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Humor enables one to live in the midst of tragic



events without being a tragic figure.


—E. T. “CY” EBERHART




PROLOGUE


I edged sideways down the aisle of the crowded Greyhound, careful not to bump anyone with the bulky brown suitcase, which held my every possession: two or three plain cotton dresses, my undergarments, and toiletries—the sparse but precious contents of my hope chest. It may have been no great wonder, back in 1953, that a sixteen-year-old could stuff all she owned into one bag. But the fact that I was transporting my entire life to a new and faraway place felt momentous indeed.


Checking my ticket for the correct seat number, I stopped at 12D, raised myself up on my toes, and pushed the case onto the luggage rack above a heavyset woman who smiled apologetically as she half stood and let me take the empty window seat next to her. I nodded and started to squeeze past, halting for one last look out the window opposite, where my brother, Richard, and his pretty wife, Jan, stood in the docking bay, still waving me a halfhearted good-bye. I tried to smile back, may have smiled back. But when they dropped their hands to close comforting arms around one other, I turned away for good and let the tears streaking my cheeks fall toward my own window. How I hoped it would show me a future beautiful and dependable and worth all the sacrifice.


With a loud snort of exhaust, the bus eased out of the station and turned down State Street toward the main highway heading south out of Salt Lake City. South to Texas, then to Mexico. South to the ranch that would become my home. And south to my new husband, Verlan LeBaron—twenty-three, tall, blond, and handsome (even if his hairline had begun its retreat prematurely). With him, thus far, I’d spent exactly three nights, all of them covert, and those memories were now weeks old. Yet here I was, smuggling myself out of Utah, out of the country in fact, and entrusting myself entirely to his hands with nothing but a few vague and breathy promises of a better life to spur me on.


Afraid this might be my last glimpse of home, I took tearful pains to register the landmarks streaming past—the Hotel Utah, the tall brownstones, the Mormon owned and run ZCMI department store, and Temple Square, with its giant, gray granite buildings, secretive walls, lush gardens, and the gold-leafed statue of the trumpet-blowing angel Moroni—the divine messenger who’d revealed the location of the Book of Mormon to our prophet Joseph Smith back in 1823. Most beloved of all was the majestic backdrop the Wasatch Mountains formed as their gigantic cliffs rung the valley in which Brigham Young and his companions nestled our city. The ache in my heart became a sharp hurt as this symbol of steadfastness and strength, which had long anchored my horizon, eventually drifted out of sight. I offered a silent prayer: God, give me the courage to stand as firm as my Mormon forefathers.


Leaning back in the swaying seat, I closed my eyes, hoping to ward off the surge of homesickness already enveloping me. My mother, along with most everyone else I loved, didn’t even know of my marriage. I’d told even fewer I was moving to the LeBarons’ Mexico homestead. We—Verlan and Charlotte and I—didn’t consider it safe to tell. Besides, by keeping it secret, I avoided all the subversive “I told you so’s” I was sure would have greeted my news. Still, how would I fare in such a strange place with only these two to care about me? That in itself was no given at this point—that either of them would really care. One was the husband I barely knew; the other was the wife who had him first.


As the gloom crept over me, I pressed a hand against my fluttering stomach and tried massaging the knotted fear within. I determined to concentrate on truly pertinent worries, like making it through the next twenty-four hours, until I arrived in El Paso and crossed over the border into Mexico. Since my every step now was an act of sheer obedience to God, perhaps I could presume he’d protect me through it all. In the meantime, I’d have hours to pray for the strength I’d need to take the next steps: Oh God, help me to be unflinching in this sacred commitment I’ve made …


The din of the vibrating bus motor eventually lulled me calm enough to look at my fears a bit more objectively. I’d been trying hard to be brave, and in that I’d largely succeeded so far. (I never much lacked for courage.) But my fundamentalist Mormon faith taught wives to be sweet, patient, and above all, never, ever jealous. I had to be honest. It was not simply the prospect of seeing my new husband again that spawned my dark cloud of worry. More than anything else, I dreaded moving in on the wife who’d staked her claim to him two years prior to mine. In truth, I’d barely claimed him yet at all. And, though I was livelier than she was and quite determined to fulfill him, just how was I going to get my fair share of him with her always around? … and help me to be sweet, patient, never, ever jealous …


I told myself I should be thankful she was no stranger to me. She was my half sister, after all. Somehow, this didn’t help. I still felt like being selfish, and I felt plenty bad about feeling it. God commanded our people to live “plural marriage” or be damned forever. The revelation came directly through the prophet Joseph Smith in 1843: “I reveal unto you a new and an everlasting covenant; and if ye abide not that covenant, then are ye damned; for no one can reject this covenant and be permitted to enter into my glory.” (Doctrine and Covenants, 132:4) Polygamy was a necessary sacrifice we all had to make in order to attain Godhood and avoid Hell. So I’d been told.


Yes, I’d been told it and told it and told it.


As the bus wandered past still-familiar fields of brown and green, I wandered back through my childhood in search of the words so persuasive to me. Perhaps they would persuade me now.




BOOK ONE


CALLED
TO BE A
GODDESS




CHAPTER ONE


As we were growing up, polygamy was the ruling tenet of our lives. This “Celestial Law” was so integral to who we were and what we were trying to accomplish that most often, we referred to it simply as “the Principle.” Everything else we were to do or not do, be or not be (a great deal, as it turns out) was ancillary to this: men were to have as many wives and as many children as they possibly could during the few years they walked this Earth. It was upon the conclusion of those trying, earthly years that we would all reap the divine rewards for our obedience to the Principle.


As children, we were not just taught to honor the Principle, we were taught to claim it as our birthright. We were born into it; no conversion was necessary. “You are God’s chosen ones, his special children of the covenant” we were told at home and at Sunday meeting, during visits to and from friends, and in all the literature we were allowed to read. We consequently viewed with great suspicion the few strange souls who occasionally tried to join our ranks from the outside. More likely than not they were mere deviants, men who got off on the idea of God-sanctioned sex with multiple women who were bound by oath to endure it. These were not children of the Principle. Children of the Principle understood that polygamy was all about future glory.


I WAS BORN INTO a fourth-generation polygamous family on February 1, 1937, a day that lay frozen under the white shroud of a typical Utah winter. I ended up a middle kid—thirteenth of the thirty-one born to my father, fourth of the six born to my mother. I was Mother’s long-awaited first daughter. After me, she had two more.


Mother was the second of Dad’s four wives. Rhea Allred, his first wife (a powerful position within many polygamous families), was a smashing brunette with beautiful brown eyes who believed heartily in the Principle and was determined to live it. My grandfather Harvey, who fathered both Rhea and Mother by different wives, wouldn’t let Dad marry Rhea until he promised just one thing: to live plural marriage. Outside our Mormon fundamentalist circle, this would have been an unthinkable stipulation to put on a prospective groom, particularly one wanting to marry your daughter. But among children of the covenant, a commitment to polygamy had to come first. Dad complied, initially by word and later by action.


So my mother, Olive, was my aunt Rhea’s half sister. In obedience to the Principle, Aunt Rhea urged and ultimately persuaded Mother to marry her husband—my father, Morris Q. Kunz. This was one of the more vexing contributions polygamous women were called on to make: the recruitment of new wives into their husband’s households. After all, only so many women were born into the Principle, and each man was commanded to wed as many of them as he could. There was terrible competition. Weary husbands needed assistance, particularly as they aged and grew thicker in the middle as well as thinner in the wallet. A righteous woman who mastered the sin of jealousy and could effectively court others on her husband’s behalf was a prize worth having. Generally, she could accomplish it only with her eternal rewards square in her sights. Devout Aunt Rhea managed to do her part. So Mother and Rhea were half sisters who then became sister wives.


Twenty-one on her wedding day (relatively old by polygamist standards), Mother was a lovely, blue-eyed blonde. One might think two beautiful wives would be enough for any man, but in polygamy, nothing is ever enough. A couple years after he married Mother, Dad married Ellen Halliday, who he’d met only days earlier. And another two years after that, while Ellen was still taken up with the birth of their second child, Dad married fifteen-year-old Rachel Jessop, his fourth wife. He was two months shy of twenty-eight at the time.


THE PRINCIPLE WAS NEITHER a license for male promiscuity (though it sometimes felt like it) nor a gratuitous call to suffering (though it quite often felt like that). In harmony with our teaching that “as man is, God once was, and as God is, man may become,” the Principle was, quite simply, the way of God.


Many early Mormons believed this planet was given to Adam as a reward for his own obedience to the Celestial Law on some other world. Adam, known prior to his earthly incarnation as Michael the Archangel, was granted the status of a god because of his righteous life. Earth was to be his domain, and the wives and children he acquired on that other world were to help him populate this one, which he would then rule over as God the Father, spoken of in the Christian scriptures. Adam came to Earth with one of his celestial wives to begin mortal life for their spirit children. Their primary mission was to procreate and populate their world, providing bodies to all their spirit children so those children would have the opportunity to work out their own salvation.


Adam chose Jesus, the firstborn of his innumerable offspring in the preexistence, to be the second member of the Trinity (the third being the Holy Spirit). While here on Earth, before he was sacrificed for the sins of humanity, Jesus himself had at least two wives, Mary Magdalene being one of them. When Jesus returns to resurrect the dead, he will exalt to the highest level of celestial glory all male children of the covenant who have succeeded well in living the Principle. They will become gods of their own worlds.


A man who acquires at least two wives in this life is thought worthy of being such a god, and one with seven or more (called a quorum) is practically assured of it. The wives and children sealed to a deserving man while on Earth will assist him in populating the world he is given to rule over in the next link of this godhood chain. The larger his family here, the better head start they’ll have there. (There were even mechanisms in place for marrying off dead women by proxy. This was thought to add to the prestige of the polygamist men to whom these women were married.)


Women cannot become gods in their own right. A woman’s hope lay solely in being a wife and mother—one of many wives to her husband; mother of many, many children. She thereby contributes to her husband’s future kingdom and will ultimately share in his glory as a goddess, an immortal being who will rule under him and alongside her sister wives for eternity. A woman is dependent on her husband god to “pull her through the veil” of death into heaven and divinity. Polygamous women whose husbands for some reason do not merit becoming gods can be sealed to other worthy men. Unmarried women and monogamous women can look forward to being angels in the next life. Angels are forever single and childless, ministering servants to the gods, and part of the celestial audience attendant at others’ earthly weddings.


This was the “gospel” of the early Mormons as we were taught it.


DAD WAS A FIREMAN whose family, understandably, grew much faster than his paycheck—an almost universal problem among polygamists. On Dad’s salary, there was no way he could afford separate households for each of his wives. This also was common. Wives always needed, wanted, and at times demanded privacy for themselves and their own broods, but polygamous husbands could rarely afford that for very long, especially as they got deeper into living out the Principle. Different compromises were struck in different households. In ours, for a time, the solution was a half-finished fourplex that accommodated all Dad’s wives. He built it himself with the help of a few friends on some acreage he bought in the small Mormon community of Murray, Utah, just outside Salt Lake—a spot his four families came to call “the Farm.”


For a few months during the construction of the fourplex, my mother, brothers, sisters, and I lived in our neighbor’s chicken coop. I was only four years old the night lightning flashes from a threatening line of thunderstorms woke me. Soon the rain was seeping through the coop’s torn, tar-papered roof, soaking me to the skin. The next day we moved into our house, though its rooms still lacked even partitions or plaster. We used blankets for dividers, but at least Dad had his whole family under one roof. Aunt Rhea and Mother lived upstairs, while wives three and four lived below. Eventually, each would have her own all-important and much-utilized kitchen. We thought our fourplex a fairly comfortable arrangement for everyone concerned. Still, my four “mothers” suffered in ways I was too young to understand.


It took just one night for us to discover that our old mattresses had been contaminated while we’d been sleeping in the chicken coop. When we moved into the house, the bedbugs came right along with us. We children cried, thrashing around all night, scratching our bites until they bled. Mother turned on the lights and killed the vermin as we squirmed beneath the covers. (I can still remember the unique stench of squashed bedbugs.) The next morning, Mother hauled the mattresses into the August sun and searched each one individually. She stretched the seams where the creatures hid and multiplied, and then she poured hot, scalding water from her teakettle down the folds on the mattresses’ sides. After the hot sun dried them, Mother returned them to our bedroom, but the pesky bugs kept snacking on us, and she finally realized they had migrated into the framed walls, hiding where the two-by-fours were nailed together. She fought them continually until the day we moved away.


DESPITE THE LONG HOURS he put in, Dad’s modest income always fell far short of our needs. To make up for it, Mother and her sister wives had to be on their toes and working as a team. Creativity and compassion also came in pretty handy. On many occasions, they had to pull together for mere survival.


One opportunity for some major pulling together came in 1942—a year in which the winter arrived early and set in heavy along the Wasatch Mountains. A late-September snow that year caught three pregnant wives unexpectedly. Rachel, Ellen, and Rhea were all with child and couldn’t work outside in the cold. This left my mother to do all the harshest chores for the ever-growing family.


In this bitter cold, Mother gathered fuel for the stove. She recruited three of the older children from Rhea and Ellen’s families and two of her own. Though they lacked rubber boots for their feet or hats for their bare heads, their mothers tried to bundle the workers up, pulling odd stockings over their hands for gloves. These stretched up to their elbows and were held in place by their tattered, secondhand coats.


Thus attired, the ragtag work team emerged from our fourplex and traipsed along silently in the fresh-fallen snow, each member carrying a gunnysack. They snuck into a neighbor’s orchard, lured there by its stark, bare trees, and then scoured the white fields for already fallen, more flammable plunder. Breaking branches into small enough lengths to fit into the cloth sacks, they worked for over an hour as the small children’s hands became numb. Mother spurred them to hold their sacks open wide so she could fill each one, shoving in just the amount each child could carry home. When I saw the red faces and stiff, cold hands of the work crew as it returned home, I was glad my mother ignored my tearful pleas to go along.


Each morning, Mother would repeat her foray. Gunnysacks in hand, she’d take a few of us on a “walk,” and we’d pick up old shoes, pieces of crates, and broken branches along the way, always trying to gather enough fuel for the day’s needs. When we were lucky, the scavenged odds and ends would burn long enough in one stove for each wife to have a turn cooking. Sometimes there wasn’t enough for them to light four separate fires in their kitchens. This was just as well. The warmth from that one woodstove generally took the chill off the room in which we huddled together for comfort during those cold winter months.


The four wives humbled themselves before God daily, asking and waiting for him to supply their needs as it became more apparent that Dad could not. At some point, we were left with cornmeal as our only staple, though once each week, we could get a two-day supply of watered-down milk. Mother finally decided that it just wasn’t good enough. One day she announced she was taking three of the older kids with her, and they would return only after they’d found something with which to feed the family. Aunt Rhea took her aside and scolded her for building up our hopes falsely, but Mother was determined to procure anything she could to nourish the famished tribe. Having done God’s bidding for eleven years now, she expected him to come through for her in this dark hour. Tucking three heavy paper grocery bags under her arm, she led the way out the door and headed toward the nearby fields, where new houses were fast going up.


Mother sang praises to the Almighty as they marched along. She recited a Bible verse, asserting “ye have not, because ye ask not.” With what little personal experience in prayer the children had, they implored their maker to send them some rations.


As they approached the construction area, Mother saw a man with a wheelbarrow coming in their direction. She received a premonition and exclaimed to the kids, “I know that whatever that man is dumping on the ground is the answer to our prayers!” My siblings waited quietly while the man returned to his garage, then came back out with his wheelbarrow full a second time. He dumped the contents on top of the first load and then went back inside. He hadn’t seemed to notice the little clan standing by, stomping their feet and eyeing his debris. Mother waited about ten minutes, until she was satisfied the man had completed his job. She had no clue what he had deposited, but she knew it would soon be hers.


When she thought it safe, they made a run for it. Mother wanted to cry with joy as she knelt before the heap. Sure enough, God gave us heavenly manna—a magnificent pile of dirty, sprouting potatoes. If she managed it right, this windfall would feed Dad’s family for two full weeks. The gleeful kids loaded up their paper bags. Mother instructed them to walk the potatoes home slowly so the bags wouldn’t tear open and scatter our treasure down the street. They should then return to the potato pile with our empty wicker baby buggy and two strong gunnysacks, being extra quiet on the way back so as not to draw the attention of any of our nosey, monogamous Mormon neighbors. Mother couldn’t bear letting those disapproving tongue-waggers see us scrounging out such a minimal existence.


But the emotions of the three hungry children ran high. They made a clatter probably heard for a block as they raced along behind the ragged buggy, preoccupied with tantalizing visions of hot potato soup.


THE MORMON CHURCH SLOUGHED off many of its basic beliefs beginning late in the nineteenth century, largely under pressure from the civil authorities who outlawed the practice of polygamy, which many Mormons considered integral to their faith. For a brief time after 1890, when they issued the first manifesto renouncing plural marriage, even some of the church leaders continued to privately profess and practice the Principle. They had sent believers to form polygamist colonies across the western United States and as far away as Mexico with orders to safeguard the faith. But political pressures eventually prevailed. A second manifesto, in 1904, ended the practice of polygamy within the Mormon Church, now called the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, or just Latter Day Saints (LDS). The command to live plural marriage was suspended; LDS men were to have only one wife.


Torn between God’s law and man’s law, those who refused to give up plural marriage had to go into hiding. Some of them fled to Mexico; others went underground within their own communities. Despite the transformed doctrines of the LDS Church, these spiritual refugees considered themselves the true Mormons, the faithful followers of Joseph Smith and his initial converts. Their mission now was urgent—to preserve the faith in a time of dark apostasy. More than ever, they believed, the Principle must be lived and lived strictly. Known as fundamentalists, we were their descendents.


By the time I came along, fundamentalist Mormons were a huge embarrassment to the LDS Church. And the fundamentalists, in turn, both resented and envied the LDS. We considered ourselves the chosen ones, the pure in heart, the true “Zion.” And the LDS, having abandoned the Principle, were merely worldly. In a way they were worse than the world, since they’d once known the light and gave it up. We prayed for their return.


In the meantime, we hid. And while we hid, we had to eat and breathe the Principle, continually pumping ourselves up in it so we could withstand the world and the church thinking it wrong. We shielded ourselves from outside influences and tried hard to value persecution as proof of our righteousness. One form persecution took was exclusion from our own temple, the temple the prophet Brigham Young (successor to Joseph Smith) longed to see finished throughout the years he’d faithfully lived and taught plural marriage. The only polygamists ever allowed in now were those masquerading as LDS members or who had not yet personally acted on the Principle.


Yes, the LDS apostates chose the easy path, leaving us to slink about in the shadows. And then they had the nerve to treat us as undesirables.


HOW WELL I STILL remember my first day of school. Before that morning, I’d only left the Farm to visit the homes of family friends, to go to Sunday meetings (also at friends’ homes), and on one very special occasion, to attend a family picnic at Murray Park. The expedition to Lincoln Elementary School would be my debut into the world—an event mandated by the state, anticipated by me, and feared by my family. The adults in our household worked hard to prepare us.


“You are the special, chosen ones,” they told us even more often than usual. “Very few of your classmates will be children of the covenant, so you’ll have to be careful of them. Don’t let them influence you. Don’t listen to their talk or play their games or read their books. Remember, you are chosen; you must keep yourselves pure.


“Now, don’t feel bad if they call you names. We have to welcome persecution. It just proves you’re the chosen ones, not them.


“Oh, and don’t talk to anyone about the Principle.”


When the time came, we—the eldest thirteen of the twenty-one children born to my father thus far—left our fourplex in a pack and began the trek to the school. I walked between Joseph and Mary, holding their hands, as excited as we were united. The three of us had all turned five and were going to begin kindergarten. I had on my new, blue and white checkered dress (homemade from printed flour sack material), my brother Richard’s worn tennis shoes that were a size too big, and ribbons in my braided hair.


Our older siblings told us younger ones to walk fast and ignore the insults from the teenage kids who ran past, throwing rocks at us and yelling, “Ha, ha, there go the pligs!” I didn’t understand what “plig” meant (it was short for “polygamist”), but by the way my brothers and sisters acted, I knew it must be a dirty word. It was a label I’d be branded with for years to come. Knowing myself to be a “special child of God,” I was always left to wonder why these kids would be so cruel to me.


My ten-year-old brother, Roger, escorted Joseph, Mary, and me to the unfamiliar kindergarten classroom. It was the teacher’s first year at that school. Roger gave her our birth certificates and a paper with our address and phone number on it. After he left for his own class, the teacher smiled, looking at our papers, and asked, “You’re triplets, aren’t you?”


I, being the bravest of the three, answered, “No, ma’am.”


“Are any of you twins?” I shook my head no. A bewildered look crossed her face. “How can you be brothers and sisters and all be five?”


I wondered how the teacher could be so stupid. “We’ve all got the same father. We live in the same house. But Mary’s mom is Ellen, Joseph’s mom is Rachel, and my mom is Olive.”


I’ll never forget her horror. She stammered, “You—you—you mean your father has … three different wives?” She looked shocked.


I answered obediently, “Yes, ma’am.”


Gasping, she continued, “You mean to tell me he lives with all three wives … in the same house?”


I thought maybe she was slighting my dad’s first wife, Aunt Rhea, so I clarified. “Oh no, my dad has four wives.” Then I added, bragging, “But tonight it’s his turn to sleep with Mom.”


The new teacher got up from her desk and curtly left the room to confer with the school principal, who it turned out was familiar with polygamist children because they’d infiltrated his school in the past. While we waited for the teacher’s return, the whole class kept staring at the three of us. Young as I was, I felt something was amiss. I began to suspect we weren’t being given the respect “chosen children of God” deserved. By lunchtime, my classmates had poked such fun at me—about my floppy tennis shoes and our many mothers—that I was finally reduced to tears.


Later that same year, I was kneeling down and accidentally stepped on my fading flour-sack dress, tearing the seam at the waist and revealing my flour-sack panties. I was sick about being seen that way by the other children. My teacher supplied a couple of safety pins to hold the torn skirt in place, but the damage had been done.


Our polygamy and our poverty made us different, but it also bonded us to each other, especially as our sense of conspicuousness and persecution heightened. We got by on bare necessities, sometimes wanting even for those, while the other kids routinely enjoyed what we knew were great blessings: a new pair of shoes to start each school year, store-bought clothes now and then, and the acceptance of our teachers, administrators, and one another.


I began to hate school and to long for the safety of home.


WE HAD ONLY ONE CAR, which Dad took every day to work. His wives rode the bus when they had to go shopping or do other errands, and the rest of us rarely went anywhere except to school and to meet or visit with other fundamentalists. Extracurricular school activities were generally off-limits as well.


All we were allowed to read, aside from what we were assigned by our teachers, were the Mormon scriptures and a running exposition of those scriptures titled Truth Magazine, published monthly by one of our dear fundamentalist brethren. By Mormon scriptures, I refer loosely to the Book of Mormon, divinely received, translated, and passed down by our prophet Joseph Smith; the Doctrine and Covenants, a collection of literature on the Mormon faith and revelations on church governance; the Christian Bible, as corrected by Smith in the Inspired Version; and other Mormon books, such as the Pearl of Great Price, the Journal of Discourses, and later The Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith. These formed the inventory of our indoctrination.


My aunt Rhea was the spiritual engine within our household. She was pious, serious, and devoted to the Principle. Sure it was the only way to please God and attain glory, she meant for the rest of us to be pious, serious, and devoted to the Principle as well. Whenever I got up early enough in the morning, I could find Aunt Rhea still poring over her scriptures or the newest Truth Magazine, steeling herself on the proper ends and means for living plural marriage.


These truths, moreover, were the topic of most every conversation I was privy to whenever friends came by for visits or when we went visiting. The adults discussed the Principle while they cooked and while they sewed, and we prayed about it daily as a family. At Sunday meetings, we children were divided and taught the Principle in age-appropriate doses and concentrations, while in the main room the grown-ups were reminded weekly why they were doing what they were doing and how to do it better. Every precept at every level of our comprehension seemed to support that central call on our lives—to live polygamy. Here is just a sampling of the truths that, over time, became even more real to us than our hunger or our jealousy or the disdain of our neighbors:




1. As chosen vessels of God, we were held in Heaven to come forth in these latter days to live the Celestial Law. In fact, while our spirits were still with God in the preexistence, we chose to be born at this precise time for the very purpose of living polygamy.


2. We were to stay separate from the world, keeping ourselves innocent of its culture, values, and various entanglements.


3. We were to obey God at all times and costs, even if we had to break the laws of the land to do it. The prophet Brigham Young emphasized that we should welcome persecution, for if it ceased, we could be sure we had fallen from God’s favor.


4. All men who reached the age of eighteen were to be received into the higher priesthood if they also believed the Mormon scriptures, prayed faithfully, obeyed the Word of Wisdom (did not smoke or drink coffee, tea, or alcohol), and pledged to practice plural marriage. These men (also referred to as brethren) were thereby competent to participate in priesthood activities and to get married, lead their families, and receive God’s divine revelations.


5. Women were only to marry men who held the priesthood, because no one else could pull them through the veil. Once married, wives had to obey their husbands strictly.


6. The brethren were to be respected and obeyed, their wisdom and dictates never questioned. (After all, they were the vehicles of God’s priesthood and served as his mouthpieces.)


7. We were to be loyal to the brethren and protect them from the scrutiny and interference of outsiders at all times. In short, we were never to talk about our fundamentalist brothers and sisters to anyone.





These various components of our gospel may not have been set out for us quite so bluntly, but this was their gist. It was a handy bunch of mandates for safeguarding such a countercultural lifestyle. But sometimes it was an awful lot to put on children.


WHEN I GOT OLDER, my father and four of his wives lived near another large, polygamous family named Kelsch. My association with these kids was mostly on Sundays, when both families met together in the Kelsch home to be taught the gospel.


One particular Saturday morning, seven of Dad’s kids took off running to Murray Park, with eight of the Kelsch kids trailing our heels. We wanted to be first in line for free swimming lessons, so we got there early and waited almost an hour for the swimming pool to open.


Finally, a slim, severe-looking woman in a blue one-piece bathing suit unlocked the gate. She instructed us to stay in line and keep the noise down.


Joseph, Mary, and I signed up first. The three of us were now ten years old. Next was my sister Rula, who was twelve, sisters Nan and Norma, who were both eight, and Millie, seven. We seven gave the woman our same address.


This went along pretty well and without incident until the eight Kelsch kids started signing up. Two were six, two were eight, two were ten, and two were twelve. It was then the swimming teacher realized all fifteen kids had only two last names and two addresses. She threw her pen down with an air of authority and said, “Somebody here is trying to be funny. I’ll send every one of you home, and you can’t swim unless you tell me the truth.”


The air went dead. We’d been cautioned never to tell anyone we were polygamists unless it was an emergency. I reasoned instantly that since Mother and Dad couldn’t pay for swimming lessons and these were free, the truth had to be told. As far as I could see, this was an emergency.


Acting as spokesperson, I stepped closer to the table. I lowered my voice, trying to avert any more of the uncalled-for attention we’d already received. “L-L-Lady,” I stuttered, hoping she was smart enough to understand, “we all have different mothers, but we have the same dad.” To avoid further complication, I added, “We really do have the same address. It’s the same with these Kelsch kids, and …”


She looked more dumfounded with each word I spoke. Picking up her pen, she tilted her head at a quizzical angle and interrupted me midsentence. She pointed to the two ten-year-old Kelsch kids. “You’re half brothers?” she asked, astounded. They nodded.


“Now, you two are half brothers, right?” she asked the twelve year olds. They, too, nodded.


She got excited, clearly thinking she’d finally figured this mess out. She thrust her pen at each age group in rapid succession, using it to separate them as she went along. “Now, you’re half?” They nodded. “You’re full and you’re half?” Her pen went back and forth. Finally, she yelled at little eight-year-old Dale Kelsch, whose mind by this time had wandered onto other things. “Hey, kid, are you full?”


He looked up at her in total earnestness and said in a timid voice, “No, ma’am, I’m hungry.”


We all broke up laughing as the lady sat there with a dazed look on her face. Finally, in disgust, she waved her arms, giving us all permission to go into the pool.


After that confusion, I realized why Dad always refused to allow us to call one another half brothers or half sisters. To him, and eventually to us as well, all his children were simply brothers and sisters.


AS I GOT OLDER, I began to stew about some of our fundamentalist doctrines. If Adam was God, for example, whom did he disobey? I was told such questions showed disrespect and a lack of faith. “Be quiet and believe,” I would hear from my older brothers and my devout aunt Rhea.


Another time I actually raised my hand in a Sunday school class and asked how it could be that the godly brethren we knew—all of whom were someone’s sons—could one day receive their own worlds to populate and rule and at the same time be required to help their fathers to populate theirs.


The question was disallowed, and I learned quickly that our faith had a lot more to do with righteous practice than understanding. My worries turned from the beliefs themselves to how well we were living them. Were we succeeding? And when my turn came, would I know what to do and be able to do it?




CHAPTER TWO


A teaching that was to have a grave impact on how I lived my life can be summed up quite simply as follows: people fail the Principle, but the Principle itself never fails. The way it was put to us was really more like a challenge, even a dare: plural marriage will damn more people than it saves precisely because so few who attempt it will be able to live up to such a high calling. When families splintered, when spouses delved into unrighteousness, when children of the covenant lacked the courage to live polygamy for themselves, it was always the fault of human weakness and sin, never a problem with the Principle.


Over the years, in a great variety of ways, we saw so many of our number fail—some of them our own parents, or worse still, our leaders. The odd effect on me and on many others was to make us resolve all the harder to be among those who prevailed. If glory was that hard to attain, it must be well worth having. Besides, what was our alternative?


I WAS TOO YOUNG to comprehend the problems among my father and his four wives, but soon after I started kindergarten, my mother moved out of the fourplex. A short time later, both Aunt Rhea and Aunt Rachel also left Dad. Yes, even Aunt Rhea. At my age, it was baffling to me why three of our four mothers suddenly left.


Years later, when I tried to find out why, Mother admitted to me that Dad had a drinking problem. This, along with his inability to support them financially or meet any of their emotional or physical needs, forced Rachel, Rhea, and Mother to move out and struggle on alone.


After that conversation with Mother, she never talked much about Dad to me, except to make sure I remembered about his drinking problem and also that I knew he swore and smoked. “If he couldn’t even keep the Word of Wisdom, how could he expect to become a god?” Mother said. My father had violated those relatively minor rules, even while living the higher and harder law of polygamy.


I regretted that I never got to know my father any better. It was terribly lonely to be raised without him. I needed his love and acceptance. When my mother left him, I was torn between him and my loyalty to her. After that, I didn’t get to see him very often, and when I did, I was afraid of him.


The most vivid recollection I have of my father was the time he picked me up at our little rented house after work and took me to spend the night with him and Ellen. (Of his wives, she alone had elected to stay with him.) I was barely six, and without Mother there, I was too frightened to eat much supper. Dad must have sensed my discomfort because he allowed me to sleep in his big brass bed with him and Aunt Ellen. He hugged me, telling me how special I was. “Don’t ever forget me, Renski. I know your name’s Irene, but you’ll always be Renski to me. Come visit your ol’ man whenever you can.” He held me close as I fell asleep in his arms.


I’ll never forget that night. I came halfway out of a deep sleep, sensing something warm and wet. Then I heard Dad’s angry shouts. “Damn it, Ellen, get this kid out of here. She’s pissed all over me!” He shoved me out of bed. “Hell sakes, Ellen, put this kid on the damn pot,” he yelled as he jumped up and went to the kitchen to heat some water so he could take a bath. I could still hear him grumbling. “I’ve got to leave for work by five o’clock!”


Aunt Ellen wearily slipped off the wet panties that clung to my bottom. I was groggy and could hardly move, but I hoped to escape Dad’s further wrath by letting her place me on the chamber pot. (We still didn’t have an operational indoor toilet.) I had to hold myself carefully over the two-gallon “chamber” so the stifling stuff inside wouldn’t touch my bum. I tried hard to balance myself, but somehow the whole stinkin’ pot tipped over and spilled in all directions. I could do nothing but sprawl right in the middle of the awful mess. I was horrified.


“Good hell, Ellen, get that damn kid in here! Wash her off in my bath water so I can take her home before I’m late for work.”


On the way back to my mother’s, I hardly said a word. I couldn’t even look at him. I thought Dad didn’t like me anymore. He must have noticed my quivering lip, because he reached in his pocket and gave me a quarter. My deep longings for a father soon began to fade.


AFTER ALL THE COVENANTS my mother and dad made to one another before God and angels, plus one or two witnesses, it was dire poverty that finally eroded their commitment. That, and Dad’s inability to meet Mother’s most profound needs as a woman. According to a journal I found many years later, after her death, this failure broke my mother’s heart.


She tried to live polygamy, but found her life joyless in it. Waiting for her turn alongside Dad’s other three young wives, Mother found her time with him was too limited. His passions were spent by the time he came to her door. His emotions were consumed by alcohol before he came to see any of them. Mother was afraid of him even while she yearned for him. Sometimes she wondered why God didn’t want women and children to be happy, too.


My mother lived in a religious no-win situation. She was devoted to a tradition that defeated her. And she passed this dilemma along to us. Though she loved the Mormon Church, “it was out of order,” she said. It ceased to proclaim God’s law of polygamy, and this not only confused people about God’s requirements for exaltation but it also left the faithful in the lurch. Perhaps the church’s failure even contributed to the downfall of some, like her and Dad, who couldn’t quite get to the polygamy finish line despite years of sacrifice and struggle.


Mormons who rejected the LDS’s manifestos of 1890 and 1904 were instructed to bear all the children they could and thereby multiply the numbers of the faithful, but no one seemed to much consider who would support these abundant offspring. Each man married whomever he could persuade to become a producing member of his “family kingdom,” and each wife then set about fulfilling her maternal role. Not to worry, “God would provide.” But far too often, God came in the form of county and state welfare. With six young children to raise, my mother was forced to live on welfare for eight years after leaving Dad. Her heart ached that she could never give us the things she thought we needed.


Mother tried unsuccessfully for several years to get an official “release” (divorce) from Dad, but this could only be done by the “priesthood holder” who married them in the first place. This man told Mother he’d gladly release her, but only on the condition she marry him instead. It didn’t take her two seconds to realize she’d rather be single forever (forever, because in heaven she’d be an angel instead of a goddess) than marry this disgusting, obese old man. It had been unbearable enough being wife number two. Why now stoop to being the seventh wife of a high priest?


Soon after she first left him, Dad came and pled with Mother to take him back. She was so painfully lonely that in a moment of weakness, she finally agreed, and she returned to the fourplex. This lasted for only a short time. Not many months later, Mother was alone again, now pregnant with her sixth child.


All of my mother’s pregnancies were rough. She’d often spent a month or more confined to her bed, trying to not miscarry. As every delivery approached, she feared she would die. Aunt Rhea was the one whose nurturing and gentle coaching helped Mother pull through each painful ordeal. Afterward, while Mother recuperated (the custom then was for women to lie in bed for ten days after giving birth), Aunt Rhea would bathe her and rub lotion on her arms and legs. The tender treatment she received from Aunt Rhea gave her license at times to pretend she was weaker than she was and incapable of resuming her duties—a situation Dad generally responded to with impatience, which made Mother feel even more alone and more rejected by him. Soaking in the loving attention Aunt Rhea showered on her, she resented the fact that her own husband never rubbed or caressed her and rarely touched her at all. Mother often felt her sister Rhea was the only person who really loved her.


With no Aunt Rhea down the hall, no vitamins, and what little nourishment she could get after her welfare checks were spent on us, Mother’s final pregnancy thoroughly taxed her naturally thin, frail frame. Still, she somehow carried my sister Erma to term. The baby was delivered by cesarean section at the county hospital in May 1943. It had been four years since Mother delivered her last child. Erma was a cute, red-faced doll who won her heart instantly. Mother doted on her and immediately repented of ever thinking the pregnancy had been a mistake. But when she thought about caring for her new daughter, desperation enveloped her.


Mother was a dreamer who never made peace with her life. I remember her as multitalented—a singer, typist, seamstress, poet, and teacher. And I remember her as a servant, always doing for others when she had any energy at all to spare. But to her own children she was distant and inaccessible, caught up with regrets about how things might have been, caught up with her poverty and isolation and need. At times she got depressed, and then we had her even less. My brothers and sisters and I felt she’d abandoned us, perhaps not as much as Dad had, but she’d emotionally abandoned us just the same.


IN JULY 1944, state and federal authorities arrested nineteen men throughout Utah for the practice of plural marriage. My father was one of them. The raid was intended to stop polygamy by making an example of these men. This was the biggest crackdown on polygamists in a decade, and the State of Utah said its actions were necessary to curb abuses of women, children, and welfare agencies. Soaring numbers of applications for government aid came in from women claiming to be single moms, but who continually turned up pregnant. Girls as young as fourteen were bearing children by men old enough to be their fathers. Polygamy was on the rise, and something needed to be done.


At the tender age of seven, I appeared with a large group of polygamist families in a double-page photo spread in LIFE magazine. The story was so unusual, the editors gave it prime placement. Not since the 1890s, as far as anyone could remember, had a national publication addressed the oddity of American polygamy.


Among those arrested, fifteen signed a statement promising to abandon their plural wives and the practice of polygamy, and these men were released. My father and three other staunch believers refused, determined to sit in jail forever, if necessary, rather than make bastards of most their children. Dad, with only one wife still willing to live with him, said he remained committed to the laws of God, including polygamy.


The polygamists who signed the statements mostly went right on practicing polygamy, apparently undaunted by the arrests and their own disavowals, though perhaps a little less esteemed by the surprised rest of us. But Dad and his three steadfast friends who did exactly what we all expected them to do spent two and a half years in the Utah State Prison. He called it “Crowbar College.”


Mother was never allowed to visit Dad inside the prison, because she wasn’t legally married to him. Only Aunt Rhea, his legal wife, could go in. But Mother once took her children to see him anyway. Hoping for a miracle that would gain us entrance, she persuaded a friend to drive us to the prison grounds on visitors’ day. Once there, while other families went in and out, she waited with all six of us in the crowded parking lot. When Dad finally came into the prison yard with the other convicts, we watched as she led little Erma over to the fence to meet her dad for the very first time.


I remember him stooping down with tears streaming down his anguished face and putting a quarter through the squares in the wire to coax little Erma to let him kiss her. Mother then scooped Erma up in her arms and walked rapidly toward the car before Dad could see that she was crying, too. He was the only love she’d ever known, but in order to survive, she needed to quit loving him and move on with her life. She learned that desire brings pain with it, so she vowed never to desire a man again.


The long ride home that afternoon seemed to take forever. None of us frightened kids said a word as Mother sat beside us, weeping silently all the way.


I WAS TWELVE when Mother applied for homestead rights in an arid, sparsely settled region near the Utah-Nevada border called Trout Creek. The homesteading program involved the receipt of 150 undeveloped acres in the Utah sticks in exchange for nothing but a commitment to improve them. Mother planned to farm on her homestead, though we later discovered it was too sandy to sustain much in the way of vegetation. All the water with which we tried to irrigate disappeared instantly into the deep sand, sinking too quickly to be grabbed up by seeds or roots near the surface. Our farm was like a giant sieve. But Mother, who had by this time settled for a civil divorce from Dad (granted on the basis of her being a common-law wife), felt she finally had to get away from Salt Lake City and focus her attention on her neglected children. At first, Trout Creek seemed the place to do it.


Aunt Rhea, always worried that my mother was relying on me too heavily around the house and yet depriving me of proper religious instruction and example, insisted I come live with her and her seven children for the school year. Having obtained the official release from my father that my mother had been unable to get (two different elders married the two sisters to my father), Rhea was now living in Farmington, Utah, a little north of Salt Lake. I was there when Mother moved to Trout Creek with my sisters, Becky and Erma. (My brothers had already left home. Roger was married and living in Salt Lake City; Douglas and Richard worked as hired hands on a ranch some thirty miles away.) During the Christmas holidays that year, Mother came to see me. I was so homesick, I prevailed upon her to let me go back with her to Trout Creek so I could be a part of her fresh start in life.


A Mr. Walter Faber began building Mother a two-bedroom frame home on her sandy property. He was a former Mormon who brought his family to Trout Creek to found some sort of new religious sect, though not a polygamist one. My mother accepted his tremendous generosity as a neighborly kindness. As for her land, Mother was determined to clear a piece of it herself with a borrowed tractor and at least plant a large vegetable garden. By the time I arrived, she and my eleven-year-old sister Becky had already dug a well to supply the new homestead. They had to excavate fourteen feet before finally reaching water.


While Mother’s house was being built, we moved in with the Faber family, and I enrolled in Partoun School—the only seventh grader in a one-room secondary school. When summer came, I was able to get work at a ranch owned by Chet and Nelda Young, acquaintances of my brothers’. I tended the Youngs’ five children and helped with the housecleaning. Their ranch was about ninety miles from Trout Creek, so I didn’t see any of my family the entire summer. At the end of it, I came home with a hundred dollars in my pocket, and I finally got to move into our brand-new house.


When I saw my sister Becky, I took her in my arms and cried. Just being together in our own home was heaven. We were six hours west of Salt Lake City, in the middle of nowhere, and I was ready to be a family again. I missed my three older brothers, but at least I had Becky and Erma and Mother. Still just thirteen, I yearned for the comfort and security of some togetherness after all the ways our family had been torn apart over the years.


That first night, I helped out with the chores until the warm autumn sun went down, and then I retired to gab with my sisters. Becky begged me to sleep outside with her, where we could talk and have our privacy, and Mother happily gave her consent. Since seven- year-old Erma was still rather shy around me, I insisted she be included. Snuggling up close together while we slept would give us a chance to express the sisterly love we felt for each other.


Becky helped me pull the old blue and white striped mattress off the metal bed in our room. We puffed along dramatically as we dragged the unwieldy thing across the yard, stopping often to rest, and then we giggled like idiots when we finally dropped it in among the sagebrush about thirty yards from the house. The sagebrush might at least muffle our voices and laughter. We slipped into our nighties and tucked our clothes under the foot of the mattress, settling in for bed. Soon it was pitch black except for a dazzling spray of stars across the desert sky.


One thing kept nagging at me and preventing me from sleeping. Earlier in the evening, a neighbor from a nearby ranch showed up for a visit. I took an instant disliking to him, mostly because of how he kept his eyes glued on my mother. I just knew his supposed friendship with her was really about what the Bible calls lust. He also laughed too loud, with an awful bray, was ugly and unkept, and when he wasn’t looking hungrily at Mother, he flitted his eyes about the room in a manner I found, well, shifty. Furthermore, when I gave him blatant hints to leave, he’d ignored them, showing a total lack of manners. He was still inside with Mother when we gathered on the mattress outside.


I felt uneasy about the whole thing. Yes, Mother was forty years old, but could she keep this fellow in line? I well knew no man could be fully trusted except for the brethren who held the priesthood and made a covenant with God to live plural marriage. Horace Nielson, still a bachelor at forty-eight, couldn’t possibly qualify. He wasn’t even a fundamentalist.


According to Brigham Young, who had at least twenty-seven wives, “Any young man who is unmarried at the age of twenty-one is a menace to the community.” A man had to be responsible and get married, taking many wives in order to bring God’s “special spirits” into the world. If Horace loved the Lord, why didn’t he have at least six wives and thirty or more kids by now?


I lay on my stomach, talking to Becky. Every once in a while, I’d raise up and squint into the darkness to try and see if Horace’s old green Chevy was still in our yard. Becky tried to convince me it was gone, but I sure hadn’t heard it leave. I got more indignant by the minute. Mother was going to have to take a few cues from me. From now on, she’d have to put her foot down and tell Horace to stay away. After all, the scriptures said to avoid the very “appearance of evil.”


Getting drowsy, I surrendered the whole matter after awhile, but I bolted wide awake when I heard coyotes howling in the distance. Becky and Erma assured me we were safe, that they heard the howling all the time, and I finally dozed off into a dreamless sleep.


I awoke to the biting chill of the morning air. Slipping into my sandals, I headed for the outhouse while my sisters still slept. Parked on the cold, unplaned seat, I wondered how many people left this privy with slivers in their butts. I giggled, then caught myself. I was being silly and light-minded again. Many a well-meaning friend or relation brought this fault to my attention. I’d tried to overcome it, asking God many times to forgive me, but somehow he’d never cured me. Shivering, I ran back to bed and crawled in between the girls.


When I saw smoke rising from the tin pipes of the kitchen stove, I grabbed my bundle of wrinkled clothes from under the mattress and slipped into my blouse and jeans. Then I started toward the house. Unable to talk me into staying outside with them, Becky and Erma, still in their nightgowns, raced behind me.


As I approached the kitchen, the familiar aroma of Mother’s hotcakes made my mouth water. I burst through the door, yelling, “I get the first ones before the stove gets too hot!”


There sat bald-headed, disheveled Horace in front of a half-eaten stack of Mother’s prime pancakes, smothered with butter and her homemade syrup. And there sat Mother right beside him. As if that weren’t enough, Horace had the nerve to invite me to sit down and have breakfast in my own home. I was undone. I hated him. Horace, that horse’s ass, had gone too far.


I looked him in the eye like a snake about to strike. I usually tried not to be mean to anybody, but at Horace that morning I let swear words fly out of my mouth that I’m ashamed now to repeat.


He got the message. He looked at Mother as though he expected her to stick up for him, but she wasn’t prepared to take sides. Then he got up slowly and went out to his car without a word.


Mother looked like she wanted to cry, but she scolded me instead. “I can’t believe a daughter of mine would talk like that!”


Horace’s motor revved a few times out in front of the house. Mother took the cue. She ran out the door and climbed in beside him. As they pulled away, she called out, “I’m going to Nielson’s Ranch. I’ll be back later.” Horace and his siblings owned the ranch, such as it was.


After they left, neither Becky nor Erma said a thing. Though too angry to eat, I did cook up the remaining batter for my sisters. After that, I put a bucket of water on the stove to heat for the dishes, stripped everything from the cupboards, and scrubbed all the shelves. Then I rearranged the dishes in an orderly fashion, all the while seething.


As Becky and Erma wisely stayed out of my way, I accomplished even more over the next two hours. I swept the ever-present sand out of the kitchen and living room and mopped the gold and white linoleum beneath to a perfect shine. Then I shook out the two shag throw rugs and placed them back in front of each door so we could at least wipe our feet before tracking the sand and dust inside.


I took two galvanized pails out to the well, where an old, leaky bucket with a big metal bolt wired onto one side was tied by a rope to a round wooden winch. I lowered the antique contraption into the well six times in order to fill my two pails. Back in the house, I carefully placed the pails of clean, fresh water side by side on the counter next to the sink. I’d done a lot more work than I’d started out to do.


Finally, I heard a car drive up. I glanced out the kitchen window and saw Mother getting out of Horace’s Chevy. Still furious, I worried about facing him again, about what I might say.


Through the open screen, I heard Mother ask plaintively, “Should I just tell her?”


“Well, use your own judgment, Olive.”


By the time they got to the kitchen door, I’d jerked it open and squared off against the both of them. “TELL … ME … WHAT?” I demanded. I was already pretty headstrong back then, though I didn’t realize it at the time.


Mother whispered apologetically, “Irene, don’t be so angry … please … I wanted to tell you last night …” She faltered. “But … I didn’t know how. Horace and I are married!”


I saw it all in an instant. They deceived me, every one of them—not just Mother and Horace, but Becky and Erma, too. So much for our private little slumber party under the stars. It was Mother and Horace who’d needed the privacy, and they’d needed it from me. My sisters had simply been their pawns. Whom could I trust now?


My eyes burned, and my vision blurred. I whirled around, bolted out the door, and took off running through the fields, through the mesquites and sage, running faster and faster, trying to gain momentum to escape. My grand homecoming, the fresh start we’d waited and worked for, was a mirage. Mother had gone off and married a monogamist, and a creepy one at that.


I kept right on running. I was gasping for breath and my legs ached, but I pushed myself further until I found a large mesquite tree growing out of a sand dune. I prostrated myself facedown in the shade of its branches and sobbed. I howled and I cursed. Finally, I begged God to be kind and let me die.


For hours, I lay there in the sand. As the shade disappeared, the midday sun beat down on me and drenched my blouse with sweat. Perversely, I enjoyed the discomfort.


During my long repose, I thought about my whole life. I didn’t like the sad, lonely childhood I saw as I reflected. Now I couldn’t wait to be grown up. If God wouldn’t let me die, perhaps he’d bring along a worthy man one day who would take me out of this mess. He’d have to be a man who would love me the way a woman ought to be loved, the way my mother should have been but never was and probably never would be. Maybe with such a man, I would finally feel secure.


I’d lost my mother, and I was even confused about the Principle. Thirteen years old has never been so lonely.


THE FOLLOWING SUMMER, I was glad to get away from Trout Creek and work again for Chet and Nelda Young at their ranch near Milford, Utah. Over the three summers I eventually spent with them, the Youngs were always wonderful to me. They offered a family atmosphere in which I felt loved.


Nelda taught me the things my mother neglected, partly because Mother didn’t do them herself. Mother was a terrible housekeeper and cook. But Nelda showed me how to make homemade bread and butter, cook, mend, hand stitch, and darn stockings. She even taught me how to separate dirty clothes into light and dark batches in order to keep the whites bright—a finer point of laundering with which Mother never bothered.


At first, it seemed Nelda constantly had to make me redo things I’d messed up. But she patiently trained me that first year, and then they invited me back again for two more summer stints. In the end, I must have done something right. Mostly it was Nelda, though. I couldn’t have asked for a better teacher. The education she gave me prepared me for raising my own family.


While we worked, Nelda helped me memorize hymns. I gained new confidence in my singing. They didn’t ostracize me for my fundamentalism, but their example of another way was just one more factor contributing to my religious questioning around this time.


Back at Trout Creek, my mother was just as glad I was gone for the summer. She figured it would solve a lot of her problems. I knew before she did that her marriage was a big mistake. Horace was what we called a “jack Mormon”—one only in name. He practiced no religion, was completely unspiritual. It showed in his life.


As it turns out, the reason Mother married Horace was not love, but cancer. She’d been feeling bad for a long time, and the doctors who finally diagnosed her told her she didn’t have long to live. She kept this from everyone. Desperate not to leave her children in the hands of any welfare agency, however, she married Horace. Trapped out on his family ranch with nothing but brothers and sisters and crops for company, he homed in on her the moment she arrived in Trout Creek. She’d accepted his pushy marriage proposal without really knowing him, hoping that when the time came, he’d at least prove superior to foster care. She didn’t tell her children about her cancer until much later, after she’d miraculously conquered the disease.


In the meantime, Horace proved an even lousier parent than he was a husband. He resented Mother’s kids, and we resented him. His childish, hurtful antics shock me even now. For example, he put all sorts of silly restrictions on the food we could eat, though he served himself royally. He also wouldn’t let Mother buy us clothes we needed, even with her own money. And when Mother got her certification through a correspondence course and began teaching school, he suffered so from the loss of her constant attention that he apparently determined he wouldn’t share her with us at all. That’s when he went from childish to abusive.


Once during this time, little Erma was burning up with a fever. Horace came in and found Mother rocking her gently in our old wooden rocker. With no warning at all, he jerked Erma out of Mother’s arms and shoved her, sending her sprawling across the sandy floor.


“You leave my woman alone, ya hear?” he bellowed. “She’s mine!”


For the first time, hate filled Mother’s eyes.


After that, Horace frequently sent my sisters outside so he could get Mother all to himself. She began to realize why I’d instinctively hated the man. Turns out, she traded polygamy for a lethal possessiveness.


Horace worked many miles away on an assembly line at the Tooele Ordnance Depot. He would wear his steel-toed work shoes home. Once when he came in and found little Erma hugging Mother, he knocked her away and commenced kicking her with those awful shoes until Mother finally fought him off. He liked to pick on Erma because she was the easiest target.


Once when I was there, Horace tried pulling the same sort of tantrum on me. It wasn’t long before he ordered me out of “his” house. But I stood my ground, as always.


“Your house?” I yelled. “Hell, this is our house! Mother built this house. If you were any kind of man, you’d build your own house.”


“You’re all just bastards!” he screamed, starting to get up out of his chair to come at me.


I was at the stove stirring the coals with a poker at the time. I whirled around, brandishing my red-hot sword in his face. “You better take that back!” I yelled.


He went ashen. He flailed his arms about, almost falling off the chair as it tipped back against the wall. “Don’t …” he pleaded. Then he yelled, “Olive! Olive!”


Luckily for him, Mother came running. “Irene, stop it. That’s enough,” she ordered. Mother was even more afraid of Horace than she’d been of my father.


Some nights, Becky and I could hear him through the wall, beating her. She’d cry out, begging him to stop, but he went right on hurting her. I’d see her bruises the next morning, and I’d plead with her to leave him, to no avail. For the time being, Mother was determined to live with her mistake.


Once I found her crying on her bed, and she told me it was because she failed so miserably at the beautiful principle of polygamy. She made me promise I wouldn’t tell Aunt Rhea what she’d done—marrying Horace. How could I possibly refuse her?


It was so awful living there with him that Becky and I often ran away from home. Neighbors would take us in for weeks at a stretch. Most of them had known our stepfather a long time. They understood. But Mother always found us eventually and brought us back, probably telling herself it was the best thing for us.


I began to yearn for a different home.




CHAPTER THREE


I finally got Mother’s permission to move to Hurricane, Utah, where Aunt Rhea now taught school and lived with the four of her children who weren’t already off pursuing plural marriages themselves. Without telling my aunt I was coming, I caught a ride to Salt Lake City with some friends, then rode a Greyhound bus all by myself the whole six hours to Hurricane—a dusty, windblown town below the climbing plateau to Zion’s Canyon. At fourteen now, I overcame my fears and made that scary, grown-up trip because I was desperate for some kindness and stability—commodities Aunt Rhea always seemed to have in extra measure. Despite my surprising her, she seemed pleased to see me, and she allowed me to spend the year with her while I attended the ninth grade. I felt some lingering guilt about leaving my sisters back in Trout Creek, where Horace could torment them, but I had to live my life. Besides, he and I fought so much, I thought they might all be better off without me there.
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