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Praise for The Dirt Beneath Our Door


“The Dirt Beneath Our Door is a profound and unflinching memoir that left an indelible mark on me. With raw honesty and remarkable courage, Pamela Jones pulls back the veil on the violent, secretive world of the polygamous Church of the Firstborn, where she was born and raised. Indoctrinated from childhood to believe her sole purpose was to become a perpetually pregnant plural wife, Jones never let go of her faith—or her conviction that she and her children deserved a better life. This gripping story of survival, resilience, and hope is one I will not soon forget.”


– Ruth Wariner, New York Times Bestselling Author, The Sound of Gravel


“Pamela’s story redefines the American Dream. Her sheer determination to create a better life for herself and her loved ones shines through every page. Watching her transform from a timid handmaiden into a successful businesswoman is an awe-inspiring journey that should be required reading for all.”


—Sylvia Zderchuk, Founder, Silvie Academy


“The Dirt Beneath Our Door isn’t just another memoir—it’s an inspiring story that shows what’s possible when we push past our limitations. Pamela’s raw journey through faith, family, and destiny will make you want to face the voice in your head holding you back. As someone who built PureVee Organics by silencing my own inner critic, I recognize the power in her story. Stop listening to that voice in your head telling you that you can’t. Your dreams aren’t waiting for permission—they’re waiting for action.”


—Vera LaRee, Founder, PureVee Organics


“From the first gripping chapter, this beautifully written memoir often reads like a thriller. As a young mother, Pamela struggles to escape her plural marriage, oppressive husband, and brutal life in a misogynistic cult—if she can only cross the US-Mexico border with her eight children. Married at fifteen and forced to live in a succession of squalid places at the whim of her husband, the grandson of a cult founder, she finds the strength to risk everything to find personal freedom, love, and a better life. Pamela endures so much cruelty, but her courage in the face of it will inspire and move readers everywhere.”


–Jeffrey D. Boldt, Author, Blue Lake and Big Lake Troubles


“This is a story of incredible courage and determination. I loved this book because it reminds me of my own struggles. Pamela was brainwashed as a young child and abused throughout her childhood and into adulthood. Most of us would have simply given up. But not Pamela. She bravely escaped when the odds seemed impossible, taking her children on a desperate journey to the United States without money or resources. Not only did she escape with her children, she protected them. And after building a successful cleaning business, she paid it forward. Today, Pamela has inspired many others living in oppressive conditions to do what she did: escape into freedom and a better life. This book touched my heart and will linger in my memory.”


— David Crow, Award-Winning Author, The Pale-Faced Lie
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I dedicate this book to my mother, whose unwavering love and sacrifices are woven into the fabric of every page of this book. Through your incredible strength, you gave up so much—your personal dreams, your time, and a part of yourself—to raise thirteen children with grace and devotion. You poured your heart into your family and, with the same commitment, dedicated yourself to this life you shared with my father and your GOD. It is through your courage and your talent for writing that I found the voice to tell my own story. Your example taught me that even the greatest sacrifices are made with love and that our stories, however difficult, are worth sharing. Love you, Mama.


I also dedicate this book to my children, David Dayer, Hyrum Abraham, Lucy Ann, Mosiah Ossmen, Melanie Rowine, Jennifer Raquel, Pamela LaRene, Joshua Thomas, and Bethany Rose. Truly the lights of my life, your laughter, love, support, and boundless curiosity inspire me every day. You give me hope and through you I have experienced true love, unconditional love, and a companionship that never fails. Mostly thank you for growing up, falling in love, choosing such beautiful companions, Julia, Amber, Mindy, Steve, Matt, Daniel, Madi, and Sam, who have now become my children, starting families of your own and being the parents that you are to the beautiful thirty grandbabies you have blessed me with, each one in their own way a treasure and a reminder of the endless love that flows through our family. This book is for you, with all my love. We Made It! (Bubbles)


And to AllieAnn Rowine Anderson, Grandma misses you every day. I’m so happy to think of you in heaven with your great-grandma Pam. I’m sure by now she has written a song just for you and you probably sing it every day. Just an FYI, your mama and daddy celebrate you every day and in all ways, and I see little bits and pieces of you in your sisters and brother. You are so loved and remembered, sweetheart.









Prologue: The Escape


Zion’s Camp The Church of the Firstborn of the Fulness of Time Chihuahua, Mexico


Friday, March 3, 2000


4:52 am


I woke early, long before the sun was even a suggestion on the horizon. I’d barely slept all night, mind and heart racing in fear, preparing for this day that would change everything. When the day ended, I would be one of two things: either dead, or free. Right now, either option sounded good.


It was so cold, I could see my breath, as I rose on one elbow and gazed at Bethany, my beautiful twenty-month-old baby, sleeping soundly beside me. I quickly undid my nightshirt and clasped her to my breast, nursing her in the moonlight. This is it, I thought. It’s now or never.


I’d spent more than a year planning to escape the fundamentalist, polygamous Mormon cult where my husband kept me, the first of his six plural wives, broken and brutalized, underfed and perpetually pregnant. I had been raised since birth to serve as my husband’s handmaid and helpmeet. But at age thirty-four, I was terrified and couldn’t hold on much longer. We leave now, or we die trying.


Milk-drunk and drowsy, Bethany drifted back to sleep as I slid from bed and tiptoed to the room where three of my sons slept. I woke the older two, sixteen-year-old Hyrum and Mosiah, nearly thirteen, and sent them out to feed and milk the goats. The boys were already dressed—all the kids were. I had put them to bed fully clothed, to hasten our exit in the morning, before anyone noticed we were gone.


Next, I woke the girls: Lucy, fourteen; Melanie, eleven; Jennifer, nine; and Pammy, six, and had the older girls help the younger kids get ready, including three-year-old Joshua Thomas. My firstborn, David Jr., almost eighteen, had already left home—and Mexico—to work in Colorado.


While the kids got ready, I dressed in a hurry and went out to help Hyrum and Mosiah bring in the milk. Miles from any large city, the stars were out in full, and I shivered at a distant coyote’s mournful cry.


In the driveway, our two vehicles huddled like silent co-conspirators: my Plymouth Voyager, and Hyrum’s white Toyota truck packed with our luggage—four little suitcases, four brightly colored Mexican blankets, one twenty-ounce jug of water. That was all. Left behind were the few items my husband allowed me to own—some clothes, my wedding dress, a handful of photos, letters from Mama, even my underwear. I was starting over with nothing but the dream of a better life.


As I stood in the paddock, petting the goats and bidding goodbye to Shaggy, Pinta, and my beloved Brownie, I looked back at our house, memorizing the dull adobe walls, cold concrete floor, three small bedrooms, and single bath. We had little electricity and almost no running water, so we hauled water from the communal greenhouse in fifty-gallon barrels, then separated it into buckets for drinking and washing. We flushed our only toilet with buckets of water twice daily, once at night and again in the morning, using dirty bathtub or dishpan water. We were an American family, living this way at the dawn of the twenty-first century. But no longer, after today, I thought.


Back inside, I prepared bottles of goat’s milk for Bethany and Joshua. I bottle-fed all my children until age five, so at least they ate when the rest of us either went hungry or consumed food infested with flies, weevils, or maggots. I glanced at the clock: 5:17 am.


I herded the kids outside, some protesting at the early hour, stomping and dragging their feet, others remaining silent, slow-boiling with excitement. Hyrum and Mosiah climbed into the truck while I loaded the others into the Voyager before going back inside, Bethany on my hip, for one final walkthrough. The place was spotless: cupboards cleared, beds made, dishes washed and stored. Since birth it had been drilled into me that if I ever tried to leave the cult, God would punish me by taking my life and my children’s, and I feared I was about to die. But I was determined to go with a clean house and a clear conscience.


As I approached the front door and prepared to cross the threshold, I held Bethany close while I had it out with my God, my savior, judge, and redeemer. “Take me now,” I challenged. “If this is it, I’ll explain my actions to you in Heaven.”


With my free hand, I touched the screen door and thought of my beloved half-brother Clary, one of the closest of my sixty-one siblings. Clary had installed the screen door to keep out the flies and mosquitos. But when my husband saw it, he was furious; he saw it as a vanity from the devil, and—sin of sins—“of the world.”


I deserved this screen door, I thought. Just like I deserve freedom. Taking a deep breath, I stepped over the threshold. As the door rattled shut behind me, I opened my eyes. I was still alive.


—————


I strapped Bethany into the car seat, then slid behind the wheel, buckled up, and reversed. The sky was deep ebony and pockmarked with stars as the headlights rose up and over the dull adobe walls, then cleared the flat roof of the home I hoped I’d never see again. Hyrum and Mosiah, in the white Toyota, dropped into line behind me as we drove one block, turned left, then two more blocks out of the compound and onto Federal Highway 10, the main road leading out of town and north toward the US border.


It was eerily quiet, with no traffic and the kids drowsing behind me, their little sandy and reddish-blond heads tipped toward their shoulders. When we reached the hill at La Questa, I could see, stretched out below, Colonia LeBarón, headquarters of the Church of the Firstborn of the Fulness of Time. I was forbidden to enter the Colony; instead, we had remained sequestered at Zion’s Camp, the cult’s ultra-orthodox, extremist offshoot located on the Colony’s outskirts. Somewhere among those lost to sleep was my husband, David, living at the ranch of his recently deceased brother Abel, alongside Valerie—Abel’s widow and David’s newest wife.


I floored the gas as hard as I dared on this sun-bleached, potholed highway. I felt numb, my knuckles blanched white on the steering wheel. I didn’t know where or when we’d be stopped, or by whom—my husband, the Mexican authorities, or God—but I expected it.


We passed the Angostura turnoff and memories came flooding back. Angostura, where David lost our precious son Mosiah, then eleven, and one other son when he took fifteen of his thirty-plus children camping in the hills and neglected to account for them all before heading home. One of David’s other wives had made the kids “chocolate milk” with polluted river water, causing terrible diarrhea. The two little boys relieved themselves in some bushes, then wandered off sightseeing while David pulled up camp and drove away with the others, never noticing he’d left two behind. After six of the longest hours of my life, Mosiah and his brother found their way to an older couple’s cabin and called for help.


That will never happen again, I promised myself.


Between Angostura and Galeana, we stopped at the gas station owned by my half-sister Nadine. Both my Voyager and the boys’ Toyota pulled up beside its rusty old pump. The station was empty except for a woman inside working the cash register and an attendant, a young Mexican man in T-shirt and jeans who approached the vehicle, wiping his hands on a greasy rag. My heart was in my throat as I rolled down my window.


“¿Cuanto?” he asked, leaning in. How much?


“Llénala.” Fill ’er up. I asked him to fill up the Toyota as well.


I wished he’d hurry as he wiped my windshield and checked the oil, pulling the dipstick between the folds of the rag. “Come on,” I whispered. “We gotta get on the road before anyone notices we’re gone.” Not only had I lied about this trip, but while David was distracted by his new wife and family, I tore a blank check out of his checkbook and forged his signature. Now a liar and a thief, I was certainly destined for hell.


Finished with my van, the attendant turned to the Toyota and spoke to Hyrum and Mosiah. Please don’t say too much, I prayed.


Finally, the young man returned and said, “Mil doscientos pesos.” Twelve hundred pesos. My hands were shaking as I quickly scribbled the amount on the stolen check and dropped it on his outstretched, grease-stained palm.


“Bueno. Adiós,” he said.


“Bueno. Adiós,” I replied as I turned the key in the ignition and started the van. He didn’t question me or the check; he probably recognized me as Nadine’s half-sister.


Okay, one hurdle crossed. But so many to go. As we rolled back onto that empty desert highway, it was official: I was leaving Mexico with eight children, two vehicles, two tanks of gas, a five-dollar bill I’d found in my husband’s dirty laundry, and two credit cards I had no idea how to use.


—————


By 10 am we reached Ciudad Juárez and the busy border crossing over the Rio Grande into El Paso, Texas. I pulled into the parking lot of the first supermercado I saw. Hyrum and Mosiah parked just beside me.


“Okay, guys.” I popped my seatbelt and turned to see six anxious little faces staring back. “Mama’s gonna run inside and pick up a few things. Lucy, you’re in charge while I’m gone.” My oldest daughter nodded solemnly, putting her arm around little Jennifer and pulling her close.


The kids had to be starving, but I didn’t want to get their hopes up, in case I couldn’t figure out the credit cards. I’d happened upon them in my husband’s briefcase a few months earlier. David made his living harvesting pine nuts on US government land in Nevada and Utah, then selling them in Salt Lake City before returning to Mexico. Every year before the harvest, he would buy his supplies on credit, then pay off the cards with the profits. Apparently, he had taken out two cards in my name without my knowledge.


While David was out, I called the numbers on the card backs, discovering that the Capital One card had a credit line of two hundred dollars; the Orchard Bank card, twelve hundred. Then I put the cards back in his briefcase, biding my time until the harvest was finished and I knew he wouldn’t need them again for months. That’s when I took the cards again—this time, for good. If these don’t work, I thought, all we have to live on is a five-dollar bill.


A dry desert sun beat down on me as I rushed into the supermercado, which was modern and air-conditioned, more like a typical American supermarket than the little roadside fruit-and-veg stands common across Mexico.


I knew it was unlikely anyone would recognize me this far from home. Even so, my heart pounded and the Capital One credit card shook in my hand as I strode to the information counter. “¿Disculpe?” Excuse me? My voice was barely a whisper. I was fluent in Spanish, having been born and mostly raised in Mexico, but I also had been raised to be silent, obedient, and never speak to anyone outside the cult. If I was going to survive in the outside world, I had to start using my voice.


I cleared my throat and held up the card. “Can I use this?” I asked in Spanish.


“Sí,” the young woman replied, barely glancing up.


Okay, I thought. Step one complete. I grabbed a shopping cart and sailed down the aisles, my senses overwhelmed by the sights, sounds, smells: wicker baskets overflowing with mangoes, peppers, avocados, corn; rows of canned goods in colorful tins; the yeasty aroma of baking bread; racks of American chocolate bars; the cold meat case in back, where huge chunks of beef and pork were weighed by fat butchers in filthy white aprons.


Confronted by such plenty, I felt dizzy, even a little sick. In winter we lived mostly off turnips and carrots I harvested from my little backyard garden, and pigweed greens in summer, along with occasional eggs from my few chickens. My husband supplemented these meager rations by giving me ten potatoes every two weeks, along with a little cooking oil and a cane sugar syrup that had to be boiled and strained to remove dead insects.


I could have bought anything, but instead, paralyzed and overwhelmed, I tossed five items in the cart: a jug of milk, a loaf of bread, a bunch of ripe bananas, and two small bags of oranges. We couldn’t bring the oranges into the United States, but I had a reason for buying them.


My heart beat even harder as the clerk scanned the items. The total came to about six US dollars. I looked at the credit card reader with no idea what to do. The clerk motioned for me to slide my card.


I tried. Nothing happened. I tried again. Still nothing. My head started spinning. Was I doing it wrong? Had David figured out I was leaving and canceled the account? Then the clerk took the card from my hand and whisked it through the slot.


“Hora si.” There it goes. She handed back the card.


Relief washed over me. It worked! We had food!


Back in the minivan, the kids hungrily gulped down the milk, bread, and bananas. Once everyone was sated and settled, Hyrum and Mosiah returned to the Toyota and we drove a few blocks to the American consulate, a gray, fenced brick building along the dusty highway.


I parked on a side street out of view of the building. The dirt-andgravel parking lot was marked by a wire fence knotted with dirty rags, and a spray-painted plywood sign above: “Estacionas.” Parking. The teenage attendant wore dirty clothes and a frayed shoelace for a belt.


“Buenos días,” he said as I put down the window.


“Buenos días,” I replied, scared to speak, even to a boy my sons’ age. “Dos vehículos.” Two vehicles. I pointed to my van and the Toyota behind me. Then I handed him my five-dollar bill.


“Gracias,” he said.


“Bueno,” I replied, pulling forward and parking the van. Hyrum and Mosiah parked beside me. Now, all my cash was gone. This has to work, or else . . .


Again I left Lucy in charge as I went inside, took a number, and waited for what seemed like forever to be called. All my children except Pammy (whom I gave birth to in Utah) had been born in Mexico, like me, but we had legal status as “American citizens born abroad.” I had been naturalized as an American citizen at the age of seven, when we lived in El Paso, but because my husband and I lived so far off the grid in Colonia LeBarón, my children’s births hadn’t been properly recorded with the authorities, which meant they also needed to be naturalized before we could settle in America.


I’d contacted the consulate and collected this paperwork for months without David’s knowledge, helped by my father—normally abusive and alcoholic—and Velma, the first of Daddy’s eleven plural wives. Once we’d determined what paperwork the consulate needed, Velma had gathered the documents for me and faxed them in, so I hoped this visit was a mere formality—just sign some papers and go.


At last, my number was called. Heart in my throat, I walked to the window. The agent was a pleasant Mexican woman who spoke perfect English. “How may I help you?” she asked.


I cleared my throat but, terrified of speaking to strangers, barely mustered a whisper. “My name is Pamela Jones.” I showed her my driver’s license. “I’m here for my children’s naturalization documents.”


She smiled. “Wait here, I’ll be right back.” I glanced up at the large clock on the wall. Quarter after two. Please hurry, I prayed. We’ve gotta cross the border before dark.


The lady returned with a manila folder with my name on the front. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Jones, but we haven’t received the documents establishing your proof of residency in the United States before your children were born.” She slid me a piece of paper that listed several documents: rental agreements, school records, certificates. I immediately recognized everything listed as items Velma had already faxed to the consulate weeks earlier. How could they not have received them?


“Did you bring these documents with you today?” the lady asked helpfully.


“No,” I mumbled in reply. How could I explain that Velma had already submitted them?


“All right, Mrs. Jones.” With a yellow highlighter, the woman circled a number on the bottom of the paper slip. “Here is our fax number. Once you’ve gathered the rest of the documents, just fax them here, we’ll process them and add them to your file, and when you come back next time, we can issue you the naturalization papers.”


My heart dropped to the floor. I was too devastated to speak as I grabbed the piece of paper and turned away. Without those papers, my children have no legal right to enter the US. I swallowed hard, pushing down my terror. What am I going to do? We can’t go back to Zion’s Camp—I could be killed, my throat slashed and my blood sprinkled on the soil as a “blood atonement,” a warning to other women about what happens if you try to leave the cult. Okay, God, I prayed. I’m putting it all on you. Our only hope is to cross the border illegally.


I forced a brave face as I returned to the parking lot and quickly devised a new plan. Everything was different now—even if I managed to cross the border in the Voyager with the six kids, there was no way the boys could pass through the checkpoint in the truck. Hyrum, sixteen, didn’t have a legal US driver’s license, and neither boy had papers or ID.


“Okay, so listen carefully, guys,” I told the kids. “This is really important. The seven of us are going to cross the border in the van. Hyrum, you and Mosiah will stay behind on the Mexican side. Wait one hour, then drive to the border and get in line to go across. Make sure you stay in one of the outer lanes, furthest from the consulate. Then I’ll know where to find you.


“Meanwhile, once I’m over in the US, I’m going to park the van and Lucy will stay with the younger kids. I will walk back across the border into Mexico and find you in the line waiting to cross. Then I’ll get behind the wheel and the three of us will cross together.”


This plan was as crazy and dangerous as it sounded. My husband had always threatened that, if I ever tried to leave him, by the time I reached the US border, my mug shot would be plastered everywhere. I would be arrested and never see my children again. We’d been gone almost eight hours. Plenty of time for David to alert the authorities . . .


I didn’t dare cry as I hugged and kissed Hyrum and Mosiah goodbye, then handed them one of the bags of oranges. “Okay, guys, you know the plan.” I looked them both in the eye. “Just stay strong, say your prayers, and I will be back for you in no time.”


“Don’t worry, Mom, I got you.” Hyrum smiled. Even at sixteen, he was my “rock,” my greatest support. I swallowed my tears and sent the boys back to the truck to wait, by themselves, for the next hour. I hoped I’d got the timing right: if they were in line too early, they’d reach the guards before I had time to get back and ferry them over. But if they were too late, it would be dark when they neared the gates, and I would never find them among the hundreds of vehicles crossing into Texas.


—————


I didn’t think my heart could drop any lower until we reached the heavily patrolled border crossing. There was a row of twelve US Customs and Border Patrol stations stretched across the border end to end, each with vehicles backed up for what looked like miles, waiting to cross.


By now it was almost 3 pm on a Friday, and thousands of people were heading to the United States for the weekend. How will I get across and back in time to find the boys before dark? I couldn’t think about that now. I could only focus on getting us across safely.


While we waited, idling in the long line, I quizzed the kids on our cover story.


“Where do you live?” I posed.


“Utah!” they shouted.


“What’s your address?”


“Fifty West Main Street, Salt Lake City.”


“Where do you go to school?”


“Midville Elementary.”


“Why were you in Mexico?”


“Vacation!”


The information matched my US driver’s license, which my husband allowed me to get when I convinced him that by driving, I could help with the yearly pine nut harvest. The address actually belonged to my husband’s younger half-sister Miriam.


It was almost four-thirty by the time the car in front of us passed through the checkpoint and we were waved to the front. My throat was dry and my hands shaking as I peered into the booth, terrified my photo would be plastered across the walls.


As the Border Patrol agent stuck his head through the window and shone his flashlight into the back of the van, I read the name tag on his uniform: “B. McGuire.” Late thirties, short of stature with a slim build, blond hair, blue eyes, and an Army-style crew cut. His demeanor was stern but businesslike, with a rigid posture, shoulders back, legs slightly spread.


“American citizens?” he asked.


“Yes,” I answered, hoping my voice didn’t break.


“All of you?”


“Yes.”


As I showed him my driver’s license, he quizzed the kids on the questions we’d rehearsed and they answered like troupers.


He handed back my license. “Any perishable items you’re bringing into the United States?”


“Just a loaf of bread and a bag of oranges.”


“You can’t bring the oranges,” he warned. “No fruit or vegetables allowed.”


“Oh, I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t realize.” I made a show of having the kids root for, find, and hand me the bag of oranges, which I surrendered to Agent McGuire. I had crossed the border before with David and memorized the drill: create a distraction with the oranges so they don’t focus on anything else.


It worked, because Agent McGuire waved us through the gate. In moments, we were over the Rio Grande and safe on US soil. But I wouldn’t celebrate until I had Hyrum and Mosiah here as well.


I drove one block, then parked on a quiet gravel road, shadowed beneath a spiny Afghan pine, and climbed into the back seat with the girls and Joshua. As I unbuttoned my blouse and nursed Bethany, I gave them their instructions. “Lucy, you’re in charge while I’m gone. Don’t make any noise, don’t get out of the van, don’t unlock or open the doors for any reason. Do you understand?” They nodded solemnly. “If you get hungry, there’s some bread.” I forced a smile. “Mama will be back soon with the boys. And then we’ll really start our adventure!”


Locking the van behind me, I walked as fast as I could back to the crossing, this time entering through the pedestrian section, a large, glass-walled building centered over and above the twelve lanes of traffic, and immediately realized my serious mistake: I was walking in through the same end of the building I had driven out of, the western side; I should have entered from the east. It’s too late to go back, I realized. I’ll just have to take my chances and pray I get through.


When I reached the front of the line, I couldn’t believe my eyes: there was Agent B. McGuire again, checking IDs and waving people through. How? Half an hour ago, he was checking cars down below—now he’s up here checking pedestrians? Of all the agents working today, what were the odds I’d meet the same one twice?


He recognized me immediately and, looking suspicious, asked what I was doing. “It’s my husband,” I stammered, thinking quickly. “He was supposed to meet us in El Paso, but his truck broke down. I have to go back and get him.” The story made no sense; I didn’t even have a cell phone, but it was all I could come up with in that moment of pure panic.


I couldn’t imagine how I looked to Agent McGuire with my long-sleeved cotton blouse, drab cotton skirt, blond hair windblown and half up in a bun, and my battered plastic sandals two sizes too small. I was six feet tall and bone-thin, pale, wearing no makeup, carrying only a little red wallet.


Perhaps he took pity on me; I couldn’t be sure. All I knew was the inscrutable look on his face. “Go on.” He waved me through.


Thank you, God. Thank you, Agent McGuire. But there wasn’t time to enjoy my good fortune; now back in Mexico, I pressed my face and hands against the floor-to-ceiling glass, looking down at the rows of vehicles, headlights glowing, lined up as far as the eye could see. And no sign of Hyrum’s white Toyota anywhere . . .


I hurried downstairs and exited, shielding my eyes from the setting sun. I tried not to panic as I weaved between the slow-moving cars and trucks, pushing past the human chaos: street vendors hawking handwoven blankets, faux-leather sandals, and wide-brimmed sombreros; women with their baskets of chiles and hot peppers; Indigenous beggars holding swaddled infants while pleading for money.


I focused on the three outer lanes farthest from the consulate. Where are they? My heart raced as panic set in. What if they got lost? Or taken into custody? I feared never seeing my brave, beautiful boys again. I didn’t come this far to lose two of my children.


I paced back and forth, squinting into the searing, late-afternoon glare as my burning eyes desperately searched for their white truck among the mass of vehicles before darkness made finding them impossible. Please, God, please . . .


It was probably only ten or twelve minutes—the longest of my life—before finally, there they were! I rushed toward the little white Toyota, nearly getting flattened by a semi-trailer. Its blaring horn rang in my ears as I got into the driver’s seat and the boys scooted over.


“See, Mom? We knew you could do it.” Hyrum gave me a big smile, but I could see how relieved both boys were that I was back.


We were asked the same questions at the gate as before, the boys answered as I had coached them, and we engaged the same distraction with the second bag of oranges. But this time, I was selected for secondary screening and directed to drive off to the left, where the twelve lanes of traffic tapered down to two.


Please, God. Not this. I could literally see my freedom, just a few yards in front of me, disappearing. Had I been flagged as a fugitive? Was I about to be arrested? Meanwhile, my other children were parked on a side street in El Paso, it was almost nightfall, and I had no way to contact them.


“Don’t panic,” I told the boys. “Don’t make eye contact; don’t say a word. Let me do the talking. We’ll be fine.” I pulled up beside a table beneath the tin-roofed pavilion where a dozen other vehicles were being inspected. We got out as several Border Patrol agents began a thorough search. They popped our four suitcases, rifling through the kids’ clothes, underwear, pajamas; they emptied the glove compartment and fingertip-searched beneath the seats.


Suddenly one of the agents held a Ziploc bag up to the light. Inside was a little bottle of medicine for Bethany’s thrush. It must have slid under the seat when the boys were driving. “That’s for my baby,” I said quickly. “She’s with my husband and my other children. They crossed the border ahead of us.”


The agent allowed us to get back in the truck and motioned me forward to the next station. As I did, an agent exited the booth with a large German shepherd straining on its leash. As the agent neared, his short stature, blond crew cut, and military stance were instantly familiar. Agent B. McGuire. How was it possible? How could he be stationed in three different places, all in the same afternoon?


My whole body shaking, I prayed, harder than I ever had in my life. He motioned for me to roll down the window and as I did, he stuck his head inside, shining his flashlight on Hyrum and Mosiah. His face was so close to mine, I could smell his aftershave and the gel in his hair.


Then he turned and looked me directly in the eye. “Well, well. You again,” he said. “You’re up to something.”
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My parents, Ossmen Jones and Pamela Hanson. 1983










Chapter One



The Church of the Firstborn of the Fulness of Time


Growing up, my father was sure of only one thing: he would never live polygamy. His life and his brothers’ fell apart when their devout Mormon father began taking multiple wives, and Daddy swore he would never do that to his own family.


How, then, did I end up the eleventh of my father’s sixty-two children, by the third of his eleven wives? Therein lies a story. But first, a little background.


The fundamentalist Mormon cult I was raised in, the Church of the Firstborn of the Fulness of Time, is not affiliated with or recognized by the mainstream Mormon Church, aka the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (LDS), founded in upstate New York by Joseph Smith in the 1820s.


Many of the nineteenth-century Mormons practiced polygamy, which they called “plural marriage.” But in 1904, LDS president Joseph F. Smith (nephew of founder Joseph Smith) issued the “Second Manifesto,” which banned new plural marriages for Mormons worldwide and threatened violators with excommunication.


But plural marriage was “the Principle,” the cornerstone of their religion, an absolute core belief that some Mormons refused to disavow. Many who were excommunicated fled to Mexico, where laws were laxer than in the US, and founded fundamentalist, polygamous offshoot churches, many of which took on increasingly extreme, even bizarre, cult-like practices and beliefs.


American Mormons had been settling in northern Mexico since the 1870s, setting up churches and extended-family communities, but after the Second Manifesto, their numbers increased significantly as families sought safe havens in which to practice polygamy beyond the reach of US law.


One of these many breakaway sects, the Church of the Firstborn, was founded by Alma Dayer LeBaron Sr. (my eventual husband’s grandfather) in northwestern Mexico following Alma’s excommunication from the LDS in 1924 for practicing polygamy. This settlement, near the town of Nuevo Casas Grandes, became “the Colony,” aka Colonia LeBarón, where generations of the LeBaron family still reside today.


In June 1944, five of Alma’s many sons—Alma Jr. (my husband’s father), Ervil, Floren, Verlan, and Joel—were also excommunicated from the LDS for promoting polygamy. When Alma Sr. died in 1951, church leadership passed to Joel. In 1955, Joel and several of his brothers established a new faction, the Church of the Firstborn of the Fulness of Time, with Joel as leader, president, and “prophet.” Tensions increased among the many LeBaron brothers as they fought to dominate the church, culminating in brother Ervil’s 1967 removal from leadership after he began to preach that he, not Joel, was the true prophet, the “One Mighty and Strong” chosen by God as Joseph Smith’s rightful successor.


In August 1972, Ervil LeBaron and his followers, the so-called Ervilites, severed all ties with Joel’s church and established their own sect, the Church of the First Born of the Lamb of God. Ervil, a charismatic, messianic psychopath sometimes called “the Mormon Charles Manson,” began to preach that not only was he the “One Mighty and Strong,” but also that Joel must be executed in an act of “blood atonement,” a traditional Mormon doctrine no longer practiced by the mainstream church but revived by the Lamb of God group, which stated that, unlike other sins, “eternal sins” could only be atoned for by murdering the sinner via ritual bloodshed. Ervil’s decree unleashed decades of tit-for-tat murder and revenge between the cult’s rival factions, resulting in dozens of violent deaths and ultimately threatening my family, especially after Daddy’s name was found, after Ervil died, on one of his numerous hit lists.


—————


My own family’s roots in the American Mormon community in Mexico run deep. In 1915, my paternal grandparents, Thomas Jones and Ellen Bluth Jones, American Mormons from Phoenix, relocated to Mexico to help colonize two communities, Colonia Juárez and Colonia Dublán, made up of church members excommunicated by the LDS.


The Joneses were wealthy and successful. Grandpa Jones was a logger and cattle rancher who also owned several large peach farms. Grandma worked as a music teacher in Dublán, hitching up the horse and buggy every Saturday morning and driving deep into the desert to teach in small communities of believers.


My father, Thomas Ossmen Jones (always known as “Ossmen”), was born in 1924 at Colonia Dublán. Daddy’s happy childhood was marred by only one thing: Grandpa’s second marriage (while still married to wife number one), which produced five half-siblings and made the family a target for abuse and persecution by mainstream Mormons.


Daddy despised growing up in plural marriage. Even within the American Mormon community in Mexico, there was prejudice against polygamists. The kids in Dublán from the LDS church made fun of Daddy, and he and his brothers couldn’t get dates for the prom, school dances, and other events. Daddy vowed his own children would never suffer as he had.


Daddy’s first wife, Velma, came from a traditional Mormon family in Tucson, Arizona. When Daddy and Velma first met, Velma’s parents didn’t like Daddy because his family practiced plural marriage and were LDS excommunicants. When Daddy asked for Velma’s hand in marriage, her parents said no.


Daddy was devastated. He and Velma ran away, threatening to elope. When Velma’s parents realized they couldn’t change the young couple’s minds, they agreed to give their blessing to the marriage, on two conditions. First, Ossmen and Velma had to return home, set a date, and plan a wedding. Second, Ossmen had to promise he would never practice polygamy. Daddy happily agreed and swore Velma would be his one and only wife.


Daddy and Velma had a traditional Mormon wedding and began their life as a married couple. Daddy was twenty-five and Velma, twenty-one. They moved into a house on Grandpa Jones’s farm in Dublán, and eventually had five children, three girls and two boys. Along with his brothers, Daddy worked hard at logging, farming fruit trees, and managing cattle.


Grandpa Jones was wealthy, and his sons reaped the financial rewards of the family’s hard work. When he died, he bequeathed everything to his children, to be shared equally. This left Daddy, still only in his thirties, a wealthy man.


Life was good for Ossmen Jones, and yet there were problems, especially Daddy’s drinking. Daddy loved to hang out in bars. After a few shots of liquid courage, he’d get into trouble, and then Velma or one of his brothers would be called to rescue him. Along with drinking, Daddy had started womanizing.


Velma was at her wit’s end. One day while Daddy was at work, she heard a knock at the front door. When she opened it, there stood a tall, handsome gentleman, one of the LeBaron brothers. He handed her a few religious pamphlets, encouraged her to read them, and said he’d be back later to answer any questions. He promised, if she just read the material, the True Church of God would be revealed to her. Velma closed the door behind him, set the pamphlets aside, and didn’t give them a second thought.


But the next day, after Daddy’s latest bender, as Velma walked past the end table where the pamphlets lay scattered, she wondered what that LeBaron man could be so passionate about. So she sat down and read each booklet cover to cover. I can’t know exactly what she thought or felt, but I wonder if she saw the cult as the answer to Daddy’s barhopping and womanizing.


Whatever Velma said to Daddy, it worked. He agreed to join Joel LeBaron’s Church of the Firstborn of the Fulness of Time and pursue plural marriage. Both their families were furious. Daddy’s family disowned him. (Although Grandpa Jones practiced polygamy, the family was not part of the LeBaron cult.) Velma’s parents were heartbroken because this meant she and Ossmen would be excommunicated from the LDS. Devout Mormons, they believed excommunication meant their daughter would be forever cut off from God.


In 1959, while still married to Velma, Daddy married his second wife, Lorraine. Daddy was thirty-five; Lorraine just fourteen. I don’t know how Velma (whom I loved as a second mom) justified her middle-aged husband marrying a child. Perhaps Daddy had gotten Lorraine pregnant and they hoped to legitimize the relationship and make Lorraine part of the family.


Lorraine’s first child was born several months later. Daddy, Velma, Lorraine, and all the children lived as one blended family on Grandpa’s farm, and the Jones brothers continued working together despite the tension Daddy’s new lifestyle created.


On April 6, 1963, Daddy married his third wife, my mother, Pamela Hanson. The wedding ceremony was performed by the prophet himself, Joel LeBaron, and Mama wore a secondhand dress purchased by her mother, Grandma Dorothea, especially for the occasion.


When they married, Daddy was a thirty-eight-year-old husband of two and soon-to-be father of eight. Mama was just seventeen. For a while, Daddy, his three wives, and all the children lived together, but Daddy’s brothers just couldn’t accept his lifestyle, and it was agreed that Daddy would take his share of Grandpa Jones’s inheritance and leave. Daddy was now cut off from his family, without their emotional or financial support.


Mama was born in June 1945, the fifth of thirteen children, and grew up in St. George, Utah, not exactly in the cult, but situated on its periphery.


Mama’s mother, Dorothea Jane Hanson, did not live polygamy herself, as Grandpa Hanson had no plural wives, but Grandma Dorothea believed the cult was the True Church of God, and she greatly desired that her daughters (but not her sons) would live polygamy. Dorothea had even chosen good-looking, six-foot-four-inch, charismatic Ervil LeBaron to be Mama’s husband, but Mama wisely refused to marry this violent, terrifying fanatic.


Mama was a bright, sensitive, beautiful young woman, five foot nine with olive skin; deep-set chocolate-brown eyes; and long, chestnut hair. Musically gifted, she taught herself to play multiple instruments; wrote music, lyrics, and poems; and sang her own songs. She was a Bible scholar who led women’s groups at church and a voracious reader with a vivid imagination, who devoured books and loved writing stories.


Mama graduated from high school at seventeen and planned to start college in St. George, Utah. Had she gone, there’s no limit to what she might have accomplished.


I’m not sure how my parents first met. All I know is that once Mama married Daddy, her future was carved in stone: she would be the plural wife of a polygamist, a “handmaid and helpmeet” whose sole purpose on earth was to enrich her husband’s posterity by birthing as many children as possible, thereby guaranteeing her own path to heaven as a “virtuous woman.”


Within the first year of marriage, Mama gave birth to my older brother, Jerold Randall Jones. I arrived the following year, on September 11, 1965. Mama would eventually bear thirteen children. By then, our roots in the Church of the Firstborn of the Fulness of Time ran so deep, it would be decades before I could cut those ties, escape with my children, and finally break free from this violent, misogynistic, apocalyptic cult that denied women a voice while indoctrinating us with the belief that our lives had no value beyond serving a husband and continually giving birth.


Ultimately, my journey would show me that my life was worth more than I’d been raised to believe. But what a long, painful road I had to travel before reaching that destination, a place where I could at last speak these words out loud: “I am Pamela Jones and I am enough.”
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