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“ What a pleasure to journey with Linda Curtis in her brave, captivating story of really growing up all the way. I read this book deep into the night and picked it up in the morning, unable to turn away from the unfolding adventure of a young woman determined to live a true life.”


—SHERRY RUTH ANDERSON, coauthor of The Feminine Face of God and The Cultural Creatives


“ You can’t read Shunned without realizing that Linda’s story is, writ large, the primal story of leaving home, in which you can’t become yourself without betraying your family. A wonderful book that is about so much more than the Jehovah’s Witnesses.”


—ADAIR LARA, longtime columnist for the San Francisco Chronicle and author of Hold Me Close, Let Me Go


“ Shunned is a beautiful and moving account of discovery, awakening, and courage. Linda’s candor, insight, and warmth are a gift.”


—MARC LESSER, author of Less: Accomplishing More By Doing Less


“ A profound, at times fascinating, personal transformation told with meticulous detail. The author’s radical transformation— from dogmatism to relativism and from timidity to self-assurance—unfolds gradually. Beyond providing an eye-opening look at her former religious community, this memoir subtly encourages readers to challenge childhood views in search of chosen beliefs.”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS


“ This memoir of faith, struggle and rebirth will have you on the edge of your seat. It’s brilliant, respectful, insightful and most of all hopeful.”


—OPENLY BOOKISH


“ Linda’s brilliant writing lights up the page. She speaks with great authenticity, insight, and candor. This book is a wonderful inspiration for anyone who has been trapped in religious dogma or constricted by social and family pressures. Her courageous journey beautifully illuminates the path to find one’s freedom in the face of being shunned.”


—MARK COLEMAN, Mindfulness Meditation Teacher, author of Awake In The Wild
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For my mother, Ruth, who nurtured my reverence for the Divine, and my father, Frank, who instilled in me an appreciation for the well-told story.




PART ONE

Portland, 1993




Chapter 1
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Jehovah’s Witness: n. (1931): a member of a group that witness by distributing literature and by personal evangelism to beliefs in the theocratic rule of God, the sinfulness of organized religions and governments, and an imminent millennium.


—Merriam Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 10th Edition


It started on a Saturday. The alarm blasted at 7:30 a.m., jolting my husband and me awake. He made the coffee as I laid claim to the first shower. We began our standard weekday routines: Grape-Nuts eaten over the kitchen sink, bed made, cats fed. Ross’s off-key James Brown rendition of “I Feeeeeeel Good!” floated through the bathroom walls.


I pulled up the kitchen blinds to see another overcast Portland day, the sky familiar shades of gray. The brittle orange leaves of our maple tree clapped in the wind, urging me to rally. The folded chairs needed to be pulled from the closet and set in tidy rows in the living room, across from the couch, facing the television cabinet.


By nine o’clock, we were ready. Ross went to the back office to organize his briefcase, preparing for the morning by reading and highlighting talking points from the latest issues of The Watchtower and Awake! magazines. I settled onto the couch, waiting for the caffeine to kick in.


Todd Sterling arrived first. He smiled at me as he let himself in through the front door, then removed his shoes and sat in his chair, the one I had set out in front, facing the others. He was wearing the standard Portland uniform: a tan trench coat. Todd was a longtime friend of the family and an elder in our congregation. Still trying to wake up, I didn’t feel like making small talk and was grateful to Ross as he walked into the room, red hair damp from the shower, hand outstretched, making some good-natured joke about Todd’s tie.


Within five minutes, the rest of the Friends had arrived. Besides Todd, there was Hannah Thomas and her husband, Patrick. With shoulder-length salt-and-pepper hair, she had the warm, buttery eyes of a deeply caring person. As always, Patrick sat down on one of the outer chairs, shoulders hunched. The Schiller family came, too: Bob and Vivian, with their teenage daughter, Chloe, and ten-year-old son, Michael, wearing a bow tie just like his dad.


Todd led the meeting. First, we read the Daily Text, a spiritual thought for the day. Then Michael Schiller volunteered to read the Bible verse it was based on, a passage from Matthew: “He that has endured to the end is the one that will be saved.”


I unbuttoned the sleeves of my starched cotton shirt and rolled them up into neat cuffs at the elbow. I was having a hard time paying attention. Thoughts about my job were knocking around my mind like pinballs. That week I had interviewed eight candidates for our training staff and had narrowed the choices down to two people. We were in the middle of a rapid national expansion. Could I convince my boss to hire both, or would I have to choose between the two?


The meeting moved on to what the brothers and sisters would say at the doors, should we find a listening ear. The Watchtower Society provided weekly suggested talking points. This week’s topic was international peace and security, something people have longed for throughout time. We would acknowledge the complete failure of all human governments and man-made organizations to bring true and lasting peace. We would then point out—using our Bibles—that only Jehovah God could make it happen, empowering his reigning son, Christ Jesus, to bring a New System to our Earth. There were many prophecies pointing to now as the Last Days of this wicked world. Our preaching was a fulfillment of prophecy and an act of love for the people in our communities. Before God set up his righteous government on Earth, those not willing to bow to his divine sovereignty would be destroyed at Armageddon, the righteous theocratic battle that would precede the millennium. It was our Christian duty to warn our neighbors before it was too late.


After about twenty minutes, Todd concluded the meeting with a prayer. We all stood and bowed our heads as he gave thanks to Jehovah, requested forgiveness for our sins, and asked that we be guided to the humble and openhearted people in the community. “We are honored to be used by you, Dear God, to help separate the sheep from the goats. And please, Father, protect us from Satan, who walks about like a roaring lion, seeking to devour someone. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.”


We organized into our car groups. Enthusiastic about working with Todd, Ross had a twinkle in his eye. “I folded some tracts for you.” He kissed me on the forehead and slipped the pamphlets into my book bag, next to my Bible and The Watch-tower and Awake! magazines. Usually I carried other Bible study aids, but that morning I hadn’t taken the time to gather them.


I was the last person to slip into Hannah’s ten-year-old Toyota Corolla. I was grateful for the familiarity of the crew, sisters with whom I had been in service innumerable times before. Vivian Schiller was in the front passenger seat, Chloe and I in the back. Vivian was discussing our wonderful “sweater weather” and then turned a motherly glance my way.


“Linda, you’re quiet this morning.”


“Just a bit tired is all,” I said. “I should have taken the morning off, but Ross and I made a family goal to get eight hours each this month in the field service.”


“We missed you Thursday night,” Vivian continued.


“You’ve been traveling a lot lately,” observed Hannah, glancing at me in the rearview mirror. “You must find it hard to manage that schedule and still keep up with The Watchtower and book study.”


“I don’t mind,” I said. “The long plane rides give me quiet time to read the magazines.” The second the words left my tongue, I was startled to realize this was a bald-faced lie. I had not been reading the magazines on those flights at all. Instead, I usually prepared for the training sessions it was my job to facilitate.


We lived in the suburb of Beaverton, Oregon, about five miles west of Portland. Hannah headed closer to the city and the affluent Skyline neighborhood. The Watchtower Society organizes the preaching work by putting congregations into circuits, and circuits into districts. Each congregation is responsible for evangelizing to all the households in its assigned territory, by breaking down the designated area into smaller, manageable sections, with maps cut and pasted onto numbered cards. Hannah had checked out this territory and over the coming weeks would do her best to find everyone at home, even if it meant coming back two or three times.


She had turned onto a windy, well-manicured lane that could have been the inspiration for any Norman Rockwell painting. I had been here many times before. Passing a certain Frank Lloyd Wright–style home in the middle of the block stirred my memory.


“Does everyone here know about Mr. Gavros in that brick house on the left?” I asked, as Hannah parked on the side of the street.


“No,” said Hannah. “What about him?”


“He’s a retired PSU professor and a hospitable intellectual. He always asks for the magazines, and I know he reads them because he likes to discuss points from past issues. But he’s never accepted my invitations to come to the Kingdom Hall. He’s a die-hard Methodist with no intention of doing anything else but talking. I saw him the last time we worked this. Can you two take that side of the street?”


Vivian and Chloe agreed.


“If you disappear for an hour, we’ll know Mrs. Gavros is serving you tea,” I said. “She’s a peach.”


The sun had burned through the nimbus haze, and the humid smell of rotting leaves wafted around us. Hannah agreed to talk at the first door. I caught myself hoping no one was home on our side of the street, so I wouldn’t have to talk at all but could still get credit for doing the time—two hours closer to our family goal.


The first house was a white colonial with a winding, tree-lined driveway. Two Mercedes were parked in front of the garage, and we heard music drifting from a back room. Surely Hannah saw this as a positive sign, but I was hoping the music was too loud for anyone to hear her knocking.


Standing on the bristly WELCOME mat, we did not speak. After a second knock, Hannah looked at me and shrugged her shoulders. I pulled out one of the tracts Ross had given me. The caption read: “Life in a Peaceful New World,” accompanying a picture of a young girl feeding a bear in a beautiful park. It felt trite and distant, someone else’s idea of utopia, not mine. Still, I envied the exuberance on the girl’s face. An aura of contentment and full engagement surrounded her. I slipped the tract under the door. Hannah wrote down the address so we could attempt another visit.


For the next twenty minutes, I got my wish: there was no answer at any of the houses we called on.


“Linda, my knocks aren’t rousing many people. Are you ready to jump in here? Maybe you’ll have better luck.”


I had been too occupied with my work to read the current issues of The Watchtower and Awake!—nor had I spent any time thinking through what I might say if someone answered the door. But I had been preaching month in and month out since I was nine years old, and was well trained to walk blithely by NO SOLICITING signs hammered to fence posts. In my late teens and early twenties, I had spent five years as a full-time pioneer, dedicating ninety hours each month to the ministry. It’s a volunteer ministry, so I supported myself with part-time clerical work. I attended the Pioneer School, which deepened my spiritual practice and expanded my repertoire of effective ways to reason and dialogue. My dad said I was born with the “gift of gab.” I found it exhilarating to engage with strangers, to skillfully bring them to an “aha moment” that could change their lives, or persuade them at least to consider a new possibility. Over the years, I conducted hundreds of home Bible studies and played a role in the formal dedication of eight people. I wasn’t the least bit nervous about talking. I could fall back on twenty-two years of experience.


I gathered my thoughts as I led the way up the next driveway. I reached for the brass knocker that hung on the large oak door and gave it a rap.


A dog burst into a high-pitched barking frenzy, and I heard paws clicking against a wood floor as it approached the other side of the door. A man’s voice got closer and shushed the dog away. The door opened wide.


“Linda!”


A shot of adrenaline passed through my chest. I wasn’t expecting to see someone I knew.


“Nick! I didn’t know you lived here.”


It was Nick Marshall, one of the executives from my office whom I most admired.


“You have a beautiful home,” I continued. Until that moment I had seen him only in suits and ties, but now he stood before me, wearing gray sweats, leather slippers, and Ben Franklin reading glasses. As he bent down and forced the dog to sit, I noticed the black curly hairs on his ankles between his sweats and the fleece lining of his slippers. He folded the sports section of the Oregonian underneath one arm.


“You look like you’re dressed for the office,” he said.


Nick managed a team that worked closely with my boss’s group. My religious affiliation was common knowledge around the office.


“Indeed I am, Nick, but engaged in a different kind of work this morning. This is my friend Hannah.”


Hannah and Nick nodded at each other; then his eyes shot back to me. The initial shock of seeing someone familiar was wearing off, and my mind was accessing words I had said a million times before.


“As you know, Nick, I’m one of Jehovah’s Witnesses. On most weekends I volunteer to talk to people about the meaning of world events in light of Bible prophecy. I see you’re reading the paper. I don’t suppose you’re finding much good news in there?”


The words felt like wooden alphabet blocks dropping awkwardly from my mouth to the floor. This conversation was very different from our usual water-cooler banter, which ran the gamut from the Portland Trail Blazers to the state of the world to why his teenage daughter hadn’t spoken to him for days.


“Good news! Are you kidding?” replied Nick. “The Trail Blazers just gave up their draft pick position. But I suppose that’s not what you meant, is it?”


“As disturbing as that is, no—I was thinking bigger picture. We’ve talked many times, but I’ve never asked you what hope you have for things—world conditions—to improve.”


“Well, as much as I gripe, I doubt things are any worse today than they were when my parents raised me. Each generation has its ups and downs. Why? Do you guys think you have the answer?”


“Well, yes.” As I said this, I was struck by how arrogant it sounded. “The Bible suggests God has a purpose for the earth, that there is a reason why, generation after generation, He allows so much suffering. We’re living in a unique time in human history, when God will bring about His original purpose for the earth.”


“And what is that purpose?” His voice had tightened, and he glanced down at his watch.


“To destroy all man-made governments and to set up His own government that will solve all of man’s problems.”


I had a cadre of Scriptures at my fingertips and was capable of using my Bible to build a case for this bold statement, but the moment I heard the word “destroy” cross my lips, embarrassment swept over me. I’d uttered that sentence many times before, but this was the first time in my life I had noticed how harsh and partisan I sounded. My face felt so hot, I wondered if it glowed. Did Nick notice my fleeting, stunned expression, the discomfort I suppressed? I babbled and hoped the dog would start barking again so I wouldn’t have to keep going. Hannah stood off to the side and said nothing.


A few years earlier, Nick had taken a three-month leave of absence. He wanted to spend time with his father, who was diagnosed with a rabid, rare form of brain cancer. Nick was already on the corporate fast track by then, closing some large deals and showing promise for more. Others might have feared that taking time off could delay the next promotion or cause management to question their dedication. For all I know, those thoughts did cross his mind, but Nick felt compelled to play an omnipresent role in his dad’s final days. “You can always make money,” he said. “But you can never go back and get more time.”


Now, as I stood on his doorstep, I heard a condemnation in my words that did not line up with my personal experience of Nick. Ordinarily, this was when I would read a passage from The Book of Revelation about the Last Days, or something from the Gospels about seeking first the Kingdom, but now, an unfamiliar reticence stopped me. Standing before this well-informed and worldly, wise man, I had nothing new or useful to say. The story line I came with seemed fanciful and egotistical. How silly of me to think I could offer him—or anyone—some definitive method for salvation. I couldn’t even look him in the eye.


I had to get out of there, the sooner the better. I handed Nick a tract, saying something about how he might enjoy reading it in the privacy of his own home. His shoulders dropped as a glint of relief passed through his eyes. I turned and fled to the street.
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My Bible lay open on my lap, the gold leaf long since worn from its pages. I struggled to concentrate. My haunting, awkward conversation the day before with Nick Marshall kept forcing itself into my mind’s eye. Ross sat next to me, eyes focused on the speaker, occasionally nodding his head. We were at the Kingdom Hall, in our usual seats, four rows from the front. Vince Lloyd, one of our favorite elders and a talented orator, was delivering the Sunday sermon: “Beware of Subtle Worldly Influences.”


“Remember, friends, that Jehovah is a God who exacts exclusive devotion. It’s important to regularly reflect upon our lives and see where our loyalties lie. It is not enough just to be separate from the world, but to hate the world, abhorring what is wicked.”


He had just finished reading from Genesis the story of Dinah, whose life was ruined when she gave her heart to an unbeliever. Dinah didn’t just bring suffering on herself; her brothers got into the mix, murder and mayhem ensued, and an entire family was undone, all because Dinah spent too much time with her worldly neighbors.


Nick’s creased brow, a mix of patience and pensiveness, dominated my thoughts. Each time I thought of our exchange on his doorstep, I was riddled with tension. My entire life was spent secure in the knowledge that I had The Truth. Witnesses refer to people as being either “in” or “out” of The Truth. The “T” is always capitalized. Jesus said the truth would set you free, and I had always felt lucky to be born into the one true way. And when we knocked on doors, we were bearing witness to the One True God, Jehovah. “‘You are my witnesses,’ says Jehovah.” I understood my role in the world to be one of telling The Truth about Jehovah and his purposes, like a character witness in a court of law. (“Do you swear to tell the whole truth and nothing but the truth, so help you God?” “I do.”)


From my earliest days, I was certain of my religious beliefs. During my grammar school years, my convictions for political neutrality excused me from things like saying the Pledge of Allegiance and standing for the National Anthem. I didn’t attend birthday or Christmas parties because their pagan origins could poison my worship of the Almighty. When it came time for the annual school holiday program, I would venture off to the library, reading a book while “Silent Night” floated through the hollow halls. Crouched in a wooden chair of the fiction section, I sat, a lone soul among a sea of books—a bit lonely, yes, but innocent the hypocrisy of false Christianity, which had bastardized true worship by embracing heathen rituals. Lucky for me, I liked to read.


During the third grade, I found a wise and sympathetic teacher in Ms. Levy. She was pretty, kind, and smart. All the girls wanted to grow up and be just like her, driving a convertible VW bug and wearing hoop earrings. Every boy had a crush on her. When it came time for that year’s holiday program, which would be held in the gymnasium, she invited me to stay in the classroom. She reserved a film projector to play cartoons and gave me a fresh box of colored chalk and free rein over the long blackboard.


As the other kids lined up to leave for the program, I slipped into the bathroom, hoping no one would notice I was staying behind. Being a Witness often meant being different and standing out, but there was no need to call undue attention to myself. My ear to the door, I prayed for a clean exit. If anyone found out I was in there, they might feel sorry for me, or I’d have to explain myself.


When all was quiet, I emerged into the room, now empty. The only movement was the class’s pet gerbil spinning on her wheel. My steps echoed against the linoleum as I crossed the room and turned off the lights, keeping open the window blinds that lined one side of the room. Taking my seat next to the projector, I clicked it on. The sprockets combed through the film as it transferred from reel to reel, a cone of light delivering images to the screen. After a few episodes, I lost myself, isolation trumped by laughter as Bugs Bunny taunted the Tasmanian Devil and massaged Elmer Fudd’s scalp to the rhythms of The Barber of Seville.


A few hours later, when my classmates returned from the auditorium, I was amusing myself by telling the gerbils make-believe stories as I changed the water in their cages.


“Where were you?” asked Julia, a new girl I had befriended. She rushed over to stand next to me and seemed relieved that I was okay. “I thought we would sit together.”


“She’s one of those Jehovahs!” answered Billy Gustafson, the class smart aleck with a butch haircut. “She doesn’t get any presents at Christmas.”


Everyone in the class heard him and turned to look at me. In a split second, my biggest fear was realized: I had become the center of attention. I wanted to disappear, but I swallowed hard and stood taller. I didn’t have anything to be ashamed of.


Ms. Levy entered the room and sensed something was up.


“Is that true?” asked Julia. Her eyes were peering and curious.


“Yes,” I said. “It’s true. I’ve never celebrated Christmas. It’s against my religion.”


“Never, ever?” asked Julia. When she had chosen me as her new friend, she had never imagined such a dire reality as this.


This was one of those moments we discussed at the Kingdom Hall, and for which my mother had prepared me. There was no use avoiding the inevitable. Jesus was also ridiculed. When you are a true Christian, people make fun of you. It comes with the territory. My actions had created an opportunity for everyone in the room to hear Jehovah’s name, and that was a privilege. But the only thing I wanted to do was crawl behind the coat rack.


“Isn’t that weird?” Billy shouted this question to the whole class.


The knot that churned in my stomach started to unravel. I wanted to smack Billy Gustafson right upside the head.


“Everyone find your seats,” Ms. Levy said, as she walked to the front of the room.


Billy stuck his tongue out at me, then obeyed. Julia moved slowly, apparently trying to take in this news, to understand.


Ms. Levy went up to the board and started erasing the doodles I had made earlier. I was grateful the attention had shifted away from me.


“There is something I want all of you kids to remember,” she said. “There are all kinds of different religions in this world. Linda happens to be a Jehovah’s Witness.”


My stomach tightened back up. Is she going to make me stand up and say something? She wrote “Jehovah’s Witness” on the blackboard in large letters.


“Are there any Catholics in this room?” she asked. Five hands went up. She wrote “Catholic” on the board.


“How about Protestants?” she asked, as she twirled around to count the hands.


“We’re Lutherans,” said one of the kids.


“Thank you, Sean.” Ms. Levy wrote “Lutheran” on the board. “What other religions can you think of?”


And it went on this way until six or seven religions were recorded on the board. My nerves were on edge and my breath was shallow.


“Now, I happen to be Jewish,” said Ms. Levy. She wrote “Jewish” on the board, set the chalk down, and, one by one, looked us each in the eye. “I don’t celebrate Christmas, either. Jews have other celebrations throughout the year.”


Discovering there was another religion that didn’t celebrate Christmas was a flat-out revelation. This meant I wasn’t the only person in the room who was different, and it was comforting that the other person happened to be the coolest teacher in school.


“Everyone, please look at this board. In our classroom we have all kinds of different religions, and these are just a few of the religions in the whole world. As you grow up, you’ll run across even more: Episcopalians, Hindus, Buddhists. They’re all just different paths to God. None of them is wrong or something to make fun of.”


With that, Ms. Levy asked us to open our math books. I took a deep breath and began to relax, another test of faith endured.
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That evening, as we washed dinner dishes, I relayed the entire scene to my mother in great detail.


“‘Different paths to God.’” As she echoed Ms. Levy’s words, she shook her head. “‘None of them is wrong.’ Ha! They can’t all be right.”


Her movements under the sudsy water became more rigorous. “She rescued you with lies,” she said.


Her words stung. Mom was insulting me and my new hero. I was aware that we didn’t agree with Ms. Levy’s logic, but it didn’t seem like the time to nitpick. Scanning my mother’s profile, I saw her jaw shoot out as it hardened. Was she disappointed that I had not confronted Ms. Levy?


“Mom, please don’t say anything to her.” I grabbed her arm and summoned a whiny, pleading tone. “I don’t want to make a big deal about this. Ms. Levy is my favorite teacher, and I don’t want to upset her.”


“Well, of course not, Lindy. Ms. Levy may be misguided in her religious perspective, but she’s very kind. I’ll send her a thank-you note for being so thoughtful. And I’m very proud of you. Jehovah is proud of you, too.”


These words were sufficient to comfort me, and I started to relax. I finished drying the dishes, basking in maternal and celestial approval.


Several incidents like this occurred throughout my school years, and I continued to feel the isolation of being different from my classmates. But even stronger than that powerful discomfort was the deeper satisfaction of knowing in my heart that Jehovah was pleased with my faith. A momentary good time wasn’t worth my everlasting life. Over time, this separation from the rest of the world became a badge of honor as I refrained from participating in all sorts of activities, like birthday parties, my high school prom, and dating. It wasn’t that I didn’t prefer to fit in; it was that I never questioned I was doing The Right Thing, avoiding worldly celebrations that had roots in ancient pagan rituals and traditions that could lead to unwholesome alliances with the world. By adulthood, I had squelched all fears of standing out at work. My siblings and friends all shared the same experience: we found understanding and our sense of belonging in the safe embrace of our family and the Witness community.
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Ross nudged me with his elbow. Another Scripture had been cited. I found it and followed along, more by rote than by awareness. Nick’s words kept reverberating like a catchy radio jingle: “Do you think you have the answer?” they echoed now. “Yes,” I had said. The audacity made me cringe.


For the very first time in my life, I wondered. I was watching a relentless slow-motion replay of the scene, with cymbals crashing the instant I used that gritty “d”-word: “destroy.” If you stripped away all the pleasantries of that conversation, I had looked this man in the eye and said definitively that he would be destroyed if he didn’t believe a certain way and join the right team—our team.


I squirmed in my seat. Why hadn’t I ever heard it this way before? Was Jehovah really that ruthless? That severe? Of course not. Jehovah was the epitome of love. Everything He did was grounded in higher wisdom and righteous principle. And yet. Nick seemed like one of the good guys. No. Scratch that. Nick was one of the good guys. And yet. If he didn’t embrace The Truth, was he worthy of salvation? And yet. Nick was a man of great integrity. Everyone in the office knew of his penchant for honesty. And yet. The Bible was filled with stories of people with good intentions who still failed to meet Jehovah’s high standards. And yet. I remembered the way Nick’s eyes crinkled upward whenever he spoke about his daughter, his hopes for her future. And yet. The Bible was clear about the requirements for God’s approval. This newfound skepticism seemed to emerge from someone else, another, small, distant version of me.


“Do not be misled. Bad associations spoil useful habits.” Vince was quoting First Corinthians as he pushed his wire-rimmed glasses up the long bridge of his nose. He had a good point. I needed to watch my line of thinking and keep it in check. Maybe some of my long work hours were starting to affect me. Vince was reminding us that too much time spent in worldly environments, like work, was one way our thinking could get spiritually off-track.


Years earlier, a brother in our congregation, Eric, had succumbed to a curious mind and—even though we were discouraged from doing so—started reading other religious material, including heretical pieces that spoke out against the Witnesses. I made a point of avoiding any knowledge even of the titles of these books, but I knew they were written by former Witnesses we branded “apostates.” The things Eric read were so disturbing, he started questioning everything and stopped coming to the meetings, and eventually dropped out of sight. Ross said he “flipped out”—his pet term for anyone who became inactive.


In the beginning, many of Eric’s friends reached out to him, but he rebuffed them all. He wanted to be left alone. No one saw him for months. When his name came up, we all shook our heads and prayed he’d find his way back from the questions, to certainty, to The Truth. Several months later, he wrote a letter to the elders, asking to be officially removed from the membership.


Disassociating oneself was considered a very serious action. Once that happens, active Witnesses are not allowed to talk to you or have anything to do with you. You are considered worse than a person without faith; there really isn’t much anyone can do to save you. You have to initiate that on your own.


For a while, Eric’s wife, Rachel, continued to come to the meetings, but it was difficult for her to attend alone. She was utterly devoted to her husband, even if she didn’t share his doubts. Social invitations from the community came to a screeching halt. I once saw them dining at the local Red Robin, as Ross and I waited for a table. Because of Eric’s status in the congregation, we avoided them both. It felt boorish to be so evasive, our eyes darting to the floor and then to the other side of the room, pretending not to notice them. As we lumbered past their table, following the hostess to our own, I noticed their downward glances and took it as a small sign of contrition. Eric’s once-innocent doubts had come to this.


As Vince cited another Scripture, I wondered how Eric’s questions had started. Had he heard his words anew on the doorstep of a coworker? And where was he now? It was impossible to picture him living a happy life. I’d spent a lifetime absorbing Bible stories like Dinah’s and naturally assumed that anyone who discarded The Truth was doomed to isolation, to slog through time, aimless and miserable.


Over the years, the Watchtower Society had discussed religious doubts in the literature, acknowledging that they were natural and should be tended to with diligent prayer and study. Maybe it was my time to go through a minor doubting phase. On my thirtieth birthday, I had found myself in the company of Virginia Ellis, a gray-haired woman of faith and distinction. She got a winsome look in her eyes and said, “I remember turning thirty. It was then I noticed—for the first time in my life—I had my own unique, original thoughts. It was a lovely time.” Perhaps that was what these new internal rumblings were—evidence of my maturity, an emerging ability to have my own credible and unique thoughts; thoughts that broadened me, thoughts that could transform my view of God and life and expand my horizons. The clutch in my belly loosened. After a lifetime of faithful service, I decided, a little bit of questioning was normal. Clearly, I was sitting at a spiritual plateau. Once I transcended it, I could reach new heights of spiritual conviction and awareness.


In retrospect, I know that is exactly what happened, but not the way I imagined it that day.


Vince concluded his sermon and left the stage. The clapping of the congregation rattled me out of my reverie. We were halfway through the two-hour meeting.


Next would come a question-and-answer discussion of The Watchtower, led by another elder, Jerry Mendez. As I turned to the last page of that day’s Watchtower lesson, I felt something else nagging at me, another memory sprouting up. These memories stirred a sentimental loyalty. My encounter with Nick was not the first time I’d bristled at the prospect of destruction at God’s hand.


I was four or five years old, wide-eyed and trusting. “Hurry and get dressed,” my mother said, as she placed my dress on the bed, next to Woody Woodpecker and a tattered coloring book. Usually she let me choose my own clothes, but circuit assemblies were special. We would spend all day Saturday and Sunday inside the Lincoln High School gymnasium. Members of ten congregations would be there, totaling close to one thousand people. In between prayers, sermons, and singing the kingdom songs, we would be reunited with old friends we hadn’t seen since the previous assembly, three months earlier.


I followed instructions. She had selected my favorite dress, made of light green seersucker. I slipped on my white patent leather shoes and pulled a scratchy white wool cardigan from the dresser. From the bookcase I retrieved my Bible and songbook and a half-used spiral tablet and put them into my straw purse. A tube of cherry-flavored lip gloss and a fountain pen rattled against the plastic lining. With my purse in one hand, sweater in the other, I left in search of Randy.


I found him in my parents’ room, standing in front of the dressing mirror, struggling to tie his tie. I sat down on my parents’ neatly made bed, just to the left of my brother. The closet door was open, and he had taken a tie from my father’s small collection.


“I’ll buckle your shoes in a minute,” he said, his eyes fixed on the mirror.


“Did Dad say you could wear his tie?” I asked.


“Shut up and mind your own business,” he said.


I watched and waited. This was the type of answer I was used to hearing from him.


“Maybe Dad will come with us today, or tomorrow,” I mused.


Randy sat down on the bed next to me and pulled my legs up across his knees.


“You’re such a dreamer,” he said, shaking his head as he buckled my shoes. “Dad doesn’t care about this stuff. He’d rather die at Armageddon than spend a weekend wearing a coat and tie.”


“Don’t say terrible things like that!” I pulled my legs up to my chest and wrapped my arms around them. In their lighter moments, Mom would joke about Dad’s being a “heathen,” and from her tone I surmised this was not a compliment. However, it had never occurred to me until that moment that he could die. This horrific possibility wrapped around me like a weighty shawl. A hollow crater formed in my chest as I visualized the foretold army of winged black horses, their eyes filled with fire, ridden by faceless hooded riders, descending from heaven in droves. That was how I always imagined the Great Battle would begin. These fierce, righteous avengers had x-ray vision into everyone’s heart. They knew whom to strike and whom to spare, even if you were sitting in tidy rows at school or in line at the grocery store. Dad didn’t stand a chance, even reading the morning paper at our kitchen table.


Randy grabbed both my ankles and yanked them back to his lap.


“Don’t be such a baby,” he said, continuing to buckle my shoes.


“Do you really, really believe that, Randy? Really?”


“Sure.” He was nonchalant, having somehow already worked this reality out for himself.


The bathroom door flew open and Lory emerged in the hallway wearing a bright pink dress. It was the first time we had seen her in high heels and panty hose. She twirled in feminine triumph, then disappeared down the hall, toward the living room. Mom clapped her hands briskly as she rushed into her room.


“Okay, kids. It’s my turn to get dressed. Randy, put that tie away and go get one of your clip-ons. Have your father help you, and then ask him to get out the camera.”


He hung his head but obeyed.


“You, young lady, come here so I can comb your hair.” She sat down next to me, in the spot Randy had left warm. “Why the long face?”


“Randy said Dad is going to die at Armageddon.”


She froze in place for a split second, then pulled a hairbrush and band from the dresser and sat down on the bed.


“He did, did he?”


I came to stand with my back to her, facing the mirror. I watched the reflection of her face, expecting to see some hint of outrage at my brother’s damning suggestion.


“How could he say something so terrible?” I said.


Her face held matter-of-fact restraint as she looped my long hair through the rubber band, right, then left, like a jockey gently whipping a horse.


“Lindy, that is completely up to your father. He is a wonderful dad and a good provider, but until he becomes a true Witness for Jehovah, there are no guarantees.” She paused and looked me in the eye. “You know that.” She pulled a ribbon from the dresser drawer and started tying it around my pony-tail. “We don’t know when Armageddon will strike, but it could happen any day, any moment. We must ‘keep in expectation of it.’ [She loved this quote from the minor prophets.] All you and I can do is be a good example for your dad, behave, and let him see how happy The Truth makes us.”


Like my brother, her banal tone revealed not one iota of dread or panic. Images of the black-caped, faceless hooded riders filled my mind. At any moment, they might come to strike down my father, and no one seemed to care. I felt a sudden, overpowering compulsion to locate him. I feared what could happen if we left him alone in the house. She brushed my pony-tail one last time as I pulled away and ran down the hall.


Dad was next to my brother on the living room couch. He was pulling the Kodak Instamatic from the case, his muscles rippling near the sleeve line of his T-shirt. Randy opened a pack of flash bulbs the shape and size of ice cubes. Dropping my purse and sweater, I ran to Dad’s side and threw my arms around his neck, taking in his familiar scent of Aqua Velva.


“Randy says you’re going to die at Armageddon,” I blurted out.


Startled at first, he peeled me off his shoulder and sat me down firmly on the couch. He wore a huge grin, but that vanished as he registered the depths of my despair.


“He did, did he?” He stole a quick glance at Randy, then back at me. His eyes were dancing, but his face was serious. He was barefoot, wearing blue jeans.


“It’s not funny.” I was wiping the tears from my eyes. “Can’t you come with us? You’ll be safe there. I’ll introduce you to all of our friends. Everyone will like you. I promise, promise, promise.”


I couldn’t stop myself from panting and pleading. He put his arm around me and waited until I caught my breath. My sister, Lory, sat watching from the corner, her long legs stretched out in front of her, her arms dangling between them. She resembled a colt at rest.


“Now, you listen to me, young lady.” His eyes possessed a steely hardness that rattled me into submission.


“Armageddon doesn’t have anything to do with me. That’s just some self-righteous assholes’ way of scaring people into action. I’m not interested in sitting around all day, listening to somebody else tell me what’s right and what’s wrong. I have enough sense in my head to figure that out myself. You can believe that if you want to. Everyone needs something to believe.”


I imagined one of the faceless riders—maybe even Jehovah God himself—watching from heaven, shaking his head and jotting down a few notes.


“I would love to spend the day with you kids,” he said in a softer voice, “but your mother gets her way when it comes to these assemblies. Next weekend will be different. Don’t worry, Lindy. I’m not going anywhere. What could be safer than being here at home?”


He toggled my chin with genuine affection, then resumed loading film into the camera. He was as clear and resolute as my mother had been moments earlier.


Mom rushed into the room, a flurry of black-and-white-checked chiffon, holding her Bible and songbook.


“Okay, everyone, let’s hurry, or we’ll be late. Dad’s going to take a picture of you outside, in front of the rhododendron. It’s in full bloom, and everyone looks wonderful.”


I felt light-headed and woozy. No one else sensed the danger at hand, but the only choice laid out for me was to fall in line.


Preparing for our pose on the lawn, Lory clutched her hands behind her, leaning slightly forward in her new heels. The massive purple blooms of the rhododendron fanned out behind us in all directions. Randy smiled pensively, pulling each side of his bow tie. Dad came at me with a spidery hand to tickle my belly.


“Come on, I know there’s a smile in there somewhere,” he said. My forced laughter released some of the pressure. I managed a smile, aware of my mother’s advice.


After Dad snapped a few photos, Lory, Randy, and I jumped into the Impala. Dad walked Mom to her side of the car and kissed her on the cheek before she got in.


“We’ll be home around five o’clock and have something easy, like fish sticks, for dinner,” she said.


Dad stood in the driveway and watched us pull back into the street. Mom honked the horn as she put the car in gear and accelerated forward. We all waved to Dad, but he didn’t see us. He’d already turned to walk up the front porch.
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I felt Ross’s arm lift off my shoulder where it had been resting at the back of the seat. He opened his Bible and raised his hand to comment. We waited for an attendant to walk up the aisle to bring him the microphone. We were on the last paragraph of that day’s Watchtower. I had reminisced through the whole lesson.


“We must never forget that Satan wants to use the futility of life in this world to discourage us and make us give up,” Ross said. Then he picked up the open Bible resting on his knee to read the verse supporting his point.


I resolved that from that point on that I would diligently attend all of the weekly meetings—Tuesday nights, Thursday nights, and Sunday mornings—no matter how tired I was or how early my flight left the next morning. I would also keep up a minimum of two hours per week in the door-to-door ministry, which meant getting up every Saturday morning and allowing enough time to think through what I might share, then knocking on those doors. When I got home from the Kingdom Hall that day, I didn’t waste any time putting the latest issues of the The Watchtower and Awake! in my briefcase, to read on the plane or during the bus ride to work.




Chapter 2


[image: Images]


Let the mind be a thoroughfare for all thoughts, not a select few.


—John Keats


Six months before that fateful doorstep meeting with Nick Marshall, my boss, John Sullivan, called me into his office.


“I have a onetime favor to ask, and it’s big,” he said, and took an unusually deep breath. “Can you travel down to Los Angeles with Nancy and help her conduct the Coast Federal Bank training?”


That was when my corporate career started to take off. I’d worked at US Bank—then the biggest bank in the Pacific Northwest—for about eight years. Until then, I had performed a wide range of traditional secretarial jobs, though it was politically correct to call me an administrative assistant. The title made little difference to me. Either way, various bosses over those eight years would ask me to organize a strategy meeting and I would call my fellow secretaries to coordinate six people in the same conference room the following Tuesday at ten o’clock. Then I photocopied all the handouts needed for the meeting— which usually required detours to answer the phone and tend to a temperamental Xerox machine. After I’d compiled, bound, and laid out all the materials in tidy rows in the conference room, I’d brew the coffee and arrange for pastries.


If a fellow secretary called in sick or went on vacation, I was the person trusted to cover for them. Over those years, I developed a reputation for being unflappable, a lighthearted and efficient multitasker. When John secured a promotion and transferred to lead the sales efforts of a newly formed department, he asked me to join him as that group’s assistant. Ross and I were about to buy our first house, so the increase in salary was appealing. Intrigued by a change in scenery, I was delighted to follow him to greener pastures. Within four months, John was asking me for help beyond the scope of my administrative role.


“What do you mean, conduct the training?” I asked. Of course I knew what “conduct” meant, but I was hanging on his every word, alert to grasp the meaning he ascribed to it.


“I mean lead one of the training sessions,” he answered. “Coast is pulling together two hundred fifty of their staff for two days, and Nancy can do only one day at a time. You’ll watch her do the training one day, you’ll take good notes, and the next day both of you will be running the training simultaneously in meeting rooms right across the hall from each other. They simply don’t have a meeting room that is large enough to accommodate everyone that day, so we need two trainers.”


Nancy was the training manager who traveled to other bank headquarters to instruct their staff in how to sell our services and fill out the legal forms.


I just sat there looking at John, trying to absorb the request and his confidence in me to help him through a desperate situation.


“Linda, Coast Federal is our biggest account, and you probably know this program better than anyone. You’ve seen every element of the training from beginning to end. You handle yourself well. I know you can do this, and you’d be helping the whole team out. We can’t blow this program launch.”


Our department had been formed to introduce an innovative program to sell our loan services to other banks across the country. There were thousands of smaller community banks that chose not to staff their own departments, so they sold our loans as if they were their own, for a fee.


One month later, I was boarding a plane to Los Angeles on my first official business trip. Later that day, wearing a new Nordstrom suit, I was being introduced to a room full of bankers. John was right: I knew the material and was innately equipped to articulate the finer points with ease. Talking to a crowd felt very natural. I’d had a lot of practice.


At the age of nine, when I started knocking on doors with a prepared sermon, I also enrolled in the Theocratic Ministry School, which was run weekly out of the Kingdom Hall. Every Thursday night, six preassigned members of the congregation delivered five-minute talks on various Bible topics and were then publicly evaluated by one of the elders on specific speech competencies. The Ministry School wasn’t a program you graduated from, per se, and it was never meant to replace our primary school education. Over the years, I delivered hundreds of talks and demonstrations of door-to-door talking techniques and along the way became adept at speaking in front of a group.


My very first talk was on the obscure subject of Gehenna, which Jesus mentions in several parables. His listeners would have known he was referring to the local garbage dump, set just outside the city walls of Jerusalem, where a fire burned non-stop, ready to claim all things unsavory, including the bodies of criminals viewed unworthy of burial. Because I was a girl and the biblical principle of headship prohibits females from speaking directly to the congregation, I was asked to sit on the stage with my brother, Randy, and relay the information to him in a pre-prepared dialogue. There we sat, nine and fourteen years old, respectively, talking to each other about the symbolic interpretation of burning flesh in never-ending flames. Several hours of research, writing, and rehearsing went into that five-minute presentation, supported by Mom’s guiding hand.


At the conclusion, before Randy and I could rise from our chairs to leave the stage, the congregation clapped and cheered, as was the tradition for all first-timers. The presiding elder, who years later would officiate my wedding, rose to the podium and started his feedback with praise: “Wow, young lady, you sure know how to talk,” which brought a wave of laughter from the crowd.


He had me there. It was no secret I’d inherited my father’s gift for gab. Then along came the Ministry School, which taught me how to organize and articulate my thoughts clearly. From my years of door-to-door work, I had learned how to think on my feet and had mastered the art of persuasion at a young age. According to my mother, I came into this world somehow knowing how to remain calm and centered in charged situations. Inside I got crazy jitters like anyone else, but I intuitively knew how to hold it together.
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At the end of those first Coach Federal training sessions, all of the participant evaluations came back very positive, describing me as “animated,” “engaging,” “clear,” and “understandable.” But I didn’t need that to tell me something special had occurred. I had felt completely alive and connected to that audience. That day, a lifetime of expertise and cultivated talents was successfully unleashed outside the realm of proselytizing, and a nascent ambition was ignited. It was remarkable to see how transferable and marketable these skills were. I was energized and ready for more. Nancy and I celebrated with martinis while we waited to board our flight home.


As the program expanded, I was asked to fill in again and again. Nancy got pregnant and appreciated a helping hand on the road. When it was no longer healthy for her to travel, I became the sole trainer. As John’s sales staff brought in more clients, I was hiring my own contract trainers to help me keep up.


One year after John’s initial request for temporary training help, I had my own office with a mahogany desk, an expense account, and an assistant who arranged for my meetings. I knew the names of all the flight attendants on Alaska Airlines flight #141 to Burbank. I purchased Travelpro luggage with wheels. It had been six months since my unsettling encounter on Nick Marshall’s doorstep, when I’d renewed my commitment to healthy spiritual habits. I continued to grapple with key tenets of my faith, especially the concept of mass destruction of the wicked, but interesting work and upward mobility allowed me to push those uncomfortable thoughts aside. Ross and I shared the joy of purchasing our first home. There was furniture to buy and a kitchen to remodel. Life pulled me forward.


One afternoon, just before five o’clock, John called me into his office and asked me to shut the door. Under his leadership, the group had done so well that we had moved to a higher floor of the forty-story pink Italian marble Bank Tower. His corner office had a view of the Willamette River, reflecting a bright blue sky, Mount Hood jagged and white in the east.


“Linda, I have some great news for you.”


He was leaning on the front of his desk, no tie, his shirt-sleeves rolled up to his elbows. In his early forties, John always came across as energetic and upbeat. He motioned for me to take a seat. He was holding his oak-and-bronze name plaque in his hands. I’d never seen him do that before. These plaques were quite luxurious and given only to officers of the bank. The rest of us had plastic name plaques held upright in plastic stands. John had a big grin on his face and was having a hard time keeping still.


“Congratulations. The board has approved your promotion to assistant vice president.”


My eyes widened as he handed me the plaque; then I realized it had my name on it. It felt dense and significant, the letters of my name deeply engraved, then dipped in bronze. It was like being given the keys to some secret club.


I blurted out my news to Ross the minute I walked in the front door. Together we did a dance of joy in the living room. He grabbed me with both arms by the waist and twirled me around so fast, my hand swatted a lamp off the side table. My salary had increased twofold since I’d joined the department. I was making more money than I’d ever dreamed of, more money than Ross made as a garage-door salesman. We agreed to pay off the credit card we’d used to fund our kitchen remodel and buy a new car.


Because it was Thursday, and I’d committed to be more regular attending meetings, we deferred a celebration and went to the Kingdom Hall, something I outwardly agreed to but secretly resented, attending in body only, to please my husband. Throughout the meeting, my mind wandered again, reveling in my promotion. I imagined the members of the Board sitting around a large oval table, each dressed in a navy pin-striped suit, hearing a lengthy reading of my accomplishments, then nodding their heads in approval and one by one using their Montblanc pens to sign on the dotted line. I didn’t tell anyone at the Kingdom Hall that night about my promotion because I didn’t know how to bring it up without sounding like a braggart. Truer still, I didn’t want to spark worry among the friends who had already expressed concerns when I traveled on business and missed meetings.


The next day, Nick Marshall made a point of stopping by my office to congratulate me. “Well deserved,” he said. He had never mentioned our doorstep conversation. I’d found myself in the occasional meeting with him and his staff and continued to feel an appreciation for who he was as a person, how he handled complex matters with fairness and integrity. It was impossible to think of him as doomed, which made me a complacent Witness—but I preferred this new, compassionate acceptance I was developing for so-called worldly people, and the growing sense of belonging I felt among my coworkers.
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