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Praise for Bad Mormon


“A spicy debut… by turns cheeky and reflective… Real Housewives disciples will relish these unfiltered revelations.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A thoughtful, smart, and funny handbook for apostates.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Frank, funny, and irreverent, Bad Mormon captures the spirit of the woman millions have come to love/hate on TV. Even those unfamiliar with the show will be fascinated by her detailed descriptions… The Real Housewives of Salt Lake City is a TV sensation, and Gay is the breakout star, so expect a lot of interest in her story of her religious journey.”

—Booklist

“Gay’s book is raw and revealing, an eye-opening firsthand account of religious indoctrination told with candor and sincerity.”

—Interview Magazine

“Gay’s book has major stakes: In tracing her journey from aspiring housewife to capital-H Housewife, she writes about Mormonism’s sacred rituals in a manner that is not only grounds for excommunication in the church but also risks ostracization from the entire community she held dear for so long.”

—Bustle

“[A] confident debut.”

—The Daily Beast

“No stone goes unturned.”

—PEOPLE

“[Gay’s] charismatic personality shines on the show. That same charm is also abundantly evident in her memoir… Recommended for fans of the show, of course. This memoir will also appeal to [those] who enjoy reading about women successfully navigating adulthood and motherhood.”

—Library Journal

“Gay’s story and internal battle will likely resonate with anybody who grew up having a complicated relationship with organized religion.”

—The Cut

“Heather Gay’s Bad Mormon pulls back the curtain on LDS—and—Real Housewife-hood.”

—New York Magazine, Approval Matrix

“The book offers a drastic juxtaposition between the Heather Gay that once was and the Heather Gay of today.”

—Today.com
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This book is a memoir. It reflects my present recollections of experiences over time. Some names and characteristics have been changed, some events have been compressed, and some dialogue has been reconstructed.




To Members of the Pink Pony Club Everywhere,

Keep on Dancing!




INTRODUCTION

In 1997, an entrepreneur with serious frat-boy energy started an adult entertainment company that would later become a cultural sensation. He created films that invited the audience into the raunchy, no-rules, no-regrets world of college-aged kids celebrating Spring Break. Camera crews and producers infiltrated boozy party locations and filmed girls getting naked and getting frisky in exchange for merchandise advertising the film’s title and juggernaut brand.

These films didn’t feature girls that went through the theater program at Yale to become professional actresses. These films didn’t feature girls that went on to walk the runway for New York Fashion Week as professional models. These films didn’t even feature girls that worked their way up through the ranks of the adult-film industry. The stars of these films were the mostly ordinary (some extraordinary) girls you’d see walking every day on campus. They were the girls next door, the girls you went to class with, the girls just like you and me. They were the Girls Gone Wild.

The public could not get enough, and the Girls Gone Wild brand exploded practically overnight, creating over three hundred films, a clothing line, a recorded album, and even a magazine. Within five years, that frat-boy entrepreneur, Joe Francis, sold over 4.5 million copies of Girls Gone Wild, elevating the brazen antics of college girls everywhere into a profitable phenomenon. Production value was low; titillation value was high. And for the next decade, these videos defined the debauchery found on college campuses across America. Girls Gone Wild became the female version of John Belushi’s Animal House.

I was a college-aged girl during the height of this era, but perhaps not surprisingly, Joe Francis’s cameras never made it over to my campus at Brigham Young University in Provo, Utah—also known as Happy Valley. I never took a Spring Break trip, nor entered a wet T-shirt contest. The closest I got to baring my breasts was going topless in a tanning bed in my tiny landlocked corner of the world. I wasn’t going anywhere, but if anyone had asked, this girl would’ve gone wild.

But somehow, during season 1 of The Real Housewives of Salt Lake City, through a series of misremembered events, I became branded as a tit-flashing, Honor Code–denying girl who had gone wild. In a true Housewife mix-up, I was called a Good-Time Girl. The name stung not only because it was untrue, but also because it reminded me of a life unlived.

For most of my life, I was taught only to be good: to be a good girl in a bad world, happy with anything, satisfied with less than her share. But I learned very quickly that good girls were usually small and meek. They were valued not for their independence and ingenuity, but for their submission and sweetness. Good girls didn’t seek bigger lives; they didn’t long to be immortalized like the Girls Gone Wild, even if just in late-night infomercials for direct-to-DVD videos. They shunned the spotlight and suffered in silence. They didn’t long to expand their cultural horizons—to travel, to eat, to drink, to love. And, perhaps above all, good girls never craved a good time.

I sacrificed a lot to obtain the brass rings of a good Mormon life: I was abstinent till marriage, I served an eighteen-month mission, and I married in the temple. But try as I might to stay small and grateful, I never quite felt fulfilled. There was always a part of me that felt incomplete, maybe even dishonest. And it wasn’t until I lost everything—my marriage, my family, my church, my community—that I recognized what that part was, the truest part of myself that I’d buried and ignored in order to fit in. Who I am at my core contradicted the person my family and church wanted me to be. Because at the end of the day, while I may have said I wanted a small, good life, if I was really honest, all I ever wanted was a big, extraordinary one.

I’ve always had a voracious appetite for new experiences, and I’ve sought to expand my worldview at every turn. I’ve worked tirelessly to find any crack in the veneer of perfection so as to let the hot lava of life flow through. Whether imagining dime-sized frogs in San Bernardino to be the sounds of the Amazon rainforest, or kissing a burly bar hand in Tijuana on my high school senior trip, I’ve always been a true romantic and have viewed my life through rose-colored lenses, waiting anxiously to partake in all of its untold wonder. I’ve always wanted to grab the world with both hands and never let it go, but I felt ashamed and guilty for wanting those things.

Being on television has given me privilege and access like I’ve never had before, but more than that it’s given me permission to embrace myself fully, to embrace the exhilaration of living out your wildest dreams and not apologizing for it. I’m still the same person I’ve always been, but now the doors have been opened to live the life I dreamed of. I’ve finally returned to the girl who wasn’t afraid to be unabashedly herself, the adventurer looking around every corner for an experience more exciting, enriching, and enlightening than the last. If I’ve learned anything over the course of my life, it’s that you can’t outrun yourself. Wherever you go, there you are.

When it came time to think of titles for this book, Good Time Girl surfaced to the top of the list right away. I’m reclaiming the title as a positive attribute rather than the character flaw it was originally used as. And I’m embracing the nickname not for all that it promised to be, but for all that it’s proven to become.

There is no amount of hiding or fronting that can truly change who you are meant to be. It doesn’t matter if you’re good, bad, or Mormon; at the end of the day, I just want to live my life as authentically as possible while mustering up as much friendship and laughter as I can. And for now, I’m just trying to find the honor in that.

I’m getting a second chance to experience the unlived life I longed for. I am finally honoring not the wildness of the world, but the wildness within me, and I’m not afraid to embrace it… Honor Code, what?!




ONE GOOD-TIME GIRL

I would’ve loved to have been a Good-Time Girl in college!” Really, I would’ve loved to have been anything in college. I would’ve loved to have experienced day drinking, a hangover, a one-night stand. The truth is, I was not a Good-Time Girl. And worse, I wasn’t even adjacent to any Good-Time Girls. In fact, no one I knew in college was having a good time at all by any standard definition. We were at a no-sex, no-drinking, no-fraternizing church-owned university, where good times were relegated to Star Wars theme parties and Family Home Evening groups.

I knew what college was supposed to be like; I had seen the movies and had visited Greek Row at the University of Utah. But Brigham Young University (BYU) was not like any college ever represented on-screen or off. Everything was loaded, fraught with potential judgment: who you dated, what you studied, how you worked, how you relaxed. We were observing each other, noting everyone’s level of righteousness, devotion to the faith, and ability to be a good husband or wife in the future. I can’t remember going to one single college party in the traditional sense. No red Solo cups, no socks on the door handles, no keg stands. I can’t remember even hearing about a house party, and if there was one, I’m sure it was no wilder than a game of Twister, fully clothed, with a couple of empty two-liter bottles of Sprite. Twister and Sprite is not necessarily a Bad Time, but it’s definitely not the image that popped to mind the first time I heard the phrase “Good-Time Girl.” That image was one of a college co-ed on Spring Break in microshorts with a tank top yanked up to her chin. A Mardi Gras girl flashing all her fellow students. But there were neither beads nor Bourbon Street at BYU. If I flashed anyone, it could have only been by accident. An inadvertent act done during a heated game of Twister while trying to place my right hand onto someone else’s blue circle.

There were no sororities, no fraternities, no wet T-shirt contests. No actual twisting of body parts off the Hasbro mat. Like the aliens sang about life on Mars in the movie Waiting for Guffman, “BORING! BORING! BORING!” These were quintessential college experiences I wanted to have, but I didn’t know where to find them, or where to even find the BYU version of them. If you don’t drink in college, what do you even really do? If a Good-Time Girl flashes her tits in the forest, does it even make a sound if she’s completely sober? Imagine how brazen you’d have to be to live a Mardi Gras life on a tap water cocktail…

Yet, somehow, despite all of these factors, the nickname was bestowed upon me years after it was impossible to prove otherwise. It came about through a story that is pretty embarrassing. It all began when I was twelve years old, sowing my wild oats at a Brigham Young University summer retreat called Academy for Girls. It was the closest thing to a military academy that my parents could find that didn’t involve shaving my head or wearing a uniform.

Academy for Girls was specifically designed for girls in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints between the ages of twelve and eighteen from all over the world. We came to Provo, Utah, to experience the BYU campus for six spiritually uplifting, platitude-packed days and five fun-filled nights. We stayed in the freshman dorms and attended classes on etiquette, poise, handicrafts, religion, and homemaking. There were no boys and no Mardi Gras beads, but there were definitely boobs—two on every attendee, in fact. We heard mention of one coed activity, a dance held with the neighboring Academy for Boys, but that was only for the girls who were fourteen and up. I, at a pudgy, prepubescent twelve, wasn’t eligible for that type of fun, so I had to create my own.

Our counselor stayed on the same floor as us in a locked room at the end of the hallway. Once she went to bed, it was hard to rouse her, and it was after lights-out that we had our best adventures. Each counselor went by a made-up name she chose for herself in order to give an air of anonymity and an extra element of fun. My counselor chose the nickname Kare, spelled K-A-R-E, as in Care Bear with a funky K—which I thought was a fail and a less than valiant effort. When I learned later that Kare was just short for her real name, Karrie, I knew my instincts had been right. She was phoning it in! It felt like a rip-off, especially when I met the other camp counselors who had names like Lickety Splits and Rainbow Sunshine. Meanwhile, I got stuck with Kare… spelled wrong. Like many things in my twelve-year-old girl’s life, it was a letdown.

Our days were spent dressed in modest attire, attending seminars in giant auditoriums on campus. We ate in the cafeteria, and every other day we had supervised outings. Our excursions were held on campus and limited to Navajo tacos in the Cougareat and visits to the BYU Creamery for a single scoop of ice cream—vanilla, mostly.

Part of our requirement at Academy for Girls was memorizing the standards that were listed explicitly in the official church pamphlet, For the Strength of Youth. It was a two-by-three paper notebook outlining a clear set of criteria that all devout Mormon kids should aspire to. It dictated appropriate hairstyles, appropriate clothing choices, and appropriate physical adornments. In the fine print, it made crystal clear that there should be no more than one piercing per earlobe.

Naively, I thought the only place you could get a piercing was an earlobe and that it only happened at Claire’s boutique in your local shopping mall. It involved a highly trained, but definitely not OSHA-certified store clerk, and what may or may not have been a medical-device piercing gun. But, as I learned this fateful night, if you have a needle, an ice cube, and a willing accomplice, you can pierce just about anything just about anywhere… and Academy for Girls, seemed as good a place as any.

I didn’t know I wanted a second piercing until they told me I couldn’t have one. This was my only chance. I had barely gotten my parents to take me to Claire’s for my initial piercing, and there was no way I could convince them to take me for a second round.

I volunteered to go first. I wanted to establish myself as the bravest, most rebellious one in the group. We set up our makeshift clinic in the room farthest from our counselors with added pillows squeezed into the space between the carpet and the door frame to muffle the sound of my screams. Four girls held me down while my friend Aimee numbed my earlobe with a melting ice cube—I can still feel the trickle of water that trailed down my neck and into the collar of my shirt. She took a needle and sprayed it with hair spray because “the alcohol will kill the germs” and proceeded to slowly, with zero finesse, push the needle through the lobe of my ear. Every single layer of flesh give way with an audible pop. I barely survived the first earlobe without passing out before I managed to tell the group through sweaty tears that I needed a break. I took a few melty ice cubes and my bruised ego back to my room. As I left, I promised we could pierce the other earlobe the following night, but we all knew it was a lie. Regret had set in like a thick blanket over the thrill of rebellion, and I took the rogue earring out the next morning hoping that the hole would seal before my parents arrived for the final banquet.

Disappointed in my cowardice, I now had something to prove.

The next day, by luck or divine providence, we discovered an old wheelchair in a utility closet on our dorm room floor. One of the girls in our group got in the chair and pulled a twin-sized blanket over her head as if she were some sort of crazed patient from a mental facility. Taking my cue, I joined in, playing the role of Unhinged Nurse. I embraced my reign of terror and seized the opportunity to rebel anew. Once the lights were out, we began barging into girls’ rooms unannounced. My crazed patient would fling open the door to a room, and I would push the wheelchair as fast as I could straight up to the victim’s bedside and scream, “BOOBIES!” Then, from under the blanket, she would reach out and attempt to give the girl a titty twister. It was pretty hard for her to find the titties given the blanket, the darkness of the room, and the girl’s terrified screams. I did my best to guide and direct her outstretched hands with slight adjustments to the wheelchair. From behind, I pushed and pivoted and encouraged her to “Grab higher!” and “To the right! To the right! You’re skimming her elbow!” We only retreated when contact was actually made. Every tit must be twisted! The wheelchair moved sluggishly across the Berber-carpeted floors, but I was amped up on adrenaline and my new persona and found the strength to invade as many rooms as possible before our counselor, Kare, woke up and shut down our reign of terror.

As I had secretly hoped and prayed, this little prank reestablished me as a rule breaker. The Terrorizing Titty-Twister Twins were talked about far and wide. As notorious as I felt then, I was equally as confident that once I walked off campus, that reputation and its sins would be far behind me. But I should have known that God never forgets. I never repented appropriately, and because I hadn’t taken it to Him in prayer, He in turn sent it right back down into the hands of Lisa Barlow. Which, even next to the legendary wrath of God, was much more damning.

Flash forward three decades to 2019 and the reveal of the cast of The Real Housewives of Salt Lake City. After hearing our names announced together for the first season, Lisa Barlow discovered that her neighbor also knew me. We hadn’t seen each other since we were teens at the Academy for Girls, but apparently, I had left an impression. My reputation as the nefarious Titty Twister had followed me. It was the one anecdote she remembered, and she readily shared it with Lisa, who proceeded to conflate a lot of the details. And sure, Lisa might not be the greatest listener, but considering the facts, even I would have been confused: “I knew Heather… BYU… a lot of fun… boobies!… Got in trouble… pretty wild.” Based on those CliffsNotes, Lisa assumed that this was a tale about college coeds in their early twenties.

This was a side to me that Lisa had never imagined. And yet… it tracked. Suddenly, I was a Good-Time Girl: “Heather Gay thinks every day is Mardi Gras at BYU”; “Honor Code, what?!” Boobs and blankets at twelve somehow turned into flashing and flirting at twenty.

Perhaps that’s why, when I first heard about the accusation in season 1 of Salt Lake City, I found it so offensive. I had never even been to Mardi Gras, let alone earned a string of beads. But I had seen The Real World: New Orleans and the fun that they had, and it rubbed me the wrong way. As a student, I worked forty hours a week at two jobs, took a full course load, started a small business, and did everything I could to scrape by. And yet here I was, wearing the scarlet letter without having had any of the scarlet fun. I would’ve loved to have been a Good-Time Girl in college!

Once I didn’t have to hide, I realized that Lisa Barlow had it right all along (Of course she did!). I was born a Good-Time Girl, and now I’m less afraid to say it out loud. It’s easily the truest, wildest, most authentic part of myself. But for most of my life, it was also the part of myself that I thought was weak, rebellious, and wrong. The life that had been ascribed to me did not make room for Good-Time Girls, only Good Little Girls, and that ideology was reinforced in every interaction I had with my parents, my siblings, my teachers, my friends, and my church. I tried to hide who I was like the world’s worst-kept secret.

Following season 1, when I started to work on the first draft of my memoir, Bad Mormon, I began going through all my old scrapbooks and journals and stumbled upon letters reminding me that this had never really been a secret. One letter in particular was written to my best friend when I was twenty-three, just a few weeks before I finished my missionary service in the South of France. During this eighteen-month-long mission, my life had been dedicated to daily prayer, scripture study, and full-time service. My every waking moment was entrenched in serving the Lord and proclaiming the Gospel. Every thought, every conversation, every agenda was about God, getting closer to God, bringing people to God, and becoming more like God. I talked to thousands of people, bearing my testimony daily in French and in English, about His eternal Plan of Happiness and my hopeful eternal glory.

And even after ALL of that, I still couldn’t purge myself of the desire to want more. In the letter, I confided my fears and my dreams—the tangible longing for a bigger life, the acknowledgment of the real me screaming to get out. It’s who I always was, and I knew it even back then. I tried to fill my bucket with enough illicit reserves to get me through the life that was planned for me, but it wasn’t enough. It was never enough. To get more, I’d have to give up the safety and control that I’d been taught to aspire to. And now I’m beginning to believe that my ambition isn’t something to be ashamed of; it might even be my greatest attribute.

Now I have the perspective of someone who has made bad choices and still been “blessed.” The Mormon part of me still clings to the belief that my current success and happiness are not real. That any temporary blessings are fruit from the Poison Tree and can never last. But I’m trying to remember that this is a lie. In fact, it’s the exact opposite. I didn’t get here because I betrayed my church or my family; I got here because I stopped betraying myself.

Now, with perspective, the nickname of Good-Time Girl is something I’m proud to claim. After all, it’s much cooler than Kare with a funky K. I’ll wear my scarlet “GTG” proudly emblazoned on my chest, and I’ll be delighted that she finally feels welcome.




TWO I DON’T WANT TO BE “VERY HAPPY”

Below is a letter written to my best friend in April 1998, in response to a letter and cassette tape that she sent me while I was a missionary serving in the South of France. Out of respect for the person I was then and the person I’ve never been able to outrun, the words have been transcribed exactly as they were originally written.


Dear Marjorie —

It is a rainy day here on the Côte d’Azur. I’m sitting here listening to your tape for the second time. I can’t say thank you enough.

I’m aching — ACHING — listening to your voice, listening to the bootleg music, and listening to the voices of our friends. I’m instinctively responding like we are in a live conversation, offering random comments, laughter, and direct counsel with intuitive sensitivity. It is frightening to hear the voices of high school friends and realize 1) Nothing has really changed, 2) All these wonderful people are in Utah and I’m going to Colorado, and 3) I am just as geeky as they all seem to be. Reality check: now I’m actually even GEEKIER!

Here’s a humbling statement: I’m going to be an R.M. [Return Missionary] (Gag!). Does this mean no more frenzied blackjack sprees in backless shirts at your condo in Vegas? Does this mean I am automatically labeled as a) Horny (crude, I know), b) Desperate, and c) Husband hunting? All three of which are terms I have unfortunately frequently heard employed and am absolutely disgusted by. Help me! Help me!

I just twirled and danced to the bootleg Shawn Colvin, Linda Ronstadt, James Taylor, etc. medley you recorded for me with utter ease. It is a total thunderstorm here. I’m sitting on the terrace of our fifth-story apartment building, cherishing the sensation. The lightning flashes, the surging traffic flows (water on wheels almost sounds like a river at night… or maybe not). I’m absorbing every moment of this blissful solitude. In French, they say “il pleut des cordes,” which means quite literally, “it’s raining ropes.” Now I understand the source of this expression. It is as if white ropes of water are streaming from the sky. I want to call you, but it’s three o’clock in the morning your time, and I doubt you’d be up for some chitchat.

Back to the subject: I’m ready for reality. I ACHE for reality: namely Men, Music, and Movies. The three big M’s, baby.

I got my hair cut yesterday at the salon. Pascal, a blue-eyed, goateed, twenty-five-year-old Parisian, was my stylist. He flirted with me so outrageously, I was blushing. Me blushing! He totally didn’t grasp the concept of missionary. I was like,“Pascal, I am like a NUN. Could I be more clear?” He nevertheless secretly handed me his card and whispered in my ear to hide it and to give him a call. Can you say temptation?

My new companion is awake. Her name is Mary Pierce from Centerville, Utah. She met her “future husband” in her last area. They’ve exchanged CTR [Choose The Right] rings and are “getting married” April 18. Next year, obviously, because they want to honorably finish their missions. It’s all she’s talked about since she’s arrived… how she’s his first love. He’s twenty, and she’s had this spiritual confirmation [about their relationship], and now it’s just a matter of time. GAG ME! Seriously, how can people think that way? I’m not kidding. It’s as if getting married is asking someone to “go with you” in fifth grade. The grossest part is [that] I have to sit there and talk to her and be sensitive and listen when what I really want to do is hurl. It’ll be a fun four weeks with her. I’ll do my best to help her realize that it’s important to see your future husband in other circumstances than an isolated city in the South of France as a missionary. It’s stories like this that make me think I’ll never get married because I could never in 1 million years fall in love with someone like that.

I’m ready to come home. In a lot of ways, I think that my spiritual awareness and testimony will actually grow and strengthen as a direct result of being home. I don’t feel like I’m in a spiritual bubble as a missionary, but more like an open wound that keeps taking hits. I look forward to the cocoon of fellow saints and eternal family, gospel topics other than baptism and church attendance. I’m glad I won’t have to explain away polygamy, racism, and the fact that I am unable to watch TV, listen to music, or visit Paris during my stay in France.

Mediocrity is a great void that frightens me to my very core, but I feel myself pulled toward it daily. It’s a constant struggle. It’s something I never discuss with anyone, but the truth is, I don’t want to be normal. I don’t want to get married, have children, and be “very happy.” I want to be a superstar. I want to live an extraordinary life. I want to be Kate Winslet or Toni Morrison or Ann Landers or Barbara Walters etc. Don’t mock me. I don’t know what I need to do, but I know it’s something. And I am so afraid of not accomplishing it. Plus, there’s this whole other part of me that says I’m too full of pride, I seek the glory of the world, the glory of men, and that my “ambitions” are contrary to the laws of God and the laws of the Gospel. My divine role is not to change the world, but to build a family. I know all this, and I can’t accept that I’m still wrestling with the ever present battle of carnal versus spiritual that has haunted me all my life, as it does everyone I guess. It’s an issue I can’t really express in this letter.

Marjorie, I love you. You are a powerful, amazing woman. Just know that you are an inspiration and an example to me of duty and righteousness. I trust you with my soul. Keep the faith. I’ll see you very soon.

Love —

Heath






THREE SAN BERNARDINO

I’ve always been a dreamer, from the rainy balcony on the Cote d’ Azur to the window perch of my childhood home. As a little girl, I’d look out onto our picturesque cul-de-sac on a quiet street in suburban Denver, Colorado, and dream of a world that existed beyond my horizon.

I was a voracious reader, and I had a wildly active imagination, diving into every book I read like it was happening to me in real life. Mrs. Piggle Wiggle books were my favorite, a series of children’s books that could’ve been the inspiration for the TV show Supernanny. I loved the tales of incorrigible children, their exasperated parents, and the magic and creativity of Mrs. Piggle Wiggle, who would swoop in to solve their behavioral problems with wit and charm. I rooted for the naughty kids and secretly hoped at least one of them would be able to withstand the logic and tactics of Mrs. Piggle Wiggle. But I also empathized with the frustrated parents and the horrors of having an errant child. If anything, I identified the most with, of course the main character, the supernanny, Mrs. Piggle Wiggle herself. A loving and wise friend to all, a woman that respected the rules but was innovative enough to work around them when necessary. I’d sneak treats into my bedroom and lock myself away for hours. A good book plus a good treat equaled a good life.

I found everything outside of my immediate purview as something exotic that I needed to absorb. My home life was so structured and safe that anything different was a foreign experience. I clung to every opportunity for adventure with a white-knuckled grip. I feared even then that I might be too prone to naughtiness and disruption, and I hoped that if I encountered it, I’d be like Mrs. Piggle Wiggle and discipline myself with warmth and understanding and a dash of magic. I was young and naive, and everything in my life was like a novel unfolding with equal parts romance and main-character energy.

I never considered myself to be a Daddy’s Girl, but I liked the way it sounded when people asked, so I usually replied that I was. I suppose I was a Daddy’s Girl in some ways simply because I treasured time with him more than with my mom. He worked at an office all day while my mom stayed home and took care of me and my five siblings. I could count on seeing my mom from sunup to sundown—she was the one that took me to school, to the doctor, to piano lessons, to all my church and extracurricular activities. And even though my dad seemed to be more involved and participatory than other dads I knew, it was still always expected for my mom to be there, but when my dad showed up, it was like a special guest appearance.

My dad was the life of the party, the guy everyone thought was their best friend. He had theories about everything, but he didn’t force them down your throat or drone on and on unnecessarily. His theories were fascinating and useful. He taught us about his favorite pioneer hymns and inspired us to find God in nature. He also taught us about wilderness survival and how to white water raft. His life hacks were impossible to forget. My dad taught me that even when it was wet, a wool sweater would keep you warm; and if I ever got lost or separated from the group, to find a landmark or a water source and stay put. He would find me, and he wouldn’t stop looking until he did. He believed that the best food and company could always be found at a local hole-in-the-wall restaurant, and that everywhere you go there is an opportunity to make a friend.

As a dad, he was responsible for all the typical “dad things”: yard work, Sunday dishes, and most importantly road trips. He was the captain, cruise director, and the conductor. But ultimately, when we hit the road, he was the chauffeur. Growing up as a family of eight, we rarely flew on an airplane. Our vacations were limited mostly to long haul road trips from Colorado to Utah and back again for white-water rafting adventures and family reunions. My dad was one of the greatest long-distance drivers to have ever lived. He took a lot of pride in his efficiency and seemed to love being behind the wheel, and I never grew tired of road tripping with him.

His strategy on our trips was to leave before the crack of dawn under a blanket of darkness. We would load into the car groggy but excited, with our pillows and car bags that my mom had prepared full of snacks, games, and activities. Even though she had packed enough supplies to get us a few hundred miles, my dad had a routine he liked to follow. Right before we got on the interstate, he would make a stop at the 7-Eleven and buy us all a Hostess pie and a milk.

Watching him walk briskly back to our car with the sun creeping over the mountains and a plastic bag heavy with pies and chocolate milk was as exciting as spying Santa Claus himself with a sack full of toys. These extra provisions were a bribe. We all knew what was at stake. It was important to make as few stops as possible on the journey. Nothing crunched away at his driving time more than lingering bathroom breaks and loitering children begging him to buy them gas-station concessions. We’d load up and hit the road for as long as humanly possible before our bladders betrayed us. And by bladders, I mean specifically only mine and my sisters’. We would only stop for the girls to go, while boys on these road trips were trained to pee in the empty milk bottles and to do so with precision.

“The secret to making good time,” Dad would say, while we coasted in the center lane at a respectable speed, “is to find a pigeon.”

I began to scan the blurry countryside for a bird I feared I would only be able to recognize if it were in a flock on the steps of St. Paul’s. And even then, it would need to be accompanied by Mary Poppins and a tuppence worth of bread crumbs.

My dad could tell I didn’t understand.

“No,” he explained with a laugh. “It’s not that kind of pigeon. Our pigeon isn’t an actual bird. It’s a car.”

He went on to explain that we were looking for a fellow traveler that was speeding. By trailing them at just the right distance, we could also speed, but we’d have someone just slightly ahead of us to get the ticket in case there was a speed trap along the route. Satisfied with his explanation, we continued along steadily in the center lane and waited patiently.

“Here we go, here we go,” he would say excitedly, looking in the rearview mirror.

And sure enough a car, not a bird, would come speeding along in the fast lane to the left of us, flouting any posted speed limits or air surveillance warnings.

My dad would wriggle and hitch up in the driver’s seat, gripping the top of the steering wheel with anticipation, and watch the pigeon speed by. Immediately, he’d click his blinker and accelerate on the gas to cross over into the fast lane.

“Coooooo, Coooooo,” he would trill. “Looks like we got ourselves a pigeon. This guy will blaze the trail for us, and if there are any patrol cars lying in wait, they will nab him for speeding first while we tap the brakes and slow down just in time. Let him get the ticket.”

Sure enough, it worked. It worked amazingly well, in fact. So well that I felt compelled to wonder why we called the sacrificial car a pigeon and not just a patsy. As soon as we spotted the cop along the side of the road, the pigeon would have too much speed to stop in time. But not us. We were at a safe enough distance to retreat, slow down, and scrape by unscathed. My dad would casually coast back into the center lane at a reduced speed, and we’d crane our necks to watch the police activity until the flashing lights faded into the distance.

One summer, my brother made the Little League All-Star team and everyone in my family was overjoyed at the accomplishment. I wasn’t sure what it meant in terms of status or athletic ability, because all that was overlooked by the fact that making the A-team meant we were going on a family vacation: his team had been invited to attend a baseball tournament in California. And California meant a road trip. If his team placed in the tournament there was a chance we would get to go to the Little League World Series in Pennsylvania, which meant a second road trip, traveling transcontinental.

California was farther than we had ever driven before, and when weighing the costs of flying versus driving, it seemed driving was the only way to go. The added distance made it an even grander adventure, and my dad was challenged with figuring out how best to accommodate six kids with overactive bladders without damaging his own personal road trip record. Back in the days before Waze and MapQuest, the first thing people asked you upon arrival at your destination was how long the trip took: “Did you make good time?” they would ask before even saying hello. My dad found great pride in impressing relatives far and wide with his stunning statistics way before the computer estimated your ETA: “We made it in just under eight hours; only two bathroom breaks.” Back pats and congratulations abounded. We, as his children, overheard these conversations and shared a sense of pride. I knew never to utter the dreaded words “Are we there yet?” even if the hours seemed to be dragging on. I imagined the trek to California would take some time, and I vowed to do my part. I would be the kind of kid my dad could count on, even if it meant my bladder would burst.

Eventually, my parents sat us down to reveal the solution to our long-distance road trip: we were renting a Winnebago.

I had no idea what a Winnebago was, but from the way my parents were talking, I knew to act excited. After cheering enthusiastically, I asked innocently, “What is a Winnebago?” My mom explained, “It’s a car with a little house attached to it. You’re going to be able to eat and sleep and watch movies and go to the bathroom and we will never even have to pull over. Dad will be able to drive straight through!”

I saw my dad’s face cloud over with concern. This was the first time he realized what the Winnebago meant for him. He would be the only one driving. And I saw him do the math for the twenty-three hour distance. None of us had ever considered his need for food or a bathroom break. “Don’t worry, Dad! You can do it!” we encouraged. And we actually believed he could.

The idea of a car with a house attached to it was more than I could imagine. I conjured up a Shel Silverstein illustration in my mind of the hybrid beast. A tiny house with one round window, perched on twelve wheels, that advanced like a tank and was able to leave the paved roads and travel onto the greenbelts of suburbia.

The night before we left for our road trip, the Winnebago was parked, solid and shining in our driveway, and we begged our parents to let us sleep in it: “That way you can leave as early as you want to and we won’t have to wake up!” we suggested. But they were too wise to waste precious Winnebago time before it was necessary. After a brief tour of the outside, we were relegated back to our un-wheeled, un-moveable basic beds, unable to sleep with all the anticipation.

Loading into the Winnebago the next morning exceeded all of our expectations. There was a tiny spigot shower right over a tiny toilet bowl in a tiny bathroom. An accordion screen separated the bathroom from the galley where we had a sink and cupboards and a stovetop to cook on. It was a miniature kitchen where my mom could make us Kraft mac and cheese as we sailed down the interstate on our way to the promised land. There were bunk beds for the kids and a bedroom for the parents, which we immediately took over. We didn’t count on them ever actually sleeping in it since they would be in the captain chairs at the front, driving this magical wonder. There was a table and a bench where we could play board games and color in our coloring books while Mom cooked and cleaned and Dad drove. I couldn’t imagine a happier home or a happier family.

If you had told me then that I would be able to travel as an adult to lands farther and
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