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    disclaimers


    I’ve spoken with each of my children named in this book and received their consent to be included in the stories.


    My memories are not perfect. But they are mine. This book represents a lifetime experience. Some of it I am still experiencing. I share each event with the lens through which I view the world.


    Please be aware that this book is filled with instances of domestic violence. I don’t mean to bring anyone harm; don’t read it if you’re not ready. I understand. I have written it to give voice to my experiences, to share those experiences with other survivors, and to give us power.


    I also understand that not all abusers are men and not all victims are women. The U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics, states that males perpetrate 95 percent of all serious domestic violence. This was true in my case.


    And Mormons. I’m one of those—Mormons, that is. At least officially, even if no longer in action. I love Mormons. Some of my favorite people are Mormons. All my favorite aunts and uncles are Mormons. But, hey, it’s going to come up. Because how could it not? My life, faith, and expectations were built around that framework.


    I don’t want anything I write to be considered pro-­ or anti-­Mormon; this was my experience, and being Mormon played a role. And perhaps not the gospel, but some of the doctrine, and most definitely the culture kept me in an unsafe place. And then I made babies in that place and found myself stuck.


    With that being said, I do not speak for The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-­day Saints. I do not hate the LDS Church. I do not hate the people in it. Quite the contrary. In so many ways, they are still my people. This was my experience, and these are my beliefs. Both healing and pain can be found in all of it.


    Doing this, writing this, hurts me in a very physical way. My heart aches and at times feels like it may stop. Right now, I feel it straining. My stomach is knotted up, and I feel like I can’t take full breaths. I think this is how I experience fear. I’m afraid of the consequences of telling this truth. I’m afraid of what will happen to me and my children when this gets out. I feel fear—real, debilitating fear. It makes me literally ill. I’m sitting in my bathtub as I write this, my laptop teetering on the edge. This is a safe place for me, and I need all the safety and courage I can gather to write my story. Thank you for having the courage to read it.

  


  
    preface


    I wrote this book as I searched for healing for myself and my kids, but it has become bigger than that. Sharing our pain and healing has the power to heal others.


    I wrote it for you, if you’ve been there. I hope my story gives you words for your story.


    I wrote it for you who want to understand. Why don’t we just leave? Why do we stay? Why don’t we get help? I pray my story gives you understanding.


    I wrote it for you who are there—deep in the abuse. I love you. I see you. You are not helpless. You do not deserve this. Knowledge and understanding bring strength. Be strong. You will survive.

  


  
    eliza


    Me. I am Eliza.


    Like the vast majority of those I grew up with, I was raised in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-­day Saints. (“Mormon” was just fine when I grew up, and it is also a lot easier in conversation and writing.) We went to church on Sundays. For three hours. We prayed at every meal and every morning and every night. We were taught to pray when we lost something, when we were scared, when we didn’t know what to do, and at every other opportunity to pray. “Did you think to pray?” wasn’t just a song from the LDS hymnal, it was an actual question our parents regularly posed to us. Something we asked each other and ourselves. And it stuck, I still regularly chat with the Big Guy.


    I was taught that sinning was bad but seeking God’s forgiveness for the sin was good. I was taught that some sins were worse than others, and what it means to repent, and how to repent when I sinned. I still remember the four R’s of repentance. My dad taught them to me and my family. First, you had to recognize you’d sinned. Second, you had to feel remorse for what you did. At times, this meant confessing your sins to a bishop or one of his counselors (two appointed male helpers). Third, you had to make restitution. You had to do whatever it took to make it right. Many things you couldn’t make right. Or undo. In those situations, you just needed to say sorry and do whatever you could to make it better. And, finally, resolve. You had to resolve not to sin again. Afterall, what was the point to all the repenting if you just continued to sin?


    I’d like to think that most of my religious training was pretty good; I learned a lot of valuable skills. I participated in service projects and youth groups. “Preaching” isn’t a trained profession for Mormons but, rather, a task everyone does, so even as tiny kids, we learned how to write and deliver public speeches. I became an excellent reader as we read scriptures every night as a family. I learned about kindness and patience and hope and charity. Specifically, I learned the values included in the Young Women theme. Young Women is a church-­designed program for girls ages twelve to eighteen. When I was in the program, the Young Women values included Faith, Divine Nature, Individual Worth, Knowledge, Choice and Accountability, Good Works, and Integrity. A few years ago, they added Virtue. The value of Faith is basically your belief in the Big Guy, plus, for Mormons, a belief in Joseph Smith as a prophet, like Moses, and the Book of Mormon and all the other things that came with that. (Feel free to pick up a book if you’re interested in knowing more about Joseph Smith or the Book of Mormon. There are tons of books on the LDS Church out there. Here, we’re just dipping our toes into a vast, deep pool.) Divine Nature is the belief that we come from God and have the capacity to return to our heavenly home and become gods and goddesses on our own accord. Individual Worth is the belief that we have stand-­alone value. For me, this means all people are inherently good. The value of Knowledge is focused on continuous learning and self-­improvement. The belief is that all we take with us when we pass from this world are the families we’re eternally linked to and the knowledge we gain during our mortal existence. Choice and Accountability is what it sounds like. You are accountable for your choices. Good Works is all about doing good and serving others. Integrity is about being good. It’s who you are when nobody’s watching. And Virtue—to be virtuous is to have high moral standards.


    In addition to religion, my dad believed strongly in reality therapy based on control theory and raised his kids very much in light of those beliefs. William Glasser developed control theory in the 1970s. The premise is that we have control over all our actions. We all choose our behavior in a best effort to deal with our current relationships. Even if that behavior is dysfunctional, even if we are not consciously aware of our motivations, all behavior is a choice, and all behavior fills a need. Glasser’s theory lists five core human needs: survival, love and belonging, power, freedom, and fun. These are almost identical to Abraham H. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. According to Glasser, all behavior is motivated by one of these needs. If we can understand the motivation for a negative behavior, we can change the behavior by meeting the need in a different, positive way. His theory also says that, most of the time, quality relationships eradicate dysfunctional behaviors. Unlike many other theories, Glasser does not believe most mental health disorders are actual illnesses but are observable patterns of the choices everyone makes to meet their needs. He taught that very few mental health disorders are actual physical, chemical imbalances and almost none require medication. Rather, we need a better understanding of the behavior and the underlying need it fulfills.


    As an adult, I don’t know if I can get on board with everything Glasser says; however, I can understand wanting to believe that all behavior is a choice. It’s an internal locus-­of-­control point of view. It is radical agency; it means we control all our behavior. This in turn means we have the power to affect the outcomes, meaning we can effect change in our world and environment. It’s a very empowering belief. Intoxicating, even. It’s much different from an external locus-­of-­control framework, where outside forces run the show and everything happens to us. In the latter situation, we have little or no control. We can’t effect change because we aren’t calling any of the shots. I believe that as humans, we are meant to act and not merely be acted upon. There is power in choice theory. And my dad believed we always had a choice. Every time. Choice theory was the framework of much of my childhood. I still have letters from my dad with Glasser quotes in them.


    I’m not sure if it was my dad, Glasser, or a combination, but my dad always asked three questions: What do you want? What are you doing? Is what you are doing going to get you what you want? These are some of my favorite questions. There is power in them.


    On top of all this, I’m a perfectionist. I am, hopefully, a self-­aware perfectionist now. Still a perfectionist, just better at tucking in the crazy. What need am I meeting? Probably love and belonging. If everything is just so and I’m doing everything right, there’s nothing to be mad at me for. If I’m perfect, then all I get is praise, love, and attention. I was the kid who turned in every assignment first. I cleaned my room and took pictures of it. To this day, a room in perfect order makes my heart sing. I treated everything in life as a contest, whether it was or not. I strove to be perfect. I wanted to be the best. Always. I wanted to be recognized for doing it perfectly. I wanted to be the example of what perfect looked like. And I had the energy to do it.


    And I was, at times, completely reckless in my desire to be the best. If you climbed to the highest branch, I shimmied out on that branch a foot or two farther just to show you I could do it. Even if the branch was dead. If you caught a snake, I filled a two-­liter bottle with snakes. I was a tomboy and fearless. I’ve had stitches above my eyebrow, on the back of my head, under my nose, in my mouth, on my finger, and on my knee. I didn’t break any bones until college, but I regularly came home scratched and bruised with my hair full of burrs. I wouldn’t back down from a challenge, and I made it my mission to right daily social injustices. I hated bullies. I still do.


    This internal desire to be perfect combined well with my strong religious upbringing. Perfectionists are really good at religion. I have also always been stubborn. I was happy to follow the rules and do my best to be perfect, but I had my own, even stricter moral principles. If the rules didn’t line up with my internal compass, I followed my gut. I especially have issues with rules that contradict each other. For instance, my whole life, I was taught, “Jesus said love everyone.” As a teenager, I began to realize that an awful lot of grown-­ups in my world really meant, “Love only those who are also following this set of rules.” “Everyone” was really a prescribed, monitored list of people who checked all the right boxes. I was strongly cautioned against being friends with the kids who didn’t check those boxes.


    I took issue with this. They were the kids I liked the most. They were the most authentic. My closest friends were the troubled kids, the “bad” kids, the lawbreakers and troublemakers. Delinquent youth were the thinkers; they were my favorite then and still are. Maybe it’s the Glasser in me, but I believe rules should be created to empower, not control. I love rules. Rules create order. Rules create an environment where everyone can win. Rules lay the groundwork for another opportunity at perfection. However, I hate stupid rules.


    When I was little, like five, my mom used to offer me a quarter if I could be quiet for five minutes. I never got a quarter. Chill is not something I do well. I like to be busy, and I like a good challenge. I don’t mind repetitive work, and I don’t ever believe there’s anything I can’t do or can’t figure out. Especially now that we’ve got the internet. I love Google and YouTube. Need the fan in your car heater replaced? I’ve got you. Want a rug throw pillow with a tree on it? What about an intricate design in your shower tile? I’m your girl. This is something I get from my mom. She is a workhorse, and there isn’t anything she can’t do if she wants it badly enough.


    I believe all these things led to the perfect storm when I went to college. I was a good kid, a perfectionist who loved a challenge. I constantly danced with the rules. And, as I mentioned, I liked the bad kids most.


    As terrible as it sounds, maybe I liked the bad kids because I could be the hero with them. Love and belonging. I didn’t do the bad things; I just drove everyone home and made sure nobody died. Maybe it was because they lived free and I envied them. I was bound by perfectionism on one hand and a constant need for approval on the other. Basically, I was afraid. I was terrified of not being perfect. Of not following the rules. I was afraid of the consequences of not following the rules yet so drawn to those who broke them. As a teenager, I had been given many object lessons on the importance of morality and following the rules. For me, morality meant abstaining from sex or “impure” thoughts. One object lesson taught that I had a white dress waiting for me when I arrived “home,” in heaven. Every time I made a mistake, my white dress got a black mark. But I could repent, and the white dress would be made white and pure again. However, with morality, that was not the case. If I sent a morality-­based black mark to my heavenly wardrobe, it stayed there for good. No amount of bleaching could undo such a stain.


    Other girls learned the same lesson using a tube of toothpaste. The teachers would squeeze the toothpaste onto a plate and then ask the girls to try to put the toothpaste back into the tube. But you could never recover it all. Never fully restore it. As was the case with morality. Once we gave it away, we could never again be made whole.


    The delinquents didn’t think twice about their heavenly dress or tube of toothpaste. These kids were fearless. Unafraid of consequences. Unafraid of the rules. I felt safe within the rules but loved the bittersweet temptation of all things out of bounds.


    And then someone came along and skipped the song I had been dancing to. Someone I didn’t expect. He took away my ongoing flirtation with the rules. He ended the illusion of safety. Of perfection. And he pushed me across the lines I drew in the sand. But I had never crossed those lines. I was wholly committed to never crossing those lines. And I didn’t know how to mess up gracefully. I didn’t know how to recover from messing up. Every little mistake wrecked me. Negative feedback wrecked me. I hadn’t ever made mistakes that anyone would consider truly wicked or irredeemable. Not yet. I expected perfection from myself. And while I believed in forgiveness, I didn’t really believe in it for me. And I REALLY didn’t think it covered the big sins. I figured those were mostly unforgivable. This scared me more than anything else. Without a lot of experience messing up, I didn’t know how to navigate being in trouble, and I hated it.


    You know that feeling when you do something you know you shouldn’t? That very last second when you realize you’re about to get into an accident? Or right before you fall off the ladder? It’s like instant regret wrapped in nausea with a heavy dose of overwhelming, sickening shame—all with the flame turned up high, making everything really cook. Where you’d do just about anything to take it back. To undo the did. To stop the emotional anguish. I know this feeling well. I hate it.


    Sometime after my freshman year began, I met Jake and started dating him.


    I didn’t plan to fall in love. I just figured he deserved the same chance everyone else did. And I like a human with a chip and something to prove. Some things about him should have been red flags. He dripped with attitude. He came to work late, a lot. He was trouble dressed in baggy clothes, but this was me here, and I knew I could handle it. I was excellent at handling hard things. As we dated, I saw more and more red flags. I dated him anyway. I found out he had been married for a short time. I even knew his ex-­wife; we briefly worked together at a restaurant in town. I knew that as a ­couple, they’d had some trouble with the law involving drugs. I knew Jake liked to drink. I knew he didn’t react well to losing. These things comprised the coffin I willingly climbed into.


    As is the case with most things, there’s good and bad. This was true for us too. Jake was impressed with me and made me feel good about the things I could do. He bragged to his friends when we went shooting. I was an excellent shot, and I was the only one besides him who knew how to reload a muzzle loader. He bragged about how I could catch a fish on any lake we went to (until I started catching more than him). He loved how I could spot animals on the mountainside that everyone else missed. He liked that I could drive a stick shift and help him get his truck unstuck. He liked that I could match his wit and play games with him. He said he was a better person when he was with me, and I really think he was. He tried harder to be the best version of himself. That’s what we’re supposed to do in relationships, right?


    Not long into dating, we had sex. I was saving myself for marriage. It was the first nail in that metaphorical coffin. I didn’t know how to come back from it. I felt terrible. Awful. I did everything I knew to try to make it feel like I’d repented. I did all the things I knew of to feel better, but they didn’t help; I couldn’t undo this. For starters, once we started, we never actually stopped. The saying went that you must “repent and forsake your sins.” Forsake means to give it up. Forever. Or, in this case, at least until marriage.


    And I would try to resolve not to, but Jake didn’t like to lose arguments. I thought I couldn’t stop myself. But, really, I couldn’t stop him. I couldn’t trust myself to say no and mean it, and not break his heart, or get him to stop. We were taught it was up to the girls to oversee everybody keeping all their clothes on. I was never sure why I couldn’t do this part. In the beginning, I didn’t like it. Sex. I didn’t like anything about it. But, let’s face it, it wasn’t about me. I said no. I always said no. It didn’t matter. Maybe I didn’t say it loud enough? With enough conviction? Soon enough? Then it was over, and he sauntered on. I just know that whenever it happened, I felt intensely ashamed because it happened again. And, eventually, I liked it.


    No one ever taught me about this part of myself. My humanity. That my body and everything about me was designed to continue human life, which required the bonding of a man and woman. Liking it made me feel most guilty of all. Therefore, no repentance. And no forgiveness.


    I didn’t blame him. This was on me. I knew better and sinned anyway.


    From that time on, no matter how bad it got, I figured I had made my bed and I must now sleep in it. I had messed up big time. I didn’t stop it, so I couldn’t be forgiven for it. I was damaged goods. I had to lower my expectations and accept my new reality. There was no going back. I was no longer perfect.

  


  
    jake


    I met Jake in 1999 at a Walmart. He was a department manager, and I was an associate. Our first interactions were in the layaway department. Layaway isn’t a thing anymore, but back then, people prepped for big events like Christmas or birthdays by putting things on layaway. There was a little office at the back of the store with a window counter. People shopped for anything and everything they wanted, brought it all to layaway, and I rang them up. They had to pay a percentage of the total right away, then make a payment every thirty days to keep their items on layaway. Each item was tagged separately or grouped in a box and tagged, then placed upstairs in a storage space. I logged every tag and where I put it on the shelf. When customers were ready to pay in full, I could look up their names and locate all their stuff. If they changed their minds, they got a refund, and everything was de-­tagged and put back on the store shelves.


    To be honest, this might be why it went away. There was no fee for layaway, and we had frequent flyers who came in and “bought” tons of things, put them on layaway, and two weeks later changed their minds and got a full refund. People also used layaway to “hide” hot items that eventually went on clearance. Like seasonal items. When items went on clearance before customers picked them up, they paid clearance prices. First dibs at the merchandise but with clearance price tags. Not a great business model.


    I had fun, though. It was like having an industrial-­sized closet and organizing everything with a giant label maker and an elaborate organizing machine. If not for the crazy people using layaway as some sort of shopping therapy where they never actually purchased anything, I would have had no complaints. Looking back now, I should have just engaged my frequent therapy-­based shoppers in conversation. They probably could have used someone to talk out their addiction with. I wonder what they do now that layaway isn’t available? (Add to cart? Yes, I’m talking to you. On a side note, need the best gift ever? Get on your person’s account and buy them all the crap in their cart. You already know they want it!)


    Jake started showing up in layaway at the end of his shift and the beginning of mine to “use the counter to do his paperwork.” This was news to me. I’d been there for weeks, and he hadn’t used my counter in the past. But I didn’t mind. I was a freshman in college and from out of town. He wasn’t local either, but he wasn’t a student.


    At the time, he wore oversized everything. Oversized dress shirts and oversized pants. Oversized attitude. Still just a little boy wearing all his dad’s clothes. He was fearless and full of life. I used to tease him about how long it must take him to walk anywhere because his strut was so elaborate that it dramatically slowed his pace, somehow without diminishing his sparkler energy. Of course, if he ever robbed 7/11, the booking officer would be confused about his height. Step left, five feet, six inches. Step right, five feet, ten inches It was a super strut with serious street cred and job security for chiropractors. Jake was always on the move, even if it was an unbalanced move. His charisma was electric, and unless he was asleep, he lived full throttle.


    When he finally worked up the courage to ask me out, it was in passing just outside the electronics department. I was headed to the back of the store to start my shift, and he had just ended his and was headed to the front. He didn’t have any paper on him, so he took his insurance card out of his wallet, wrote his phone number on it, and gave it to me—a cocky move. Proof of insurance is something most people need. Especially Jake, who was on a first-­name basis with most police officers in the area.


    For our first date, we went bowling. Jake was an excellent bowler. Had the whole swoopy leg-­behind-­the-­other-­leg thing down. And he could bowl with either hand. Plus, he got strikes a lot, which is the point. It’s funny because it was either a beautiful delivery that ended with many pins down or a gutter ball. I didn’t know it then, but it was a metaphor for his entire life—a life I was about to become a big part of.


    At some point in December that year, our assistant manager, Reggie, was asked to stay at Walmart on Christmas while the store was closed. Back then, they didn’t have a security system. Instead, the workers walked the floor and stood by the doors, making sure stuff didn’t get stolen. After hours, the overnight crew ran the scene. There was never a real opportunity to rob the place. Management had the unpleasant job of manning the store for that one holiday each year when the store was vacant. Reggie came up with the short straw.


    Reggie had an interesting relationship with Jake. In some ways, it mimicked ours. Reggie constantly fired Jake for being late or for calling in at the last minute. But Jake continued to impress Reggie on the job, and, somehow, his being fired never stuck. Jake always just went back to work the next day. One time, Reggie told him if he showed up late again, he would no longer be employed by Walmart. The next day, Jake intentionally arrived three hours late and started working. Reggie told him he meant what he said and tried to fire Jake. But the store manager took Jake’s side, and Jake continued to work at Walmart. Point Jake.


    When it came time for Reggie to guard the store that Christmas, Jake decided he would play a little prank on him. Jake waited until dark to sneak into the store in a ski mask and scare Reggie. The event ended with Jake face-­down in the garden center, a cop’s knee in his back, his hands in handcuffs. When Reggie finally saw who it was, he negotiated long and hard to get Jake released. Reggie had heard someone and called 911. When the cops showed up, Jake tried to escape. Suffice it to say, Reggie was ticked but also somewhat amused. Again, no consequences for Jake except maybe a bruise or two. Point Reggie.


    Later, management told Reggie to get rid of the birds living in the store above the bike racks. Reggie mentioned the issue to Jake in passing—a mistake. After the store closed that night, Jake brought in a pellet gun and shot the birds, then reported to Reggie that he had taken care of it. Act first; expect forgiveness later. That was Jake’s way.


    Jake pushed everything to the limit. Everything.


    He drove a black Chevrolet Extended Cab 1500—today’s Silverado. He loved that truck and drove it hard. It continuously needed repairs. Something was always broken.


    On several occasions, he got his truck into a pickle that couldn’t be unpickled without third-­party help. And believe me, he got out of pickles ALL THE TIME. Jake would push past the smaller sticky situations. He would dig his truck out. He would pull it out with someone else’s. Whatever. Then he kept on pushing the truck and himself into harder and tighter situations, and eventually the barriers reigned victorious.


    I became good at getting him and the Chevy unstuck because I often drove as Jake worked with the shovel. Or stick. Or chain. One time he used the floor mats. I told him, “Someday, I get the bigger and more powerful truck so I can come get you when you get stuck.”


    He always got into tight situations, but nothing had bested him yet. Not really. So, Jake kept pushing.


    On one such occasion, he drove repeatedly through a mud bog. Muddin’. I can’t say I’ve ever really understood this desire. It’s like the big-­boy version of jumping in a puddle. Although, that I get. Who doesn’t like to jump in a puddle? I guess I do get it. Drive your truck back and forth through a giant puddle. See if you can make it across without getting stuck. When you start to slow down too much, turn your wheels from side to side, back and forth and back and forth. We actively engaged in mixing dirt with water and making mud stew. Mixing up everything that had settled to the bottom. It got thicker and harder to plow through. Just one more time. And this was it, finally. He was seriously stuck. His truck was suction-­cupped to watery mud just the right depth and consistency. His attempts to get unstuck made little progress forward or backward, and soon we couldn’t move at all. As the tires spun, mud completely covered the truck and we had to roll down the windows to see. And then the interior got muddy. I had mud all over me, and I hadn’t even stepped out of the truck. The exhaust poured into the cab from the outside as Jake pushed the engine to its limit. The effort made the engine growl with anger, and everything shook in anticipation of the moment we lurched forward.


    Jake kept pushing.


    And soon came silence—no explosion or loud announcement. The engine just simply stopped. Jake slammed the gear shift back into neutral, stomped on the clutch and brake, and wrenched on the keys. But nothing happened. The engine would not turn over. Silent refusal.


    Jake cursed and smacked the dash. I had seen this before. In fact, the truck betrayed him, a small crack running the length of the dash from Jake hitting it too hard on one such occasion. Poor girl. She hadn’t driven herself into the middle of the mud bog.


    “Goddammit,” Jake grumbled as he pulled the lever to pop the hood. He climbed out of the truck and into the stew in his sloppily tied leather skater shoes.


    Jake dug around under the hood. More exasperation floated in through the open windows.


    I couldn’t help. I had a broken ankle and was on crutches. I couldn’t run both the clutch and the gas with just one foot. Plus, the mud was over a foot deep. So getting out of the truck to assist seemed ridiculous. After a few minutes of cursing out in the mud, Jake lost one of his shoes. He reached down to where he thought it was but only found more mud. I bet that shoe is still there. Fossilized forever below the surface.


    Jake asked for his phone through the window and called a friend to explain the situation. He convinced him to come pull us out with his truck and gave him directions to our location. Then he sat on the tailgate—mud up one arm past the elbow, both hands caked, his faded Levi’s covered to his knees on both legs, and one undiscernible sopping-­wet shoe. I sat in the cab with the windows down. The sun started to creep toward the horizon, and it was getting chilly. I didn’t have a jacket, but I wasn’t sopping wet, so what did I have to complain about?


    Twenty minutes later, his friend Steven showed up with company—Jake’s best buddy, Adam. Suddenly Jake’s mood lightened. Laughing and joking about his truck and the sticky situation. The three of them all tromped back and forth through the mud between the two trucks, tying one to the other with a tow rope. By this point, everything was dark brown and completely soaked through. Including all the humans.


    When everything was set, Adam, the least dirty of them all, gave me a piggyback ride from the black Chevy to stand on the sidelines with my crutches. While I was packed out, Jake climbed onto his truck and did a front flip off the hood, splash-­landing on his butt in the mud. Maniacal silliness that sat funny in my stomach.


    The rescue truck, a vintage, single-­cab Ford with upgrades, faced the same direction as the Chevy and had the tow rope hooked to its hitch.


    They pulled the line taut and then stepped on the gas to yank the Chevy from its spot. No luck. Even with Jake and Adam pushing, nothing happened.


    Next, they tried jerking the truck to see if that broke the suction. Reverse a couple of feet, then pedal to the floor. The Ford would jerk to a stop and start to spin out, and the Chevy would lurch forward an imperceptible amount and then sink back into its original spot, the mud refusing to let go.


    On the third attempt, the rope snapped and became significantly shorter, giving the Ford less room to work with.


    After several more attempts, the Ford’s engine caught fire. Everyone shouted to shut it down. And still I watched.


    Adam, Jake, and Steven all got to work until the Ford started again. And now there were no other options. Steven refused to continue straining his truck. Someone had to call it quits. Jake wouldn’t.


    Steven helped me into the cab of the Ford, and Jake and Adam climbed into the bed, too dirty to enjoy the comforts of a heater and seat. The black truck spent the night all alone in a mud hole. Poor girl.


    In the morning, Jake walked to work. He was late. And, as luck would have it, he was currently skint. But Jake headed straight to the store manager’s office, ready to smooth-­talk the guy.


    “Herm, bro, I’ve got a situation I need to take care of this morning.”


    Herm turned in his chair to look at Jake.


    “What is it this time, Bingham?” Herm was used to these types of conversations with Jake. And to some, it may have been off-­putting, but I believe Herm found Jake endearing—a kid who just couldn’t help but getting stuck in every pickle. I believe Herm found him amusing and maybe saw some of himself in the younger man.


    “Would you be willing to donate fifteen feet of chain?” Jake smiled wryly. “My truck ran across a mud puddle she can’t get out of on her own. I’ve got my buddy in the parking lot with a truck to pull her out. I just need the chain, but there aren’t enough dollars in my bank account.”


    Herm laughed—no mention of Jake’s late arrival or the fact that he should currently be at work. “Go ahead and get the chain. I’ll meet you up front at the registers.”


    By the time Jake measured out and cut the sold-­by-­the-­foot chain, the whole store knew what Jake was up to. When he got to the front, it was a thing.


    “Truck not tough enough to get out of a mud hole on its own?”


    “What’s the matter, Jake? Why do you need so much chain?” The razzing and laughter continued as Herm took care of the purchase.


    Back in the day, Walmart was more quaint than today, more like Kmart. Fewer checkouts, less shiny. More humble, less business. This allowed work to feel more like home and coworkers more like family. Everyone knew everything about everyone.


    By the time Jake made it to the door, he had company.


    Once upon a time there existed an MTV reality show called Road Rules. For some reason known only to the gods of narcissistic serendipity, the very day Jake went to get his truck unstuck, the crew from Road Rules was at our little Walmart, en route from Las Vegas to somewhere more exciting than East Bum-­Wart, Utah. Somehow, they caught wind of the situation and went along to video Jake getting his truck out of the mud. Someone figured it would be an adventure.


    I missed it. I was at school.


    Road Rules filmed the entire event. Then, the cast and crew all got pictures with Jake and his truck after he pulled it out. Jake didn’t tell me much about how it went. He said I could watch it when it came out the next season. I never did see it. I don’t even know if it made the cut.


    After the celebrity photo shoot, Jake drove his truck back to town with his head hanging out the window because he couldn’t see through the windshield. His truck was now encased in a solid inch of dried mud beneath a fresh coat of wet, darker mud. It seemed almost culinary, like those clay-­encrusted meat dishes from some exotic place. As it sat in the Walmart parking lot during his shift, a lot of the mud hardened and fell to the ground. Jake had to go out with a shovel and wheelbarrow the next day to clean it up, leaving a pickup-­sized mud rectangle on the pavement.


    Something about Jake seems so obvious now. I didn’t see it then. Jake pushed things until they broke. He pushed until he came to a solid wall, something that forced him to stop. He wouldn’t stop for road bumps. He wouldn’t even stop for minor accidents. He did not stop unless something bigger stopped him.


    Later that year, we went on several drives up the mountain. We were always going up the mountain. We went to fish or look for deer and elk. We went on drives just to go on drives. The leaves started to change and fall, and soon the snow came. As the snow came and stayed, and it snowed again, we could drive on fewer and fewer roads. City and county governments don’t plow mountain dirt roads and passes in the winter; they spend their snowplow funds judiciously and elsewhere. But I knew our routes. I knew where Jake liked to go. I knew all his favorite places.


    One evening, as I worked the closing shift at Walmart, an announcement came over the PA system. “Phone call for Eliza in Housewares, line one. Phone call for Eliza in Housewares, line one.”


    I went to the phone attached to a pole in the middle of the Housewares Department and answered. “This is Eliza in Housewares. How may I help you?”


    Jake’s panicked voice yelled, “Eliza! We’re at the top of—” And the line went dead.


    I dialed his number. Straight to voicemail.


    I dialed it again. Voicemail.


    This repeated several times during my shift, which ended at ten thirty. Nothing. No word from him.


    I left Walmart and drove straight to Jake’s house. He wasn’t there. I asked his roommates the last time they had seen him and if anyone knew where he went. Jake’s room roommate, Steven, said Jake took off earlier in the day with Adam. They’d headed to the mountain.


    Ugh. Stuck again, no doubt. Damn him. Why did this have to be my problem? Why did he get to create the problems and I had to solve them? And this one had to be solved with very little information. In the cold. In the snow. In the dark. But I loved him. I didn’t want him to freeze to death. I could sleep when I was dead, right?


    I drove back to my house to see if any of my roommates’ boyfriends had a truck I could use to track Jake down. I drove an old Geo Prism. That car could barely make it up the mountain on a dry day with a tailwind. I needed something with four-­wheel capability. Something that didn’t have a hamster running on a wheel for the engine.


    One boyfriend with a jeep said he would drive me up the mountain to see what we could find. We left town around eleven and headed to where I thought Jake would be. I had a pretty good idea.


    Luckily for us, it snowed the night before, so we were on the hunt for fresh tire tracks. Unluckily for us, by midnight, we came to the end of the road. The road I felt sure Jake was on ended in deep snow. The tracks we followed had clearly decided enough was enough and performed a multipoint turnabout and headed out. We were forced to do the same. It was around one o’clock in the morning when we got back to town.


    By this time, I had called Jake’s cell phone at least a dozen more times. Voicemail.


    I got in my car and drove back to his apartment.


    Steven looked frantic. It’s not that he was more disheveled than normal. He often looked like he’d slept in his clothes, and I don’t think he knew what a comb was. And he also always looked frantic, as if on the verge of snapping from extreme anxiety about one thing or another. It just wasn’t typically directed at me. “We’ve got to call the cops, Eliza. What if something happened?”


    I said, “Steven, we can’t call the cops. What will we tell them? I don’t know where he is. I have a pretty good idea, but I’m not sure.” Plus, I figured they weren’t going to go look for him in the middle of the night.


    “I’m going to sleep. In the morning, when there’s daylight, I’ll find another truck to go look for Jake.” Steven’s face said he clearly disagreed with my decision, but since he didn’t have a better idea, he kept his lips shut in a thin line. I can only imagine the insults he hurled at me in his brain, all probably ending with a disgusted “peasant.”


    “Good night, Steven,” I said.


    He turned petulantly and left the room.


    I crawled into Jake’s bed and eventually fell sleep.


    At six a.m., I woke up to Steven pacing the room by the bed. Literally pacing. Walking back and forth. From one end of the room to the other. It was a small room, but that didn’t seem to slow him down. If anything, it seemed to intensify his barely contained mania.


    “I called dispatch, and they called Search and Rescue,” he said. “I had to.” I think he was mostly convincing himself he’d made the right decision.


    “You called dispatch? What did they say?”


    “I told them where you think he is, and they said they are going to go look for him.”


    Welp. Okay, then. I’m going to class. “Great. Call me if you hear anything.”


    I went to school all morning and heard nothing. No one found Jake and Adam. I called Walmart to let them know Jake wouldn’t be in and told them why. After school, I checked with Steven. He still hadn’t heard anything, so I headed to work.


    Sporting Goods was full of a bunch of cranky old-­timers who knew everything about all the guns and ammunition we carried (in direct opposition to the adjacent Hardware Department, where a kind old gentleman worked every day, minding his own business and mixing paint.) Conveniently, the Sporting Goods associates were as big a pack of busybodies as they claimed their wives to be and had set up a police scanner that was on all the time. Sure enough, when I got to work, they dutifully, eagerly listened to the scanner to see if there was any news. Nothing.


    I went about my business for a couple of hours, and then someone paged me to the Sporting Goods counter. There was some chatter over the police scanners. They had found Jake and Adam on top of the mountain. They figured the two were about fifteen miles from where they abandoned Jake’s truck. They were completely soaked, inadequately dressed, dehydrated, exhausted, and skirting hypothermia. One of the Search and Rescue deputies laughingly reported over the radio that one of the guys they picked up worried mostly because his girlfriend would be pretty ticked off. The old gossips thought this was hysterical.
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