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To anybody who has been silenced, gaslit, abused, or lonely.

You are stronger than you know.

May earthly and heavenly angels lift you up.






I would lead you and bring you into the house of my mother—she who used to teach me.

SONG OF SOLOMON 8.2, NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE








INTRODUCTION finally


August 30, 2023

It was a Wednesday, the start of a new college year, and I was slumped at my cramped desk, drowning in a sea of syllabi and first-week reading assignments. I skimmed the pages, but my mind refused to engage, thoughts always circling back to my five siblings.

A year had passed since I’d heard their voices, seen their faces, and the thought of them trapped in that house was eating me alive. Despite all my efforts—the countless phone calls, the desperate pleas to anyone who would listen—it seemed like there was nothing we could do to remove them from harm’s way.

My phone rang, our neighbor’s name flashing on the screen. My heart skipped a beat—each call from this neighbor represented a lifeline. It meant an update about the kids. It meant that they were still alive.

“Shari, the police are at your mother’s house!” The words exploded through the speaker, no time for hello. “They’ve got guns out, they’re about to bust down the door!”

My heart seized in my chest as vivid, horrifying images flooded my mind. Tiny body bags being carried out of my mother’s home by faceless figures in uniforms.

It’s happened, came the thought. They’re dead.

In a daze, I grabbed my car keys and bolted. The drive from my student apartment to my mother’s house in Springville usually took twenty minutes, but today it was an eternity compressed into moments of blind panic.

I hadn’t been back to that house since Ruby had disowned me a year prior. Ruby, the self-anointed saint of motherhood. Ruby, who had turned my life into a surreal version of The Truman Show for her social media disciples. Ruby, who had subjected me and my siblings to her twisted interpretation of crime and punishment all our lives—until Jodi came along, adding terrifying new flavors of sadism to the regime.

Jodi. Our family’s very own cult leader, a false prophet who swept into our lives like a hurricane, turning my mother into a fawning, starstruck acolyte who lapped up her every demented word like it was holy water. My father, once our anchor, had been banished, leaving Ruby and Jodi to rule unchallenged over my four youngest siblings who were still there with them.

I drove through the familiar streets of Springville, a dull, all-too-familiar anger simmering within me as I navigated the quiet of suburbia. Why did no one have any information on the children? Why had they been pulled out of school? Why couldn’t anyone shield them from harm?

Countless warnings had already been sent to the Division of Child and Family Services (DCFS), to law enforcement by me and by concerned neighbors. I’d been shouting from the rooftops for a year. Yet, despite the glaring signs of trouble, no action had been taken. The red flags we’d raised might as well have been invisible, and the system that was supposed to protect my siblings had left them at the mercy of two women drunk on delusion and unchecked power.

I turned onto our sleepy cul-de-sac and encountered a war zone. Police cruisers formed a barricade of flashing lights. SWAT teams prowled our front lawn. Neighbors huddled on the sidewalks, fear and fascination on their faces.

I got out of my car and an officer blocked my path, his face a tombstone. “I can’t let you go past this point, miss.”

“But that’s my house!” I pleaded. “My siblings—are they safe? Where are they?”

Snippets of radio chatter teased me. Was that my brother’s name I heard?

“Please,” I begged. “Will someone tell me what’s happening?”

An officer approached, his tone urgent.

“Miss, can you provide us with the layout of the house? Any safes? Guns?”

Through my tears, I gave him the information he needed: seven bedrooms, six bathrooms where we once jostled for mirror space, some guns locked away, a pantry that could outlast an apocalypse. Each room echoing with the ghosts of who we once were.

Then, chaos erupted. The front door splintered under the battering ram’s assault. Officers swarmed in like angry hornets. I stood, rooted to the spot, watching.

God, please. Let them be alive, I prayed.

A surreal thought bubbled up. This moment, this climax of my family’s descent into madness, needed to be documented, preserved, and shared on social media. Just like every forced smile, every staged perfection had been, too.

I pulled out my phone, my hands steady despite the madness around me.

Frame shot. Snap.

The caption crystallized in my mind, a single word that carried the weight of years:

FINALLY.

Upload to Instagram. Share.

This nightmare was born on social media—it should die there, too.
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CHAPTER 1 sealed


I have a recurring dream. It always starts so beautifully.

Ethereal light bathes rolling fields as far as the eye can see. A sense of profound peace washes over me as I realize this must be heaven. My earthly journey has ended.

The landscape shifts, familiar yet otherworldly. Loved ones I’ve lost appear in the distance, their faces radiant. I move toward them, weightless, unburdened, embracing them with tears of joy. This is paradise, I think. This is peace.

Then I see those eyes. Cold and unyielding, boring into me with a power as ancient as the stars. It’s her. Ruby.

Suddenly, God’s voice booms around me, shaking the very foundations of heaven:

“My child, you were wrong to defy your mother!”

I jolt awake, heart pounding, and for a moment the terror lingers—even in the afterlife, will I never be free from her?



My mother was born Ruby Griffiths on January 18, 1982, in Logan, Utah, the first child of five to Chad and Jennifer Griffiths, whose families had been devout members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS) for generations.

When Ruby was young, her family relocated to Roy, Utah—a small city where the LDS church shaped nearly every aspect of life. In this tight-knit community, days revolved around scripture study, clean living, and, above all else, family. That is, after all, the cornerstone of our faith.

As the eldest in a strict, conservative home, Ruby’s childhood was less about play and more about responsibility, and she was tasked with helping to raise her younger siblings. I can easily imagine a young Ruby, spine straight and eyes determined, navigating her family’s expectations with a sense of righteous purpose, eagerly anticipating the day when she would have a family of her own, relishing the thought of finally being the one to make the rules and shape her home exactly as she saw fit. For Ruby, motherhood wasn’t just a future role—it was the pinnacle of her aspirations, the one thing she had always wanted for herself above all else.

Her reverence for motherhood is not uncommon in the LDS theology I was raised with. Becoming a mother, in my faith, is a spiritual calling of the highest order, a chance to emulate the divine and participate in the grand tapestry of creation. Perhaps that’s why the physical toll—the discomforts of pregnancy, the searing pain of childbirth—weren’t seen as obstacles to be overcome or burdens to be endured, by Ruby. Rather they were sacred trials, opportunities to demonstrate her unwavering faith in God’s plan and secure her place in the celestial afterlife alongside the hallowed ancestors who had walked this path before her.

As soon as she turned eighteen, the starting gun went off in Ruby’s race toward eternal exaltation, and my mother embarked on her mission to populate not just her earthly home but her heavenly mansion as well.

First, though, she needed a husband.

In the year 2000, when eighteen-year-old Ruby first set foot on the Utah State University campus, she had one thing on her mind: manhunting. Yes, she had chosen accounting as her major but college was never about learning for Ruby. It was about finding a mate so she could get married, start a family, and begin fulfilling her divine purpose, A.S.A.P.

On a color-coded vision board Ruby outlined the key qualities she required in a man. “Five inches taller than me.” “Handsome.” “Car paid off.” “Engineer.” (Her own father was an engineer, so perhaps she liked the idea of history repeating itself.) It goes without saying, her ideal man had to be devoted to the church.

Enter my father, Kevin Franke: a senior living on campus, four years older at twenty-two, on the brink of completing his civil engineering degree, and very much a product of his LDS faith. He stood five inches taller than Ruby (check), had a chiseled jawline (handsome—double check), and his keen intellect and ambition hinted at a promising future.

Plus, he seemed so… nice. Exuding genuine kindness, Kevin had a laid-back aura that was a balm to Ruby’s intense spirit. Ruby had no interest in power struggles, after all; what she needed was someone relaxed enough to let her take the reins without too much resistance, a copilot content to let her navigate their shared journey, pay the bills, and give her the children she longed for.

Born on October 9, 1978, in Ogden, Utah, Kevin was the youngest of seven siblings, trailing his nearest brother by a full twelve years. Kevin’s late arrival made him something of an anomaly—while his siblings were navigating high school and beyond, he was still learning to tie his shoes, and his days unfolded in a haze of neighborhood adventures and sports on TV, overseen by parents who’d done it all before.

Kevin’s mom didn’t like to cook or bake—life revolved around premade meals, TV, and talk of faith. The household was generally relaxed, without a lot of rules; an easygoing environment that sculpted Kevin into a gentle, even-keeled sort of guy.

Like Ruby, Kevin was devoted to finding his spiritual partner; a future mother to the children he hoped to raise in the gospel. But he had come to college to learn, secure his future, and had been in no hurry to meet his wife. Until he laid eyes on Ruby, that is.

He saw her first, working the room at a welcome week hot dog social on campus. The undisputed queen bee, Ruby flitted from man to man, her flirtatious confidence unlike anything he’d ever seen before. It helped that she was naturally beautiful, blond, with a huge dazzling smile and a svelte figure—Ruby was just his type.

As she methodically auditioned potential husbands, like a director casting her leading man, Kevin sensed the clock was ticking. Ruby was a prize catch, and if he didn’t somehow distinguish himself in the crowd, he’d wind up just another also-ran in Ruby’s race to the altar.

One evening, Kevin was sitting next to Ruby, holding her hand under a blanket as they watched a movie with some friends. Kevin couldn’t care less about what was happening on the screen—all he could think about was the softness of her skin, the gentle pressure of her grip, the occasional brush of her thumb across his knuckles. Each sensation was electric, sending shivers up his arm and straight to his core.

Then Kevin glanced over and noticed another guy—one of Ruby’s admirers—sitting way too close on her other side. His stomach dropped as he realized Ruby was holding this guy’s hand under the blanket, too. Usually so levelheaded, Kevin jumped up, his face burning, heart racing. Without a word, he stormed out, leaving Ruby gaping after him.

The next day, Kevin talked to Ruby and laid down the law. No more hand-holding with other guys. Period. Ruby, attracted to his passion for her, fast-tracked Kevin to meet the Griffiths, her parents and toughest critics. They approved, and Kevin, in turn, introduced Ruby to his parents, the Frankes, who thought Ruby seemed like a lovely young lady, perfect for their son.

Two weeks after the day they met, Ruby cut to the chase. “So, are we getting married?” she asked.

Kevin, caught off-guard, uttered the most dangerous word in the dictionary: “Yes.”

In just fourteen days, they had gone from strangers to engaged.

As Ruby and Kevin threw themselves into wedding planning, they got to know each other a little more. Turned out they both loved playing the piano, though their approaches to the instrument could not have been more different. Kevin had a photographic memory and could play jazz numbers and popular songs without even practicing. Ruby, on the other hand, had once poured her entire being into the piano. Throughout her teens, she’d immersed herself in the world of classical music, her dreams filled with visions of concert halls and standing ovations. She approached each piece with meticulous precision, spending hours perfecting every note, every dynamic shift. For her, playing wasn’t about fun—it was about excelling, and when she fell short of perfection, it left a dent in her ego that no amount of practice seemed to fill.

Ruby’s entire self-worth was built on exceptionalism, so if she couldn’t be extraordinary, then what was the point? She needed a new dream, a fresh source of validation. If music wouldn’t define her greatness, then motherhood would. Cherubic faces to beam up at her with the love and adoration she craved. Blank slates, ready to be inscribed with her wisdom, her values, her Rubyness.

A couple of kids would’ve suited Kevin fine, but Ruby craved a clan, and Kevin was happy to agree to Ruby’s grand vision, vowing to move heaven and earth to support her in her dreams. Thus, the dynamic was set: Kevin, the perpetual supporting actor to Ruby’s lead role in her epic production of “Ultimate Mother.”

On December 28, 2000, barely three months after their first meeting, Ruby and Kevin strode toward the temple, ready to be eternally sealed in the eyes of God. Ruby was a vision in ivory, her hair a cascade of curls, a Southwestern blanket draped over her shoulders against the winter chill. Even Kevin’s mismatched shoes—one black, one brown, thanks to rushed dressing in the dark—couldn’t dim her smile.

This was it—Ruby’s fairy-tale moment come to life. As the vows left her lips, she felt her happily-ever-after unfurling before her like a red carpet—finally, her life was about to begin.






CHAPTER 2 teardrops


She’s getting tired in there,” the obstetrician said. “We’ll need to do an assisted delivery.”

Then, with a contraption that looked better suited to cleaning carpets than guiding new life, the doctor suctioned my head and forcibly pulled me out into the world.

It was March 3, 2003, and after nine difficult months of pregnancy filled with a slew of medical complications, twenty-one-year-old Ruby had finally evicted me, her first baby, from her womb. Somehow, through her fog of pain and exhaustion, Ruby managed a victorious smile. In her arms lay not just a baby but a woman’s ultimate power. Her divine right to mold a new soul in her own image.

Cradling me in the exhausted aftermath of delivery, she looked past the squalling, writhing bundle in her arms to the exalted future I represented. In my tiny frame, Ruby saw the first brushstrokes of her magnum opus, Chapter One in the epic narrative that would be her legacy of unparalleled parenting prowess.

When I was around three months, Ruby took me to the pediatrician to find out why I was so grouchy—my constant wailing was testing her vision of motherly bliss—but the doctor said it was just colic. When I began refusing my bottles and growing lethargic, Kevin freaked out, rushing me to the emergency room, where they discovered that I had a life-threatening intestinal blockage. Without the immediate surgery I received, I most likely would have died. From the very start, it seemed, my childhood was destined to be a fight for survival.

Ruby didn’t believe in comforting me when I was a baby, not in the way most parents do. Why would she? Her family’s philosophy had always been that it doesn’t hurt a baby to cry things out. Babies shouldn’t be coddled. Tantrums should not be tolerated. It’s for their own good, so they know who’s boss, and when they grow up, they can learn to handle whatever life throws at them without being weak losers or crybabies.

Yet, ironically, my earliest memories are of Ruby crying. She had tears for every occasion. Joy, sorrow, boredom—it didn’t matter, Ruby wept through it all, a woman perpetually at odds with her own equilibrium. Perhaps that’s why she wanted so many children. A set of Russian nesting dolls, each one a slightly smaller version of the last, to absorb the tsunami of her raging emotions. For what better way to fill the gaping void within than to surround yourself with adoring little mini-mes? Interesting, though, how someone who cried so much herself seemed entirely immune to the tears of others, including mine.

I often wonder how much of my adult self was forged in those early formative years. My tendency to bottle up emotions, to present a stoic face to the world—are these echoes of an infant learning that her distress will always go unheeded? Even before I could form words or thoughts, was I learning that my pain didn’t matter, that my needs were inconvenient? If my tears had been met with comfort instead of calculated indifference, would I have grown into someone more open, less guarded? Or was I always destined to retreat inward, becoming emotionally distant at a moment’s notice, my feelings trapped behind a fortress that I still struggle to breach?

There’s no way to know for sure—nature and nurture dance a complex tango, after all. But as I reflect on the many incongruities of my childhood, I can’t help but feel sadness for the baby girl who cried for her mother. Who wanted a different kind of love than the kind she received. A love that allows for vulnerability, for tears, for the full range of human emotion. A love that allows a child the freedom to feel.






CHAPTER 3 mommy isn’t very nice to me


In 2005, when I was two, the Ruby Show expanded its cast with my brother Chad’s debut. Alongside him, another addition—our first dog, Nolly, a bouncing yellow Labrador puppy full of energy and love. She’d bound up to me, tail wagging furiously, showering me with sloppy kisses. Nolly, much like my little brother, would never fail to make me laugh.

In 2007, Ruby’s third child, a girl, arrived on the scene. I will not be naming her in this book. Throughout this narrative, except for Chad, all my younger siblings will remain nameless. This isn’t an oversight—it’s my last line of defense for them.

In a kinder world, their stories would not be fodder for a book. Their private moments would be their own, known only to friends and family, not dissected by strangers on the internet. But peace and anonymity were never in the cards for us. We have Ruby to thank for that. Ruby and her insatiable hunger for attention and success.

My mother’s journey into the spotlight started innocently enough—a mommy blog, titled Good Lookin Home Cookin. Mommy blogging was still a wild frontier then, ripe for the taking, and Ruby, like her sisters and friends, was excited to explore the possibilities of online media.

“My main goal for this blog is to journal our family’s growth and experiences,” Ruby proclaimed on her shiny new Blogger profile. “I want my children to have a place on the internet to go and enjoy reading about themselves and to see how they’ve progressed.”

In my church, we’re encouraged to document our lives meticulously, creating a road map for future generations to understand their roots, and it seemed as though the internet was just an extension of that, another way in which to do the Lord’s work. Her little recipe-filled blog gave Ruby her first taste of online existence and the possibilities it held—as a tool for self-expression, a way to project an identity and forge a connection with people by sharing her recipes for raspberry butter, honey-lime chicken, and trail mix cookies—painting a picture of a home filled with the constant aroma of freshly baked bread and lovingly prepared meals.

The truth is, I’m not sure she ever made those dishes. Sure, Ruby was always baking something (she enjoyed trying out recipes from her Ann Romney cookbook) but most of the recipes on Good Lookin Home Cookin were aspirational rather than realistic, part of an image, that of the smiling, flour-smudged mama, the gaggle of cherubs gathered around the table. Even at this early stage of her online career, Ruby was showing her willingness to sacrifice authenticity on the altar of appearances.

There are some exceptions—I can confirm that her bread was legendary, a staple of every family gathering and potluck. She’d slice it thick, each piece a small loaf in itself, with uneven air pockets that spoke of hand-kneading and patience. The crust always had a slight crackle, giving way to a soft, warm interior. It was the kind of bread that demanded to be noticed, that turned a simple sandwich into a meal. One slice was often enough to fill me up, though I’d usually end up eating more.

She went on to start other blogs: Full Suburban and a mommy blogging group with her friends called Yummy Mummy’s. Exercising her natural flair for marketing, she started branding our family photos, putting a logo in the corner, saying “It’s A Franke Life.” My three aunts, Ellie, Bonnie, and Julie, who had all settled within an hour and a half’s drive of one another with their husbands and own growing broods, showed similar interests in blogging. It seemed embedded in the Griffiths’ DNA, this feminine urge to take family life and turn it into something bigger.

“All my kids are going to learn how to play the piano,” Ruby proclaimed, and as the firstborn, I got to be the guinea pig. From the age of five, Ruby would wake me up at 6:00 a.m. and plonk me in front of our Kawai upright to practice under her exacting gaze.

“Curve your fingers, Shari! Count it out!” she’d bark, slamming the piano with her hand, making me jump. “And for heaven’s sake, don’t give me that face.”

I quickly learned that anything less than unbridled enthusiasm would trigger Ruby into a rage. One hint of displeasure on my face, and whack! A smack on my arm, a flick to my lips, or a sharp tug on my ear. I rarely cried when Ruby punished me—only one person in this house was allowed to shed tears, and it wasn’t me. So I kept quiet, maintained a neutral expression. But beneath that calm exterior, a realization was taking root.

Mommy isn’t very nice to me.

I was grateful for Nolly, who’d grown from an adorable puppy into a full-grown Labrador.

During those grueling piano practice sessions, when Mom’s critical voice seemed to fill every corner of the room, Nolly would position herself under the piano, her warm body pressed against my feet. When Mom’s tirade became too much, I’d glance down to see Nolly’s gentle brown eyes gazing up at me, full of love and reassurance, as if to say, “It’s okay, we’re in this together.”

“Mommy,” I’d whimper, padding into my parents’ room late at night, my stuffed horse, Bubbles, clutched to my chest. “My tummy hurts again.”

Ruby would sigh heavily, her face pinched with annoyance. “Shari, we’ve been through this. There’s nothing wrong with you. Go back to bed.”

Even then, at five years old, my body was beginning to rebel, as if my very cells were crying out in protest against the environment in which they found themselves. I know now, of course, that the pain in my stomach was more than just a childish complaint—it was a physical response to my anxiety.

At night, that constant sense of unease would transform into something frightening. I would lie in bed, feeling the darkness press on me, utterly convinced that at any moment, a real-life demon would materialize beside me in my bed, ready to steal my soul. The fear was so real, I would plead with Ruby to leave the light on when I went to bed. But she had no time for my antics.

“No, Shari, you need to learn to sleep in the dark. There are no demons in my house.” She was wrong, of course. There was certainly one.

And as soon as the lights went out, others would appear, grotesque figures straight out of a medieval hellscape, demonic entities leering with twisted grins. Their contorted faces haunted my sleepless nights, their agonized stories playing out in my dreams.

Why might a little girl harbor such tangible fears of demonic possession? I’m sure the deeply religious paradigm I was steeped in played a role. We firmly believe in Satan’s power and the ability of his legion of fallen spirits to possess individuals. We believe that evil can inhabit physical forms, sometimes fleetingly, sometimes for extended periods. Having been raised to believe the very air I breathed was thick with unseen forces battling for dominion over my soul, it was a small step for my young mind to imagine that battle raging in my own bedroom.

Perhaps, too, my constant sense of dread around my emotionally volatile mother had primed me for such fears—as if my subconscious, unable to make sense of the chaos at home, had conjured supernatural terrors to give shape to the formless anxiety that seemed to permeate our home.



One week, I practiced a new song my piano teacher had assigned, drilling each note and chord until I could practically play it in my sleep. Ruby seemed pleased with my progress and decided it was time to move on to another piece of music. But then came my piano lesson.

“Not quite there yet, sweetie,” said the teacher, after hearing me play. “Let’s work on it for one more week.”

One more week before she’d give me a sticker, passing it off as complete. Which doubtless seemed like a small thing to her. What she didn’t realize was that little gold star represented life or death to me—how was I supposed to tell Ruby that her judgment had been overruled? Did my teacher not understand the precarious position in which she had placed me, the delicate balance of power she had just upset?

Hot tears pricked the corners of my eyes, and I squirmed in my seat as my teacher looked at me quizzically, unused to seeing such intense reactions from a five-year-old.

“What’s the matter, Shari?” she asked.

“It’s just, my mom thinks it’s ready,” I said, voice quavering.

How could I possibly explain to my teacher the minefield I was navigating daily, the eggshells upon eggshells that I was forced to tread?

My teacher, sensing that Pandora’s box had just opened, chose wisely to shut it.

“Okay, never mind, here’s a sticker, well done! You’re doing great. New piece next week?”

Phew. I was out of the quicksand… for now.

Looking back, I marvel at how quickly my young mind adapted to Ruby’s moods. At five, I knew my place instinctively. Be pliable. Be obedient. Shape and mold myself into whatever form would earn Ruby’s conditional affection. I was a plant straining toward the sun, contorting myself into unnatural shapes just to catch a ray of her approval. But no matter how much I twisted and turned, no matter how much I achieved or accomplished, it would never be enough. There would always be some new hoop to jump through, some new standard to meet.

No child should ever have to earn a parent’s affection. And no amount of achievement can ever fill the void where unconditional love should be. Today, the mere thought of sitting at a piano triggers some of my earliest and deepest anxieties, all tied to my mother. It’s a shame how the most beautiful things, even music, can be ruined by the shadows of our past.






CHAPTER 4 the rage inside


When I was six years old, in 2009, Ruby gave birth to baby number four, another girl. My three aunts and their husbands were all present at the delivery, and as the story went, my sister just “popped” out, very fast, as though she were excited to be a part of the party.

The day Ruby came home from the hospital, I remember hovering in the doorway of her bedroom, watching as Ruby’s mother presented her with a gift—a set of beautiful silk pajamas.

As I stood there, taking in the scene, I couldn’t help but feel a pang of something I couldn’t quite name. Jealousy? Longing? Ruby and her mother shared a bond that seemed impenetrable, a closeness I both admired and envied. Their easy laughter and shared smiles made me feel even more aware of the distance between Ruby and me.

I blurted out, “Will you bring me silk pajamas, too, when I have a baby?”

“Absolutely!” Ruby said, her voice light. “When you have a baby, that’s when we can be friends.”

In that instant, everything clicked into place. The distance I’d always felt, the longing for a closer relationship with my mother—it all made sense. Ruby and I couldn’t be real friends until I was a woman with a husband and a family of my own. Until I was her equal. Just as Ruby had to become a wife and mother to truly earn her own mother’s respect, I, too, would have to do the same. I would have to wait to be loved.

As I watched Ruby and her mother coo over the silk pajamas, I made a silent vow to myself. One day, I will have a baby of my own. One day, I will receive my own set of pajamas. And on that day, finally, Ruby and I will be friends.

Ruby started trying for her next baby immediately—even though it was obvious the stress of the constant pregnancies was getting to her. There were days her eyes would narrow to slits, her lips pressed into a thin, bloodless line as she observed the chaos of a house filling up with tiny humans. She’d survey our home with the cold calculation of a general assessing a battlefield, deciding how to impose order. Her weapon of choice? Her voice, sometimes her hands. Whoever was nearest bore the brunt of her frustration. A toppled vase, a stray toy, a glass bearing the faintest smudge—all became excuses for her assaults.

As soon as her children could toddle, Ruby enlisted us as her pint-size cleaning crew. Ruby’s philosophy was simple: everyone contributes, everyone stays busy. Idle hands were the devil’s playground, after all. One of her favorite tactics was the cleaning blitz. She’d gather us all with a glint in her eye and announce, “All right, troops. I’m setting the timer for one hour. We’re going to clean this house from top to bottom. Ready, set, go!” We’d all scatter, a whirlwind of dusting, scrubbing, and tidying. It was chaotic, exhausting, and weirdly exhilarating. I didn’t mind being Mommy’s little helper, taking charge of my siblings to assist in our increasingly demanding domestic life.

Money was very tight, but Kevin’s career as a geotechnical engineer was on the rise. He was genuinely fascinated by plate tectonics and earth liquefaction, immersing himself in an academic world where changes happened on a geological timescale. It was a stark contrast to the daily kitchen-sink dramas that consumed Ruby’s psyche; the emotional meltdowns that left us all walking on eggshells.

One day, something shifted in Ruby. Her ever-present tears took on a new weight, and even with my limited understanding, I sensed something very sad had occurred. Ruby had suffered another miscarriage—her third—at seventeen weeks. The pregnancy was far enough along that she had felt those first fluttering kicks, knew the gender—a boy—and had even chosen a name. This time, it wasn’t just losing a pregnancy; it felt like losing a son, a piece of herself.

Ruby never allowed herself time to grieve—she’d been taught that when life gets tough, you pull up your bootstraps and keep going. Keep having more babies, keep baking bread, keep bustling around.

One night, she had a dream she was grocery shopping and saw a little boy standing alone by the apples. She asked him where his mommy was. He told her he didn’t have one. “Would you like to come home with me?” she said. “I could be your mommy!” He nodded his head, and Ruby put him in the cart on top of the bread and bananas. A month later, she was pregnant. As soon as Ruby’s belly began to swell with her fifth child, a rare, fleeting calm washed over her. Pregnancy, for her, remained the highest calling, a sacred connection to her divine purpose. In those moments of quiet contemplation, when Ruby’s hand rested gently on her growing bump, I saw glimpses of her at her most peaceful and fulfilled. How I longed to taste that same sense of purpose, to embark on my own spiritual journey and discover the true meaning of life.






CHAPTER 5 pioneers


When I was eight years old, we moved into our first detached family home. Finally, a swing set in the yard! I spent countless hours on those swings, pumping my legs and imagining I could touch the sky.

Ruby, in her enthusiasm for a fresh start, immediately set about painting the walls and doors various shades of yellow—her favorite color.

“Mommy,” I once asked, “why does everything have to be so… bright?”

The garish hue was overwhelming, making every room feel loud and chaotic.

She just beamed at me, clearly proud of her handiwork. “It’s cheerful! Don’t you feel happy looking at it?”

I didn’t have the heart to tell her that it mostly made me feel like I was trapped inside a giant banana.

Our house was in Springville, a flat, sprawling settlement of around ten thousand people, founded in 1850 by LDS pioneers. Springville is nestled at the foot of the Wasatch Mountains—those mountains marked the edge of the world to me, for the longest time.

If you’re after fine dining and high culture, you might be disappointed by Springville’s offerings. We have a Walmart, a neighborhood grocery store, a couple Taco Bells, and an IHOP. That’s about it. For more interesting entertainment options, people make the fifteen-minute drive to Provo or Spanish Fork.

Springville doesn’t have its own temple, so many residents drive to the Provo temple to worship. It used to look like a wedding cake spaceship—an oval with a spire that resembled a UFO—but they’ve since added a more conventional redbrick building. For the classic white LDS temple experience, it’s an hour-and-a-half drive north to the awe-inspiring Salt Lake Temple in Salt Lake City, its tallest central eastern spire crowned by the golden statue of the angel Moroni.

I remember how the nerves fluttered in my stomach as I stepped into the baptismal font, the water lapping at my ankles through the lace of my white jumpsuit. I was eight years old and about to officially take my first significant steps into my LDS faith through baptism.

As I was submerged beneath the surface, I felt a rush of peace. I was safe now. Protected by God and my faith, no matter what else happened around me. For what were Ruby’s tantrums and tirades compared to the eternal truths of the gospel? Baptism felt like safety, security, and warmth, and I clung to that feeling like a lifeline, writing in my journal how being baptized felt like a warm waffle had been laid on top of me.

Around this time, Ruby felt I was old enough to have the “talk.” About the birds and the bees. The front porch of our new home was the setting, and I don’t remember exactly what prompted the discussion—maybe I had asked an innocent question about babies—but I do recall struggling to process this new and frankly disturbing information.

I asked Ruby how long “it” had to stay in for a girl to get pregnant. Her vague answer—some arbitrary number—only added to my bewilderment. In my young mind, I imagined couples setting timers, treating the act with the same clinical detachment as baking a cake. Plug it in for thirty seconds, and voilà! A baby is on the way.

My worldview shifted dramatically as suddenly every adult I saw became a participant in this bizarre ritual. Our neighbor, taking out his garbage, had done this strange act. When our bishop drove by with his kids, I was mortified. Oh my gosh, my bishop too? The idea that these respectable adults, pillars of our community, engaged in such an act was almost too much to bear. I was left with a sense of disgust and confusion, viewing sex as a weird, slightly gross thing that adults obviously did out of duty to God, rather than desire.



In my family, it’s a tradition to mark a child’s baptism with a gift of their first set of scriptures. Mine was bound in rich leather, my name embossed in gold on the cover. Though the language within those pages often eluded me, I spent hours poring over each verse, highlighting favorite passages in a rainbow of colors. As soon as I began to learn about the story of Joseph Smith, the prophet and founder of our church, my fascination with my religion spilled over into obsession.

I loved this swashbuckling character who dared to challenge the religious establishment of his day, back in the 1830s. I was captivated by the stories of his treasure-hunting adventures transformed into holy quests, how his trances and visions gave rise to a whole new religion. Most little girls are into Disney, dolls, and cartoons (and I liked those things, too) but for me, the story of Joseph Smith and the golden plates was right up there with Frozen.

It helped that he wasn’t some distant figure from the pages of ancient history or an Old Testament saint from a far-off land—he was kind of like us, a regular American from regular beginnings. And I loved that his story hadn’t happened all that long ago, taking place recently enough that my blood ancestors, like the Widow of Nauvoo, might have been his friend.

The Widow of Nauvoo, an early ancestor on my mother’s side of the family, lived in Nauvoo, Illinois, in the 1840s, during the persecution of LDS congregations. When a mob gathered to burn her house unless she denounced her faith, she stared them down, fearless. “Burn it and be damned!” she declared. Growing up, I had heard this story countless times; it was a sacred family legend.

Some days I’d look out the window and daydream, imagining the Widow of Nauvoo walking this very same terrain as she journeyed west to start anew. She could feel the grit underfoot, the sun on her back, as she dreamed of a future where she could finally be free from the horrors of her past—

“Shari! Come set the table for dinner!”

Ugh. I hated it when Ruby interrupted my spiritual reveries to make me do chores.

As I arranged the plates and napkins with practiced precision, my mind lingered on thoughts of the Widow, standing tall before a crowd of skeptics, her eyes blazing with the fire of conviction. In my mind’s eye, I was right there beside her. Sometimes those moments felt more real to me than anything in the world around me.

“No, no, the forks go on the left, how many times do I have to tell you?” Ruby tutted disapprovingly, my youngest brother, still just a baby—resting on her hip.

Kevin’s eyes flickered to mine with a sympathetic glimmer. I’d always felt a strong kinship with him, like we were shipmates sailing stormy waters, side by side. There was a stoicism to him, a quiet strength that I couldn’t help but admire. Kevin might not have been a visionary like Joseph Smith or an iconoclast like the Widow of Nauvoo, but in his own way, he was a hero, too; a man who had taken on the thankless task of being the “nice guy” in our family.

As my mother fussed over dessert, cursing under her breath, I sat on my father’s lap, full of questions as always.

“Dad, why do we have to pay tithing?” I asked, having just learned that everyone in my faith gives 10 percent of their income to the church. “Doesn’t God have enough money already?”

Kevin chuckled and tousled my hair. “It’s not about God having enough money, sweetie. Tithing is an ancient principle that goes back thousands of years. We give one-tenth of what we earn back to Him as an offering, to show our gratitude and obedience.”

“But what does the church do with all that money?” I pressed.

“Well, the money goes to build temples and churches, and to fund missionary work around the world. But tithing is about more than just giving money. It’s a covenant, which means a special promise we make with God. By giving a portion of what we have to Him, we show that we trust Him to take care of us in return.”

I thought about this for a moment, trying to wrap my young mind around the concept. “So, it’s like sharing our stuff with God, and then He shares His blessings with us?”

“Exactly.” Kevin smiled. “When we keep our promises to God, He blesses us in ways we can’t even imagine.”

I nodded, feeling a sense of pride in being part of something so important.

“I want to pay tithing, too, Dad. When I’m older and have my own money, I’m going to give one-tenth back to God, just like you do.”

Ruby, who had been listening quietly, chimed in, “That’s right, Shari. A woman’s first duty is to her husband and family, but if she makes money on top of that, God is especially happy when she pays her tithing. It shows that she’s putting God first, even in her financial affairs.”

I looked up at my mother, surprised and pleased by her approval. It felt good to know that there were so many ways a girl could be a faithful servant of the Lord, not just by being a dutiful wife and mother but by contributing financially to the church as well.

“Do you wish you could make lots of money, too, to give to God?” I asked Ruby, my eyes wide with curiosity.

Ruby rolled her eyes. “Sure, if you kids weren’t so much work! Do you know how exhausting it is being your mom? But being a mother is a divine calling, and I know that by raising you in the faith, I’m doing God’s work, too. And that’s reward enough.”

As she spoke, I couldn’t help but think about my aunts, who had started filming themselves with janky cameras, putting videos on the internet and making money out of it. We’d watched some of the videos together, and I wondered what it would look like if my mom started filming herself for YouTube, too, like them.

No, I thought. She probably wouldn’t want people to see how angry she is all the time.






CHAPTER 6 ruby’s rage


Ruby was always angry with us, constantly on edge, primed to blow, no matter how small the irritation. I probably could have handled her blustering, if it weren’t for the edge of cruelty that so often colored her rages.

I remember being in the bathroom, experimenting with my kid’s makeup palette. I must have been around nine years old, and like many young girls testing the waters of cosmetics, my attempts were far from subtle—think bold red lipstick, metallic eyeshadow that could signal planes, and foundation that bore little relation to my actual skin tone. I was a riot of clashing colors and misplaced enthusiasm.

Ruby called me downstairs to the piano to practice a duet, one she loved to perform. This duet required a singing partner, and that role inevitably fell to me. I always dreaded these impromptu concerts, feeling like an unwilling actress thrust onto a stage I never asked to occupy.
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