie, Lisa, and five others who lived within a twenty-mile radius of my home. All were in their mid-to-late twenties. Most had never married, two were divorced, and one was a single mother. None were widowed. For the next thirty minutes, I scrutinized their pictures, examined their profiles, and imagined a life together, punctuating each fantasy with a quick look over my shoulder to make sure Krista wasn’t watching.

Even though I envisioned our dates and lives together in Walter-Mitty-esque detail, I didn’t know if any of these women would even go out with a twenty-seven-year-old widower—especially one whose wife had passed away only three months earlier. If a date even happened, how would I explain to them why I was dating so soon? I foresaw conversations with future dates going something like this:

“Did you love your wife?”

“Yes.”

“Did you have a good marriage?”

“Of course.”

“Then why are you dating so soon after her death?”

It was a good question. I didn’t have an answer.

The truth was, I had a strong desire to date. What I couldn’t do was explain why I felt this way, where the feeling came from, or if it was even normal to want to date so soon after a spouse died. If I couldn’t explain these feelings to myself, how could I explain them to someone else?

This desire to date had started about a month prior. When it first happened, I thought there was something wrong with me or that my feelings were a retaliatory reaction to Krista’s suicide. I hoped the feeling would fade away. Instead, it became stronger. When I was out running errands and noticed an attractive woman, I checked to see if she wore a wedding ring, and if not, I thought of ways to start a conversation. The guilt that followed these fantasies was always thick and heavy, but it could never quite smother my longing for companionship.

For the last month, I’d looked for answers to my feelings without success. The so-called grief literature that was handed to me after Krista’s death was for people over sixty. It focused on adjusting to living alone and making sure you had a good support network. There wasn’t any information about starting a new relationship or the appropriate time between death and dating. Google, a new search engine that was touted by my tech co-workers as the best tool for searching the internet, didn’t return any useful information either. My searches linked to funeral homes or grief boards—none of which I found helpful.

The adage that widowed folks should wait a year before dating was often repeated on these sites and in pamphlets, but I could never find a reason for that supposed rule or where that idea even came from. More than anything, I wanted to talk to a widower—preferably one who was young and remarried—about his experiences, but I couldn’t find anyone who fit that description. Years later, I learned the desire widowers feel for a relationship is normal and some start dating days or weeks after their wife dies. But at the time, the lack of information on the topic made me think that there was something wrong with my wanting to date.

There were other options for finding answers. At least once a week, my mom suggested I see the same grief therapist she was meeting with. After each visit, she’d call and tell me how helpful the session had been and pass along booklets, handouts, and other resources the therapist had shared. I was glad my mom found the visits helpful, but her issues and mine were two different things. She was grieving. I wanted to date. Considering how much she was reeling from Krista’s death, I didn’t think telling her about my feelings was a good idea. That might result in even more therapy sessions.

There were also grief support groups that I might have attended if there was one specifically for widows and widowers. However, the descriptions contained words like “bereavement support,” “grief loss,” and “grief support,” and appeared to be for anyone who experienced loss. I doubted I’d find answers to my dating questions among those who had lost children, parents, or close friends.

Despite not having answers, I continued looking for potential matches. Online dating was relatively new and had the stigma of being for people who couldn’t get a date in real life. It was a perfect place for someone like me who, since Krista’s death, felt like a social pariah. I’d been on the site less than a week, and today was the first time I’d thoroughly explored my online matches. Even though I was attracted to many of them, guilt stopped me from doing more than looking. Maybe tomorrow I’d feel different.

I was about to power down the computer when the thought came to search for widows my age. Maybe they wouldn’t have qualms about dating a recent widower or would understand my desire to date again. At the very least, they could tell me if the guilt I felt was normal. If one of them had similar feelings, perhaps she could explain how to overcome them. With a fresh surge of optimism, I updated my search filters to look for widows under the age of thirty in a twenty-mile radius.

The results came back empty.

I expanded the search radius to fifty miles.

Nothing.

I tried one hundred miles.

Still nothing.

Giving it one last shot, I expanded the results to five hundred miles.

Zero. Zip. Nada.

I placed my head in my hands as feelings of frustration bubbled up inside. Was I the only widowed person in Utah under the age of thirty? That was impossible. Young people died every day from accidents, suicide, or illnesses. Some of them had to be married. But if there were other young widows out there, they weren’t looking for love online—at least not in Utah.

Not willing to give up, I narrowed the search radius back to one hundred miles, but updated the criteria to search for widows under the age of forty. The site returned three hits. All three were in their late thirties. Two of them had four kids. The other had two children. None of their profiles said how long they had been widowed.

I wondered if the commonality of being widowed was enough to start a relationship. The death of a spouse, however, seemed like an odd thing to use as a foundation. Successful relationships are usually built on happy moments instead of shared sorrow. I thought about reaching out to the youngest of the widows, but realized that dating someone at least ten years older with children didn’t appeal to me. I wanted to be a husband and a father again, but wanted to raise my own children. Things might be different if I was older or had living children of my own. Besides, if I was being honest with myself, I didn’t know if I could marry someone who was sealed to someone else.

In The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, the faith to which I belong and believe, marriages don’t end at death. If they take place in one of the faith’s many temples, husbands and wives can be married forever—a process called “sealing” that allows marriages to extend into the next life. Knowing that family relationships can last beyond the grave is my favorite part of the faith. The knowledge that I could see and be with Krista again is comforting. However, buried in this beautiful doctrine of eternal families are rules about who can be sealed to each other.

For example, a widower could be sealed to their deceased spouse and, if they remarried, also be sealed to another woman. That meant if I married in the temple again, I would be sealed to Krista and whomever I married. Widows, however, can’t be sealed to multiple men. If I married a widow, we could only be married “for time,” which meant that our marriage wouldn’t continue in the next life unless she canceled the sealing to her late husband. The only way we could be sealed to each other would be after our deaths when a living proxy could perform the sealing ordinance on our behalf. How the final family arrangements for men and women sealed to multiple spouses will work out in the next life is unknown. While the doctrine of eternal families is often discussed and preached from the pulpit and taught in classrooms at church, eternal polygamy, as it is sometimes called, is rarely, if ever, mentioned.

The irony of not wanting to date a widow wasn’t lost on me. After all, I hoped my future dates would accept the fact that I was sealed to Krista. But how could I expect someone to accept my marriage to Krista when it was difficult for me to accept their sealing to someone else? Like with all the other widower-related questions, I had no answers. Until this evening, it was a topic I had thought little about and was too emotionally exhausted to dwell on any longer.

I powered down the computer and got ready for bed. Once under the covers, I couldn’t fall asleep. The time spent online had reinforced the feelings of isolation and loneliness that permeated every aspect of my life. It made me realize that my widowed status might make dating difficult. I stared at the ceiling, wondering if marrying and having a family would ever happen or if I would spend the rest of this life alone.


Chapter 3

Julianna

On a drive to see my boyfriend, Brian, I caught a glimpse of downtown Salt Lake City. Banners of ice skaters, skiers, and snowboarders draped the skyline and served as a backdrop to the 2002 Winter Olympics that were in full swing. But what caught my attention wasn’t the skyscraper-sized banners, but the Salt Lake Temple. Its six gothic-themed granite spires were visible as I-15 curved to the south. The gold-leafed Angel Moroni statue atop the main spire sparkled with light from the setting sun and flickered like a yellow flame before disappearing behind one of the city’s skyscrapers. Seeing the temple, the most famous and familiar symbol of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, momentarily calmed the nervous feeling in my stomach.

The problem was that we lived on opposite ends of the Wasatch Front, the large metropolitan area of northern Utah. Brian lived in Provo, and I had recently moved to Ogden. That added up to eighty miles and a one-way drive of at least an hour and a half to see each other. Because of the distance, we saw each other only once, or sometimes twice, a week. Even though we talked on the phone most nights, the lack of in-person time made it feel like our three-month relationship had stalled.

I took partial responsibility for the distance between us. Two months earlier, just as we began dating, I moved to Ogden to be closer to work. I was employed by the Utah Department of Public Safety crime lab as a forensic scientist. I analyzed and identified drugs the police brought in from traffic stops and crime scenes. It was a fascinating job, and I enjoyed the work. The only thing I didn’t like was the hour-long commute from my parents’ home in Taylorsville, a suburb of Salt Lake City. I was excited to finally be on my own and take on the responsibilities that came with being an adult. The move was planned for months, but it just so happened that my mom set me up with Brian right before I signed a lease on an apartment in Ogden. We went out several times, and just as things started clicking, I moved.

I was hesitant to call Brian my “boyfriend.” Even though he was the only person I was dating, we’d never discussed being exclusive, and lately it had seemed like neither of us were putting one hundred percent into the relationship. My biggest concern, however, was that Brian seemed okay with nightly phone calls and seeing each other once during the weekends. For me, phone calls only went so far. I believed if you were dating someone regularly, it was with the intent of moving the relationship forward—not something casual or convenient. I wanted to get married and start a family, and I didn’t want to waste time with someone who didn’t want the same thing.

Brian was a good guy. He checked most of the boxes I wanted in a future husband—he had a college education, a good job, wanted to get married in the temple, and have a family. He also attended church on Sundays and volunteered his time serving others in the congregation through various callings. However, I wasn’t going to marry and spend eternity with someone who only matched up on paper and cross my fingers that things would work out. I wanted to be one-hundred-percent certain that the man I was dating would cherish me and make me the number-one person in his life.

It was dark and cold when I arrived at Brian’s apartment, and I was tired and hungry. I was also nervous about the impending conversation, but I hoped that our evening together would result in a good discussion and a plan to see more of each other.

Brian’s six-foot, two-hundred-pound frame took up most of the door when he opened it. He wore baggy jeans and a T-shirt. A baseball cap hid most of his red hair. He flashed me a broad smile and invited me inside.

“How was the drive?” he said after he gave me a quick squeeze.

“Long,” I said. “There was still some rush-hour traffic.”

“I’m glad you made it. I’m just finishing up some work. Give me a minute and we can get something to eat.”

My stomach growled at the mention of food. Usually, I would have had dinner by now. Brian didn’t say what he felt like eating, but with his healthy appetite, I knew the portions would be big and we wouldn’t have to wait long for the food to arrive.

I followed Brian to his bedroom. Against one wall was a table with a desktop computer and a monitor. On the screen was the cover of a soon-to-be-published book. Brian worked as a videographer for a small start-up that turned books into visual stories. Video was his passion, and it seemed like he was always recording something with his camera or sitting at his computer editing footage. I sat on the edge of his bed and watched as he spliced some clips together.

“Where do you want to eat?” he said. “We haven’t had Mexican in a while. How does that sound?”

There was a small hole-in-the-wall place a few miles from Brian’s apartment that we frequented for the incredible burritos.

“Sure,” I said. “That sounds great.”

Brian finished up his work. Finally, he nodded his head in satisfaction then saved the file. A minute later we were in his car, heading to the restaurant.

On the way, we talked about our jobs. He told me more about the project he was working on. I told him about the large amount of cocaine the Utah Highway Patrol had brought in from a recent traffic stop. I considered broaching the subject of spending more time together, but decided to wait. There was no point in rushing it, especially when I was so tired and hungry. Waiting until I had some food would help me approach the situation better.

Thankfully, like I hoped, the restaurant wasn’t very crowded, and we were seated immediately. Brian ordered street tacos and a soda. I got the supreme burrito and water. We both dug in to the chips and salsa on our table.

“How’s marathon training going?” he asked between bites.

I had registered to run the Ogden Marathon in two months. It would be my second marathon, and I wanted to run it in under three and a half hours. Training was taking up a good portion of my free time.

“Really good,” I said. “I’m hitting all of my pace and mileage goals.”

“Are you running at your parents’ house on Saturday?”

I nodded. Saturday training runs were anywhere between thirteen and twenty miles. I usually drove to my parents’ home and ran there since my dad would drive the course and stop every three or four miles to give me water and words of encouragement.

“Do you want to get together after your run?” Brian said. “We could catch a movie or visit Temple Square.”

His question caught me off guard. I hadn’t expected to talk about weekend plans so soon. The butterflies in my stomach returned, fluttering wildly. It felt like they were going to fly out of my mouth. This seemed like a good opportunity to talk about spending more time together. I took a sip of water to give me a moment to gather my thoughts and to push the nervous feelings down.

“Let’s go downtown,” I said. “I haven’t been to Temple Square in a while.”

We worked out the details of our day, then I said, “Maybe we can make plans to see each other next week too.”

Brian nodded in agreement. “Did you have something you wanted to do next Saturday?”

“Actually, I was thinking we could get together two or three nights after work next week.”

My comment seemed to catch Brian by surprise. He was quiet for a minute then said, “Okay, we can get together during the week if you want. I think Wednesday should work.”

“What about Monday, Wednesday, and Friday?”

Brian blinked. “How would we make that work?”

“I don’t know. That’s something we could figure out together. I just think we should see each other more than on the weekends.”

Brian sipped his soda. “That’s a lot of driving,” he finally said.

“I know.”

“Where would we meet? Your place? Mine?”

“I don’t know for sure. That’s what I want to figure out. We could meet halfway, like at my parents’ place one night,” I said, trying to recall the ideas I had brainstormed on the drive down.

“What’s wrong with the schedule we have now?”

I tried to decipher the expression on his face. Was he serious or joking? Based on his knitted eyebrows and pursed lips, he was serious.

“I want to see you more often than that,” I said.

“That’s hard when you live in Ogden,” he said. There was an edge to his words, as if reminding me it was my decision to move so far away.

The server stopped by our table and refilled our drinks. After she left, we ate in silence for several minutes. I picked at my burrito, my hunger replaced by frustration. While I didn’t think we’d arrive at a solution that night, I had hoped we’d at least discuss some possibilities to think and pray about. I hadn’t expected Brian to balk at the idea. Doubts about the relationship that had percolated in my mind on the drive to Provo resurfaced. Was it too soon to discuss this? Was I asking too much?

When the conversation started up again, we talked about the Winter Olympics that were wrapping up, the David Baldacci novel I was reading, and the movie Blackhawk Down that Brian and his roommates had seen two nights earlier. We didn’t return to the topic of seeing each other more often until we got back to his apartment and I was getting ready to leave.

“We’ll figure out a way to see each other more often,” he said after giving me a goodbye hug.

“I know we will,” I said, even though inside I wasn’t so sure.

On the drive home, I was too tired to think of other solutions, so I turned on the radio to keep me awake. As the lights of Ogden came into view, I wondered if I’d made the right choice to relocate. Before leasing the apartment, I had prayed about my decision and felt it was the right thing to do. But that night, I found myself second-guessing the move.

It was after eleven when I arrived home. I was exhausted and not looking forward to getting up at five a.m. for my eight-mile training run. I quickly got ready for bed. I was tempted just to dive under the covers and go to sleep, but I managed to find the strength to get on my knees, say a quick prayer, and ask God for reassurance that moving to Ogden had been the right thing to do.


Chapter 4

Abel

My date was a woman named Stephanie. She was an artist and made a living creating western-themed bronze sculptures of cowboys and horses. In lieu of a headshot, she posted photographs of her work, so this was the first time I’d actually seen her. Stephanie was in her late twenties with moss-green eyes. Her auburn hair was pulled back in a ponytail that fell between her shoulder blades. She had a smattering of freckles on her cheeks. She was the fourth woman I had gone out with, and the first one where I felt that I wasn’t cheating on Krista.

My first date a few weeks earlier was awful. Overwhelmed by feelings of guilt and infidelity, it was difficult to carry on a basic conversation. In addition, I spent the entire time looking over my shoulder, worried someone I knew would see me and tell Krista about my secret rendezvous. My second and third dates, each with a different woman, went better, though I still felt like I was stepping out on my late wife. This time, however, in a Mexican restaurant with bowls of tortilla chips and dark-red salsa between us, I didn’t feel guilty. I didn’t know if this was a natural evolution that came with dating or if there was something about Stephanie’s quiet personality that put me at ease. Whatever the reason, it was nice to enjoy a meal with an attractive woman without feeling like I was doing something wrong.

Still, I wasn’t completely comfortable. The restaurant was popular and located just two miles from my home. The odds of running into someone I knew on a Saturday afternoon were high. When we entered, I had scanned the restaurant for familiar faces, but didn’t recognize anyone. My friends and family didn’t know about my dating, and I was unsure how I’d introduce Stephanie if we ran into one of them. A friend? Acquaintance? Certainly not a date.

At this moment, my biggest challenge was to keep the conversation going. It turned out that Stephanie was extremely shy, and getting her to say more than a sentence or two at a time was a challenge. I had plenty to say, but everything I wanted to share revolved around my life and marriage to Krista. I couldn’t explain this urge to tell stories about her, and I didn’t know if it was normal. Hours of online research on this topic had left me with more questions than answers. On previous dates, I let the women take the lead when discussing Krista and our marriage. I’d answer their questions, but wouldn’t voluntarily divulge any other information. I worried that talking too much about Krista would leave me in tears or make my dates think I wasn’t ready for a relationship.

So far, all the Krista-related questions had been surface level. “How long were you married?” “When did your wife die?” “How did she pass away?” “Do you have any children?” Telling them Krista died five months ago, and she was seven months pregnant when she took her own life, was enough to stop them from probing deeper. I was glad the conversations stopped there. I didn’t know how I’d handle discussing hearing the gunshot that killed Krista or taking my daughter, Hope, off life support nine days later. Crying on a first date didn’t seem like the best way to get a second one.

Instead, I let my dates talk about themselves. I asked about their family, hobbies, their jobs, where they were from, and places they’d traveled. Those topics were usually more than enough to keep them talking. Except with Stephanie. When I asked her questions, she responded in one- or two-word sentences.

“What’s the most interesting place you’ve visited?” I said, using one of my tried-and-true questions.

“England.”

“Where in England?”

“London.”

“What did you like most about London?”

“Buckingham Palace.”

It wasn’t until I asked about her art that her face brightened and she described, in detail, the work and effort it took to create life-size bronze sculptures.

By the time our food arrived—two enchiladas for her, chicken mole for me—it was Stephanie’s turn to ask questions. Instead of asking what I did for a living, hobbies, or what I liked to do for fun like my previous dates had done, Stephanie said, “So, you’re a widower.”

I tensed, not expecting the topic to come up so soon. On past dates, it was a subject women eased into the same way one lowered themselves into an ice bath. Caught unprepared, I wasn’t sure how much to say or what she wanted to know.

“That’s right,” I replied.

I waited for a follow-up question, but one didn’t come. To break the silence, I added, “We were married almost three years.”

I tried reading Stephanie’s expression, but her face remained neutral.

Finally, she asked, “Do you have any kids?”

“None living. My wife was pregnant when she died.”

Stephanie’s eyes widened while a lump formed in my throat. A familiar but uncomfortable silence settled over the table. I wasn’t sure if the silence was because she didn’t know what else to say or because she was shy. Memories of Hope’s short life flashed through my mind—seeing her for the first time in the newborn intensive care unit, holding her as she took her last breath, carrying her casket to her final resting place. Tears welled up in the corners of my eyes and I knew if I didn’t get my emotions under control, the evening was going to turn even more awkward for both of us.

“I removed my daughter from life support nine days after my wife died. Sorry to spring it on you like that, but I haven’t figured out how to put that into my dating profile.”

“I’m sorry,” Stephanie said. “It must have been hard to lose two people you love.”

“It was, but I’m doing my best to move forward,” I said as I blinked back tears.

Another pause. “How long ago did your wife die?”

“November,” I said. This sounded better than saying “five months.” While Stephanie did the math in her head, I tried to come up with a plausible explanation for why I was dating so soon just in case she asked. Even though I’d had months to figure out an answer, I still didn’t know what to say.

Stephanie raised her left eyebrow. I couldn’t tell whether she was pondering her next question or deciding if she should run screaming from the restaurant.

She went with the question.

“Were you and your wife married in the temple?”

“Yes. The one in Logan,” I said.

I was grateful we were no longer talking about Hope. My tears in retreat, I watched Stephanie’s reaction carefully, knowing that this could be a dealbreaker. While getting to know some of my online matches better, a few had said they didn’t want to pursue a relationship once they learned Krista and I were sealed. “I don’t want to be wife number two” or “I’m not doing the eternal polygamy thing” were the most common responses. Though their comments stung, I was learning not to take those remarks personally. If they didn’t want to date a widower, it was something I’d rather know upfront than after our relationship became serious and I had feelings for them. I made a mental note to update my online dating profile, hoping that would help avoid these awkward moments in the future.

Stephanie nodded and looked down at her plate. Though she didn’t say what she was thinking, she didn’t have to. I let the silence hang and took a bite of my food. Finally, I jump-started the conversation, steering it away from Krista.

“Do you have a favorite sculpture you created?”

Stephanie’s face lightened up at the question, and she told me about a commissioned work she had completed last year. I kept the conversation going through the rest of our meal. At some point, she asked questions about my job and my two-year Latter-day Saint mission to Bulgaria, but the subject never returned to Krista.

After our meal, I drove her back to my place where she had parked her truck. Neither of us brought up the possibility of getting together again. I was okay with that. I’d had dinner with an attractive woman without feeling guilty. It was a minor victory, but an important one. The issue for the future was no longer whether I could date, but finding someone who could accept my marital status both in this world and the next one, along with all the unknowns. The way things were going, I wondered if I’d be playing this dating game for a long, long time.


Chapter 5

Julianna

I lay stomach-down on my parents’ trampoline to recover from my fourteen-mile run and soak up some warm April sunshine. In one hand, I held the latest Lee Child novel, and in the other, a twelve-ounce bottle of chocolate milk—my reward for successfully completing another week of training. I put the book to the side, closed my eyes, and enjoyed the sun’s heat on my legs and back.

The run was great. I felt good the entire time and finished five minutes faster than my goal. Though the Ogden Marathon was still a month away, today had given me hope that I could complete the race in about three hours. However, the faster-than-anticipated pace left me exhausted. I should have been cleaning up and getting ready for my date with Brian, but all I wanted to do was take a nap.

After a few minutes, I turned onto my back and reached for my cell phone, a bronze-colored Nokia that had slid to the center of the trampoline. It surprised me that Brian hadn’t called. Most Saturdays, there was a voicemail waiting when I finished running. Today there were no missed calls. I dialed his number and focused on the wispy cirrus clouds that reminded me of strands of tangled hair.

Brian picked up on the fourth ring.

“Hey, Julie,” he said. His voice sounded tired.

“Did I wake you up?” I said, glancing at my watch. It was ten thirty.

“Sort of. Played video games with the roommates until late last night.”

“Sounds like fun. When can I expect to see you?”

“What time is it?” he said.

There was a muffled sound, followed by a grunt. I pictured Brian turning over to look at the red numbers of the alarm clock he kept next to his bed.

“Do you still want to go downtown?” he said. The words came out like a groan, and I felt my heart drop as I realized the plans we had made to visit Temple Square, get something to eat, and perhaps some shopping weren’t going to happen.

“I just want to spend the day with you,” I said. “I don’t care what we do.”

“Why don’t you come to my place instead? We can hike Bridal Veil Falls.”

Bridal Veil Falls was a short, popular trail up Provo Canyon that led to a waterfall. With the spring runoff, the falls were bound to be quite the sight. I liked the activity, but didn’t like the thought of driving all the way to Provo. My legs and back ached, and I didn’t know how they’d handle sitting in the car for a forty-five-minute drive to Provo.

“I thought we were meeting at my parents’ house,” I said.

“I need to shower and get dressed,” he replied.

“I still need to clean up from my run.”

“Take your time. I’ll be ready when you arrive.”

I sighed, perhaps too loudly.

“If it makes you feel better, I’ll drive to Ogden the next week or two,” he said. I’m just really tired this morning.”

I am too, I thought, but stopped myself from verbalizing it.

“If you’re too tired to hike, we can catch a movie,” Brian said. “We can get a bite to eat before the show.”

“Fine,” I said, trying not to let my frustration escape. “I’ll call you when I’m on my way.”

“Perfect,” he said.

“See you soon,” I replied.

I grabbed my paperback, drank the rest of my chocolate milk, and eased myself off the trampoline. My exasperation grew with each step I took. I was mad for giving in so easily and wished I had pressed Brian harder to drive here. After our talk in February, we had worked out a plan to see each other more often but it never happened. Lately, it was feeling like I was the one making all the sacrifices to spend time together.

Near the back door, my dad was on his hands and knees replacing a sprinkler head. His T-shirt, stretched tight over his fit body, was peppered with mud.

“Is Brian stopping by?” he asked as I slid the patio door open.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“He’s too tired to make the drive.”

“That’s too bad. I was looking forward to catching up with him.”

I stepped inside, stopped, then turned back. When it came to relationship advice, Dad was my go-to person. He had a rational way of approaching issues that clicked with my logical, scientific mind. He also helped me better understand men by explaining the motivations behind their words and actions.

“When you and Mom were dating, was it hard to find time for each other?” I knew the story of how they met at a dance class, but I couldn’t remember either of them mentioning not spending time together. Perhaps there was more to their story.

My dad thought for a moment. “Not that I recall.”
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