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To Dad, for being my hero: I’m still a daddy’s girl. To my mom, Annie, for helping me find my strength; to my other mom, Susan, for the sagest advice I’ve ever heard.

For David, the love of my life. Gosh!! I love our life together so much. You’ve helped me become stronger and recognize my value, and you have brought so much fun and laughter into our lives while helping me find a peaceful calm that I didn’t know existed.

For the children I pushed out of my womb, as well as the children I’ve gained through my family: my favorite thing is being your mom.
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LOVE IS LOVE

On sunny days like this one, it feels as if light touches every surface of the home I share with David and Truely. It’s summer, so I’ve placed sunflowers and other bright bits of yellow throughout. Cheerful. Happy. It feels different from any place I’ve been before.

Truely bounds down the stairs, a towel wrapped around her shoulders, ready to head to the pool with a new friend. She’s just made protein pancakes for the family, and spice fills the air. Cinnamon. Over breakfast, she and David grin and toss puns back and forth across the dining room table, with Truely whispering “Pray for me” when the dad jokes are too much.

It’s perfect.

I’m gloriously happy, in a way that brings my shoulders to my ears in an involuntary self-hug and a satisfied smile to my face, which looks glowier even to me. Take that, menopause.

(Girl. We’ll talk about that.)

David checks in throughout the day. All good? Did you see this? I’m on my last job. I had no idea a phone-alert chirp could leave me besotted.

I bustle through the house dealing with Sister Wives tasks—I honestly thought we were done with the show, but here’s to season nineteen?—or hiding the breakables for a visit with the grandkids, or wrapping presents for another baby shower or wedding.

Sister Wives began just before Truely made her appearance in this life, and she was the first Baby Brown born to an audience. She’s fifteen. That’s a lot of years on camera, and yes, it changed us. It forced us to see, and confront, the ways we interacted with each other. We thought we were fine. We wanted the world to see what polygamy could look like, and I do believe we demonstrated that it wasn’t what people envisioned. Our ethics were strong, and we raised our children with so much love.

And chaos. The children roamed through our homes depending on their snack needs or moods. Quiet time? Meri. Girl talk and makeup? Robyn. A place to relax without nagging? Janelle. One-on-one conversation, games, and hanging out? My house. No one got bored—someone was usually crafting or baking, and one of us always had time, even if it meant fewer moments to ourselves. We had seventy-five people at Thanksgiving one year, and untold hordes of people followed the kids home from school or practice for pool dates, movie nights, or homework. With twenty-three people in the household by the end, someone always had a birthday. Whenever I can, I invite it all back in.

I’m glad that love, down to all the sibling silliness, made it on film.

But the camera also shines a light. I saw the funny expression I make when I’m shocked. I decided my clothes were frumpy. And I realized I’ve spent years saying “It’s fine” on repeat. It’s fine because I’m angry and don’t have the words for it. It’s fine because it’s not worth the effort to explain. It’s fine, though I might be doing my best to hold the family together while feeling overwhelmed. It’s fine because that’s what I’ve been trained to be. Fine. Small. Not a bother.

I’m certain I come from a long line of women who have said “It’s fine.” The show forced me to see that it wasn’t—and maybe recognize that my ancestors had figured it out, too. Strong women, all of them.

But was I in a cult?

Ahem. I can hear you.

If I was, I’m glad of it. I come from a family and a community filled with talent, nurturing, and love, and women who had the support and ability to make good decisions for themselves. I think of my grandfather as a hero because he pushed through his fear of outsiders after seeing his family torn apart to try to make our community safer. I’m glad I had the opportunity to do the same, even if I ultimately chose to leave that community.

I thought I had exactly what I wanted until I realized my husband had fallen in love. And then I realized I wanted some of that. I wanted to fall in love, to find my soulmate—an idea I hadn’t believed possible until I saw it happen to Kody. But here’s the funny thing about love: I couldn’t find meaningful, deep, true, heart-skips-beats, secure love until I understood some of the wonderful things about myself.

You came here for a story, and I have a tale with every element, from an enchanted family cut off from the world, to four women trying to fit their toes into one glass slipper, to fathers disappearing in the night, to a perfectly ordinary man developing knighthood status after years of tending by his many wives, to a woman finally understanding that she deserved the fairy-tale ending she’d dreamed of before anyone taught her to believe any differently.

My favorite part of the story comes with a kiss so intense that every self-doubt I’d ever felt fled from my body, if only momentarily, and pulled me fully into a place where love is love.
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Chapter One IT FEELS BETTER


Until I was about five I was bald—I don’t know why. So, I wore a towel as a wig as a little girl. I’d imagine my hair flowed down my back in the most brilliant shade of yellow. Sunny. Happy. Beautiful. My favorite was the lemon-colored one because I knew princesses had yellow hair, and my daddy called me princess. He still does.

I remember sitting in front of a mirror brushing my towel, and I remember it floating up and gently down behind me as I played on the swing set. It was hard to keep it on, especially on the swings, but I found ways to attach it to my head. Dad wondered why I was so into this towel, but that’s just me. I chose, as a young girl, to be positive. Bald? Solution! Part of that was my upbringing: We didn’t complain. That’s typical of big families—you learn to deal because every boo-boo won’t get a kiss, mom won’t always see who pinched you, and siblings tease if you act like a baby. I could have moped and felt sorry for myself, or been a clown to get attention, or stewed and struck out in anger. Instead, I became a mediator, assessing everyone’s emotions and working to keep things smooth. I decided, and it was a decision, that I preferred to be cheerful and positive.

It feels better.

I remember being happy as a child and having fun. I played in the backyard all the time—playing, playing, playing. I loved makeup and dresses and dolls. That was my personality: having fun.

I would wait for my dad to come home from work every day, and he always made time for me, even after a full day. My normal looked an awful lot like most kids’ normal spending their childhoods in the early 1970s, except for one thing.

By the time I was five, I’d gotten rid of the yellow towel and my hair was long enough for my mom to roll it in pink foam curlers when my dad married his second wife. I remember their wedding and the ringlets I wore with my pretty burgundy dress. I remember being excited because I liked her. My mom and I talked about whom I would marry—just being silly.

“Well, I’m going to marry my dad,” I said.

“You can’t marry your dad,” she told me, smiling. That didn’t make sense. My dad was my favorite person.

“Well, who am I gonna marry?” I asked, heartbroken.

She told me I would find a good man. I believed her. I knew so many good men. I was surrounded by adults who loved me and made me feel special, who held my hand, answered my questions, and showed me how to do what I wanted to do. I would find someone who would adore me just as they had, and whom I would adore back.

Everyone in my circle was kind, and I could go anywhere and feel safe. Someone’s mom would inevitably include me with her kids for the day’s activities, just as my mom did with my friends and cousins. We all believed the same things. We all knew the same people. We all worked toward the betterment of ourselves and our community. From the day I was born, I felt cocooned in love. That day, I weighed five pounds—I was premature. My grandpa Rulon delivered me—he was our midwife—and from that moment on, all I felt from him was love. I remember walking with him in the grass, holding his hand, and knowing that he was a kind, good, loving man.

I didn’t yet know that Grandpa Rulon had to flee from the family when Dad was young, and that Dad didn’t see him or many of his brothers and sisters for years. I didn’t yet understand, at age five, that in our religion—a version of fundamentalist, polygamist Mormon—we had to be careful, that it was best to refer to children from another mother as cousins, to split up into smaller groups at the movie theater, and to not add Dad’s name to school documents.

I didn’t yet understand the darkness in our community, or in that of other communities like ours. I didn’t yet know just how far apart we stood from everyone else, from presidential orders to attacks on compounds.

Grandpa Rulon was murdered when I was five. As usual, I sat on the porch one day waiting for my dad, and he got home early. I’m sure my first thought was that I would get to spend more time with him, but I remember that he looked so sad. I’m not sure I had ever seen him look like that before.

“Hey Dad,” I said, “why are you home from work?”

“They killed your grandpa,” he said, obviously in shock. Another fundamentalist church leader—a member of our family—had ordered his followers to kill my grandpa.

I don’t remember a funeral or the days that followed, just that my dad was sad. I would hear the family’s stories of trauma through the years, and they would become my own. But I would hold on to that feeling of being surrounded by love when I thought of Grandpa Rulon.

In a way, I would follow in his footsteps: he had tried to tell the world about our church to bring safety to our community.

But the threats to our group didn’t always come from outside.






Chapter Two THAT’S NOT US


When my parents decided to send us to public school, after years of homeschooling my older siblings and me, it felt like magic. More kids = more friends to play with. But instead of a new playground’s worth of kids to bring out my inner extrovert, my personality shifted. I had been carefree. Nothing in my life was hard—everything had been good. But as the day grew closer, my parents sat all of us—my older brother, me, my sister, and my sister from my other mom—down in the living room. What followed was one of the most traumatizing conversations of my life. It didn’t match up with anything I had learned to that point, and it terrified me.

“Look,” they told us, “if the authorities find out your dad lives plural marriage, he’s going to be thrown in jail, and you’re never going to see him again.”

Whoa. I was heading into third grade—I just wanted to play. My concept of jail was so vague: It didn’t seem good, and I didn’t understand what my dad had done wrong. I knew I didn’t want to lose him.

Public school changed everything. I could no longer refer to Danielle as “my sister.” I had to fudge relationships. Maybe my sister became my cousin when we were at school. I definitely couldn’t say I had another mom, though today, I suppose if I said I had two moms, no one would think twice about it. But my other mom—my mom’s sister wife—couldn’t put my dad’s name on her kids’ birth certificates, so it looked as if the father was unknown. And my dad couldn’t come to our school functions because it wasn’t fair for him to come to my school plays but not attend Danielle’s chorus concert because someone might figure out we had different mothers.

That’s when I started to fear the outside world and everybody in it. Teachers would ask me questions, and I would freeze up. I developed a lisp. They brought me in for counseling for the lisp, but how could I speak properly if I couldn’t speak my own truth?

At home, I focused on fun and youth activities at church. There, I was popular—I knew everybody. At public school, I didn’t join any clubs. I didn’t play sports. I had to live two lives. It was almost as if I had a split personality.

We learned a song in primary school: “My teacher told me I should never tell a lie, because a lie will bring you trouble by and by.” And I’d think, Except you do have to lie sometimes.

People would ask what religion I was, and I was so afraid to answer that question. I was supposed to simply say I was Mormon, without mentioning the polygamist part, but what if they asked what ward I was in? The whole state of Utah is set up on a ward system. If you grew up anywhere else, it’s bizarre, but in Utah, each neighborhood has its own ward, which is sort of a church. Wards are squat brick buildings, but there’s no cross because Mormons don’t understand why you would celebrate the vehicle by which Christ died. Mormons believe some of the same things about Christ that other Christians believe—that he performed miracles, that he’s the son of God, that he died on the cross for our sins and was reborn. But they believe there was another prophet, Joseph Smith, and another holy book, The Book of Mormon. The LDS temple—the big white building with the angel on top—is for special occasions like weddings, but for everyday religious functions, Mormons go to their wards.

I just started telling people I was Christian but not Mormon. But then, when I was going into third grade, a kid asked me if I had been baptized. I was like, “What’s baptized?” I didn’t know how similar we were in our beliefs with mainstream Mormons, but I had no idea Mormons get baptized when they turn eight. Everything was a minefield, and I kept tripping myself up. This all meant I couldn’t have friends because kids would ask questions. “How many brothers and sisters do you have?” Well, my mother had six children, and my other mother had five children—so ten, but five I can talk about.

I had a few friends through the years, but anytime we started to get close, I’d make sure they didn’t find out anything real about me. I told two friends in high school about our beliefs, and we hung out at my house, so they met my family. But that was it—two friends in all of my school years.

I hated lying. I didn’t like to act like I only had one mom when I had two and both meant so much to me. I couldn’t bring attention to my dad. I wasn’t allowed to talk about how wonderful he was.

None of it matched up with what I knew about my family and the people I loved, either.

But every family has stories.

I learned to balance and juggle. Being raised “with fear” rather than “in fear” seems like a small difference, but it means everything to a child. Being raised with fear meant that I knew who I was afraid of: the whole outside world. Being raised in fear meant that I was afraid of the people who took care of me, and I wasn’t.

I know it sounds as if being sheltered was hard. I talk about it and people say, “That sounds like a cult.” But it was the happiest, most cheerful thing I’ve ever experienced. I thought being in our church was awesome. We did everything together and had so much fun. There was no “hard.” I didn’t know any different.

At home, I felt secure, loved, and nurtured, but I was terrified of everything outside that bubble.

My dad had a seemingly perfect situation when he was a kid. His seven moms raised him with all his other siblings. It was like the Andy Griffith Show of polygamy—a small, idyllic community. But then the law figured out they lived plural marriage, and they threatened to arrest my grandpa Rulon. Grandpa’s life story fascinates me: He grew up in Chihuahua, Mexico, in a polygamous family in the early 1900s. But when he was a teenager, he was part of the mainstream LDS church—I’ll use “Mormon,” “LDS,” and sometimes “Saints” to refer to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints—and even married a woman in the temple in downtown Salt Lake City. He moved to California, where he worked as a chiropractor and naturopath. In the meantime, his dad, my great-grandpa, wrote a book defending polygamy—Grandpa wrote him letters begging him to stop practicing it and to come back to the mainstream fold. Apparently, Great-Grandpa won the argument because Grandpa Rulon then tried to convert his wife to polygamy. They divorced in 1935. The LDS church excommunicated Grandpa, which meant he was removed from the church rolls, and his temple marriage no longer held.

This isn’t as unusual as it sounds, at least in Utah. I promise to make this quick: In about 1830, Joseph Smith founded the LDS church. By the time he died in 1844, he had as many as forty wives, according to the church. Our next LDS church leader, Brigham Young, married fifty-six women. We were taught it was a way to convert more people and grow the church through lots of children, though others have argued it was a way to build a patriarchal society and exalt virility.

Joseph Smith was killed by a mob while awaiting trial on charges of inciting a riot in Illinois after he ordered a printing press destroyed. Then, the Mormons headed to Utah. But Utah also wanted to be part of the growing United States—and things weren’t getting any easier for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. In 1858, President James Buchanan sent in federal troops to “quell the Mormon rebellion,” by which he meant polygamy.

While polygamy wasn’t unusual in Utah at the time, the rest of the world wasn’t having it, and Utah wouldn’t be allowed to join the Union until they stopped with the multiple-wives bit.

In 1890, church president and prophet Wilford Woodruff, who had ten wives himself, issued a manifesto denouncing polygamy after receiving a message from “the Lord.”

Some polygamist Mormons thought that was all a bit too convenient: The United States makes polygamy illegal. Utah wants to become a state. The prophet receives a revelation that polygamy is wrong.

So, many Mormons continued the practice in secret because they had been taught, until that point, that God wanted them to be polygamists and that they couldn’t earn their true place in heaven without the practice.

All of which brings us to today. There are several sects of fundamentalist polygamist Mormons. The fundamentalists you’ve undoubtedly heard of often live in extreme poverty—with the moms and their families getting government subsidies, wearing clothing straight out of Little House on the Prairie, and having a history of abuse and incest. The Kingstons made the news after a 1999 court case in which a teenage girl who didn’t want to be her uncle’s fifteenth spiritual wife went to the police because she wanted to finish high school. This led to David Ortell Kingston spending four years in jail after being found guilty of having sex with his sixteen-year-old niece. And Warren Jeffs is in jail for life for sexually assaulting a twelve-year-old girl and a fifteen-year-old girl he had claimed as spiritual brides.

That’s not us. Grandpa Rulon led the Apostolic United Brethren beginning in 1954. We call it “The Work” or “The Group.” We believe the Latter-day Saints generally have it right, with a few differences—the lack-of-polygamy part being the biggest.

Grandpa married sixteen women—many of my grandmas lived near us—and had forty-eight children, including my dad. Grandpa was well loved in our community and considered a great healer.

But every few years, the law would come after Grandpa for being a polygamist. When my dad was a kid in 1955, Grandpa learned from one of his patients that he was going to be arrested. Polygamy was a federal crime, and he could have gone to jail for a long time. Instead, in the middle of the night, Grandpa’s wives disappeared with their children. My dad didn’t see his father again for years, and they never again lived together as a family.

This story taught me that the outside world was a threat.

Grandpa Rulon saw a lot in his travels, and he’s one of the reasons our sect is different. We’re considered the “liberal polygamists” because we don’t believe sex should be purely for procreation, but also because we engage with our local communities and tend to be more upfront with law enforcement in the hope that communication will bring understanding, which will bring safety.

My kids have always known they can be polygamous—or not—just as I did, growing up. It was also important to our group that people know we don’t abuse children. Owen Allred, Grandpa’s brother, even fought for Utah’s legal marriage age to be raised from fourteen to sixteen, and he often spoke out against abuse.

But our family also encountered the dark sides of polygamy.

My mom’s mom, Grandma Anna, married Floren LeBaron soon after meeting him. Floren founded, with two of his brothers, the Church of the Firstborn of the Fulness of Times, which was headquartered down in Chihuahua, Mexico, on property they called Colonia LeBarón. My grandpa Rulon spent some time down there, too, because the LeBarons had been associated with the Apostolic United Brethren, our group. Floren and Grandma Anna had two kids, Don and my mom, Annie, who was born in 1951.

It didn’t last. Grandma Anna had moved to Mexico to try to make it work but ended up leaving Floren when my mom was two.

At some point, the LeBarons asked Grandpa Rulon to join their group, but he turned them down. Floren’s brother Ervil eventually started his own group, the Church of the First Born of the Lamb of God, after a power struggle with his brothers. Then, Ervil “prophesized” that his brother Joel would be put to death. In 1972, one of Ervil’s followers shot Joel in the head.

Ervil was also angry that Grandpa Rulon wouldn’t bow down to him. Grandpa said he—Grandpa—was God’s mouthpiece, but that’s what my church believes about their leaders. This may feel familiar to some of you because that’s what members of the mainstream Mormon Church believe about their leader, too. Russell Nelson isn’t just the president of the LDS church; he’s the prophet and is believed to receive revelations from God.

But Ervil’s followers talked about “blood atonement”—which is basically the idea that some sins are so bad they can only be remedied through death. In Ervil’s mind, Grandpa was a false prophet.

So Ervil sent his wives to kill my grandpa.

I still have a hard time comprehending this, especially when I think of all the sadness that came from that day.

In 1977, Ervil LeBaron ordered two of his wives, Rena Chynoweth and Ramona Marston, to shoot my grandpa. They killed him at his chiropractic clinic in Murray, just outside Salt Lake City. More than two thousand people went to Grandpa’s funeral.

Rena, who pulled the trigger, was acquitted. No one cared much about the death of a polygamist, and that it had been a woman who had done the deed seemed unfathomable.

But Ervil was ultimately found guilty of ordering Grandpa’s murder. He died in prison—killed by the other prisoners, I was always told. Officially, it was a suicide. According to The New York Times, he either overdosed or “punched himself in the throat.” All the blood vessels in his neck had hemorrhaged. You’ll also see that he died of heart failure or a seizure.

In any case, he’s dead.

My mom doesn’t talk about her childhood or past in general, so I only recently asked her about Colonia LeBarón. She told me she had never lived there, even as a toddler. I never met Ervil or his wives.

My mom didn’t meet Floren, her birth dad, in a real sense until she was about thirty. Then my mom, me, and some of my siblings spent six weeks at Colonia LeBarón. We went down again a year later for a wedding. David—my future husband—was at that wedding, too, but I don’t remember meeting him.

Grandpa Owen, who my grandmother married after she left Floren—yes, he was my great-uncle, too—took over our church when his brother was murdered, and he continued Grandpa Rulon’s mission to tell the world about us. Grandpa Owen even invited state officials in to interview members of our group, without prior notice, to make sure child and domestic abuse were not part of our culture. For my grandpa Owen to go public was huge—and brave.

There are now a few thousand of us, mostly in Utah and Wyoming.

I say “us” as in, “That’s how I grew up. That’s who I was with Kody. That was my religion when I believed it was the best way to have a big family.”

Now, I suppose I could say “them.”






Chapter Three I BELIEVED THE WORLD WOULD END


I recently told my sister wife Janelle’s daughter Savanah that I love the smell of Pine-Sol.

“Did you clean a lot as a kid?” she asked. “That’s probably why you like the smell of Pine-Sol.”

“What?” I said. “That’s ridiculous.”

We cleaned all the time. Both my moms are German. If I was sick, I preferred to not stay home because it wasn’t restful. I couldn’t just go to bed. Windows open! Fresh air will cure you! While you’re here, you may as well dust the living room—a little bit of exercise will do you good! I remember faking that I was well so that I could go to school and get some rest.

We had no clutter—my friends say they remember me cleaning constantly. We woke up early to do chores before school. After school, I couldn’t go play until we cleaned the house and did our homework, which meant I didn’t have time most nights to play with my friends.

I don’t know why our house was so messy.

We finally got our moms to let us clean extra on Friday nights so we could wake up early on Saturday and watch cartoons—and so we could spend time with Dad. He worked in sales at a car dealership and left the house before we woke in the morning. But on the weekends, he was ours. From sunup Saturday morning through Sunday night, we got to play with Dad.

But first, spotless. We’re talking we cleaned between the slats in closet doors with a rag wrapped around a knife. Our moms were creative about their torture.

Despite the maniacal cleaning mandates, my mom was my best friend. Growing up, Mom often made bread, and when she opened the windows, that wonderfully yeasty smell would permeate the street. It was an invitation for the neighborhood, but it was also the smell of home for me, of conversations over countertops about whatever was inside my head. I had a lot of questions, but her chocolate chip cookies with the perfect amount of crispiness on the outside and gooeyness inside helped. And even with eleven kids running around, Mom exuded a cool vibe, so my house was the “party house.” We could hang out there without constantly worrying about the rules.

In fact, Mom loved to bend the rules, especially to accommodate joy. Our fundamentalist church opposed everything from pierced ears to Christmas—some people didn’t even celebrate birthdays.

“That’s ridiculous,” Mom would say.

My grandpa’s wives, many of whom lived within sight, followed the rules about holidays more strictly than my mom. We grew up in Taylorsville, which is a suburb of Salt Lake City. It’s parks, shopping centers, and highways, just like any other metropolitan area. But it’s also a Mormon metropolitan area. In Utah, the Saints have developed their own culture—from green Jell-O to red punch to saying “Oh my heck!” to celebrating Pioneer Day—and Halloween is considered good family fun, so people go all out. Monsters, cobwebs, and pumpkins line every sidewalk, and hordes of children (Mormons have a lot of children) trick-or-treat in the Latter-day Saint wards, where everybody knows everybody, and there’s no fear of razor-blade-laced apples. Or apples, because handing out apples for Halloween is rubbish. Unless they have caramel on them. In any case, we felt like we were missing out by not celebrating all the holidays.

But one Halloween morning, when we came down for breakfast, we found both our moms sporting green faces and pitch-black hats. They served our orange juice with dry ice in a cauldron, they made us green pancakes, and they cackled and laughed all the way through it. It’s one of my favorite memories as a kid.

I adored having two moms. If I felt frustrated by my mom, I could go to my other mom, and she would listen to me gripe while encouraging me to think about something from a different angle. Because she wasn’t the mom I was miffed at, I could usually hear what she had to say. When I was fifteen, I even traveled to Europe for six weeks with my other mom, spending time in Belgium, France, Switzerland, and Austria, as well as four weeks in Germany with family.

For a bit, my other mom lived in the other half of our duplex, so only a wall stood between us. At some point, my mom moved across the lawn into another house, and my grandpa lived in another little house in the same area with a couple of his wives. I had aunts and uncles all over the place. We used to call it “the compound,” but only among ourselves. I don’t think outsiders would have appreciated that bit of dark humor, but my family was fun—and funny.

While I questioned the things that scared me, I didn’t question plural marriage or our faith. Mom believed we needed to be good people—that’s all. She probably wouldn’t say it this way, but don’t be a jackass. She believed no one religion was better in God’s eyes than any other, which went against our church’s—and most churches’—teachings. As far as I could tell, she believed in our faith, but she was also a bit of a feminist. I think my grandma may have been, too, which is not unusual in polygamy. I come from a long line of divorces, which to me says more about freedom and strong women than it does about dysfunction, though we certainly had our share of that. They would have been surrounded by other strong women growing up.

In our church, we marry whom we want, and there are no underage marriages. We don’t marry our relatives, though distant cousins sometimes come into the mix. No one forces us to marry old men or widowers with ten children.

My mom took that freedom a step further: she didn’t automatically take church leaders at their word.

“Why don’t we look at them as individual men?” she asked. “How do they run their families? What kind of dads are they?” We looked at families that ran well and talked about why.

I knew it also angered her that women couldn’t hold the priesthood—just as they can’t in the mainstream LDS church. Only men—well, and boys—can act in God’s name, according to our faith.

While Mom worked to teach me the critical thinking skills that might help should I ever leave the confines of our conservative culture, she couldn’t always protect me from the lessons of our church.

I believed the world was going to end when I turned fifteen.

This went far beyond the typical concerns of a kid growing up in the 1980s: the wall still stood in Berlin, a mysterious virus was killing young men, Russia was gonna nuke us, and Sting hoped they loved their children too—but none of this concerned me.

Three ladies in our church led our Sunday school and youth classes, and they filled us with terrifying lessons about the end of the world.

It would end during the fifteenth year of my life. They were specific about it. We were told we didn’t need to worry about college because who needs an education for the end-times. Somehow, it was still important that we planned on marriage and babies. Good girls were pious and none of us wanted to be left behind. It sounded terrible: wars, plagues, locusts. We all knew that Mormon crickets don’t mess around. We needed to purify ourselves—there was no time for AP History.

They taught us that we needed to meet Christ before we died. It made no sense to me. You know what this is? Rubbish. I’m not even going to think about this. Life is stressful enough without worrying about locusts. But it added another fear factor to my life. Even as I tried to reason my way out of it, I worried I would be found lacking and that I would burn in hell, and that it would all happen before my first kiss.

I felt like I was a bad person—and I wasn’t. I was so wholesome, looking back. Even if I hadn’t been wholesome, I was just a kid. What God sends children to hell? End days felt pretty judgmental, which Mom and Dad taught me was wrong. If I did make it to heaven—or the Celestial Kingdom—in the first wave, what would happen to everybody else? Is that love? Good luck with the plague!

“Dad,” I said one evening, “I think the world’s going to end when I’m fifteen.”

“What are you talking about?” he asked.

“Well, that’s what I’m learning at church.”

I told him I didn’t want him to pay for my college. It would be an awful waste of the money he wasn’t going to be able to use, anyway.

“For goodness’ sake!” I cried. “There’s no point if the world’s going to end!”

I’m sure he stared at me as if the angel Moroni were making chocolate chip cookies on my forehead.

“Oh honey,” he said. “That’s not true. The world isn’t ending.”

That wasn’t all.

“You can’t live your life in fear, and you’re going to college,” he said.

While my friends planned for the future by avoiding it or planning their weddings, my sisters all earned an education.

I trusted my dad. His advice has always been good: He believes you should never burn a bridge. You should always maintain good relationships with people. When you get a wedding invitation, you go. When there’s a funeral, you go. He speaks softly, has no ego, and loves people.

And, like the rest of my childhood, he’s a walking dichotomy. Dad reads Revelation, which is terrifying, and he believes it, but he didn’t want me to worry about the world ending amid trumpet blasts and fouled rivers and robes dipped in blood for my fifteenth birthday.

“Look, you just gotta prepare yourself, live your best life,” he told me. “You just have to believe in Jesus. You need to treat people like you would want them to treat you—like Jesus treated people—and then you’re gonna be fine.”

I had so much to learn.

In the meantime, the church ladies didn’t stop preaching that I should prepare for the eternal flames of hell.

Finally, I told my mom. She freaked out. She made a couple of phone calls, and the ladies disappeared from our Sunday school classes. Polygamy PTA.

The church leaders themselves continued to teach end-times from the pulpit.

I didn’t know what was real.






Chapter Four NO GIRL WANTS A STORY LIKE THAT


Spoiler alert: The world didn’t end on my fifteenth birthday.

But in my mind, it ended soon after I turned eighteen.

Kody Brown, who is four years older than I, entered our church like a storm. He converted to our faith; his parents became involved with my church while Kody served his two-year Mormon mission in San Antonio. The more he talked with his parents and spent time with the leaders of our church, the more he felt called to leave the mainstream LDS church and join ours. Soon after, he married Meri, who grew up in a polygamous family.

On our end, everybody in our church liked him immediately. He led our youth-group activities, such as hiking and camping, and he could speak about the teachings of our religion in a compelling way. And he was cute, with electric-blue eyes and perfect blond eighties hair.

My sister went on a survival trek with the church, and she said her group referred to Meri and Kody as “Ma” and “Pa.”

“You have to meet Kody!” my sister enthused.

She was right: When I met him at church, we hit it off instantly. I had never met anyone like him, and I loved that he was outgoing, adventurous, and funny. Dynamic. I don’t toss that word around often, but it suited him.

At around the same time, I struck out on my own. At age eighteen, I started community college and moved into an apartment with two roommates. That didn’t work out as well as I had hoped. We were all church girls, with one being a cousin and the other probably also being a cousin because the family tree in a polygamous church is more of a weeping willow than an oak—everybody’s related through a mom or a second mom. The new apartment was close to home, so I could hang out with my family, but I still felt independent.

Almost.

One of my roommates insisted on knowing where I was at all times. “You need to check in,” she said. “Let us know where you are.”

Nope.

“I won’t be doing that,” I remember saying. “I don’t want to check in.”

We spent most of our time together, anyway. When I wasn’t with them, I was with people from my church or my parents. It’s not like I was meeting strange men on the internet.

(That would come much later.)

Within a few months, it became too controlling, so I moved out. I moved back in with my family for a bit, and then I moved into an apartment with a girlfriend from our church, which I loved. We were in choir, and we were in plays together, and it seemed like we headed to the church building for an activity almost every night. She was much more popular than I was, so she always had something going. Sometimes, I told her I needed to stay home to study just to have time to be on my own—even though I loved hanging out with her.

While I was in college, I took a public speaking class, and it changed my personality completely. I loved telling stories or explaining how things worked, and I enjoyed the challenge of engaging people through a joke or a shocking statement.

I became outgoing, built friendships, even went to parties. I still didn’t get close to anybody, but I had a blast, and that year of self-esteem led directly to Sister Wives.

My roommate knew Kody and liked him. My mom knew Meri because she had been in kindergarten with my brother Phil and had been to the house. I was close with both Kody and Meri because of our youth-group activities.

They moved to Wyoming, where Kody’s family lived, but I kept in touch, often talking with Kody on the phone, especially after my world crashed in a way that hadn’t been predicted by church leadership.

My mom left my dad when I was nineteen. That shook me hard because I didn’t know she wasn’t happy. She was done with religion, and she didn’t love my dad. I hadn’t seen anything but an adorable, loving relationship, but if I had been paying attention to the lessons she taught us as children, I would have understood the signs had been there for much of my life.

When she left my dad, she also left the church.

Before she left, she taught us the Book of Mormon was an incredible book, and Captain Moroni served as an example of everything I wanted in a husband: He was brave, strong, and a leader. He held a banner of liberty and motivated his army to serve for justice. I loved that guy.

While Mom taught us that ours wasn’t the only religion, she also said it was the only right religion for us.

“This is what you were born into, so this is what God meant for you,” she would say.

This was the rock my life had been built on. When she left, I realized it must all have been lies.

And I still lived with her. In our religion, it’s hard to know what to do with people who leave—maybe it’s like that with every religion. If I sought to live in the Celestial Kingdom, would she be there? She started dating a man named Wayne, and I felt angry at her for dating right away—and I didn’t know what to do with her in a relationship with someone besides my dad. I didn’t trust her, and I didn’t like her, this woman who had taught me to love everyone and who had ensured my childhood had been safe and fun. I moved back in with my dad, and I tried to figure myself out.

I rebelled by becoming more religious. My other mom, Aunt Susan, is more proper, and I emulated that. I trusted her. I became more involved with the church, and I developed strong ideas about chastity. That would play out awkwardly on my wedding day.

I called Kody and told him about the divorce. “What are you going to do?” he asked. I told him I was struggling. I was devastated, just spinning and wondering about my religion and why I hadn’t seen any sign of trouble.

He was supportive and kind.

“I think you need to spend some time figuring out what you want for your future,” he told me. “Whether you want to stay in the church, whether you want to go with your mom—you need to make that decision.”

I knew Kody was a good person and a good man. I loved his charisma and his maverick attitude—this idea that he didn’t have to do things the same way everyone else did them. He wasn’t afraid of anything, and he did what he thought was right, rather than what the priesthood leaders thought he should do. He tried to think things through on his own, rather than taking someone else’s word as gospel. As he helped me through my parents’ divorce, I watched his relationship with Meri, and I thought he would be a good husband. When I thought about how he had been with our youth group, I knew he would be a great dad. He was easy to fall in love with.

But one day, Kody called me and said, “I’m getting married again. It’s Janelle.”

“Wait. Who?”

Janelle and I had been at some of the same parties, but we had never met.

The news bummed me out, both because I thought Kody, Meri, and I were friends, and they hadn’t told me—though it’s not unusual for these things to happen quickly in our community—and because I was crushing on Kody.

But it didn’t break my heart. If he took a third, it could be me. I didn’t want to be a second wife because then I’d put a wedge in an established relationship. I’d known since I was seventeen that I wanted to be a third wife, because the family would have worked through all the kinks as they brought in the second wife.

What could go wrong?

I thought I would have two sister wives who would become my best friends or at least would help me become a better person.

In church, we learned we could be monogamous, but that it would be so much better to live plural marriage. And, because we had been born into that church, we had an opportunity that most people didn’t get: we would be exalted in heaven for living by God’s true intentions our whole lives.

When you live plural marriage, you get to live in the Celestial Kingdom and be with God and Jesus for eternity. Who wouldn’t want that?

I would also live with my husband and sister wives for all eternity—them and my ten siblings and my dad and my two moms.

That hadn’t worked out, with Mom leaving Dad, but everything else would surely fall in line with my version of God’s plan.

As it turns out, falling in love with someone who already has two wives is complicated.

We couldn’t date. In polygamy, it’s not cool to date a married man… because he’s married. From the outside, I’m sure it doesn’t make sense, but we saw marriage as sacred, and you don’t want to disrespect that sacred relationship by flirting with another woman. It’s inappropriate—just as it would be in a monogamous relationship. Not only would Meri and Janelle need to approve of our courtship, Kody would have to get permission from my father and the church. He couldn’t do any of that until I instigated it. Typically, a woman lets her dad know she’s interested, and then he makes inquiries. But Kody and I had been hanging out as friends for about three years.

When I was twenty-one and Kody was twenty-five, I said, “Of all the guys I know, I would just as soon marry you.” Subtle, huh?

He took it as a proposal.

He talked with my dad, who adored Kody. If my dad would have arranged my marriage, he would have picked Kody, he told me. I thought my mom was excited, too—Kody could be so charming.

I, of course, knew Meri, but I didn’t meet Janelle until just before we went to talk with the church leaders, aka my grandpa and his brethren. She was so sweet about the whole thing. The church leaders approved, and we moved forward with our three-month courtship, which was an awful lot like it had been hanging out for three years. I wanted to remain chaste, and for me, that meant no kissing until we were married.

One evening, Kody asked me to sit on my mom’s couch. My sisters ran amok as he came in with the romantic proposal.

“I guess I should ask if you’d marry me,” he said.

Be still my heart.

“Yes,” I said. “I’ll marry you.”

At the time, it was all I thought I needed. There’s no point wishing for anything different because I did what I felt was right.

Still. Even though he’d proposed to two other women, I expected something—moonlight? Snow? A ring? Something.

“No girl wants a story like that,” I told him.

Soon after, on a pretty night, Kody looked at the moon.

“This is a better setting,” he said, before asking me again if I would marry him. I smiled and said yes.

He had a claddagh ring for me.

And I had a better story.
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