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If they [polygamists] wish to behave like cattle, it is probably their own affair … It would seem wisest to ignore what has no effect on the public at large.

—The Vancouver Sun, editorial, May 31, 1947








PART ONE [image: ] Redemption, British Columbia, Canada


June 1964






Chapter One

No one else wanted the job, so they gave it to me. Up at five to relay the morning road reports, and back again late in the evening to call in the weather forecast to the off-road truck loggers. It was vital information for the men who hauled raw logs through the treacherous Rocky Mountains to our sawmills in southern BC and across the border in Montana and Idaho. My work was lonely and isolating, but it was my daily pass to the outside world.

I flicked a switch and watched the ancient shortwave radio snort and rumble to life, like an old man’s struggle to wake from his nap. I spoke into the mic and heard the eerie echo of my own voice. “Hey, Stan. Daisy here. No snow on the Kicking Horse, but six inches expected on the Crowsnest, if you’re heading up that way. Back roads on logging section twelve are clear. Some ice by the river, though.”

I stood up to face the large map of western Canada and the northern United States thumbtacked to the wood-paneled wall. Its edges were curled and the print faded, making it hard to see in the early evening light. I ran my forefinger along the route I guessed Stan was taking and thought about the weirdness of snowstorms in June. While it wasn’t summer here yet, I could feel its warmth just around the corner. Butter-coloured black-eyed Susans were bursting out in the meadows and ditches.

Static filled the tin-roofed hut and then the words, “Ten-four.”

I was supposed to finish up, hurry back to my assigned family, and help the mothers put all the toddlers to bed, but instead I dimmed the lights so no one would know I lingered there, slipped on my headphones, and turned the dial to FM radio. I watched the needle dance until it landed on the station I was looking for: KREM FM out of Spokane, Washington.

“This is Wolfman Jack coming to you live, and who’s this on the Wolfman telephone?”

“Cindy in Portland.”

“Cindy in Portland, tell me who you’re lovin’.”

Cindy giggled. “Hi, Wolfman, I’m lovin’ that new group from England, the Beatles, and I want to hear ‘I Want to Hold Your Hand.’ ”

Wolfman howled his trademark as the song came on. The golden glow of radioland wrapped around me, and I sank deeper into my chair—and another dimension. I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and let the magic sweep me away.

My mind, dancing with the melody, filled with the image of a boy with dimples and rumpled dark curls reaching for my hand as I looked longingly into his warm, caring eyes.…

Lost in a forbidden world, I didn’t hear or see the door to the hut open, didn’t sense the movement across the old plank floor, didn’t feel the warm body beside me until a hand touched my shoulder.

I gasped. And my chair dropped forward with a bone-jangling jolt. I yanked off my headphones and blinked up at the person standing beside me. Relief poured through me at the sight of my friend.

“Brighten! You scared me so much I thought I’d have kittens.”

Brighten’s eyes were big, round, and a little worried. “Keep your hair on, Dais. I didn’t mean to. I just need to talk.”

Brighten was my absolute best friend—my only friend, really. Together, we were the daughters of the undeserving: men and women who did not hold the Bishop’s favour, either because they didn’t give enough money to the church or because they disobeyed the Bishop’s teachings. When I was a toddler, my father stopped believing in the Bishop—stopped believing that he was the True Prophet and received messages directly from God—and he quit the church. There is no greater sin, so he was excommunicated. My father lost everything when he left, including my mother and me.

Brighten’s situation was different. For some reason we didn’t understand, her father had never been asked to join the priesthood. She lived with her mother and father—and three other mothers and their children—in a two-bedroom house down by the creek. It was small and run-down with a chicken coop out back and rusted old cars in the driveway. All the other kids had bunk beds in the basement, but as the oldest, Brighten had to sleep on the second-hand couch in the living room.

We found each other at recess on our first day of grade one, the only two girls standing alone in the playground while the others cut us out of their games. But our similarities ended at our unpopularity. Whereas Brighten was tall and beautiful with auburn hair and amber eyes, I was small, thin, and blonde. Completely unremarkable. The good news, though, was that I had actually grown quite a lot lately and had put on some weight in the right places. Boys noticed me now. Even though it was a sin.

I switched off the radio and gestured for Brighten to sit on the only other chair. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m freaking out about the Placement. I’m starting to have doubts.”

I shook my head. “Don’t. You’ll be chosen as the new celestial sister, I know it. Bishop Thorsen practically promised you.”

The Bishop’s older sister, Charity, had been the first celestial sister years ago. When mothers started having babies at age fifteen and went on to have ten kids or more, our community grew like crazy, and we needed someone to organize it properly. Managing all the businesses the men owned and procuring and distributing food and supplies to all the families was a full-time job. Charity had been unable to have children, so she had what no other woman in Redemption had: spare time and energy.

She did a great job running things. Not long after she started, the Bishop had a revelation: that all scheduling, ordering, payroll, and accounting was now women’s work, and would henceforth be the domain of celestial sisters.

When it all became too much for Charity, the Bishop had another revelation: that there would be a total of four celestial sisters at any one time. The sisters would remain chaste before God, but once a sister reached the age of twenty-five, she would train her replacement and then be married and have children. She would heed womankind’s highest calling and become a mother of Zion.

Because celestial sisters handled the money and doled out the groceries and pretty much everything else, they were powerful. Girls competed for the jobs, but only the smartest and most capable were chosen. Brighten wanted it bad.

“I was so sure before, but now? I don’t know. I don’t like the way Brother Earl looks at me. He makes my skin crawl. He watches me when he thinks I’m not looking. Others have noticed too, so it’s not just me being vain or proud. Blossom told me that being married to an old fart like him would serve me right for being ‘Little Miss Perfect.’ ”

I smiled as I looked at my lovely friend with her long thick lashes and flawless skin. “Blossom’s just jealous. You’re prettier and smarter than she is. She doesn’t mind not being the prettiest, but it kills her that you’re smarter. So there’s always going to be bad blood. Don’t worry, you’re a shoo-in for celestial sister.”

Blossom, on the other hand, was awful. She was the twentieth daughter of Brother Fred and the first daughter of his seventh wife, Flora, and because her father was a senior man in the priesthood, she had loads of status. She had curly brown hair, a turned-up nose, and her father’s build. He was a big burly man who liked to throw his weight around whenever he got the chance, but especially each year at the Placement. People said that Blossom was a chip off the old block. If she became a celestial sister in charge of food distribution, Brighten and I would starve to death.

Brighten pulled a piece of her hair from her long braid and began twisting it into tighter and tighter coils. “It’s just that Brother Earl always seems to get what he wants, and I’m scared he wants me. As one of the deserving, he does everything that the Bishop demands and gets rewarded for it.”

“Yes. But Bishop Thorsen gets his revelations directly from God, so he’ll do His bidding. Right? Not just what Brother Earl wants. God sees how good your heart is.” I reached over and gave her hand a little pat.

“I’ve worked so hard for this, Daisy. Fifteen is too young to be a wife and mother. I want a chance to have a job first. If I get placed with an old man, I don’t know what I’ll do.”

Brighten dropped her hair and began to stroke the wrinkles out of her skirt. “I don’t like what it’s done to my mother—the in-fighting, the bullying. Mom’s always so down and worried. I don’t want that life.”

It was true. Brighten’s mom seemed overwhelmingly sad whenever I saw her, which wasn’t often. She didn’t leave the house much. Brighten admitted that her mom was unable to help care for her large family. She slept a lot, and the other mothers couldn’t trust her to look after their children. The Bishop explained that there was something in Brighten’s mom that prevented her from feeling the glory of God’s blessings. Though she struggled and prayed for guidance, she was not the recipient of God’s heaven-sent light. She was undeserving.

I tried to console Brighten. “You’ve got nothing to be worried about. Celestial sister is all yours.”

“Maybe. But what about you? Are you worried the Bishop will marry you to someone you’ll find hard to love? Are you hoping to become a celestial wife?”

My heart beat an unsteady rhythm. For girls like Brighten, girls with intelligence and ambition, becoming a celestial sister was the only way to avoid early marriage and motherhood until their twenties. For girls like me, adventurous and romantic—or so I liked to think—becoming first wife to a young man I admired was more important.

But the position of celestial wife had not even occurred to me, so focused was I on becoming one young man’s first. A celestial wife, the Bishop taught, was a man’s third, the one who ensured he would get into the highest kingdom of heaven. But I wasn’t as interested in the afterlife as I was finding heaven on earth with the boy who’d arrived from Utah last year. “I’m hoping for first wife. I hope the Bishop will place me with one of the new priesthood men. Someone young I can relate to. Someone I can love.”

Brighten’s eyebrows shot up. “Okay, Daisy. Spill it. Who’s the guy you’ve got a crush on?”

I thought again of the boy with the dark curls and big brown eyes and the way his cheeks dimpled when he smiled. I’d first noticed him in church, but I got to know him—despite the rules against fraternizing—when he was assigned to fix up the derelict “new” cottage where my mom lived.

Correction: the cottage the Bishop banished her to.

I guess I should explain. After my father left, Mom and I lived alone until two years ago when my mother turned down the Bishop’s marriage proposal. Apparently, he’d asked her many times before, but she always refused him. After the last time, he forced Mom to move to an isolated cottage on the far edge of Redemption, where “her sin wouldn’t infect others,” and he put me with my assigned family where I’d learn about God’s plan for me.

Plural marriage, hard work, and motherhood are a woman’s greatest glory.

Remembering the new guy’s shy smiles, his kindness to my mom, our very first conversation, and that time we walked in the woods together—my whole face suddenly felt damp and hot. I looked down to try to cover my lie. I wasn’t ready to tell Brighten yet, not until I knew for sure that he felt the same way as I did. “No one. It’s a sin to have feelings for a boy. You know that.”

She gave me a look that demanded more, but I wanted to change the subject. I had a deeper, darker secret that I needed to get out in the open before it drove me crazy. I fingered the locket that lay hidden under the bodice of my long dress, dropped my voice to a whisper, and slowly raised my eyes to meet hers.

The idea had popped into my head when I was talking with my assigned father’s newest wife. Lavender was only two years older than me, and we had become fast friends. She admitted that she cowered under the covers every time Brother Henry—Father Henry to me—knocked on her door at night. And cried herself to sleep when he left her. She hated him and just wanted to go home to her mother.

That was hard to hear, and her story frightened me.

Over time the idea just kept pushing its way into my consciousness. I wasn’t sure where it had come from. It terrified me. I was playing with fire, and I knew I could get badly burnt, but at the same time I was drawn to it. I couldn’t turn away from its warmth.

It really took hold last year when they gave me this radio job. I learned it quickly and, once they left me alone, I explored stations up and down the dial to see what was out there in radioland. There was a lot. My favourites were the comedy shows; Jack Benny and Art Linkletter, and especially Red Skelton. But sometimes I caught Walter Cronkite and the evening news. Apparently, there was a war going on in some place called Vietnam, and folks were upset about it. When that got me down, I tuned in to Dear Abby and listened to other people pour out their hearts to her. I wished I had someone like her to tell my troubles to, someone who could tell me what to do. Because Abby was wise. Wiser than anyone I knew, including the Bishop, because his wisdom wasn’t his own. Brighten was smart and sweet and deeply sympathetic, but she had about as much experience as me.

And I wanted more.

“Brighten, if things don’t work out for us at the Placement, have you ever considered leaving Redemption?”

Brighten looked at me sharply, alarm in her face.

“Of course not! I haven’t ever thought of leaving,” she exclaimed. “That’s nuts. Those people who’ve left, no one ever speaks to them again. All their friends and relatives—even their own mothers. It’s like they died! Not to mention they’re excommunicated and banished from the Celestial Kingdom!” Her eyes widened and she slapped a hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry, Dais! I forgot about your dad. I didn’t mean it.”

I put my finger to my lips and dropped my voice even lower. “Don’t worry about it. So, you truly believe everything we’ve been told, no question? That the Principle is the only way to heaven?”

Brighten looked puzzled, then taken aback, like I’d just said that up was down, and down was up. “I dunno. I guess,” she said. “I haven’t thought a lot about it. It’s all about eternal salvation in return for obedience, right? God wants us, His Chosen, to be fruitful and multiply, and plural marriage was His instruction. The Bishop says—”

“Never question. It makes us unhappy,” I said, interrupting her. “His sayings are always in our brains. It’s hard to ever think for ourselves and to know what makes us truly happy, isn’t it?”

Brighten’s face dropped, like she had no energy left to keep sweet. “Sometimes I wonder if my mom would be better if she didn’t have to compete with her sister-wives and always come up short. She might feel more at home here, like she belonged.”

I knew what Brighten was talking about. Everyone wanted to be their husband’s favourite wife. They wanted to feel special, to feel loved. So they were always looking for proof of his feelings, and were often disappointed. Their anger and frustration at their husband were redirected to their sister-wives, and there was always one who became the scapegoat for the others.

At my new house, it was Lavender.

I got up and checked the window. I didn’t expect to see anyone, but I was always careful. I didn’t want to get caught lingering and lose my supper. Last time, Mother Rose punished me with no supper for a whole week.

I settled back in my chair. “What about the outside?” I persisted. “Aren’t you dying to see what the world is really like? You could pick your own clothes, go to the movies, listen to music, eat hamburgers and chips.”

Brighten’s face lit up despite her fear moments ago. “Mmm. You’re making me hungry. I haven’t had a hamburger since the Bishop banned them. A temptation sent by Satan? I mean, that’s ridiculous.”

I glanced at the floorboard in the corner of the room, the one that wasn’t nailed down.

“Dad sent me a Seventeen magazine for an early birthday present this year. The clothes in it are un-be-lievable.” I saw Brighten’s eyes widen. “Tucked inside my magazine was a library card with my name on it. Did you know that there is a library in town where you can borrow all kinds of books to read—for free?” I smiled, lost in a happy daydream. “I’d sure like to visit it, but don’t think I could pull it off without getting caught.”

Brighten sighed, leaned back in her chair, and crossed her arms over her chest. “Your mom’s taking a big risk letting you have the stuff that your dad sends you. If she were caught, it would be bad. For her and you. You’d think she’d have learned by now.”

I shrugged my shoulders. “I know. I worry about her. She doesn’t seem to care anymore. Does some weird stuff: she says hello to people even though she knows they won’t talk to her, and she doesn’t even try to hide the library books she carries home from town.”

“Town” was Stewart’s Landing, population two thousand, easy walking distance from Redemption.

“Maybe you should get her some Valium. My mom takes it, like lots of the mothers. There’s a doctor in town. He gives Bishop Thorsen prescriptions, no questions asked.”

I shrugged. “Knowing Mom, there’s no way she’d take it.” I got up and switched off the generator. The moon had risen and there was enough light for us to see each other. No one would look at the hut and guess we were there.

I inclined my head towards the radio. “Last night I picked up a signal all the way from Dallas, Texas.”

“Where’s that?”

“In the States. South, I think. They talk like they have marbles in their mouths. Couldn’t understand half of what they said, but the music was boss.” I smiled, trying out the language I’d picked up from the station. “There was a prerecorded talent show called Folksongs. A singer named Janis Joplin. What a voice! All raspy and shivery. They said she was a real up-and-comer. My point is, she was a girl, just a little older than us when she started, and she was allowed to do things like start a career. Maybe she’ll even become famous one day.”

It was Brighten’s turn to get up and check out the window. Then she turned to look at me, her face stern. “I wish we could go to the States and see her—or go anywhere for that matter. But we will never do that because we can’t ever leave. If we tried, we wouldn’t survive without money or a place to live. We don’t even have any government identification.” She paused. “And the punishment would be awful if we were caught. Beatings would be the least of our worries. I don’t think I’d survive re-education in isolation.”

It was the Bishop’s favourite punishment. He locked up the worst sinners in a broken-down trailer where they were forced to study the covenants for weeks with hardly any food. When they emerged, they weren’t the same. They claimed that their belief had been restored, but the light in their eyes was gone.

I didn’t say anything, just pulled myself to my feet and walked over to the radio, checked that everything was off, and tidied my pen and papers on the desk.

“The Bishop says you can’t trust anyone on the outside,” Brighten insisted. “They’re all evil and live like Satan. We’re much better off here.”

My face felt prickly hot again and I threw down my pen. “Are we? Even if you’re named the new celestial sister, you’ll be married eventually. What if we end up as junior wives with a dozen sister-wives? What if we are tied to old men, for time and all eternity, men we can’t grow to love? What if I’m always the runt and never get any respect?”

My challenge seemed to make Brighten slough off her early doubts. “That won’t happen. You’ll be placed with a new member of the priesthood, one who loves you and treats you well. You’ll be his first wife, so you’ll have status. And I’ll be the new celestial sister. We’ll both be very happy, you’ll see.”

As we walked home together—for where else would we go?—I glanced up at the large houses we passed by. Warm yellow lights shone through open front doors as mothers called children to come in for bedtime. While crickets chirped in the deepening shadows, I thought about what Brighten had said. Despite all my insecurities, I knew she was right. I had just needed to air my innermost doubts and fears.

It was true. We were better off here in Redemption. I was going to be the first wife of a young man of the priesthood, and not just any young man.

Tobias, the dark-haired, dimpled boy of my dreams.
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The next morning, all I wanted to do was talk to Tobias. I hoped I would be free for a little while after my radio job, but Buttercup, one of my assigned sisters, was sent to find me and bring me right home. I was needed, she said. Mother Hyacinth was in labour, and since she’d been given the day off from her chores, someone needed to pick up the slack.

Me.

My assigned family numbered a total of forty-two people: one father, six mothers, and thirty-five children. I thought of the mothers in groups according to how much I did or didn’t like them. Mother Rose and Mother Violet were the worst—both of them sour-tongued and scornful; Mother Hyacinth and Mother Lavender always had a kind word for me, so I liked them the best; and Mother Fern and Mother Juniper were okay as long as I kept out of their way.

The kitchen was its usual scene of chaos in the morning with the older girls stirring steaming pots of porridge over all four stoves, while the boys carried heavy jugs of farm-fresh milk and homemade apple juice from the industrial-size walk-in freezer. They plunked them down on the wooden picnic table that ran the length of the room.

Oatmeal-raisin cookies were cooling on the counter beside the fifteen loaves of bread baked fresh daily. I knew the cookies were a treat for after church on Sunday and snacking was forbidden at all times, but I managed, with a quick sweep of my hand, to palm a few and drop them into the pocket of my dress without anyone noticing. It was a technique I’d perfected with practise.

The warm smells of brown sugar and cinnamon mixing with the sickly sweet scent of hair spray made me turn around. All the little girls were lined up in front of the big mirror on the wall beside the kitchen while the older girls dragged brushes through their knotted hair, arranged it neatly, and sprayed it in place.

I knocked on Mother Hyacinth’s door on my way to the basement. The mothers weren’t allowed painkillers during labour, so I wanted to see how she was doing. The Bishop insisted they experience the pure joy of bringing an old soul back to life on earth without the numbing effects of drugs. But it didn’t sound like pure joy to me.

Mother Hyacinth looked pale and sweaty when she opened the door, but she gave me a quick smile and a wave before she closed her door again.

I was on laundry detail. In the basement I faced a mountain of dirty sheets, towels, and clothes stacked beside seven old wringer washers. I started sorting. From experience, I knew that the hems of the little girls’ dresses had been dragged through the dirt and were impossible to clean. Same as the little boys’ knees and pant cuffs, and Brother Henry’s church shirts with the yellow stains in the armpits.

Several of the four- and five-year-olds still wet the bed, and the sharp vinegary smell of fresh pee made me want to gag as I dropped their sheets into a tub to presoak them in bleach.

All the bedwetters had to help with the laundry as punishment. The youngest were crying as usual, and I did my best to console them, but it didn’t help when Mother Rose came in and slapped six-year-old Tulip across the face and locked her in a closet. She was the oldest bedwetter and she set a bad example for the little ones.

But Tulip was also the daughter of Mother Hyacinth, and I was pretty sure that all the other mothers were resentful of Hyacinth right now, including Mother Rose. Not only was Hyacinth getting time off from her chores, but soon she would be celebrated as a true mother of Zion when she produced a new son or daughter. It was the sort of thing that really set the other sister-wives off.

I knew Mother Rose would leave Tulip in the closet for hours, so as soon as Rose left, I let her out and made her promise not to tell.

The laundry took all morning, so I was kept home from school. “Laundry is more important than school any day,” Mother Rose had told me. “Especially for older girls like you. You’ll be a wife soon, so you better get used to hard work.”

By lunchtime my hands were stinging from the homemade lye soap and my sinuses were on fire from breathing in bleach fumes. I grabbed a plate of wieners and beans and searched for a quiet place where no one would notice that I was taking a break.

It was hard to find a space to be alone, even in this huge house, but I knew that few people lingered in the hallway behind the kitchen, its one feature being the large Time with Daddy chart on the wall. It was here that the six women—my new mothers—came to check their allotted times with Brother Henry.

Since the main goal of our spiritual community was to make babies for God’s glory, the monthly cycles of the women were charted. Daddy was assigned to each wife based on their prime nights for conception. When their cycles all synchronized, there was heck to pay.

The lights were low in the hall, so I reached up and flicked on the ceiling fixture. A young woman who had been closely studying the chart spun around, squinting her eyes.

“Oh, it’s you, Daisy. You surprised me.”

“Sorry, Mother Lavender, I just need a break from the heat and all the awful laundry smells.”

“I know what you mean. I hate laundry too.” She pointed to the low bench. “Come sit.” She said it in a friendly way, not like a command from a mother to a child. Mother Lavender was only two years older than me, after all. “I just came to double-check the chart,” she said with a note of apology in her voice. “I need to become a mother of Zion soon, or I don’t know what will happen.”

I understood. Women who were married but had no children were looked down on, sometimes scorned outright. Lavender had confided in me that she didn’t like Brother Henry, and hated their nights together, but that didn’t mean she didn’t feel the pressure to get pregnant. “Now that you’ve settled in, I’m sure it won’t be long until you are expecting,” I said.

“Thank you for your blessed words, dear Daisy. I pray every day for that very thing. I’m sure God will answer my prayers just as He did when I first came here.”

I thought back. A year and a half ago, when Lavender first arrived from Cardston, Alberta, as a new wife, she’d cried nonstop for days. “You seem so much happier now than you did then,” I said. “Was it hard to get used to married life?”

She must have heard the hint of worry in my voice, because she reached over and grasped my hands, giving them a slight squeeze. “Don’t worry, it won’t be the same for you. I hadn’t wanted to get married till I was older because my mom was sick. She got cancer and I wanted to look after her and help look after all my little brothers and sisters as well.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay, I heard she’s doing better. She’s getting chemo and it’s working, so I’m told.”

“Chemo? Bishop Thorsen let her go to the hospital?”

“Not exactly. When the Bishop came to Alberta to visit the faithful in my hometown, he found out about Mom’s diagnosis. He told the congregation that the cancer proved that Mom was unworthy and unredeemable. He said she had to go—leave the community—and we were never to see her again. I was forbidden to contact her.”

I was shocked at the Bishop’s cruelty. I understood why sinners were unworthy: they made the wrong choice; but I didn’t understand how an illness—something you had no control over—could make you unworthy too. “Lavender, that’s awful! I’ve never heard of the Bishop sending someone away like that. Can’t she come back when her treatment is over?”

“No. The Bishop says some sins are unforgivable. That I just have to learn to live without her.” Lavender sat up straight and clasped her hands in her lap. “Through prayer, I am.”

It all seemed so cruel, so wrong. I felt so bad for Lavender, but I didn’t know what to say to make her feel better. I thought of my own mom and how I would feel if I could never talk to her again, feel the warmth of her hug, or hear the soothing sound of her voice. My stomach felt queasy, and I started to hiccup. We sat quietly for a while, my hiccups the only sound breaking the silence, and then Lavender glanced up at the wall clock.

“I should go and get ready for my husband’s visit tonight.” She got up and smoothed the folds of her skirt. “Some of the women say that if you make yourself as beautiful and desirable as you possibly can, then your husband will give you a baby.”

“Good luck,” I said, and blew her a kiss. Her return smile quickly faded as the hall door opened. Mother Rose marched straight down the hall without a word and stopped in front of the chart. Her finger followed the date, seeking the name of the mother assigned to Daddy for the night.

We watched her face grow dark as she turned to Lavender. “What a waste of Daddy’s time, spending the night with you. And think of the worthy old souls he could be bringing back to life with someone else. You should ask Daddy to be with another mother if you can’t do your duty. Or maybe we should encourage him to sleep with more than one wife at a time, like Bishop Thorsen does.”

What? More than one wife at a time? I risked a glance at Lavender, who looked like she might burst into tears, but she swallowed hard and said, “I’m sure the Lord will give me his blessing very soon.”

Mother Rose scoffed as she pushed past us and headed to her room.

I stared after her. “What’s with Mother Rose today?”

“She’s jealous, like usual. They all are. I’m the newest, youngest wife. It’s the thing I hate the most about this place. The jealousy is overwhelming. They’re always doing something to sabotage my time with Daddy—knocking on the bedroom door, claiming that they need to speak to him right away, or that there’s some kind of emergency. We never get uninterrupted time alone. I don’t like what we do, Daisy, but I understand it’s my duty. Why won’t they just let us get it over with?”

I didn’t want to think about her lying with Brother Henry, so I changed the subject. “I don’t get it. Bishop Thorsen tells us all the time that jealousy is a sin. I know that some of the women struggle with it from time to time, but are you saying that the mothers are sinning most of the time?”

“Daisy, open your eyes. Let me put it this way: if your husband came home one day holding hands with a strange woman and then told you that she was his new wife, how would you react?”

“I would try to welcome her, as we are taught to do,” I said, ignoring the bad feelings the thought of another woman holding hands with Tobias gave me.

“Would you? Even if you weren’t in love with your husband, wouldn’t you feel rejected? And what if you did love him? How would you feel as you watched him go to her room at night, heard him call her sweetheart, saw him kiss her? What if he took her out on picnics while you had to stay home to do housework and care for all the kids? What then?”

“I … I …” She had me there. I couldn’t imagine living like that. Jealousy would consume me. Perhaps Tobias and I could be like my parents. I don’t need any other woman than my sweet Ruthie, Mom told me Dad used to say all the time. Maybe Tobias would be like him.

I wished Lavender luck again and went back down to the basement. I just had to talk to Tobias. I had to be sure that he felt the same way about me and that he didn’t want anyone else. As soon as I finished the laundry, I left the house.

I ran through the forest trail, my breath hot in my throat, praying I wouldn’t meet anyone along the path. I rarely saw anyone out this way, but just in case, I made sure I had a ready-made excuse for being in the woods, with my wild mushroom bag and harvesting knife tied to the belt of my dress.

I picked up my skirts so I could run faster. I was committing another sin for showing my leggings, but today I felt reckless. I was coming to the most important night of my life, the Placement, and my feelings of both longing and worry were building to a fever pitch. My insides felt like they were in a pressure cooker and the shaking metal valve was ready to blow.

If only I knew what Tobias was thinking. Because I was a girl with a bad family history, I couldn’t take anything for granted. I hoped that I had moved beyond my parents’ sins; after all, that was the whole idea behind my assignment to a new family. By living in a family of true believers for the last two years—one that embraced the Principle of polygamy—I was supposed to be redeemed. I hoped that two years of the Principle was enough to give me the husband that I dreamt of, the husband that only the Bishop could give me.

It had to be Tobias; no one else could make me happy.

Where the path from the radio hut intersected with the path to the main road, my luck ran out. I stopped running and slowed to a respectable pace just as Mother Rose and Mother Violet looked up from their intense conversation during a rare late-morning stroll. Keeping my head down and trying not to breathe too hard, I murmured, “Keep sweet, Mother Rose. Keep sweet, Mother Violet.” I sensed rather than saw their frowns.

“Keep sweet, Daisy,” they replied in unison, then Mother Rose stopped short.

“Why are you wandering around out here, Daisy? Don’t you have laundry and other chores? Didn’t Bishop Thorsen decree that God has chosen you for extra duty, that you should never be idle?”

I pointed to the foraging bag hanging from my waist. “Thank you, Mother Rose, for your concern about me staying in God’s good graces. I’ve done the laundry and now I’m gathering mushrooms for supper. After that, I’m going to weed the garden.” It was a lie, so I said a quick silent prayer asking for forgiveness.

“Better get at it,” Mother Rose answered.

One of them clicked her tongue with disapproval as I continued walking. I was used to it. My parents were tainted by their doubt, and it had infected me too. Bishop Thorsen said doubt was “a cancer in the community” that needed to be cut out, and he often invoked my bad name, making an example of me. For years I’d dreaded Sunday school for that very reason. The Bishop used me to explain the unexplainable. If we were God’s special people, then why did bad things happen to us?

Because the Shoemakers were doubters.

No wonder the mothers avoided me at home, except Lavender and Hyacinth, and made their children do the same.

I stepped off the trail into a small glade, pretending to search through the tall grass for mushrooms, waiting for the mothers to leave the area. I thought about what had started all my troubles in the first place, about what had made Dad lose faith and abandon my mom and me.

Mom didn’t like to talk about it because it was painful, and even discussing it was a sin. So I’d had to pick up hints and bits of information over the years and kind of piece together the story.

Dad hadn’t been brought up in the church; he joined when he was twenty-eight, a few years after he came back from the war. The Second World War. He’d been in a prisoner-of-war camp in Germany and was so sick from starvation and beatings that it took him a long time to get better. In the war camp he’d been forced to construct buildings, so when he got home, he worked in a sawmill. Eventually, he founded a construction company.

His physical wounds healed, but his emotional ones didn’t, so when some of his employees told him of a better, calmer, more peaceful way to live, he considered joining our church. While he was still undecided, he met Mom. Mom laughed when she told me this part of the story—the happy part—and said the clincher was when her father, a very senior member of the priesthood in the U.S. church, sent her north to marry. Several men wanted to marry her—including Bishop Thorsen—but she picked Dad for his kind ways and gentle voice. Those were the days when women had a say in who they married.

They had me and everything was great for a few years. Then something happened. Dad and the Bishop had a big fight. I’ve never been able to figure out what it was about, but it was serious enough to make Dad leave. Leave Redemption, and us.

I miss Dad, but I only have a few vague memories, and the birthday presents he sends every year. I know Mom really misses him, because she refused to be reassigned to another husband. And because she was legally married to Dad at the courthouse in town and neither of them wanted a divorce, the Bishop can’t make her marry again. Mom will never admit it, but I know she found ways to see my dad from time to time. She used to fix her hair and put on her best clothes, then walk into town. When she came back, she would have a gift from my father for me.

But that stopped suddenly a few years ago.

Since then, the Bishop has pressured Mom to join his family as one of his wives. The last time she said no, he got really mad and told her that God had sent him a revelation. He said that Mom needed quiet solitude to reflect on God’s plan for her life.

Mom had to live in isolation. No one was allowed to speak to her, not even acknowledge her presence. I was taken away from her, and she was sent to live in a small cottage on the edge of our community. It was weird being the daughter of the only person in the community who didn’t live the Principle according to God’s plan. I respected Mom’s decision not to marry the Bishop, but at the same time, I just wanted to fit in. I didn’t want to be different. I prayed that my mom would start living like all the sister-wives so I could be just like all the other girls.

She wouldn’t, so I couldn’t, and the rest was history.

Mom and I figured out ways to get around all the new rules and see each other. We knew the risks we were taking, but we felt we had no choice. We were extra careful not to get caught. In fact, we were so good at it, I told Tobias if he ever wanted to meet me in private, to meet me there.

As I approached Mom’s secluded cottage, nestled in a grassy hollow with heavy pine woods on one side, I grew happy at the sight. It was a tidy little spot that made me think of fairy tales and storybooks. It had a steeply pitched roof of weathered grey shingles, and green-painted clapboard walls. A fieldstone chimney rose from one side. Mom had planted tulips, irises, and daylilies in front of her kitchen and living room windows. She had a vegetable garden too. It was where, in partial shade from a gnarled apple tree in the yard, she grew young lettuce and spinach.

I slowed, carefully checking the outbuildings, looking for a sign, any sign. And then I saw it, a slight movement by the heavy-equipment storage shed. I scanned the yard and saw no one, so I turned sharply and ran around the back of the building. A hand shot out and grabbed mine, squeezing tight.

Suddenly, I was breathless and panting.
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“Hello, gorgeous,” Tobias said. He stood close to me, too close, and I felt the heat rising from his body as he nuzzled my hair.

He was the boy of my dreams, but even still, his hands on mine startled and shocked me. Holding hands with a member of the opposite sex was a serious sin. The punishment would be re-education in isolation. Tobias’s touch thrilled me, but I pulled away in fear.

Then Tobias, with his dark colouring and cleft chin and those oh-so-adorable dimples in his cheeks, smiled at me and my knees turned to butter.

“Have you talked to the Bishop about us?” I asked breathlessly.

Another dazzling smile. “I’ve done better than that. I wrote to my father in Utah.”

“Your father?”

He glanced away, then took a deep breath. “Daisy, I’ve always tried to be open and honest with you, but there’s some stuff I’ve never told you. Bishop Thorsen knows, but no one else does. I’m supposed to keep a low profile.” He paused. “My dad’s a member of the Council of Seven. He’s powerful. What he says, goes.”

Instead of making me feel better, Tobias’s news made my worries worsen. I hugged my elbows tightly. I’d had no idea that he was church royalty. When he first came here, he told me that he was from Blessed Town, Arizona, here to learn the construction trade by working for one of Bishop Thorsen’s construction companies.

He’d lied to me. Just like I lied to him.

He leaned in close, talking low. I could smell his earthy scent and feel the puff of his breath caress my ear. “I was sent here for two reasons: first, to help mend fences between the U.S. and the Canadian churches. Years ago, there was some kind of power struggle that caused a big rift.”

I nodded. “The Bishop told us about that. At worship last Sunday he said that we must begin to reconnect with our families in the U.S. God wants all His Chosen to push back against the evil government’s attempts to interfere in our lives. He says there is strength in numbers, so all true believers must unite.”

Tobias laughed softly. “I’m just glad that he’s finally accepted the fact that our church—I mean the American church—doesn’t recognize him as their Bishop.”

“I don’t know about that. He frequently reminds us about the special day God revealed to him that he was the new High Bishop for all the church.”

He scoffed. “Yeah, but Prophet Ron in Utah had the same revelation and most people backed him. So …” Tobias cocked his ear and held up a finger. He walked to the corner of the building and took another quick glance towards the main road in the distance before coming back. “Bishop Thorsen started this new community so he could be the prophet here without any competition. Okay, fine. But then he refused to send brides south. It’s been a real problem.”

I let go of my elbows. “What do you mean?”

Tobias’s face clouded. “In the church community in Utah, cousins are marrying cousins, and too many kids are ending up in Babyland.”

“What’s Babyland?”

Tobias loosened his collar. “The special cemetery for kids. Lots of babies are being born with … defects. They don’t live long.”

“Oh!” My head snapped back like I’d been slapped. An image of little white crosses cuddled by teddy bears flashed in my brain and I had to blink back tears. “That’s so sad.” I was suddenly grateful for the ladies that Bishop Thorsen brought into our community from Cardston, Alberta. New blood, he called them. “So are Redemption girls going to be sent to marry men in Utah, now?”

“Yes. I mean, not yet, but soon, I hope. Bishop Thorsen and my father are at least talking.”

“Okay, that’s good. So you said you had two reasons for coming to Redemption. You’re mending fences between the two churches, that’s the first one. What’s the other?”

“I’m supposed to find a wife.” He laughed and took my hand again. “So we’ve got nothing to worry about. My dad will give his blessing. It’s all we need.”

“But if your father is so high up in the church, won’t he want you to marry one of the Bishop Thorsen’s daughters? There’s lots to choose from and they’re all pretty. He wouldn’t want you to marry me, would he?”

Tobias bent low so he could look me squarely in my eyes. “Daisy, you’re the one I want to marry. Believe me, there’s no one like you. You’re so full of fun and energy that every time I see you, I feel alive. My heart is full of joy. I want to feel that way every day. I love you and I want to marry you.”

My knees were butter again. I loved the way I could talk so openly with Tobias and that he always listened carefully, never correcting me or telling me what to say or not to say. Tobias’s caring ways brought back dim memories of my dad. I hoped we could have the kind of marriage my parents had, full of love and laughter. But thoughts of Dad brought a shadow with them. He’d left us because he no longer believed. Would Tobias one day decide he didn’t either? Or would that be me?

I looked at Tobias and saw goodness and earnestness and love in his eyes.

I had to tell him the truth.

“There’s something you need to know about me too. My dad, he left the church. He’s an apostate.” My confession was so painful I had to hang my head. What was I thinking? Tobias would never want to be tied to me for time and all eternity. I was dreaming in Technicolor. I had a sudden urge to flee.

Tobias’s eyes grew soft, and he smiled gently. “I know that already, Daisy. People talk. I’m glad you trusted me enough to tell me, but it changes nothing. I also know that your mom is the daughter of a well-respected senior in the priesthood back home and that you have been redeemed by living with a righteous family. My dad said I could marry anyone from Redemption I chose. He only cares about expanding our family’s gene pool, so I choose you.”

At that moment I desperately wanted to hug him. And if I were to confess the truth, I wanted to kiss him as well, especially since our future together seemed certain. I consoled myself with the knowledge that I’d be able to do just that in a few short days.

Tobias cupped my hand in both of his, and for a moment I thought he might kiss it, but at the sound of truck tires on gravel he dropped it and shrank back into the shadows.

“We can’t be seen together.” Tobias’s voice was tight.

I pointed to the forest trail. “Go!”

“What about you?”

“I’ve got a plan. I’ll be okay. Run!”

He disappeared into the nearby woods in a flash.

I waited until I saw the truck park at Mom’s front door. I caught a glimpse of my mom as she ushered someone inside and closed the door behind him.

My heart was thumping, and I felt a little light-headed. I picked up my skirts and ran for the back of the house before the unknown visitor could look out the front window and see me. I collected the key Mom always left for me by the basement door, and I let myself inside.

Once inside, I was overcome with curiosity. Who was the visitor? Everyone knew Mom was off-limits. The Bishop had called her “a faceless body, not to be acknowledged if you should accidentally run into her.” So who was upstairs? I was the only one who ever visited Mom, and even I wasn’t supposed to be here.

As silently as I could, I crept up the wooden staircase to open the kitchen door just a crack. At the top of the stairs, I gripped the handle, sucked in my breath, and turned. The old glass knob groaned, but the voices from the living room were loud enough to block the sound.

First, I heard Mom’s voice, but then a familiar voice interrupted her. My jaw dropped. Bishop Thorsen!
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Bishop Thorsen hadn’t visited Mom since his last proposal. What the heck was going on upstairs?

I tried so hard to hear their words that I barely let myself breathe. Mom’s voice, always so soft and gentle, had some power behind it, though I could tell she was nervous.

“I know what you did to my husband. Dan told me and I’m not afraid to speak up,” I heard Mom say.

“Water under the bridge, Ruth. And no one listens to you, anyway. You’re a ghost, a nonperson,” the Bishop retorted.

“Maybe so, but there are doubters out there, and more than you know. Like you say, people ignore me—so they’re not careful around me, and I overhear things. I’ve heard rumblings from some of the men about Prophet Ron in Utah being the one true prophet, and not you. If they’re already starting to doubt you, they’d hear me if I told them what you did to Dan. They’d question your right to be Bishop and they’d question the source of your revelations. They have to know deep down that God would never tell you to do the evil things you do.”

“Ha! Prophet Ron is a fake and an idiot. I’m Bishop partly because I’m not afraid to do tough things for the good of the community.” He paused; his voice softened a bit. “Look, I’m in the middle of sensitive negotiations with the U.S. church and Prophet Ron, so you trying to stir up discontent right now isn’t ideal. Ron has to know that I have complete control over the placement of young brides, no question. If they want a fresh crop of girls from Canada, then they have to go through me first. So if I do this little favour for you, then you’re never gonna talk to anyone about this ever again. You hear me?”

“I promise I won’t say a word as long as I get what I want.”

The Bishop laughed bitterly. “You women are all the same. It’s all about what you want, isn’t it? Well, if you talk, you’ll be very sorry. And so will Daisy.”

“I swear I won’t.”

Bishop Thorsen’s cowboy boots thudded across the wood plank floor. I heard the front door open, then bang shut. A moment later, I heard a powerful engine and a spray of gravel as he peeled out of the driveway.

I crept upstairs and found Mom slumped on the edge of the sofa, rubbing her forehead with the heel of one hand.

“Mom?”

She looked up, her face flushed, her eyes flashing with emotion. “Daisy, I didn’t know you were here. How long have you been downstairs?”

“Long enough to know that the Bishop paid you a visit, and that you drive a hard bargain. What’s going on? Are you okay? I heard my name, and you said something about Dad.”

She fanned her face rapidly with one hand and shook her head as if to clear away bad thoughts and feelings. “I’m fine, Daisy. Don’t worry about me. You know that the Bishop and I don’t always agree on things.”

“No kidding.”

Mom seemed lost in thought for a moment before she refocused and pulled her face into a smile. “And of course you heard your name. You’re going to be one of the new brides in just a few days; this is your special time. I had a few words with the Bishop about your Placement. I want the best for you. And now so does he.”

I flopped down on the couch beside Mom and grabbed her hands, squeezing them hard. “Oh, Mom, there’s so much to talk about. My dress is almost ready. I can’t wait to try it on for you—you were right about the colour, it’s perfect. Blossom is so jealous—I can tell by the way she’s been glaring at me in the sewing room. She even told me that my nose is too big, that it spoils my looks. That’s a sure sign she’s jealous.”

“I’m happy it’s all working out for you, sweetheart,” Mom said, laughing, “but let’s go down to the den and have tea. We should talk.”

“You don’t think my nose is too big, do you, Mom?”

“No, dear.”

The basement was our special place. We had created a den with two comfortable easy chairs and an old hand-hooked rug. This was our private spot for sitting and chatting, and no one ever knew. We curled up in our cozy chairs, balancing cups of steaming Earl Grey, with its sweet, fruity aroma. While I let my tea cool, I got out the spindle knitter that I had been using to make a long wool coil of gold and blue. Mom had promised to sew it together into a small rug for my trousseau. I tried to imagine it in my new home.

“What sort of living space do you think the Bishop will assign to me and my new husband, if he’s a new member of the priesthood, I mean, and doesn’t already have a house?” Mom knew I was talking about Tobias, but I didn’t want to jinx it by saying his name. I had told her that he was special to me weeks ago, but she’d surprised me by telling me she’d already guessed. She had gotten to know Tobias, just as I had, when he’d renovated her cottage. He talked to her despite the rule against it and showed her a respect and consideration that few in Redemption did.

“I would love it if you and Tobias could live here with me. I told Ray, I mean, the Bishop, that,” Mom said. “But we’ll see what he decides.”

My head shot up from my work. “Seriously? That would be amazing.” Mom’s cottage was a lot nicer than the arrangements most young families had until they were large enough to have a proper house built for them. Many lived for years in small trailers, or just a bedroom in their parents’ big house.

Like most people in Redemption, Mom kept her main floor living space pretty plain: a couch and a table with chairs and a buffet was about it. There wasn’t any art on the walls and certainly no books, TV, or radio. But downstairs, it was a whole other world.

Downstairs in her private space, Mom lived like I imagined people on the outside did. Her own watercolours hung on all four walls, nature scenes mostly, along with macramé plant holders spilling over with ferns and spider plants. The couch and two easy chairs were big and soft, with lots of bright throw cushions she’d crocheted herself. She’d even talked about getting a radio but hadn’t worked up the nerve yet.

My favourite spot to sit was a big chair in front of a large wooden bookcase beside her loom (she was working on a cool winter scarf for me) and the fieldstone fireplace. Dad had introduced Mom to reading, so the case was full of all sorts of books that Mom had bought for nickels and dimes at the annual library fundraiser in town. Books like Anne of Green Gables and Little Women were my favourites for years, but now, not so much.

I had no real free time, but when I managed to sneak away from my chores, I read romance novels. There were scenes in them that made me think of boys in a new way. That’s when my feelings for Tobias changed. I didn’t want to just be friends with him, I wanted him to touch me like Troy touched Isobel in The Boy Next Door.

I noticed dark circles under Mom’s eyes. “You look tired. Not sleeping again?”

“I’ve been worried about you. Fifteen is just too young to be getting married and having babies. When you get a chance to talk to your new husband, tell him you want to wait. He has to be patient with you.”
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