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To Ashley, Georgia, and Annabelle


When I think of the three degrees of glory now, I think of my heaven, my eternity, my legacy… My three daughters.


you are my sun,


my moon,


and all of my stars


e. e. cummings










AUTHOR’S NOTE


The official name of the Mormon church is the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. The full name was given by revelation from God to the prophet Joseph Smith in 1838. For almost two hundred years, we called ourselves Mormons; it was the name of our book, our lessons, our songs, our marketing campaigns, our website, and a church-produced movie titled Meet the Mormons.


In 1990, one of the church’s apostles, Russell M. Nelson, spoke out against using the term “Mormon” and instead encouraged members to use the official name, “the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.” He was publicly reprimanded by the prophet Gordon B. Hinckley, who encouraged that the nickname “Mormon” be embraced. In 2018, when Nelson advanced to the office of prophet himself, getting rid of the nickname became one of his first orders of business. He proclaimed that the Lord had impressed upon his mind that using the proper name of the church was not negotiable and commanded that members stop referring to themselves as Mormons and instead only as members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.


He then asked the rest of the world to respect this new commandment and refrain from using “Mormon” and “Mormonism” when referring to church members, doctrine, culture, and lifestyles unique to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.


Originally, I tried to follow the prophet and the church’s style guide and use the full and proper name. But when I realized that I had used the word “Mormon” nearly two hundred times, it became clear that the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints was perhaps a bit belabored.


I have chosen to use “Mormon” and “Mormonism” as they are words with which I have found resonance since birth. Both monikers are used throughout the story in order to speak to my lived experience and my identity. This is not meant to offend or dismiss the identities of those who feel otherwise.


You’ll soon find that this choice is only one of the many ways that I am a Bad Mormon.










PROLOGUE


I was thirty thousand feet above Death Valley contemplating my life.


It was sinking in. We were making a TV show! I pressed down hard on my lower lip to keep from smiling. I needed to stay serious and acknowledge the gravity of the situation; this was a life-altering moment! If I went on television and exposed everything I’d been hiding from my friends, family, and church, there would be devastating consequences. But inside, the girl who grew up on MTV’s Real World and Lauren Conrad’s The Hills was euphoric. Maybe this was my golden ticket.


As I flew back to Salt Lake City from Los Angeles, I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the cloudy airplane window. With my polyester cap-sleeved blouse and quickly deflating three-barrel curls, I looked like a tried-and-true frugal Mormon, not a starlet of the stage or screen. I asked myself, Is this really happening? Does reality television seriously want me?


This didn’t happen for sensible, church-bred, landlocked single moms like me. In my small, insular world, there were few things I knew like the back of my hand, the Book of Mormon being one and the book of reality television being the other.


Years of reality television consumption had taught me that nothing hides from the cameras. You can’t expect to go on television pretending to be something you aren’t. The viewers will see right through you.


From the time I was born, I’d been indoctrinated to think in terms of binaries. Black or white, right or wrong, everything could be traced back to good or evil, God or Satan. There was no gray area, no in between. You could choose Hollywood, but you’d have to give up heaven. You can’t have both. With cameras in my face, my hand would be forced in one direction or the other.


Which route would I take? Would I pretend to be naive about the absurdities of my faith and hide behind my Mormon upbringing? Or would I use this opportunity as a chance to escape and finally come out of the closet I’d been hiding in? Would I risk my eternity, my church, my community, my family, for a sizzle reel?


I thought about my life, what I had imagined it would be and what it had become. I thought about my daughters and the life I desperately wanted to give them. How the fairy tale had all imploded. How the impact had revealed all the cracks in my faith. There was no putting Humpty Dumpty back together again. There was no moral dilemma to wrestle with. No real decision to be made. This was my way out.


It’s all happening.


When an opportunity like this comes along, you grab it with both hands, kid. You grab it with both hands.











the whole truth is like the story of a wave unfurled


—DAR WILLIAMS













PART ONE BAD DAUGHTER











CHAPTER 1 FEELS LIKE HOME



Nestled in a suburban Colorado cul-de-sac in an unassuming cottage rambler on quiet Ivy Way, I sat peering out my bedroom window. I imagined myself as queen of the castle observing my kingdom below. My room was on the second floor and high enough to observe both the static familiarity of my own backyard and the unexplored wilderness just beyond my neighborhood. Leafy aspen trees shaded our playhouse and trampoline, the spindly branches growing low enough to display my mom’s hand-painted wooden birdhouses. There were potted geraniums on the patio and a weathered soccer ball long forgotten in the basement window well. Adjacent to the swing set was a custom-built wooden sandbox filled with half-buried plastic shovels, pails, and tiny trucks, their wheel axles forever frozen by grains of sand.


This corner of heaven was my domain, and its perimeter was clearly defined by a six-foot-tall teakwood fence my dad had built and stained with help from family and friends. It created an impressive and imposing boundary complete with a private gate. The gate not only allowed us direct access to the undeveloped land preserve bordering our property but also kept our home private from the passing traffic and the vast landscape. We were safe and set apart, with access to the outside world when and if we needed it.


I had been told on more than one occasion not to go through the gate without my parents, but their warnings never stopped me from dreaming. What good is a queen if she’s not striving to expand her kingdom? The longer I gazed at the mounds of dirt and prairie grass bordering our neighborhood, the more I felt them calling to me.


My mom and I had been reading aloud the book Incident at Hawk’s Hill and I had become fixated on the story of young Ben, a six-year-old boy on the frontier who wandered away from his home and is nurtured, cared for, and fed from the teat of a wounded badger separated from her cubs. This story spoke to me and my maternal instincts. I was convinced a lost child could be living in the field outside my suburban Denver neighborhood, but I’d never know if I didn’t leave the safety of my bedroom. If I was going to find a badger den and an actual feral child to rescue and raise as my very own, I would have to venture through the forbidden gate, not just dream about it. And so it was, after weeks of gazing out my window imagining my destiny, I finally dared to try.


The lock had been positioned just high enough to allow a taller, more responsible person to go through the gate, close it, and then return to the backyard by reaching over the top of the fence to unlatch the lock from the other side. The secret to the gate was twofold: you had to be tall enough, and you had to know exactly where on the fence the lock was located. Once shut, the gate was virtually undetectable from the surrounding fence and out of reach to any adventurous six-year-old.


Opening the gate had been easy. I was small but resourceful enough to boost myself up and unhinge the simple latch, but once I stepped through to uncharted territory, the gate slammed shut, and the lock clicked back into place. I panicked. I couldn’t tell where the normal fence ended and the gate to my backyard began. The distant, intermittent cars that I had once watched passively from my bedroom window immediately became unbearably loud and fast. I doubted my ability to ever cross the street alive, and certainly not while holding anything feral. My ambition had exceeded my ability, and I understood why my parents had built the fence and been explicit about the rules.


Because they loved me.


Because they wanted to protect me.


Because they knew it was dangerous; they knew there was no way back.


On the other side of the gate, it was all so clear. I was locked out of my life, locked away from my family, abandoned in the lone and dreary world. The adventures I had planned forsaken, the good intentions I had nurtured long forgotten. Outside the gate was bad. Inside the gate was good. And I needed to get back home.


Screaming for help was an option, but it would (1) reveal my disobedience, and (2) most likely go unnoticed. I couldn’t control my heaving sobs, but I kept my head down, my long mane of wavy hair hanging around my face just enough to conceal my shame. I wanted to disappear. I kept my eyes glued to the sidewalk and tried to walk with purpose to avoid being kidnapped or, worse, being asked by a Good Samaritan if I needed any help.


Once I reached my street and saw our house crest around the corner, I broke into a run. I didn’t bother to gather myself or wipe my tears or even come up with a cover story. I ran right through the front door, headed straight up the stairs to my room, and dove face-first into the pillows on my bed. I vowed never to tell a soul and never to leave the sanctity of my kingdom again.


I told myself that from then on, I would only look for badgers and feral children within the confines of the backyard. I didn’t need or want to go beyond the blasted gate. The lesson I learned left an imprint. The rules were there to keep me safe, not to stifle my ambitions. If no badgers or orphans appeared in my backyard, it was probably for the best.


The small voice inside my heart continued to whisper, You can make all your dreams come true, and I really believed it. The world was mine for the taking, and there was nothing I couldn’t do if I set my mind to it. What could possibly go wrong? Who could possibly be against me?


I don’t know the exact time I realized that the world was created for more than just me, but I like to think I had a good nine or ten years of absolute, egocentric, ignorant bliss.


Everything in my life confirmed my identity, my faith, and my future. Until it didn’t.





I was planned for, prayed for, and prepared for long before I even knew it was my turn on earth. Perfectly spaced and perpetually pampered, I was the third child and the second daughter born into what I believed was one of God’s chosen families. But to anyone else, we appeared to be typical suburban Americans.


I was one of six children, three girls and three boys. The births of my older and younger siblings were stacked within eighteen months of each other, but I was born with years of cushion in the blessed middle. My sister Jenny and brother Tyler had birthdays a mere fifteen months apart and were five and four, respectively, when I arrived. I was the only child at home when they went to school, so I had my mom all to myself. My little sister, Nancy, was born four years later, and this sacred gap between siblings gave me just enough undivided attention to confirm my birthright.


I was what they called a BIC in my church, which meant I was “born in the covenant.” A daughter of the Most High God sealed for time and all eternity to devout, temple-married parents. BIC is only on your church membership record if your parents are married in the temple before you are born. “Children of the covenant” are natural heirs to the blessings of the priesthood and, according to the prophet Russell M. Nelson, part of a strain of sin-resistant souls with special promises and responsibilities. If you are born to parents married outside of the temple, you aren’t a BIC. You can still be admitted into the highest level of heaven, but it requires a work-around. You are grafted onto the family tree as a branch, but you will never be of the covenant line.


Born in the covenant: Mormon flex.


I may have had “BIC” on my church membership record, but growing up, I didn’t know what “covenant” meant. I didn’t even know that we were religious. I just thought that we were better than everyone else. I had no idea the sacrifices or oaths my parents had taken in order to assure that their children were part of “the prosperity of promise.” I just thought they were following the recipe for a typical family, with the secret ingredient of the gospel making us deliriously happy. We were Mormons, and Mormons had it figured out. We were doing something right. We were thriving. We had the world on a string.


Mormonism was our way of life, the only way of life, because we loved it. And we believed it.


Our faith came with perspective, balance, and humor. It was all-American. We were service oriented. We had fun. We had refreshments at every get together. We loved pinewood derbys, road shows, and girls’ camp. Our youth leaders indulged us with water balloon fights and ice cream socials. We would meet for activities at the vacant church buildings in the middle of the week and hang out afterwards to run through the darkened hallways feeling safe and silly and sneaky all at the same time.


We didn’t hang crucifixes or focus heavily on sin, we knew the rules and we assumed no one would ever break them. We didn’t forgo birthday parties and Halloween. We didn’t cover our hair with veils or wear prairie dresses with tennis shoes. We seemed normal. We seemed practical. Our priests weren’t cloistered away in monasteries, they were married volunteers who wore sport coats and Christmas ties.


I had never heard anyone at church say anything garish like “Praise Jesus!” or raise their arms uncontrollably and speak in tongues. Of course, we believed in the speaking in tongues and in the praising of Jesus, but we would never actually do it out loud. I had been taught that people who loved God like that were fanatics. We were the one and only true church on the face of the earth; we had the restored gospel, the priesthood, the Book of Mormon, and a living prophet that spoke to God. We had everything. We didn’t need to shout it from the rooftops, all we needed to do was show up and share.


When other people spoke of their religions, I would think, Forget religion, what we have is so much better. We have a way of life. A plan of happiness, a proven system. It works if you work it. I wanted to share the gospel! I wanted to help the world! I was blessed to be born into the covenant, born into the faith, and I knew I had a duty to share it with those who were less fortunate.


We had the answers to all the tests. And “man’s search for meaning” would undoubtedly lead everyone right to our front porch, where we would be waiting like Dateline NBC’s Chris Hansen on To Catch a Predator with a pitcher of sweet tea and a smile.


“Hello! Come on in! Pull up a chair. Let’s get started.”


Where did we come from? What is our purpose here on earth? Where will we go when we die? I could answer these questions with confidence from the time I could speak. Everyone else was floating through life without a purpose, without a plan, and without the perfect love that we had as a family. I believed in my family and our religion like I believed in America, and from my window at the center of the universe, I couldn’t tell the difference between the two.





My parents both grew up in Utah surrounded by members of the church and Mormon culture, but they eventually moved away. I was born in Carmel, California, where my dad was studying Russian at the Language Defense Institute on the Monterey Peninsula. My parents were Mormon, but they weren’t weird. I wasn’t one of those run-of-the-mill Utah girls, I was a Carmel-by-the-Sea California girl, and I planned on living a life worthy of the distinction.


My father started his career in the FBI investigating bank robberies and eventually found his way into Russian counterintelligence, which forced him to relocate frequently. My mom, his wingman and wife, happily followed, creating homes without complaint in multiple states around the nation. By the time I was five, she finally said, “Eight is enough.” After seven states, she wanted to take root. My dad left the FBI and accepted an assignment with the Bureau of Land Management, hunting thieves of historical indigenous sites in Denver, and my mom settled in to make the Mile High State her home sweet home for good.


My mom’s early years of marriage always seemed like a grand adventure to me. I imagined how she learned to adapt and represent from sea to shining sea, living in a new state almost every two years, stopping only long enough to make a few friends and have another baby: Utah (Jenny), Minnesota (Tyler), Washington State, California (me), Virginia, Texas (Nancy), Colorado (Logan and Casey). Eventually, each state she made a home in would be immortalized in a series of framed batiks along our staircase and mantle in Denver. I would study each landmark etched out in ink and wax and imagine my parents all across America, making friends, making memories, making homes.


Mom was a BIC, born in the covenant, like me and like the generations before her. Her ancestors were oxcart pioneers that had traveled across the plains and settled in Ogden, Utah. When I imagine my mom in her prime, she resembles a young Katherine Heigl: perpetually youthful, deep brown eyes, and a big, brilliant smile. The oldest of six children, her youngest brother was barely born when she began having babies herself. In high school, she was a member of the 4-H Club and a white-gloved song leader, cheering in her green and white Hillcrest Huskies uniform. She was self-reliant and resourceful, working after school every day and saving up to buy her own braces and contact lenses. She wasn’t afraid to spend a pretty penny to look pretty.


When she first met my dad, she was a Chi Omega at Utah State. He was a smooth-talking Sigma Chi who wore white jeans and penny loafers with no socks. She said she fell for him because he was a sharp dresser and drove a convertible VW Bug.


“What can I say?” she’d muse. “He looked like he came from money.” Eye roll.


My dad had not come from money; he had been raised by a cruel father and a well-meaning Mormon mother of meager means. The Scouting program and church youth groups had been his saving grace, and he worked hard for everything he had. He was influenced by bishops who later became apostles to the prophet. But his home life didn’t compare to the love and stability my mom had grown up with. And that did not go unnoticed. “We are who we come from” was a recurring theme in our church culture. My mom’s attempts to explain the rationale in marrying my dad served both as a cautionary tale for first impressions and as an explanation for how a prize like her fell for someone with a less-than-perfect pedigree.


“I was tricked,” she would joke. “He charmed me!”


Her destiny from that fateful moment on was to be on a fast track from sorority girl to stay-at-home mom. She was engaged, married, and pregnant within the year. The families decorated the wedding breakfast tables with black-eyed Susans in her honor. At the reception, her bridesmaids wore custom-sewn dotted-swiss gowns in a rainbow of pastel colors with puffed sleeves and empire waists.


My mom was an enigma, a sarcastic tour de force who was supremely competent in all the creative arts. If you wanted to turn in a winning essay or art-fair project, you wanted my mom as your consultant. She knew how to sprinkle salt on my watercolor painting of an ocean wave to make it foamy, how to add a topless mermaid on a rock outcropping to a drawing of an island to create intrigue, how to use words like “ermine” and “gilded” to describe something regal.


She always smelled of Paco Rabanne and could wear red lipstick without it smearing or getting on her teeth. The kind of mom who added a dollop of Cool Whip and a bendy straw to your glass of milk just because she knew it would thrill you. I’d follow her around the house like a groupie and watch her sit on the end of her bed with a compact mirror, applying her makeup slowly and methodically, the mascara wand hovering in midair if she was distracted by the soap operas on the television in her bedroom.


“Oh, Heather, don’t watch this. It’s not for kids,” she would say, her eyes glued to the screen.


Those words filled me with illicit joy. She would say the same thing to me when I got to stay up late to have her comb my hair and set it in pink rollers or twist it into braids. I learned to hand her the comb or curler as slowly as possible to extend the task and prolong our time together. All my other siblings were in bed, and I considered these moments alone sacred. I’d sit quietly while her hands worked their way through my hair.


When she was finished, I’d creep onto my stomach and push my body back until it was level with the couch and out of her line of vision. The stakes were high. Any sudden movement or sound would remind her of my presence and get me unceremoniously sent to bed before the first note of the Hill Street Blues theme song played on the twenty-four-inch screen in the dimly lit living room.


I could tell which shows were for kids and which shows were not for kids based on the main characters. If they seemed like they could be Mormon—a father with a briefcase and a mother with an apron—then the show was safe to watch. If they did not seem Mormon—a mother with a briefcase and a father nowhere to be found—it was best to turn the channel. Because of my community, I had been surrounded by a specific type of faith, a specific type of success, that was easy for me to recognize. I would see a mom and a dad with kids on television or in a movie and it was obvious to me that if they seemed happy and well-adjusted, then they were most assuredly Mormon.


The Partridge Family? Mormon.


Tom Hanks? So Mormon I could taste it. Even as a bachelor disguising himself as a woman on Bosom Buddies, he still seemed Mormon. Peter Scolari, too. To me, they were just well-meaning Mormon guys working the system until they found wives.


Dick Van Patten? A good-time guy driving a minivan with eight highly independent children? Now, that is a Mormon man. And not just a Mormon man but a bishop. He’d never make it to the Big 12 apostle status—he was too easygoing for that—but he would definitely be a bishop. And not just any bishop, a fun bishop. The kind who would keep your secrets and not make you break up with your boyfriend. The kind who would encourage his son to marry a soap star and a Real Housewife of Beverly Hills. With a Dick Van Patten by my side, anything was possible.










CHAPTER 2 DOMO ARIGATO, MR. ROBOTO



I was not a golden child. I was not a problem child. I was, like my birth number, somewhere right in the middle. My parents described me as a deep thinker and a deep sleeper, wetting the bed regularly and haunting the house with my occasional sleepwalking. But I was also intuitive and pragmatic—most likely a result of the pioneer, make-do, can-do gravitas embedded in my DNA.


Sometimes that type of confidence leads directly to tragedy.


I was inspired by a recent Jetsons episode where Rosey, the robot housekeeper, used her extendable arms to accomplish all her household chores. I decided to try opening the curtains using my own extendable claws—a pair of my mom’s sewing scissors. I was a smart kid, I had learned the ways of the world, I had been outside the backyard gate, but I never imagined that my robot pincers would cut the curtains.


All I wanted to do was open the curtains without ever touching the fabric. The plan was to extend my robot forceps, pinch the curtain, pull it aside, retract my robot arm, and look out the window. I approached the task robotically, scissors open. When I went to pinch the fabric between the blades, I applied a whisper of pressure and was shocked to see them clasp tight instantly, slicing a tiny crescent moon right in the middle of the diaphanous fabric. I was in the shit. It was an unwelcome and unexpected complication.


When my mom arrived home to the brighter-than-usual living room, she saw the pillar of light descending directly onto the carpet and gasped in horror. I feigned ignorance but was immediately sent to my room as the only suspect. I sat upstairs, paralyzed on the end of my bed for what seemed like twelve days but was probably less than an hour. In my solitude, I retraced the steps of my failed engineering experiment.


I would never just cut a hole in the curtains. That would be a terrible thing to do. And I didn’t want to do terrible things. At least, I didn’t think I wanted to do terrible things. But maybe I did, because here I was. There was a hole in the curtain, and I had caused it.


When my dad walked into my room, he had the swagger of a seasoned detective with an open-and-shut case. I’m sure he thought, This kid will be easy to crack. She’s the only suspect, she left the weapon at the scene of the crime, she has no alibi, and she’s seven years old.


He was wrong.


The more I stood steadfast in my denial, the more my parents upped the ante. They took it upon themselves to try to break me, to pry a confession. They marched me down the stairs to the living room. I saw the robot forceps on the side table and felt betrayed by their sudden transformation back into scissors. My dad stood me in front of the curtains and had me lift my hand with my arm out straight in front of me. My fingers measured the exact height of the hole. I didn’t even flinch.


My mom tried appealing to my emotions.


“These were my brand-new curtains, Heather. And they’re ruined. They’re ruined!”


Silence.


I knew the evidence was stacked against me, I knew the stakes were high, but I had not cut a hole in the curtains. My robot forceps had experienced a malfunction.


I’m sure my parents feared they had a bad seed. Not only had I been caught eating dry cake mix, I also could not stop biting my nails or humming loudly whenever I was around food. They had plenty of other things to be worried about without adding a demonic robot alter ego. There was no place in their Plan of Happiness for a child who broke the rules, followed her own path, and caused them to explain the meaning of holes in the curtains.


I wonder if there was any part of them that was impressed at the strength of my resolve, my commitment to my innocence. My stoicism under pressure. Hadn’t they taught us to always remain steadfast and firm in our beliefs? Wasn’t our faith built on being able to withstand the slings and arrows of man while remaining valiant? These were the lessons from Family Home Evening and Sunday school that I had taken to heart. I couldn’t see how I was getting it so wrong now.


Claiming that I hadn’t cut a hole in the curtains didn’t feel like a lie. And if it was a lie, it wasn’t a delectably sweet lie. It didn’t feel good on my tongue. It didn’t feel creamy. I was trying to make sense of my mistake, rationalizing and justifying in order to excuse a seven- year-old’s imagination. If I believed I wasn’t wrong, I wasn’t wrong. If I believed it was true, it was true. If I was good, how could I also be bad? These were the concepts I’d already internalized, even though I was only in the second grade, and now they had somehow failed me. I didn’t yet know that I was already steeped in the lifeblood of devout religion: denial, denial, denial.


My father tried to laugh off the fact that he couldn’t break me. No face, no case. He wasn’t upset, just deeply, deeply concerned about my refusal to cop to the crime. Pushed to his absolute limit, he was left no other choice than to revert to the most basic punishment: a simple spanking. I wasn’t struck in anger; it was one short, dispassionate, flat-palmed whack, but I cried my little broken, innocent heart out.


I was beginning to learn the gendered roles of behavior. My parents didn’t want a steely-eyed warrior for a daughter, they wanted someone obedient and kind. She didn’t have to be a quivering sack of hysteria, but she should at least crack under pressure at FBI interrogator levels. I would have to do better. I would try to be softer.





I didn’t know the difference between a Willa Cather pioneer or a Brigham Young pioneer, and no one ever bothered to tell me. I devoured every book in Laura Ingalls Wilder’s Little House on the Prairie series and assumed they were Mormon like me. The only differences I could determine between her family and mine appeared to be Pa’s penchant for his pipe and the occasional celebratory swig of whiskey, both offenses that I chalked up to old-fashioned frontier failings. I figured with my faith and pioneer ancestry, I was just a modern-day Laura Ingalls Wilder, a frontier girl with all the comforts of modern life and the fullness of the restored gospel. I knew I’d never know the simple joy of corncob dolls gifted on Christmas morning, but I was pretty sure that if pressed, I could make a balloon from a pig’s bladder.


When it came time to attend school at Homestead Elementary, the transition from Little House on the Prairie to little house on the Homestead was seamless. My local public elementary school was brand new and smelled like fresh paint and chemically treated carpet. Everything about Homestead Elementary was based on the theme of westward expansion. Every grade had a pioneer trail and therefore to me was evidence of the Mormons’ contribution to the American frontier. Kindergarten and first grade began on the Pony Express, then every year students advanced: Oregon Trail, Chisholm Trail, Genesee Trail, and the lofty sixth-grade Santa Fe Trail. The walls had murals of covered wagons and yoked oxen—the same type of oxen I had seen in pictures upholding the sacred baptismal fonts in the temple. The type of oxen that represented marriage, equally and eternally yoked for time and all eternity. Each covered wagon spoke of my ancestors and their journey from persecution to religious freedom.


Everything at the school resonated with me and my family’s faith. We were the descendants of noble pioneers, and therefore I had a deep personal connection to every single trail in every single grade. I was sure of it. I was an actual trailblazer, so in my heart Homestead Elementary belonged to me and my family more than it did to any other student.





On Sundays, all school friends and activities were forbidden. If anyone outside of the church invited us to socialize, we would politely decline and explain, “Sunday is a family day.” Saturdays were for playing sports, Sundays were for going to church. We arrived on time, starched and stiff in our Sunday best, and sat attentive for all three hours. We’d come home hungry and happy and gather for a family meal of fork tender Crock-Pot roast, Rhodes rolls, and frozen green peas, eating and talking and laughing until our stomachs and hearts were overflowing with family togetherness. We’d stagger to stand with our bellies full and lazily retreat together to watch the Broncos game. On any given Sunday, the cadence of a football game on a television in the background can elicit the same spiritual stirrings in my heart as a choir of heavenly angels, and I just know in my bones that the church is true.


My mom aspired to run our home like a tight ship. She wrote out chore charts and delegated tasks and made sure all hands were on deck at dinnertime.


As soon as I was old enough to be assigned chores like the big kids, I felt I had finally made it as a human being. On well-organized days, I’d return home from school to a three-by-five notecard on the counter. Each child had a designated card, and each card had our designated chores. The older kids’ cards were written in cursive, but mine was still in babyish print to make it easy for me to read. My tasks and chores gave me a sense of pride, a sense of belonging.


Around the age of eight, when my chore cards advanced from feeding the baby a bottle to feeding the family a casserole, I knew that I’d finally arrived. My mother entrusted me with a green bean casserole, and I immediately committed the recipe to memory. Two cans of green beans, one can of cream of mushroom soup, a splash of Worcestershire, a pinch of salt, a dash of pepper, a frozen bag of Ore-Ida Tater Tots. Mix wet ingredients in a bowl (bowl and spoon already on the counter) and pour into a nine-by-twelve casserole dish (also already on the counter). Cover with Tater Tots (still in the freezer). Preheat the oven to 350 degrees, bake until the Tots are golden brown, then remove using the oven mitts and trivet (again, already on the counter).


I was steeped in the noble art of cooking, cleaning, and homemaking, a sacred, dutiful ritual that instilled in me a self-esteem and self-worth derived from the things I could control.


I know it took twice as much time to write down the step-by-step instructions and lay out all the tools as it did to do the actual chore itself, but it didn’t matter. My mom loved me and was willing to make the sacrifice. She was smart enough and mom enough to teach me, to stack the deck in my favor. To build the skill set I would need to survive. She was giving me a fighting chance.





Church friends were like family; we were all bound together by our common identities and membership. Growing up in Denver, if you had a church friend who was cool and lived in your neighborhood, you were one of the lucky ones. I learned that pretty early when I watched my parents befriend other “cool” Mormon families in the Willow Creek First Ward.


The Gillespies were a family of all boys. They also were a family who raised Scottish Terriers. I remember my parents loading all of us into the family Econoline to go to their house to witness the birth of a litter of puppies. They had created a blanketed space in their laundry room, with a child’s gate protecting the mama dog and her pups. The Gillespies let us gather around and watch her birth each baby puppy in the sac, then tear the sac open with her teeth and nuzzle it to life. It was miraculous. God loves a terrier.


I felt like Fern in Charlotte’s Web, soaking in all the farm life around me. I wasn’t grossed out. I was inspired. I had witnessed the miracle of birth and was therefore fully prepared for any midwife emergency should one occur. Thanks to Brother and Sister Gillespie opening their home birth and hearts to our family, I felt confident that I knew enough to nuzzle any newborn creature to life.


At church, we referred to everyone as “Brother” and “Sister.” “Mr.” and “Mrs.” were never used when referring to other church members. I would never say Mrs. Gillespie’s Scottish Terrier had puppies. She was always Sister Gillespie. It didn’t matter if I saw her at the store or in Sunday school, to greet her as anything other than Sister never occurred to me.


On one fateful day, I saw her in the King Soopers checkout line and excitedly called her name to get her attention. “Sister Gillespie!”


My mom gently grabbed my arm and whispered, “Call her Mrs. Gillespie when we are in public. Or Becky.” Becky? Was she kidding?


“People don’t understand when you say ‘Sister,’ and it sounds weird. They will think she’s a nun or something.”


A nun? Like Fraulein Maria in The Sound of Music? Was she Mormon, too? I didn’t get it. I didn’t understand why saying “Brother” and “Sister” was weird in public but not in private. No one explained that calling members of the church Brother and Sister established a very specific and deliberate social perimeter around our community. A quick code to identify an ally. A toe-tap under the bathroom stall. I couldn’t explain it, but I had already internalized it. I had shaped my instincts around it. I could trust Brother and Sister Gillespie with anything. But I would give a big side-eye to Mr. and Mrs. Gillespie, and I would die before I trusted Becky with a goddamn thing.





I loved Mormonism so much that I wanted everyone in my orbit to be exposed to that kind of joy, that endorphin rush of righteousness. We would invite someone to an activity like a barbecue or a picnic, but we wouldn’t mention that it was religious; instead, that element would have to be a wonderful surprise.


When I opened the fridge and saw two bottles of Martinelli’s sparkling apple juice, my interest was piqued. When I asked, my mom explained that my dad had a business associate, Craig. He and his wife, Melissa, were struggling to conceive and my parents had invited them over for dinner. Craig and Melissa weren’t Mormon. And, as such, their otherness was apparent. “Are they members?” was always the first question we asked. All the people in my parents’ immediate circle were Mormons. This would be a first. I knew something was up.


“They are doing everything they can to have a baby,” my mom explained. “Sometimes the church can help with these things.”


I didn’t know how or why specifically the church could help, but it made sense to me that they were the ones to ask. If you were in trouble, the church was there on the double—better than the Bloodhound Gang. We had systems to feed, clothe, house, and employ every church member. If this couple desperately wanted a child, if this couple desperately wanted anything, the church could provide it, but they would have to get baptized first.


After dinner, we gathered in the living room. It was time for the wonderful surprise. My dad gave a tiny speech about faith. We sang “As I Have Loved You,” a hymn that began as a children’s primary song but was so popular it was canonized in the adult hymnal; I knew every word, and I sang with all my heart. The spirit filled the room, and I felt tears form and my throat tickle with emotion. The gospel is true!


My dad asked if we could kneel in prayer, and for only a second it broke the reverie. We all slid off our couches and chairs and knelt in unison. The couple was, understandably, a beat behind, not being accustomed to such an immediate physical transition. We waited patiently with our arms folded. As soon as they safely assumed the same position, I bowed my head and closed my eyes. My dad’s prayer was simple and heartfelt.


“Dear Heavenly Father, we are so grateful to be gathered here today as family and friends and to be able to feel of thy love for each and every one of us. We are grateful for the many ways that thou hast blessed our lives. We are grateful for the gospel, and we know it is true. We are grateful for the Book of Mormon and for the joy it brings into our home. We are grateful for the prophet Joseph Smith and for the sacrifices that he made to restore to the earth the fullness of the gospel of thy Son, our Savior, Jesus Christ. We pray that thou might bless our friends, Craig and Melissa, that they will be able to feel of thy love, to feel of thy Spirit that is here tonight, and to be rewarded in their righteous endeavors to create a family here on this earth.”


I opened my eyes. I wanted to see if they were feeling what I was feeling or if my dad had dipped too deep into the divine. Their eyes were closed, their arms folded, their faces strangely passive. I had expected tears or emotions, but I understood that might be embarrassing for them in front of us, so I let it slide and closed my eyes again.


“Bless them with patience and with faith and with the strength they need as they experience these trials. Bless them with the understanding that if they endure it well, they will be strengthened as a couple and as future parents. We thank thee for all that thou hast given us, and we pray for all these things this night, in the name of Jesus Christ, Amen.”


During my dad’s prayer, I felt my heart expanding, confirming my love for my family, my testimony of the gospel, and imbuing me with a sense of strength and security. Craig and Melissa had to feel it, too. And if they didn’t, they probably weren’t ready to be parents anyways.










CHAPTER 3 TELL ME LIES, TELL ME SWEET LITTLE LIES



Whenever we traveled outside our hometown borders, my mom transformed into a detective trained in profiling members of the LDS church. If there were other members of the church out there, she was going to find them. She was Angela Lansbury looking for clues in her own unscripted series, Mormon, She Wrote. If we happened to cross paths with another member, she would make the connection, and we would instantly go from being absolute strangers to being sisters in Zion.


I would watch my mom in action, alert as a prairie dog, eavesdropping on conversations or keenly observing other families. Her back would be tense and upright as she pretended to grope around in her purse for a nonexistent pen or a half-eaten roll of spearmint Certs.


“I think they are members,” she would say quietly through gritted teeth. If I started to pester her with questions, she would shush me and shake her head, as if to say, Not now! We don’t want them to know we are observing them. Once we were out of earshot, she would divulge her investigative theories.


“I think they are members. I can just tell. And I’m pretty sure I saw a garment line.”


I can’t see a bare shoulder or kneecap without thinking about the garment line. I can’t see a garment line without thinking about how I wore garments for twenty years, took them off, and never wore them again.


The first time I realized that other people didn’t wear sacred garments was a rude awakening. My dad was one of my soccer coaches, and it was his team T-shirt that revealed his not so secret underwear.
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