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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			This is my true story, based on my memories and the recollections of people close to me. Memory is never perfect, but I have done my best to accurately portray the unique world that shaped me. Some names have been changed to protect privacy.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			I woke up drenched in sweat, screaming. My heart felt like it was going to burst out of my chest, my throat was dry and raw as sand. Jody—my then-fiancée, now wife—was trying to calm me. She was holding me, rocking me, gently touching my hair. “It’s okay, it’s okay, it’s only a dream,” she said. I was safe in my bed, at home in the Salt Lake suburb of Bluffdale, wrapped up in the black and yellow leopard-patterned comforter I’d kept from my bachelor days. Jody was with me.

			But in my mind, I was back at Alta Academy—the private religious school run by my uncle, Warren Jeffs. Warren is now the prophet of the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints (FLDS), a Mormon splinter sect of about ten thousand people who believe that the church erred when it abandoned polygamy. Back then, he was the principal of my school. My dad, his three wives, and all twenty of us children had been born into the church.

			In my dream, Warren was holding my hand. His hand seemed huge and mine was tiny. He’s 6′ 4″, gawky, scrawny, and awkward—his neck is too skinny for his head and his glasses are too big for his face. His hair and eyes are a muddy brown. It seemed to me like the rest of him was really far way, like his hand came down toward mine from an incredible height.

			I was in a small, cramped classroom. The kids around me were little ones, preschoolers and kindergartners, my youngest cousins. That meant it must have been a Sunday, during Jeffs family church. My dad has more than sixty-five brothers and sisters—his father had about nineteen wives at that time. Every other Sunday, our whole family would have our own special services led by my grandfather, who was then the prophet.

			To keep the little kids occupied while the adults worshipped, we were sent into classrooms in the basement and allowed to play, watched over by teenage sisters or cousins who had been assigned babysitting duty. That’s where I was when Warren tapped my shoulder and grabbed my hand.

			I followed him, like you do when an uncle takes your hand and you are five. He took me into the hallway, which was paneled in dark wood and narrow. There were many doors along that corridor. One opened. I saw a flash of a bathroom with some pale blue tiles.

			And then, terror. Jody says I was screaming in my sleep: “No, stop, please. Don’t touch me.” She tried to wake me but couldn’t immediately. All I remember feeling was overwhelming panic, pain, and helplessness. Something terrible was going to happen to me, something horrendous and unstoppable.

			I was small and powerless and couldn’t do anything about it. And it would hurt: beyond words. I knew this with complete certainty—because, I realized, whatever it was, it had happened to me before. Now I dreaded it more than anything, even death. I felt frozen, just blank with fear and powerlessness.

			As I began to wake up, I thought my body had been paralyzed. I tried to scream, tried to move my arms, legs, fingers, toes—but nothing worked. Not a sound seemed to come from my mouth and my limbs wouldn’t move. I knew the pain would take over soon. I was unable to protect myself. Every single part of me was electrified by terror and apprehension.

			I jumped. Jody had snapped me out of it, and now I saw her and realized where I was. My heart was still speeding, but it began to slow. I didn’t know—or really, I didn’t want to know—what had just terrorized me. I’d been having similar nightmares for months. They seemed so real. I didn’t want to think about why.

			I did know that my brother Clayne had been raped by Warren at Alta Academy—when he was about five years old. That made me flash on an image of Clayne’s body after he’d shot himself—another thing I was trying to forget. It had been more than a year ago now, but I still felt like it had just happened and still didn’t want to believe it was true. Asleep, I sometimes managed to forget my grief.

			Now I was beginning to think that the abuse that had driven my oldest brother to suicide was something I’d have to confront as well. I started thinking back to what had happened when I’d left the church—and how I’d gotten to the point that I had to leave. I thought of my life as a “lost boy.” That’s what the media came to call the hundreds of young men like me who had been forced out of the church to provide more young women for Warren and his followers. I thought about how that life had affected my brothers.

			And, as I sifted through my memories, my life came to me in bits and pieces, often disconnected, just like my dreams. Even normal memory has gaps, but traumatic memory is even more discontinuous. This is my story, which put me back together.
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		ONE
Heaven or Hell

		Every child believes he’s special. But when you are number ten of twenty, with three “sister-mothers”—two of whom are full-blooded sisters—and a grandfather whom thousands of people believe speaks directly to God, it can be hard to figure out what “special” really means.

		All told, I have roughly sixty-five aunts and uncles on my dad’s side and twenty-two on my mom’s—with probably thousands of cousins. In families as large as mine, even keeping track of your own siblings—let alone cousins and aunts and uncles—is difficult.

		As a grandson of Rulon Jeffs and nephew of Warren Jeffs, it once seemed that I was destined for high honor in the FLDS. My family had what our church called “royal blood.” We were direct descendants of our prophet through my father’s line. My mother, too, is the child of a prophet, who split from our group in 1978 to lead his own polygamous sect.

		When I was little, my family was favored, in the church’s elite. I was assured that there was a place for me in the highest realms of heaven and at least three wives for me right here on earth once I attained the Melchizedek priesthood. I was in a chosen family in a chosen people, visiting sacred land near end times. I would one day become a god, ruling over my own spinning world.

		So why would I ever abandon such status and rank? In the world of the FLDS, things are not always what they seem. The shiny, smiling surfaces often hide a world of rot and pain. And even royal blood and being born male can’t protect you from sudden changes in its convoluted power structure.

		Outsiders tend to think our form of polygamy must be a great deal for us men. You get sexual variety without guilt: in fact, you are commanded by God to have multiple partners and the women are expected to go along with it. Indeed, they are supposed to be happy about doing so and obediently serve you. This is the only way for all of you to get to the highest realms of heaven.

		To many men, that sounds like heaven right there, without any need for the afterlife part. They focus on the sex—fantasizing about a harem of young, beautiful women, all at their beck and call. They don’t think about the responsibility—or the balancing act needed to keep all of those women happy, or even just to minimize their complaints. During the one full year I attended public school, the few guys who befriended me rather than ridiculing me were fascinated by it all.

		But while it might seem good in theory, in practice, at least in my experience, it’s actually a recipe for misery for everyone involved. In the FLDS anyway, polygamy and its power structure continuously produce a constant, exhausting struggle for attention and resources.

		In families as large as mine, it simply isn’t possible for all of the women and children to get their needs met. Just making sure the children are fed, clothed, and physically accounted for is an ongoing challenge. Simply keeping dozens of children physically safe is close to impossible.

		I’d estimate that maybe one in five FLDS families has lost a child early in life, frequently from accidents that better supervision could have prevented. And that number doesn’t include deaths related to the genetic disorder that runs in our church—which handicaps and often kills children very early in life but which many members refuse to see as a result of marriages among closely related families.

		For the father, even though he’s at the top of the heap in his own family, he must constantly disappoint, reject, ignore, and/or fail to satisfy at least some wives and kids. There’s only so much of his time and attention to go around, and supporting such a large family takes many hours, too. At home, if one person has your ear, someone else doesn’t. Yes to one wife is no to the others. And, if a man wants more wives, he will have to engage in his own highly competitive fight for status and influence with the higher-ups in the church.

		Then there’s the math problem: half of all children born are boys, of course. For some men to have many wives, others are either going to have to leave, recruit new women into polygamy (a difficult task, unsurprisingly—and one rarely attempted by the FLDS), or go unmarried.

		Consequently, being born a boy in the FLDS is not the privileged position it first seems to be. Unless you are willing to kowtow to the leaders and attempt perfect obedience with constantly changing demands and hierarchies, you are likely either to be expelled or to have a hard time getting even one wife, let alone the required three. Just on the numbers alone, you will need a lot of luck to avoid losing everything as you hit manhood. Being born into the right family like I was is a good start—however, it may not be enough.

		Once people get over their titillation and harem fantasies, and think through these issues, they start wondering why anyone stays. “How can you believe such strange things?” they ask. “Why didn’t you leave years earlier?” “And how could those parents marry their teenage daughters off to old men, abandon their sons, or give up their wives and children at Warren’s command?”

		The answer is tangled in family loyalties, family history, and a church that has become expert at using these bonds to move beliefs into brainwashing.
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		On my father’s side, I come from around six generations of polygamy. My mother’s history is similar. Our families have lived polygamy since Joseph Smith first introduced “the principle” of “celestial marriage” in 1843—and the same is true for most members. One reason we stay is that this is the only life we know. Another is that leaving involves giving up contact with basically every single family member and friend you have—sometimes, everyone you know, period.

		And, too, there’s the fact that you have been kept ignorant of the way the rest of the world works: you have been indoctrinated nearly every single day of your life to believe that all other peoples are evil, wish to harm you, and are damned by God, unchosen.

		It’s weird, but even if you truly don’t believe what they have told you, some part of you remains frightened that they may be right and that fear—and your fear of losing everyone you love—is at the heart of what traps people. Then there’s the weight of family history and tradition.

		My great-grandfather, David W. Jeffs, was born in 1873 and baptized in the Mormon Church when polygamy was officially part of the religion. Founder Joseph Smith had begun practicing polygamy before he preached it. The identity of his second wife is disputed because the ceremony took place in secret, without even the knowledge of his first wife, who vigorously opposed the whole idea.

		As Smith’s biographer Fawn Brodie wrote, Joseph Smith “believed in the good life … ‘Man is that he might have joy’ had been one of his first significant pronouncements in the Book of Mormon.”1 The prophet’s belief in the Tightness of things that gave him joy meant that he couldn’t see having more than one wife as sinful. That just didn’t make sense to him. Of course, a prophet couldn’t have mistresses. And so, “celestial marriage” was born. It is not known how many wives Joseph Smith had—but the number is believed to be around fifty.

		Joseph Smith’s revelation on plural wives was grounded in the Old Testament, and in our church it is sometimes called the Law of Sarah, who was Abraham’s first wife. The Jewish patriarchs and kings of the Old Testament were polygamous. While the rest of Christianity accepts the New Testament and rejects polygamy, fundamentalist Mormons believe that the Book of Mormon supersedes the New Testament in the way that the New Testament updates the Old.

		Joseph Smith’s 1843 revelation on polygamy was personally directed at his resistant first wife. He was tired of hiding his other wives from her and everyone else and wanted it all out in the open. He wrote that God told him, “I command mine handmaid, Emma Smith,” to “receive all those that have been given unto my servant Joseph” and “cleave unto my servant Joseph and to none else … if she will not abide this commandment she shall be destroyed.”2

		Believing this to be a true revelation, Emma complied. Still, she didn’t hesitate to expel from her home the women she believed her husband was favoring—and, according to some, she once demanded her own “spiritual husbands” as fair play. Needless to say, a revelation making this practice into gospel was never received by Joseph Smith.

		The rest of the doctrine on plural marriage is written this way: “If any man espouse a virgin, and desire to espouse another, and the first give her consent, and if he espouse the second, and they are virgins, and have vowed to no other man, then is he justified; he cannot commit adultery … and if he have ten virgins given unto him by this law, he cannot commit adultery, for they belong to him.”3 Given Emma’s strenuous objections, clearly, Joseph Smith had a very flexible definition of consent. Unfortunately, that probably had a great influence on the fundamentalist church.

		And oddly, despite the prohibition against marrying those who “have vowed to another man,” many of the first Mormon plural wives also had other husbands. Some had left their spouses to join the church and were essentially separated. But others were married first to other Mormon men, then to leaders like Joseph Smith who decided that they wanted those particular women for themselves. Being lower in the church hierarchy, many men accepted this—some even saw it as an honor.

		Probably for public relations purposes, the marriages of church leaders to women with other husbands were originally presented as unions that were “for eternity,” but not “for time.” In other words, they weren’t supposed to involve sex here on earth. However, accounts of the time suggest that these marriages were consummated and indeed sometimes produced children. In the FLDS, when a polygamous marriage is entered into, it is “sealed” by the prophet both “for time” and “for eternity.”

		My former church doesn’t just preach multiple wives, however; it also preaches multiple gods and multiple heavens. Understanding this is important to understanding what happened to my family and how the FLDS works.

		Joseph Smith preached that “God himself was once as we are now,” and Lorenzo Snow, the fifth president of the LDS church, wrote, “As man is, God once was; and as God is, man may become.”4 That’s a very exciting idea for many people—and you can see why it might have helped the early church attract converts. But by the 1860s, this transformation from man to God began to require the practice of polygamy.

		As Brigham Young proclaimed, “The only men who become Gods, even the Sons of God, are those who enter into polygamy. Others attain unto a glory … but they cannot reign as kings in glory, because they had blessing offered unto them, and they refused to accept them.”5

		The idea that one should never reject a blessing is a cornerstone of the FLDS belief system—one that would also have a profound impact on my family and my life. As you’ll see, there were several “blessings” that we truly could have lived without. But my parents didn’t feel that they could reject them. Few people in the church felt they could challenge this doctrine. That would mean failing at another key objective in the church: being obedient.

		The FLDS conception of heaven is complicated, too. In our religion, it’s not getting into heaven that counts—it’s getting into the right heaven. There are three realms. The highest and most “glorious” is the “celestial,” which can be entered only by men who have had at least three wives in polygamy. Here, men become godlike and rule over their own planets. The reason that FLDS members have so many children, in fact, is to populate their personal planets.

		In the celestial realm, plural wives become “queens,” who bear celestial children (yeah, women get a raw deal even in the highest realm of heaven in our religion). The middle realm is the “terrestrial”—this is somewhat like purgatory in Catholicism and is for people who never knew the teachings of Joseph Smith and Jesus Christ, but it’s still supposed to be pretty glorious.

		The lowest realm is the “telestial,” which is for people who refused to worship God. This is not hell, it’s just a kind of mediocre heaven. Hell is reserved for the worst of sinners who refuse to repent and continue to wallow in sin. They are called the Sons or Daughters of Perdition.

		Not surprisingly, as word of Mormon views on polygamy and men becoming gods first became public, the Gentile world was shocked and outraged. At the time of Joseph Smith’s polygamy revelation, Mormons had already fled both Ohio and Missouri (in the case of Missouri, it was under threat of extermination by the governor).

		It was non-Mormon fury over polygamy and over Joseph Smith’s growing political power that led to his assassination in 1844 in an Illinois jail and to the subsequent migration to Utah led by Brigham Young. The main LDS church banned polygamy in 1890 to pave the way for Utah statehood, which was granted in 1896. The manifesto that prohibited plural marriage made clear that the ban was being imposed only because the practice was illegal and the U.S. Supreme Court had ruled that laws against it were constitutional. But the LDS didn’t begin excommunicating polygamists until 1904.

		I don’t know when my father’s family converted to Mormonism. But when the polygamy ban took effect, my great-grandfather David W. Jeffs had already married plural wives in the church and refused to give them up. He sided with the men who would become the first leaders of the FLDS. They believed that the Mormon leaders who accepted the end of polygamy were not the true holders of the keys to the holy priesthood preached by Smith. These keys are important because, in Mormon belief, only those who have been given them by a legitimate authority can truly be prophets. Without them, prophets have no authority and men cannot receive true revelations. Lines of patriarchal authority—through these keys and through blood—shape most aspects of life in the fundamentalist church.

		My great-grandfather believed that these sacred keys had been passed to the FLDS leadership, during an event known as the “eight-hour meeting.” This occurred in 1886. At that time, John Taylor was the president and prophet of the whole LDS church. He was living underground, to avoid federal prosecution for polygamy.

		Lorrin Woolley, who would become a prophet of the FLDS, guarded the door to the room where Taylor was staying the night before the meeting. He said that it had no door to the outside of the house and had covered windows. According to his account, “I was suddenly attracted to a light appearing under the door leading to President Taylor’s room and was at once startled to hear the voices of men talking there. I was bewildered because it was my duty to keep people out of that room and evidently someone had entered without my knowing it.”6

		Woolley said that Taylor told him the next day that the voices he had heard had been those of “your Lord” and Joseph Smith, and that they had instructed him not to sign a manifesto banning polygamy. Woolley wrote that at the eight-hour meeting Taylor “placed his finger on the document, his person rising from the floor about a foot or 18 inches,” and said that he would sooner have his tongue or arm cut off than sign it.7

		He then gave five men who were at the meeting (including Woolley) the right to perform polygamous marriages. He made them swear that they would ensure that “no year passed by without children being born in the principle of plural marriage.”8

		The first two prophets of the FLDS church were among the five selected to carry out these marriages. But while great-grandfather David Jeffs sided with the fundamentalists, my grandfather Rulon, who was born in 1909, became opposed to polygamy as a young man. He was baptized into the LDS and became estranged from his fundamentalist father.

		Tall and handsome in his youth, Rulon had mischievous brown eyes and chestnut brown hair, although his hairline started receding quite early. He trained as an accountant, and after a mission to England during the Great Depression, he took a job in Salt Lake City with the Utah State Tax Commission. Clearly seen as a man of promise by the LDS, my grandfather Rulon was permitted to marry Zola Brown, the daughter of one of the highest-ranking leaders of the church, known as an apostle.

		After he had his first son, however, Rulon reconnected with his father. David soon convinced him that he should live polygamy. But Rulon ran into the same problems with his first wife that Joseph Smith had had. She did not want to share him. Although Rulon built their new home with basement accommodations for a second wife, unlike Emma Smith, Zola Jeffs utterly refused to submit.

		When Rulon told her in July 1940 that a mountaintop revelation had shown him that God had designated a cute young shop clerk in Provo to be his second wife, Zola broke down. According to their divorce papers, she became “so worried and upset that she cried almost day and night, that her milk dried up so she was no longer able to nurse her baby.”9 She took the couple’s two small children and moved to California. Two weeks after a judge granted the divorce in 1941, Rulon was excommunicated by the LDS.

		My grandfather, however, was not to be deterred. He didn’t even go to his own LDS church trial. He wrote, “For the first time I say, I would put God’s work before anything else in my life.”10 He joined a group led by John Y. Barlow, who was the FLDS* prophet from 1935 to 1949. In 1986, Grandfather Rulon would himself become the prophet.

		And that put my family right at the center of an organization that was extremely loyal to its leaders. The church reflected and amplified both its leader’s good sides and his flaws. With a relaxed leadership, the FLDS was mighty peculiar, but not particularly perverse. There was child abuse and domestic violence in some families, but there is no way of knowing whether abuse was more common in our church than anywhere else at the time. The problem was the FLDS’s growing isolation—and a change in leadership structure that would inevitably produce corruption.

		Before my grandfather came to power, there had been a leadership council that ran the church. This council was more powerful than most religious hierarchies because—at least in Colorado City and Hildale, where two thirds of the FLDS lived at the time—most people’s houses were owned by the church, not by the people who lived in them. This occurred through a system that became known as the United Effort Plan (UEP). The communal arrangement was based on one used by the early Mormons.

		The council provided at least some checks on the prophet’s control over the group. It ensured that he did not have absolute power over both theology and property. But part of what brought Grandfather to the prophet’s position was his opposition to that council—and his belief in what they called “one man rule.”

		A dispute over this issue splintered the FLDS in the late 1970s and early 1980s. My grandfather’s position swayed the majority, who stayed, with the belief that the prophet should have absolute power. Rulon would eventually have this power for himself. And this set the stage for his son Warren, who would use the idea that he was God’s special messenger to do unspeakable evil, without any voice of reason or earthly authority to stop him.

		
			* The FLDS did not formally incorporate under that name until some time in the 1940s. Prior to that it had just been known as “The Work,” but I will use the term they are now known by throughout for clarity.

		

	
		TWO
Weddings and War

		Leroy Johnson’s office was a lot like his style as a prophet: plain, folksy, and not at all flashy. It was a small converted bedroom with one little window, located on the third floor of a turn-of-the-century Salt Lake City home on Lincoln Street. The prophet sat in a swivel chair, near a rolltop desk, with a couch and some other chairs for visitors. His main home was in Colorado City, but after a 1953 raid on polygamists, church members had scattered to avoid further scrutiny.

		It was 1968—and my mom, Susan, had come to see Uncle Roy to “present herself” for marriage. In our church, the prophet is always called “Uncle” as a term of respect and connection. To understand my story, you have to understand how marriage worked in the church at that time—and my father’s unique situation as the only one of Rulon’s dozens of sons to serve in the Vietnam War.

		Susan was eighteen that year, the year after the summer of love, when hippies in New York and San Francisco were dropping acid and questioning authority. But her concerns were far away from all that. For her, authority was holy.

		She was deeply religious, having taken the precepts of faith that she was taught as a child straight to heart. Her green eyes were kind and I’m sure she looked beautiful, dressed in her Sunday best. She wore a long, chaste dress, her luxuriant brown hair tucked up in a bun. Mom had been raised in a polygamous family in Salt Lake City, with two sister-mothers and nearly two dozen siblings.

		There hadn’t been much noticeable strife between her moms. They lived in separate houses and their father split his time between these two homes. For almost all of her childhood, Uncle Roy had been the prophet. He had ascended when Susan was just four years old.

		Mom had long dreamed of her wedding day and her entry into celestial marriage. She was prepared for anything: if her path was to be a second, fourth, or tenth wife to an older man or a first wife to a young one, it was up to God and she understood and accepted that. Via the prophet’s revelations, she would discover God’s will for her, and she was devoutly determined to be as obedient as she possibly could. Her life was focused on following the church’s command to “keep sweet.” This meant submitting to its rules and leader and through him, God, not grudgingly but happily.

		Susan had already had a good deal of practice at keeping sweet. Throughout her childhood, she always wanted to be a “good girl” and worked hard at it. Though she remembers that her sisters and brothers were whipped with a thin willow branch from time to time when they acted up, she was usually well behaved and doesn’t even recall being spanked.

		In her family, she was the oldest girl of her mom’s seventeen children. Her father’s second wife had twelve. Seven of those children, tragically, suffered from a genetic disorder that runs in the FLDS called fumarase deficiency and didn’t live to adulthood. At the time, not much was known about it and Mom’s parents didn’t see it as genetic. The defect is caused by a problem with a chemical needed to give energy to the body and brain. Sadly, it is usually fatal in early childhood, stunting brain development and causing seizures and wide-ranging disability.1

		Three children with fumarase deficiency were born to my blood grandmother. And so, in my mom’s household, one brother with the disorder died at five, a sister died at seven, and another brother lived until fifteen. My mom helped take care of all of them, but especially the oldest boy. His bed was in her room until she left home to get married, and then some of her younger sisters took over his care.

		Mom’s family saw these children as a blessing from God, believing that they had been sent from heaven so that the family could learn and grow by caring for them. Under Warren, children with this same birth defect would later be seen as a curse, a sign of sin. But under Uncle Roy, Mom’s family didn’t have to live with that added burden.

		And so, long before she became a mom herself, she was changing diapers, rubbing the sick children’s painfully underdeveloped arms and legs, making sure they were breathing, and feeding and otherwise caring for them. They were like babies who didn’t grow up. They taught her compassion, Mom says. And, although the affected siblings couldn’t walk or talk, they could laugh.

		Mom remembers them fondly for their beautiful eyes, curly eyelashes, and those smiles and laughter. Of course, caring for them was also a tremendous challenge and one that many adults couldn’t manage. But by eighteen Mom was more prepared than most people will ever be for marriage and motherhood.

		At this point, Uncle Roy arranged all the marriages in the group. He had had a revelation in 1957 that this was the way it should be done. Prior to that, couples had carried on relatively ordinary courtships, with chaste forms of dating. First wives often helped choose later wives for their husbands.

		But this method had begun causing problems as multiple men would say that they had had “revelations” that they should marry the same woman—and young women always wanted to marry the younger men, not the church elders who were deemed “worthy” of multiple wives. Alternately, some men would barter daughters for business favors. Having the prophet decide simplified matters.

		So the church my parents grew up in was very different from the one my grandfather and uncle would eventually head. Uncle Roy believed that living as an example—not mandating strict rules—was the best way to perfect the people in their quest to become godlike. He was much more of a “people person” than my grandfather. Trained as an accountant, Grandfather tended to have different concerns.

		Uncle Roy was already in his sixties when my mom came to see him. Though he was nearly bald, with only a wispy ring of white hair, his skin was relatively unlined and his riveting eyes retained a youthful spark throughout his life. His energy and devotion to the church were also unflagging. He sat in an old office chair with wheels, and would spin around when he greeted people.

		Uncle Roy had a much more relaxed leadership style than our later prophets. He seems to have been beloved by nearly everyone in the FLDS, especially Mom. There was little doubt in that generation that he was a holy man. They felt he deeply cared about people and arranged marriages with concern and with input from couples. His revelations were more advice than absolute commands.

		When a young woman felt she was ready to wed, she would present herself to him for consideration. A man couldn’t do this. Although he might hint with increased tithes and displays of piety that he was ready for a new wife—and this could be quite effective under some prophets—he couldn’t ask directly. Only women could.

		And so, after welcoming her into his office, Uncle Roy asked gently if Mom had received a revelation about her future husband. When she said she had not, he told her to pray about it and come back. She was impressed by how kind and comforting Uncle Roy was with her—and how he seemed to be filled with the spirit of God.

		Although she had never met my father, Mom had seen him in church and at “fireside gatherings.” At these meetings—open only to young singles over fifteen—church leaders would teach about marriage in Mormon theology. Then they’d give the young people time to socialize together over snacks.

		These socials, too, fell by the wayside under more controlling later prophets. Even under Uncle Roy, boys and girls wouldn’t mingle more than saying “hi” to each other. But the gatherings were an opportunity to get some sense of each other, at least in terms of manner and looks.

		Following her audience with the prophet, Susan prayed fervently. She asked God, “Am I worthy to have an impression of where you would have me go? Can you impress upon my mind what is right?” And over time, she found that her prayers were answered with the image of the man who would become my father. As she prayed, the 6′ 10″ well-built giant of a man with dark brown hair and twinkly brown eyes kept appearing to her.

		She wasn’t driven by a sense of desire or attraction to him, she told me, just a feeling that God wanted her to be his wife. She knew that he was a year younger than she was, which felt strange because at that age it seems like a big difference. Still, his was the repeated image that she saw. She kept these thoughts to herself, however, not telling a soul, not even her sisters and mom.

		And when she was twenty-one in 1971, fearing she would become an old maid, she went back to the prophet. This time, she said she had indeed had an impression about her husband-to-be. “Do you want me to tell you who it is?” she asked him. Uncle Roy agreed.

		Softly, Mom said, “Ward Jeffs.”

		My mother recalls the next few moments vividly. Uncle Roy had piercing, almost black eyes and he looked directly at her. “You know, I’ve been thinking the same thing for some time now,” he said.

		“Oh my goodness,” Mom replied, embarrassed, excited, and nervous all at once. When she got home, her mother said she had had the same vision! But Dad, at the time, was serving in Vietnam, so the wedding would have to wait for his return.

		[image: ]

		My father isn’t sure how many brothers he has. He knows that he’s his father’s fourth son and eighth or ninth child. He knows his father has around six dozen kids. However, because Grandfather kept taking younger wives and having more children—even some who are the same age as me and my brothers—Dad had a hard time keeping track. He thinks he has at least twenty brothers—and he thinks his father had many more daughters than sons. At least that was true among the kids Dad grew up with. But he does know for sure that he was the only one who was drafted to serve in Vietnam.

		It was his age and a low draft number—158—that got him. His only other brother eligible for conscription during the waning years of the war lucked out with a high number. The others were spared by the American withdrawal.

		Like my mom, Dad grew up in polygamy, with his father’s wives living in separate houses. During Dad’s childhood, Rulon had seven wives—so my dad saw his father only once a week for dinner. Even on those nights, he wasn’t a very involved father. Dad remembers him coming home so late most times that the kids had already eaten dinner and were off watching TV or doing homework. Uncle Roy didn’t restrict media exposure: he trusted families to protect themselves against immorality.

		Grandfather’s accountancy practice was very busy and successful, which was what kept him so late. He also founded and served on the boards of several multimillion-dollar companies (most infamously HydraPak, the company that made the O-ring that failed and blew up the space shuttle in 1986).

		My grandmother, LaRue, would eat with her husband, who would then read the newspaper or study scripture. She was Rulon’s second wife—ranking high in the hierarchy of Grandfather’s women because she was the one he married legally. But she was not the “Queen Bee” or favorite—that position was held by Warren’s mother, Merilyn. This fact would figure largely in our later lives.

		As Dad tells it, Rulon was not the kind of father who changed diapers or rolled around on the floor with the kids. In fact, he would only occasionally discipline his children; usually that too was left to the moms.

		But every Sunday, all the wives and children would gather at Mother LaRue’s farmhouse, which was situated on about five acres of land. The boys would play football, basketball, or tetherball and sometimes even Rulon would join in. Dad recalls growing up on the farm fondly, though he will admit when pressed that there were lots of chores that he didn’t always want to do.

		Dad reported for military duty on March 19, 1971. Although he’d gone to public school, he had kept to himself there, mainly sticking with kids from the church. In basic training in California, he had his first real experience of interacting with people outside the church—including African Americans. The FLDS—following the lead of the early Mormon church—preaches that dark-skinned people carry the mark of Cain and are satanic as a result.

		This ugly racism was conveyed through countless sermons by church leaders, in school and in church literature. My father, while not wholly buying it, was consequently not comfortable around people of other races, to say the least. He knew little about them and had had virtually no exposure to other cultures and peoples.

		By August, he was in Vietnam with men from all over America, facing fire. The time he spent in the infantry marked him profoundly. As he puts it, “I grew up in a cloistered society in religion, but in the military, I was exposed to anything and everything that the real world could offer. I discovered that there’s good people out there, there’s people I don’t want to hang out with—there’s every manner of people. I had to learn that regardless of race, even as I was covering another soldier’s back in combat, he was covering my back.”

		He describes his army experience this way: “You had enemy on the hillsides, and in your mind they were going to take you down with a rifle any second. You had the enemy ground mines, implanted in the ground, string mines. Your enemy was leeches in the swamps and malaria, so you had to take pills. Your enemy was the typhoon that beheaded one of your buddies with the tin roof that comes flying off a building and one of my buddies dropped dead there in front of me.

		“And the next day another buddy goes down to a red coral snake bite. And you take over his mortar barrel and you go on. And on another mission, your lieutenant, who is dedicated all to hell to take care of his guys, is blown apart and dies in your arms. You’re looking at panic, there’s nothing worse. To have a comrade in your arms breathing his last breath and going from conscious with panic to God. Gray. Blank. You help his eyes close. And that is horrifying.”

		His voice fills with emotion, his eyes with tears as he tells me the rest of the story. “And there it is, in 1972, the Vietnam War had dragged on for eleven years and you’re going, ‘My God, this man did not have to give his life; this war could have ended five years before. He didn’t have to die in my arms.’ And so I learned what life is like in combat and I found out how fragile life is.”

		Dad brought those lessons home with him and he says that they helped him to make the right decision when, years later, he had to choose between his family and his church. Unfortunately, he also brought home another legacy: post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), which would affect his interactions with his family for many years.

		But unlike FLDS members whose only experience of outsiders was limited to brief transactions, my father knew that out in the world there were many decent, honorable people.
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		When his tour of duty was up, Dad had no idea what was going on back home. The other soldiers must have thought he was some kind of celebrity, given the swarming entourage of people who greeted him at the airport. His father, a dozen of his wives, and numerous brothers and sisters were all at the gate, waiting to greet the young man they now saw as a hero. Warren was almost certainly among them.

		Unlike many who served, Dad wasn’t neglected or ignored by family and friends because of the divisive politics of the war. He was vibrantly welcomed. But he knew something more than a homecoming celebration was planned when he was told to ride along with his mother and father in their Lincoln Continental—rather than with the rest of his siblings.

		“I guess you’re wondering why you’re here with me and your mother, and not in the big van,” Rulon said.

		“Yeah, that thought had occurred to me,” my dad quipped.

		“Well, the Lord has a wife appointed for you and I’ve been asked to orchestrate your wedding when you’re ready,” my grandfather told him.

		And as he tells it, my father thought, “Huh? I’m just getting home from Vietnam and somebody’s going to throw a wedding at me? I’m just getting used to seeing round-eyed girls again.”

		It was quiet for a moment, and my grandfather said, in a soft voice, “I suppose you’re wondering who.” Then Rulon asked if Dad knew who a certain church elder was. And my father did. In church, boys aren’t supposed to check out girls, but of course everyone does. He knew the family by sight.

		“It’s his oldest daughter, Susan. She’s quite a gem.” My father remembers his father’s exact words. And Dad inwardly sighed in relief, thinking “Yes!!!!” because he remembered that all the daughters in the family were beautiful. As my father tells it, both men and women dreaded being assigned someone fat or ugly because of the prohibition against rejecting a “blessing.”

		[image: ]

		During my dad’s last eight months in combat, my mom’s mother sewed her wedding clothes. Her outfit was very simple: a white A-line skirt, a lavender blouse, and a white scoop-neck vest with gold buttons down the center. Her hair was rolled into a bun with the traditional FLDS wave in the front, though it was not as large and pronounced as it is now. This is achieved with bobby pins and a product called WaveSet. Mom would later learn to use flaxseed oil—a special Jeffs family recipe—for this purpose. There was no problem with fitting a veil: in the FLDS, brides do not wear veils.

		The only members of Mom’s family who attended were her mother and father. A larger contingent from Dad’s family was there. The ceremony was conducted in the meeting hall of the building that later became Alta Academy. At that time, Grandfather Rulon lived there with some nineteen wives and dozens of children.

		Grandfather performed the ceremony, sealing my mother and father’s union “for time and eternity.” My father had been home from the war for a week. When they drank champagne to celebrate, it was the first time he’d ever tasted it. The FLDS has a much more relaxed attitude toward intoxicants than the mainstream church: it views the “Words of Wisdom” Mormons take as a blanket prohibition on alcohol, caffeine, and other intoxicants as more of a suggestion. Early in Mormon history, Joseph Smith had embraced alcohol, even running a bar at the hotel he owned, so there is a possible fundamentalist theological argument for this stance.

		On their wedding night, however, my parents shared nothing more than a bed. My mother had had no sex education, let alone experience, and my father took things very slowly. He was a virgin himself. During the war, he’d had ample opportunity to drink, take drugs, and womanize. But the only thing he’d ever tried was one beer—and that was because he felt obliged to a buddy.

		Like my mom, he felt strongly about his religious ideals and values—and, in the army, he had also come to cherish the values of an honorable warrior. He told my mom stories and courted her and charmed her. Dad laughs when telling how he’d sometimes been called a “silver-tongued devil” for his ability to persuade people to do what he wanted—but in this case, his cause was righteous.

		Over the next few weeks, my parents fell in love. Dad had to finish out his tour at an army base in Colorado Springs, Colorado. And it was in their five months there that they
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