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			Dedication
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			Epigraph
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			1. The Quarrel of the Covenant

			If a ­mother thinks something is important enough to take a public position about, ­shouldn’t she teach her ­children that value? Where ­else should ­children be at the time of public debate? At the local video arcade? I ­don’t think we should pretend that ­these vital issues ­don’t affect ­children.

			—­Shirley Phelps-­Roper, letter to the editor, Topeka Capital Journal, August 26, 1991

			I ­didn’t understand what was ­going on, not at first. The signs simply appeared one day and never left, like some undeniable force of nature. I’d guess Topekans experienced their arrival that way, as well. My ­mother’s ­family had been a well-­known and polarizing presence in the city for decades—­but in my memory, the picketing is the beginning, and it started at Gage Park.

			It sure ­didn’t look like a park to me. ­There ­were no swings or slides or jungle gyms—­just an open field that separated the place where we parked from the busy intersection of 10th Street and Gage Boulevard. As pastor of the tiny Westboro Baptist Church, my grandfather would drive the big red pickup filled with signs he’d made, and the rest of the church—­consisting almost entirely of my aunts, ­uncles, cousins, parents, grandparents, and siblings—­would follow in a caravan of vehicles. I ­couldn’t read the messages Gramps had carefully written since I was still a few months shy of kindergarten, but when I saw photos as a teenager, I was surprised by how small and restrained some ­were compared to what came ­later: watch your kids! gays in restrms.

			The adults would pick up as many signs as they could carry, walk them across the field, and lean them against the trunks of the two biggest trees. The rest of us just had to walk by and grab one. During ­those first few months—­June, July, August of 1991—­our habit was to hold our signs and walk in a big circle just next to the roadway, cars whizzing by in all four lanes of traffic. The baseball hats my dad made us wear always gave me headaches, but I was glad to have them once I was out ­there walking in the heavy afternoon heat.

			As I got older, I came to learn the story of Gage Park and the events that prompted our first protests. In the summer of 1989, two years before we started picketing, Gramps had been biking through the park with my ­brother Josh, who ­wasn’t quite five years old at the time. My grandfather’s custom was to ­ride ahead a bit, and then circle back—­ride ahead, and circle back. One of the times he did so, he thought he saw two men approaching my ­brother, apparently attempting to lure him into the wooded area shrouded by bushes at the southwest corner of the park. Alarmed and livid, Gramps got to work. He spoke with one park official who told him, “At any hour of the day or night, male ­couples may be seen entering and exiting the area.” The official also mentioned that he regularly passed along citizen complaints to his superiors—­but to no avail. My grandfather soon discovered that sex in the park was a well-­documented issue in the local media; sting operations conducted by the Topeka Police Department had resulted in a string of high-­profile arrests over the years. A nationally circulated gay and lesbian travel guide listed the park as a “cruisy area”—­a place where men could cruise for anonymous sex. Even now, Gage Park is listed in that guide, though a warning was added shortly ­after Westboro’s picketing began: AYOR. At your own risk.

			Armed with this information, my grandfather took action. He began by detailing his findings in a letter to the mayor, opening with a colorful description of the problem (“A malodorous sore with the scab off is open and ­running at the extreme southwest corner of Gage Park”) and concluding with a question: “Do you think Gage Park’s ­running sore could be permanently fixed? Your consideration is appreciated.” The mayor’s response acknowledged that the city of Topeka was “well aware of the situation” at the park, and that they ­were “in the pro­cess of putting together a program to bring the situation to a halt.” Nearly two years passed, during which time my grandfather monitored the situation, with no apparent improvement. He continued to write letters to city officials and to appear regularly at city council meetings, insisting that they clean up the park. According to church lore, my grandfather accused city officials of “sitting around like last year’s Christmas trees” during one such meeting—at which point the mayor instructed the police to escort my grandfather out of the council chambers.

			Convinced that the city would persist in its idleness, Gramps decided that we would take to the streets and demand that it take action.

			In hindsight, our protests ­were bound to elicit an intensely negative reaction—­especially ­because our message went far beyond calls for the cleanup of Gage Park. Gramps was an “Old School Baptist,” he said, and was determined to represent the Scriptural position on homosexuality. He leapt immediately into attacks on the gay community as a ­whole, blaming them for the AIDS epidemic and proclaiming that they deserved the death penalty. The Topeka Capital Journal published many Westboro letters, including one signed by one of my aunts comparing the United States to Sodom and Gomorrah, cities destroyed by God “[b]ecause of their sin regarding homosexuality.” She declared AIDS to be “a disease for which the homosexual must take the sole blame” and insisted that the blood of straight AIDS victims “should be avenged upon ­those guilty of introducing and gleefully spreading this deadly disease: the homosexual.” Even during an era in which disapproval of LGBT ­people was more common and socially acceptable, it took only four short sentences for my aunt to make claims scandalous enough to outrage most readers—­and our signs managed to do the same with even greater economy. militant gays spread aids. expose gay-­aids ploy. gays are worthy of death (rom. 1:32) = aids. And soon enough, what would become our most infamous message: god hates fags.

			The community response to our protests would mystify me for years, thanks to an ignorance borne both of youth and of the religious education I was receiving at home. I was five years old when the picketing began, and I ­didn’t understand why anyone would reject our message, let alone why our protests would draw counterprotesters—­“counters.” They came ­every week in the beginning, and I was scared of them at first. “Young punks” and “diseased, probably got AIDS,” Gramps would say. The Bible forbade girls to cut our hair, but some of their ­women came out with cropped manes colored bright reds and blues and purples—­“Kool-­Aid hair”—­and with metal in their ­faces. ­There ­were boys with mullets, ­others with half their heads shaved and the other half covered by long black hair that hung in greasy strands across ugly ­faces. Some looked like my dad, tall and skinny in tank tops and the awfully short ­running shorts in style at the time, and some ­were fat and bearded, combat boots on their feet and flannel shirts tied around their waists. ­They’d come out in angry mobs—­fifty, a hundred, more and less—­and try to surround our group of about thirty, starting fistfights with the Westboro dads who made a ­human barrier between us and them. Sometimes ­there ­were cops and sometimes ­there ­were handcuffs and sometimes we ­were in them—­which ­wasn’t fair, I thought, ­because we ­were just trying to protect ourselves from ­those “ruffians.” I held my breath whenever I walked by them, so I ­wouldn’t catch what­ever it was that was making them such awful ­people.

			The ­counters would urge ­drivers to honk and yell and flip us off, which they did en masse. “Hatemongers!” “Nazis!” “Go home!” “Get a job!” “What the fuck is wrong with you?” “I’m gonna kick the shit outta you!” They threw eggs and beer and big plastic Pepsi ­bottles filled with urine as they sped off down the road. ­Drivers and passengers would sometimes abandon their vehicles in the ­middle of the street, car doors hanging wide open, and cross lanes of traffic to come ­after us on foot. My cousins and I would scuttle away, back ­behind Mom or an aunt who stepped between us and them. From ­behind my sign, I watched them approach us to hit and threaten and shove and bellow and spit and grab for our signs, our bodies, our hair. The police rarely seemed to help, but my parents kept us safe. Still, I was alarmed and angry. How dare they, I raged. That’s my mom! What made them think they could do this to us? Why ­weren’t the cops stopping them?

			But my grandfather had a different perspective on the opposition and scorn we faced: it was proof that God was with us. He would quote Jesus, who warned his disciples to expect the hatred of the world: If the world hate you, ye know that it hated me before it hated you. If ye ­were of the world, the world would love his own: but ­because ye are not of the world, but I have chosen you out of the world, therefore the world hateth you. “In fact,” Gramps would roar during his Sunday sermons, “I’d be supremely afraid if the ­people of this evil city ­were on our side!” Woe unto you, when all men ­shall speak well of you! for so did their ­fathers to the false prophets.

			Musical combat became an important front in the ­battle for Gage Park, and this was one that I relished: I was too small to physically defend the church against our opponents, but by God I was gonna make myself heard. While they ­were chanting ­things like Two, four, six, eight, Phelps is always spreading hate, we would sing hymns or this new song Gramps had written, upbeat and so catchy. It was a parody of Gene Autry’s “Back in the ­Saddle Again,” and ­because the first and final lines had the same melody, we could sing it in a loop without end. The end of one verse was the beginning of the next.

			Get back in the closet again!

			Back where a sin is a sin

			Where the filthy faggots dwell

			While ­they’re on their way to Hell

			Get back in the closet again!

			As time wore on, the counterprotesters’ ­will to ­battle us on the streets dissipated along with their numbers. We began to find ourselves alone on the sidewalks. Still, Gramps ­didn’t take victory for granted. Rain or shine, Westboro members stood vigil along Gage Boulevard ­every day without fail. We soon wore a path into the lawn, one of the first marks our picketing made on the city of Topeka—­this place where the grass suddenly shifted from green and lush to trampled and dead.

			My grandfather’s fervor was contagious, and I was proud to stand on the front lines with the church even if I ­didn’t always understand the message. Yet the decline in direct opposition rendered pickets something of a slog for my young self, and boredom became my new ­enemy. On days when the ­counters ­were fewer and less violent, I’d scan the ground beneath my feet for anything interesting as I walked. Once, ­there was a small brown mass beside the circle, flies buzzing all around it, and I spent nearly the ­whole picket trying to figure out what it was. A dead squirrel, I finally realized, making out its once-­fluffy tail, now flattened and matted with blood. I was glad the picket was almost over—­had it been an hour? Two?—­and I reported to Dad, who kicked it away so I ­wouldn’t have to watch the carcass decay. We’d be coming back.

			From the time we first brought our signs to Gage Park, my mom was my most important interlocutor. She spent a lot of time answering questions from my siblings and me, trying to explain what was ­going on out ­there: why we ­were picketing, why everyone was so angry, what it all meant. She had my older ­brothers, Sam and Josh, memorizing the last fifteen verses of Romans chapter 1—­a task I was spared ­because of my age, but I still managed to get a lot of it down: And likewise also the men, leaving the natural use of the ­woman, burned in their lust one ­toward another; men with men working that which is unseemly. The only part of my ­mother’s explanation that ­really got through to me in the beginning, though, was the overarching theme of it all: that our lives ­were part of a never-­ending struggle of the good guys against the bad. The quarrel of the covenant. This was the eternal conflict between the righ­teous and the wicked, and we would not back down.

			—

			As it turned out, the vast majority of the righ­teous had grown up at Westboro and ­were members of the Phelps ­family. My ­father, Brent Roper, was one of the few who ­didn’t fit this profile: He had grown up Episcopalian. He’d been best friends with my mom’s youn­gest ­brother in high school, and as he came to know my ­mother’s ­family, he found himself compelled by them. A Tom Petty–­loving skateboard stuntman, he ended up converting and joining Westboro when he was just sixteen. It was a big decision. Though the church’s anti-­gay protesting was still more than a de­cade off, its pastor was already a controversial figure: armed with a law degree, righ­teous indignation, and unwavering antagonism, Gramps had a habit of collecting powerful enemies wherever he went.

			My ­father had seen another side of the ­family, though. He loved how tight-­knit they ­were, their love and willingness to sacrifice for one another, their dedication to complete fidelity to the Scriptures. Shortly ­after joining the church, my ­father took a job at Phelps-­Chartered, the ­family law firm. He would ­later credit his successful ­career in ­human resources to his time working ­there in his teens and early twenties. The Phelps ­family taught him diligence, he said—­responsibility and a proper work ethic.

			He fell in love with my ­mother, and they married a short four years ­after he joined the church, when he was twenty and she twenty-­six. But only ­after he’d proved himself worthy to Gramps.

			My grandfather demanded that all thirteen of his ­children and their spouses attend law school and continue the ­family business, but my mom had always had a special position at the firm. She was dearly beloved by her ­father, and ­they’d had a unique relationship from the time she was young. She and Gramps began to work closely together when my mom was just fourteen—­and of the seven eldest Phelps ­children, my mom was the only one who would never abandon the church to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a season. She urgently took to heart a saying that her ­father repeated often: “The best ability is dependability.” As a result, her parents leaned on her more than any of her ­brothers and ­sisters, and she was entrusted with ever greater responsibility: keeping her siblings in line, managing the law office, taking care of the finances, and more. She learned to run a tight ship, to never ­settle on her lees. ­There was always something more to accomplish, and my ­mother was dedicated to ­doing it all.

			In order to secure my grandfather’s permission to marry my ­mother, my dad finished high school, worked at the law office while completing a four-­year bachelor’s degree in just two and a half years, and, as he told it, narrowly beat out my ­uncle Tim to get the last available spot in Washburn Univer­sity’s law school class that year. Neither my ­mother’s pace nor my ­father’s slowed ­after they married. “I hope you ­will have the joy of the promise of Psalm 127,” Gramps told my parents at their wedding. “As arrows are in the hand of a mighty man; so are ­children of the youth. Happy is the man that hath his quiver full of them: they ­shall not be ashamed, but they ­shall speak with the enemies in the gate.” It was expected that ­there would be many ­children, and it was also expected that ­those ­children would be provided for. Understanding this, my ­father continued working his way through school—­next up, an MBA program—­and, almost out of thin air, created for himself a second ­career as an author writing textbooks about ­legal software and law office management.

			Meanwhile, my ­mother managed the Phelps law firm and cared for our growing ­family. Her role in the church was ever-­expanding, as well. She gave interviews to reporters, or­ga­nized cross-­country picket trips and the scheduling for the ­whole congregation: the daily pickets in Topeka, the mowing, the daycare, the weekly church cleanings, the monthly birthday parties—­her contributions ­were without end. The dynamics of my parents’ marriage never fit with the paradigm commonly associated with conservative Christianity: that of an authoritarian ­father dictating to a mealy-­mouthed ­mother who just needed to stay in her place and recognize that her husband always knew better. Wifely subjection was certainly in the Bible, but in practice, my parents operated as a team. My ­father ­couldn’t have been further from authoritarian—­gentle, intelligent, hard-­working, so respectful of my ­mother’s thoughts, and so undeniably in love with her—­and my ­mother ­couldn’t have been further from mealy-­mouthed. My ­father never weaponized his husband status to demand my ­mother’s silence or obedience, and their mutual re­spect was an example for all. My parents had each found a perfect counterpart in the other, and even Gramps—­who ­hadn’t wanted to believe anyone could be worthy of my ­mother—­was impressed.

			By the time my dad finished law school, ­there ­were three of us kids: my two older ­brothers, Sam and Josh, and then me. Over the next sixteen years, eight more ­children would be born into the Phelps-­Roper ­house­hold. It took me several years to stop shaking my head in bewilderment each time someone would ask “Are you Catholic?” upon learning that I was one of six, seven, eight, nine ­children. Birth control ­wasn’t something I realized was even possible, let alone widely practiced. I just knew the verses. Lo, ­children are an heritage of the Lord: and the fruit of the womb is his reward.

			“The womb business is God’s business,” Mom summarized. “You ­can’t outsmart the Lord!”

			The Catholic stance against artificial contraception was a relatively fringe position, but—in a pattern that would extend to virtually ­every aspect of our lives—­Westboro Baptist Church was prepared to take it even further, to the letter of the Scriptures as we understood them. And when the Lord saw that Leah was hated, he opened her womb: but Rachel was barren. It was for God alone to give or withhold ­children, and even the “natural ­family planning” endorsed by Catholics was unacceptable. The single time I heard about an aunt of mine attempting to defy God and “counting the days” to avoid pregnancy, it was in the context of her miscounting. She and her husband had been struggling to provide for the six ­children they had already, but when ­she’d tried to take ­matters into her own hands, ­she’d ended up pregnant with twins. God was teaching her a lesson, my ­mother said, ­because my aunt had failed to trust Him. It ­wasn’t for her to decide when or how many ­children to have, it ­wasn’t for her to have any feeling or opinion on the ­matter at all, except to be grateful to the Lord for each one.

			And oh, was my mama grateful. I remember feeling it most in the ­music, when she would sing to us, always singing. Before I turned five and had to join in with the rank and file for Saturday morning cleaning marathons, my ­little ­sister Bekah and I would dance on matching window seats in the living room, mouthing along as Christopher Cross or Fleetwood Mac blared from the big stereo while the ­others cleaned. Dad would pick us up and twirl us around, and Mom would sashay over with a dusting rag in one hand and a can of Pledge in the other—­that sickly sweet scent of chemical lemons filtering through the ­whole house—­and ­she’d lean in to kiss our cheeks, serenading us at the top of her voice: “No, I ­will never be the same without your love / I’ll live alone, try so hard to rise above.” This was the same era in which I sat just to her left during church, when she belted out the hymns so high and so loud that it hurt my ears. I discovered that to protect myself from the sonic onslaught, I could stick a finger into my left ear, press myself into my ­mother’s side, and listen to her sing from inside her body. It was so soothing, the warmth and the vibrations and the feeling of her arm holding me close as I tucked into her. I ­didn’t know then that this special place at her side would always be mine. That as her eldest ­daughter, I would become to her what she had become to her ­father—­and as that relationship had defined my ­mother, so this one would define me. For I was tender and only beloved in the sight of my ­mother.

			Samuel. Joshua. Megan. Rebekah. Isaiah. Zacharias. Grace. Gabriel. Jonah. Noah. Luke.

			Sam. Josh. Meg. Bek. Zay. Zach. Grace. Gabe. Jonah. Noah. Luke.

			SamJoshMegBekZayZachGraceGabeJonahNoahLuke.

			It would be entirely reasonable to expect that my ­mother’s dedication to ­doing it all might wane with the birth of each additional child, that it would be impossible for her to maintain that commitment to having her ­children, her ­legal ­career, and her work for our church. Instead, the opposite was true. As our ­family swelled with each passing year, so, too, did the church’s profile and the added pressure we all faced as a result. I’ve never known another ­woman who could have stood up ­under the strain of the burden my ­mother carried, not without collapsing ­under the weight of it. She had an inexhaustible supply of strength, tenacity, and resourcefulness—­whose origins, it seemed to me, must surely have been divine.

			—

			Soon ­after our initial protests at Gage Park, our war with the city of Topeka began to escalate. ­Every anti-­Westboro effort they made only served to strengthen our resolve, and we answered each one by dramatically expanding the pace and variety of our pickets. Nearly two years in, we now targeted the newspaper (which regularly editorialized against us), the police department (which failed to protect us from the violent criminals who frequently came out to attack and threaten us), the city government (which worked to draft anti-­picketing ordinances), many local churches (which joined the counterprotests against us), and any location related to any person who made any public statement against us or for gays.

			Even our language had intensified. The word gay had disappeared entirely from our signs and vocabulary—­a misnomer, Gramps said—­and it was replaced by fag, a word that literally signified a bundle of sticks used for kindling. “Fag is an elegant meta­phor!” Gramps insisted. “In the same way a literal fag is used to kindle the fires of nature, ­these meta­phorical fags fuel the flames of Hell and the fires of God’s wrath!” Of course, fag also had the added benefit of being scandalous and offensive, which only garnered more attention for our message.

			One of the verses that Gramps quoted often included a command from God to shew my ­people their transgression—­and as with the rest of the Bible, my grandfather took this literally. For my cousins and me, this resulted in a precocious knowledge of gay sex practices, at least insofar as they ­were presented by our pastor. Revulsion filled his voice as he spoke of gay ­people “anally copulating their brains out,” and “suckin’ around on each other, lickin’ around on each other.” He started adding stick figure depictions of anal sex to our picket signs, one man bent over in front of another. I could articulate the meanings of “scat,” “rimming,” and “golden showers” all before my eighth birthday, though I was loath to do so. To publicly accuse gays of ­these filthy behaviors would leave a girl open to challenge—­“How do you know?”—­and thus put her in the unenviable position of having to explain that it’s in a book called The Joys of Gay Sex . . . which, no, she had not read . . . but her grandfather had told her about it . . . during church . . . from the pulpit.

			“Golden showers” was a term featured in our parody of The Twelve Days of Christmas. On December eve­nings, I’d don my colorful winter coat, pick up a sign, and ­belt out the lyrics with gusto alongside my ­uncles and cousins, illuminated by streetlights or the glow of the marquee announcing The Nutcracker at the Topeka Performing Arts Center: “Five golden showers! Preparation H, three bloody rectums, two shaven gerbils, and a vat of K-­Y Jelly!” I knew even then that this was transgressive, but ­there was something so delightful about it, so appealing: this sense that my ­family had some secret knowledge about the world, that we ­were not subject to its rules or its judgments. ­There might be an overabundance of regulations governing life within our own community, but the social niceties of the broader world held no sway over us in the context of the protests. In that re­spect, we ­were a law unto ourselves, and all bets ­were off as long as our words ­were justified by the Bible. Truth was an absolute defense against any and all claims made against us.

			Unfortunately for us, it was not always an adequate defense.

			One eve­ning when I was seven, as my siblings and I cleaned up ­after dinner, ­there was the wail of a police siren, growing loud as it passed near our ­house and then fading. And then ­there was another. And another. My ­mother frowned. Our ­house sat just a block east of Gage Boulevard, one of the city’s main thoroughfares, so sirens ­weren’t especially unusual. For some reason, ­these ones ­were making her uneasy.

			“Maybe it’s our guys at the Vintage . . .”

			The Vintage was a ­little restaurant advertising “Cocktails” and “Fine Foods” at the east end of a run-­down shopping center just a few blocks from our house—­targeted by Westboro ­because one of the managers was a lesbian serving on the Mayor’s Gay and Lesbian Task Force. I had desperately wanted to picket the Vintage that Friday night, ­because my cousin Jael had told me she would be ­there. She was one of my best friends, but since we now attended different elementary schools and lived on different blocks, the most regular time I had with her was when we ­were protesting. Jael and I had this ­great routine whereby we’d grab a sign from the truck—­her favorite was fag god = rectum while I preferred fag = aids with the skull and crossbones underneath—­and then we’d plant ourselves somewhere on the picket line and chat it up for half an hour. ­She’d bring ­those ­little patriotic-­looking packages of Bazooka ­Bubble Gum, and we’d chomp noisily while I taught her the lyrics to songs I’d learned from my big ­brother Sam (“Baby Got Back,” “Santeria,” ­etc.).

			At the sound of the third siren, my ­mother’s anxiety shifted to alarm and we took off in the ­family van. The scene in front of the Vintage was chaos, the small parking lot filled with curious bystanders, half a dozen patrol cars with red and blue flashing lights, EMTs, and cops taking statements from my aunts and ­uncles, and from mean-­looking men in sweats. We’d been attacked again, I saw, but worse than usual. Dad and I stayed in the van while Mom jumped out to help. She picked up a sign lying askew on the ground, which I sounded out—­abstinence not condoms—­but ­didn’t understand. ­Here, my memory of staring out the van window gets fuzzy, fusing with images I got from photographs and home videos ­later: my ­uncle Tim, neck braced and nose bleeding, being treated by EMTs on the ­running board of a big red fire engine; my skinny cousin Ben, seventeen years old, strapped onto a gurney with a series of black ­belts, a white brace around his neck and a white strap across his forehead, his left hand outstretched to hold on to our aunt Margie. As Ben was being wheeled away, Margie seemed beside herself with outrage and grief. “Never!” she bellowed across the parking lot. “Never. ­We’re never—­gonna—­stop—­picketing!”

			Sitting at our ­family Bible reading the next day, my ­mother explained it all. The “Jew ­lawyer” who owned the Vintage—­the same guy we’d ­later see in a photo with his hands around my ­uncle’s neck, choking him unconscious—­had hired a dozen bouncers from his strip club to come and beat us up for picketing his restaurant. A local priest had witnessed the attack from the bank next door, and wrote a letter to the mayor: “The attackers walked with deliberate speed and apparent determination ­toward the picketers. Then I saw the signs falling like sunflowers being cut down by cornknifes and bodies being knocked down and into Gage Boulevard.” Eight of our ­people ­were taken to the hospital that night. Three ­were teenagers.

			As tensions with the city continued to mount in the months following what Gramps called “The Vintage Massacre,” my ­mother helped me piece everything together. She liked for pickets to do double duty as preaching and exercise, so I’d listen to her stories as we walked the picket line from end to end. ­There was a new prosecutor in our county, my mom told me, a ­woman who had campaigned on the promise that she would get us off the streets. We ­were bad for the city, bad for its image, bad for commerce, bad for ­children, and she represented a community that was as determined to shut us up as we ­were to be heard.

			Ever since this ­woman had taken office as district attorney, my ­mother explained, she was ­doing everything in her power to stop us. It was her encouragement that had the cops arresting us so often now, it was she who charged us with crimes we ­hadn’t committed. And now ­people ­were attacking us more frequently ­because of her refusal to file charges when we ­were victims, like at the Vintage. The prosecutor had gotten search warrants so that sheriff’s deputies could beat down the church doors with battering rams and confiscate our property—­even though we ­hadn’t done anything wrong and the officers had had to give it all back. They raided the law office, as well, even though the vast majority of Phelps-­Chartered’s work involved representing individual members of the public—­criminal cases, personal injury, ­family law—­and had nothing to do with Westboro. No ­matter how careful we ­were to follow the law, the DA could have us arrested, and Mom would have to run downtown and bail our loved ones out of jail again.

			The attacks at Topeka protests and the vandalism of our homes grew worse during the term of that prosecutor. I woke up one summer morning and followed my mom into the backyard we shared with the church, only to find that it had been torn apart. ­There was patio furniture at the bottom of the pool, the seat cushions slashed open and strewn across the yard. The weights my ­uncle used to benchpress had been dropped and broken into heavy chunks. All of our garden hoses had been sliced open, and a huge gash in our beloved trampoline had rendered it worthless. As a kid, I was most frightened by the lacerated state of the trampoline; anyone who could do harm to such a beautiful object clearly would not hesitate to turn the knife on a person. ­Later on, someone did take a knife to my cousin’s tiny Westie, nearly beheading the poor creature for being on the wrong picketer’s property at the wrong time. ­Little April managed to pull through, but we took this as just another in a long line of violent criminal attacks we faced for lawfully standing on public sidewalks to preach the standards of God. Persecution in the purest sense of the word.

		


		
			2. The Bounds of Our Habitation

			Throughout my childhood, my ­mother was determined to make my siblings and me understand one idea above all: We ­were not in charge of our lives, but God—­and that God ruled via the parents and elders He had set over us. Our duty was singular: to obey them. ­Children, obey your parents in all ­things: for this is well pleasing unto the Lord. Their power over us was absolute, and we would do well to accept that without question or protest. ­These ­were, as the New Testament put it, the bounds of our habitation. It was one of my mother’s favorite phrases.

			In Westboro’s theology, obedience was about more than ­family life. My ­mother began trying to get this across to us as soon as we ­were old enough to understand words, and my earliest understanding of it came during a car ­ride we took together. I was settled in the backseat of our white ­Toyota Camry, with Bekah buckled into the seat next to me and our ­mother at the wheel. I think we ­were headed to or from the ­family law office, but some parts of the recollection are slippery—­sometimes I look over and Bekah is in a car seat, sometimes not, sometimes it’s winter, sometimes spring—so I ­can’t be sure. What I do remember is that we ­were young enough to each have a Barbie doll in our laps, and that Mom was telling us about predestination.

			My ­mother’s ardent love for the Scriptures manifested itself in many ways, but it was especially apparent in the joy she took in teaching the Bible for its own sake—­not when one of us had disobeyed and needed correction, but while she read and expounded upon the stories to us, taking care to make sure we understood the complexities as well as we could at any given age, ­going a ­little deeper each time we returned to the same story. For precept must be upon precept, precept upon precept; line upon line, line upon line; ­here a ­little, and ­there a ­little. She was revealing to us the secret ways in which the world worked, and Bekah and I ­were full of questions. In the car that day, we ­were trying for the first time—­but certainly not the last—to wrap our young minds around the idea that everything we did, ­every word, ­every deed, ­every blink of an eye, beat of the heart, twitch of a muscle—­all had been caused by God, who worketh all ­things ­after the counsel of his own ­will. My first response to this assertion was to do what I assume many ­people do upon discovering predestination: to make a split-­second decision and suddenly shift course in an attempt to prove the idea false. With all my strength, I squeezed my fists into tiny balls, fingernails biting into my palms, and then released. Had God seen that coming? My eyes widened as I realized that the doctrine of predestination was impossible to thwart; God controlled even ­those impulsive flailings, even the impulses themselves. (“Unfalsifiability” was not yet a term in my repertoire, and so presented no difficulty for me at the time.)

			Mom continued on, telling the story of Jacob and Esau to illustrate predestination. It ­wasn’t the long version of their story from the Old Testament, of Jacob’s deceit in securing the blessing of the firstborn and of Esau’s vow of murderous revenge. Instead, our ­mother focused on the most salient part of their tale, found in the book of Romans: their fates. Jacob and Esau had been grandsons of the patriarch Abraham—­twin grandsons, Mom stressed, as biologically similar as it was possible for two ­humans to be. “And yet! Before ­those two boys ­were even born, God loved Jacob and hated Esau. They ­hadn’t done anything good or bad to deserve it. They ­were still in their ­mother’s womb!” In the Bible, she told us, God is likened to a heavenly Potter, with ­humans as clay in His hands to mold as He pleases. Cannot I do with you as this potter? saith the Lord. Behold, as the clay is in the potter’s hand, so are ye in mine hand. God had elected—­chosen—­the beloved Jacob for honor, to be welcomed into Heaven for an eternity of bliss. His twin ­brother, Esau, meanwhile, had been created to be condemned to Hellfire—­all through no fault or cause of his own. For the ­children being not yet born, neither having done any good or evil, that the purpose of God according to election might stand, not of works . . . As it is written, Jacob have I loved, but Esau have I hated.

			But Jacob and Esau ­weren’t the only ones created with their fates predetermined, Mom continued. Indeed, ­these twins ­were the standing symbols of the two types of ­people living in the world: the elect, represented by Jacob, chosen by God for love, mercy, honor, glory; and the reprobate, represented by Esau, chosen by God for hatred, cruelty, wrath, destruction. Of all the ­people who had ever existed or ever would, only a precious few ­were God’s elect. Narrow is the way, which leadeth unto life, and few ­there be that find it. The vast majority, both of the living and of the dead, ­were created for destruction. For wide is the gate, and broad is the way, that leadeth to destruction, and many ­there be which go in thereat. My ­mother must have been through this story over and over ad nauseam through the years, but she spoke as if it ­were the first time, her tone filled with impossible awe—as if she still ­couldn’t believe the elegance of this scenario, as if the beauty of this divine truth could come only from the mind of God Himself.

			I was puzzled. My ­mother seemed elated at something that sounded so dreadfully unfair: that God would create ­these two ­brothers to give mercy to one and cruelty to the other, when they had done nothing to deserve ­either. Of course, it ­wasn’t the undeserved kindness that disturbed me—it was the hatred. Why would God make Esau for evil, and then send Esau to Hell for being evil? ­Wasn’t God Himself responsible? It seemed wrong to condemn Esau for ­doing what God created him to do. When I piped up from the backseat to say so, Mom was only too pleased to go on. I had posed just the objection that the Apostle Paul addresses in his own account of the story: Thou wilt say then unto me, Why doth [God] yet find fault? For who hath resisted his ­will? If we are what God created us to be, how could it be just for Him to punish us?

			In modern parlance, Paul’s response to this question amounts to something like “Who the Hell are you, a wretched ­human being, to ask such a question?” That’s an answer I would have understood, but my ­mother quoted the apostle’s reply as given in the King James Version: Nay but, O man, who art thou that repliest against God? ­Shall the ­thing formed say to him that formed it, Why hast thou made me thus? Mom’s eyes met mine in the rearview mirror and I stared blankly. Searching for a way to help Bekah and me make sense of this conundrum, her eyes lit up as they fell to the dolls in our laps. “It would be like if ­those Barbies in your lap stood up and said, ‘Why did you dress me this way?!’ ” Mom would always laugh heartily when she described our reactions ­later: “Your eyes ­were as big as saucers, you two girls starin’ down at ­those Barbies like you ­were afraid they might actually get up and start talkin’ at you!” For de­cades, this would be my ­mother’s go-to illustration for ­those who dared question why God would design most of humanity for the express purpose of tormenting them in Hell for eternity. Our dolls demonstrated how patently ridiculous it was to presume to ask such a question.

			Although I took my ­mother’s point about the Barbies’ insolence, a more pressing question had presented itself as she laughed at our bug-­eyed response to her hypothetical: What about me? Was I a Jacob or an Esau? What about Bekah? What about Sam and Josh? How could we know? From the driver’s seat, Mom somberly explained that we ­couldn’t. That we ­wouldn’t know for sure ­until we all stood before God at the Judgment. Her words filled me with dread, calling forth a ­mental image of the ­whole world awaiting judgment at the feet of God, standing at rapt attention like an army of the damned—­and me, standing among them. What could I do to avoid a ruinous outcome? Predestination, clearly, had not yet sunk into my ­little skull—of course, I could do nothing to change my fate if God had chosen me for Hell—­but my ­mother understood my need for comfort. “It’s a good sign that ­you’re afraid,” she said. “It means that you care what God requires of you.” Come, ye ­children, hearken unto me: I ­will teach you the fear of the Lord.

			Many more years and innumerable Bible studies would pass before I fully and practically appreciated the meaning of this doctrine—­that a person’s goodness was a symptom of God’s love, the effect of it, and not the cause—­but I soon found predestination an immediate and compelling motivator. Its power came from beauty and from terror, a confluence of two desires. ­There was the desire to be like Jacob, to be one of God’s jewels, with all the rarity, purity, and virtue that signified. And they ­shall be mine, saith the Lord of hosts, in that day when I make up my jewels; and I ­will spare them, as a man spareth his own son that serveth him. And then ­there was the abject fear of being like the despised Esau, before of old ordained to this condemnation. We ­were powerless to alter our destiny, but the surest sign we could have that we ­were one of God’s elect? Our obedience.

			I came to love the clarity and simplicity of this idea, how directly the Scriptures connected obedience to goodness. It was even implicated in God’s commandment to “love thy neighbor.” Thou shalt not hate thy ­brother in thine heart: thou shalt in any wise rebuke thy neighbour, and not suffer sin upon him. Thou shalt not avenge, nor bear any grudge against the ­children of thy ­people, but thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. The context made it abundantly clear to us that to love our neighbor was to rebuke him, to warn him away from the sins that would result in punishment from God. If we failed to do so, the blood of the wicked would be on our hands. When I say unto the wicked, Thou shalt surely die; and thou givest him not warning, nor speakest to warn the wicked from his wicked way, to save his life; the same wicked man ­shall die in his iniquity; but his blood ­will I require at thine hand.

			We had taken to the streets ­because we had a solemn duty to obey God and to plead with our neighbors to do the same. It ­didn’t ­matter that the world hated the message. It ­didn’t ­matter that it required vast amounts of our time, money, energy, resources. This was what God required of His elect.

			What­ever it cost us, we would pay.

			—

			While our daily protests ­were an explosion of overt hostility between my ­family and the city, school was a subtler ­matter. The decision to send us to public school was due primarily to practical considerations: the adults needed to work in order to support their growing families and the church, which refused all (exceedingly rare) donations from nonmembers. But once it became clear that our protests would continue for years and de­cades to come, the elders came to a few additional conclusions. First, that our presence in public school classrooms was a testimony against the ­people of Topeka: though they accused us of being hateful, we ­were polite, friendly, well-­behaved, and accomplished students. Having your conversation honest among the Gentiles: that, whereas they speak against you as evildoers, they may by your good works, which they ­shall behold, glorify God in the day of visitation. Our parents described us as “walking picket signs.” They also ­weren’t especially afraid that we would be unduly influenced by our peers or teachers, that we might be persuaded to doubt or question Westboro’s teachings. The intensity of our daily religious education at home was a bulwark against such heresies.

			Plus, they ­were in possession of divine truth. They ­weren’t afraid of questions, ­because they had all the answers.

			For my part, school seemed to be an elaborate play where each of the actors—­teachers, classmates, parents—­pretended not to notice that we ­were on opposite sides of an epic, spiritual ­battle between good and evil. It was a tenuous truce that relied heavily on the First Amendment: no ­matter how much they disagreed with us or how often we picketed their churches, teachers ­were agents of government and barred from punishing us for our religious activities. But more, it relied on mutual consent to keep up the pretense—­our shared willingness not to speak, for instance, of the nine-­foot-­tall picket sign that called out the citizenry as topeka: a city of whores at pickets ­after school.

			It ­wasn’t easy for me to separate my life at the elementary school from the rest of my existence, and I had to learn that skill the hard way. One day in first grade, I tried to deepen my friendship with a classmate, Megan G., by taking her into my confidence during recess. Cupping my hands around my mouth and leaning in close, I whispered into her ear that our ­music teacher was “a fag” and not to be trusted. When I’d heard this warning from my ­mother at home, I’d thought of Mrs. Epoch’s dark hair and dark eyes and plump figure and began imagining her as the menacing witch from one of the fairy tales Dad sometimes performed for us before bed, Hansel and Gretel. Plus, she was Jewish! I thought Megan G. should know to be careful, but she, duly horrified, tattled immediately, and I was hauled into the principal’s office, sobbing in shame. My mom took me aside that night to help me understand, and I knew that she was right when she told me about ­these ­people. “­Every single ­thing you do reflects on this church. ­These ­people ­don’t care about you! They ­wouldn’t think twice about hurting you in order to hurt the church! More than anyone ­else, our behavior has to be above reproach. School is not the time or the place for this discussion. ­You’re ­there to learn.” Thenceforth, I kept my standard postscript (“PS: God hates fags!”) out of notes passed to my cousins and confined to the diary I locked with a tiny metal key.

			Despite the knowledge that I ­couldn’t trust my teachers or classmates with anything but pleasantries, I adored school. My ­sister Bekah could be relied upon to regularly chase the van down Arnold Street ­after our mom dropped us off in the morning, begging Mom to take her home, but I could never understand why. ­There ­were no chores at school, no crying babies, no laundry, no vacuuming. We only had to learn. It was the freest time we had, and became the portal to my favorite place: books. Once I mastered reading, my nose was always stuck in one: ­under the ­table at dinner, pushing kids on the swing set out back, or hiding in the stairwell (close at hand but out of sight, so I was less likely to be called on for errands). Mom or Dad or Sam would take us to the Topeka Public Library, and Josh and I would load ourselves down with armfuls. And when the library began a new ser­vice that let us request books to be sent to us by mail—­for ­free? “Katie, bar the door,” Mom said.

			My literary choices ­were heavily influenced by Josh’s penchant for science fiction—­R. L. Stine’s Goosebumps and Fear Street series, Christopher Pike’s The Last Vampire, the Animorphs books by K. A. Applegate, and once I hit third grade, anything written by Stephen King. We had wide latitude in our consumption of books, tele­vi­sion, film, and ­music, and for much the same reason that we attended public schools: our parents ­weren’t particularly worried about negative influences slipping into our minds undetected. ­They’d prepared us too well for that, and our response to depictions of sinful behavior was instinctive. Whore. Criminal. Adulterer. When fundamentalists would approach us and tout their decision to rid their homes of tele­vi­sion and secular ­music, our response was chastisement. “How can you preach against the abominable teachings that litter the landscape of this nation if you ­don’t even know what they are?” my mom would admonish. I cherished the time I spent peering into alternate realities, and each day I’d race through my schoolwork so that I could escape into them: worlds where I had no responsibilities and lives that bore no resemblance whatsoever to my own.

			In truth, school itself became an escape for me—an escape from Mom and the frequent eruptions of her caustic temper. This was a fact that I acknowledged to myself uneasily, with a deep awareness of how foolish, how melodramatic I was being. I had a good life, I was always told. The best life, one filled with ­people who loved God and hated evil and would teach me the truth about the world, unlike my misfortunate classmates. Still, I ­couldn’t deny the relief I felt when we’d finally pile into the van at the end of the often-­nightmarish period between waking and school. It was nearly impossible to get through ­those two hours without a meltdown of some kind, without at least one of us at the other end of Mom’s razor tongue or even the big paddle—­a three-­foot-­long, one-­and-­a-­half-­inch dowel rod ­she’d started using on me in second grade, when I’d spent fifteen seconds admiring a cousin’s gingerbread ­house ­after school instead of coming straight to the van (my delay forced her to hold up traffic on the narrow street in front of the school). The expectation of total obedience may have been the same in ­every Westboro ­family, but no one exacted it as vigorously, tenaciously, or continuously as my ­mother. I harbored few desires stronger than the one for her approval, but her standards seemed always to be shifting, tightening like a noose ­until I felt choked with the futility of my own rage.

			I ­wasn’t the only one. Just sixteen months apart, ­little Bekah and I ­were sworn enemies all through grade school, engaging in sisterly combat at ­every opportunity. On one particularly explosive morning when I was eight or nine, she and I got two beatings each—­for fighting, and for insufficient progress on our piano lessons—­and they ­were bad. They ­were the sort that left big red welts, the kind that would bloom into bruises of blue and purple and black and finally yellow as I examined them before my bath each night. The blueness of a wound cleanseth away evil. Chasten thy son while ­there is hope, and let not thy soul spare for his crying. ­After the beatings that morning, I was the first to make my way to the van for school, relieved to be getting out of the ­house and away from the immediate danger, but my ­sister was furious. Bekah was a matchstick of a girl, yet what she lacked in size she made up for in the force of her temper—­and that day it was directed at our mom.

			When Bekah slammed the van door ­behind her, waiting for Mom to climb in and take us to school, her pixie face was a bright red splotch. She clenched her jaw, teeth grinding, and erupted: “I’m ­going to tell my teacher about this! FUCK. HER!” She let out a wild, wordless scream with all the rage her runty self could muster. Mom came out the door and down the steps a moment ­later.

			I wanted Bekah to tell. I was petrified Bekah would tell. I envisioned a black and white police car pulling up to our driveway to take us away from Mom and Dad, and my heart surged, clutching for them. No one made hot chocolate like Mom, who was always standing over the stove singing and stirring a pot full of it when we came back from sledding the big hill at Quinton Heights. And no one could do bedtime like Dad, pretending to be a he­li­cop­ter as he cradled us in his arms, vroom-­vrooming us one at a time from the living room, up the stairs, around the big banister, and down the hall to our rooms for bedtime stories that always ended in tickle fests.

			And then I ­imagined the cops themselves in our driveway—­the same cops we serenaded with accusations of “corpulent coward!,” the same cops who let ­those big oafs punch and choke us on the picket line. I knew what I had to do. We only made it a few blocks on the way to school before I told Mom of Bekah’s threat, even though I was terrified of what Mom would do to her for it.

			“DO YOU ­REALLY THINK THE LORD IS ­GOING TO LET YOU SABOTAGE US?”

			My face flushed hot and I felt sick as I watched the van pull away from the school with Bekah still in it. I ­wouldn’t have wished Mom’s unbridled fury on anyone, not even my sister-­nemesis—­but I had to protect us. ­These ­people ­were evil. No one outside of Westboro cared about us. They ­were always and only ­after the church. Everything always came back to that.

			—

			Westboro Baptist Church sat on a quiet street lined with trees and ranch-­style homes, many of which belonged to my aunts, ­uncles, and cousins. An eight-­foot-­tall stockade fence ran around the block’s perimeter, enclosing our common backyard and cutting inward to exclude the two ­houses that ­didn’t belong to church members. The ­whole setup had led many a contemptuous reporter to call our block a “compound”—­implying some sort of spooky, David Koresh–­style cult scenario—­but my ­mother always cut them off when they spoke in such terms. The fence was originally built when the pool was put in, ­she’d tell them, back in the seventies. “­You’re talkin’ to a bunch of ­lawyers,” she would chide, “and that pool is called an ‘attractive nuisance’ in the law. If that fence ­weren’t ­there, and some child wandered over off the street and fell in, we would be liable for that. It’s that ­simple.” ­People ­were always acting like we ­were crazy, like ­there must be some sort of nefarious scheme being hatched and meticulously cultivated ­behind our fences at ­every moment, but “­we’re just ­people!” Mom would insist.

			­Unless you counted the various plots hatched by quarreling ­children, the block had never been a place for nefarious schemes. It was a place for us—­for pool parties and trampoline jumping and tennis playing in the summer, and for football and snowball fights and sledding down the ­little hill ­behind our garage in the winter. It’s where I’d sit on the white porch swing with the big canopy, rocking ­gently with a paperback and a baby sibling propped in the crook of my left arm, the perfect excuse to sit and read for as long as it took Mom to realize that the baby had fallen asleep and tell me to come inside and put him down so I could help clean the kitchen or do the laundry, of which ­there was no end. It’s where Dad had taught us how to ­ride bikes and play croquet when we ­were kids. He and the ­uncles had even built us a BigToy when I was about three, with a rope bridge, scratchy wooden monkey bars that always gave me splinters, and, at the end of the big blue slide, a sandbox we’d once forgotten Isaiah in when he was a toddler. Mom had driven a van full of us noisy kids all the way to the ­family law office before we realized he ­wasn’t in his car seat—­and then sped home only to find him busily digging away with his plastic shovel, safe and blessedly unaware of any drama.

			More and more as the years had passed, I’d come to see our block in just that way: safe, secure, shielded from anything bad that could possibly happen. A refuge. ­Here ­there ­were no counterprotesters to steal our picket signs, no angry passersby to drive their cars at us, no jackboot cops to threaten arrest, and no one around to yell at us except our relatives. ­Here ­there was just same: heat and sticky humidity, the scent of newly mown grass, the insistent buzzing of cicadas, and kids biking around the track I’d been walking laps on since my legs ­were too stubby to keep up with Mom and her power-­walking ­sisters. The familiarity of the scene could be like a sedative, and ­there ­were times when I’d be hurrying out our back door and just stop in my tracks, staring out into that wide-­open space, stalled by the sense of comfort and calm that washed over me.

			I felt that calm on the Sunday of my baptism, too.

			Among the many mainstream religious traditions condemned by Westboro Baptist Church, infant baptism was a par­tic­u­lar iniquity. Without any hint of hyperbole my grandfather likened it to burning the child alive in sacrifice to a pagan god. Only believers could be baptized in our church, following the examples of the adults baptized in the New Testament. The Ethiopian eunuch professed his belief before he was baptized, as infants cannot. The masses baptized by John the Baptist confessed their sins, as infants cannot. Even Jesus Christ Himself was baptized as an adult. Baptism, then, was not a rite of passage at Westboro. It would only take place if a believer felt called to ask for it, if they believed that they ­were one of God’s elect—­a Jacob, and not an Esau. They would have to show evidence of an “orderly walk,” obedience to the standards held by the church, and active, ­eager participation in the work of the church. A candidate for baptism must speak with ­every member of the church, and may only be baptized if all members respond with silence when the question is posed: Can any forbid ­water?

			When I turned thirteen and asked to be baptized, no one forbade me. My ­mother would be the first to tell you that I could be as willful and goofy as any thirteen-­year-­old girl, but she kept me on a tight leash, and I was learning. Earnest and enthusiastic about our beliefs, I zealously pursued the Bible knowledge needed to “defend them against all comers,” as Gramps instructed. Eight years on the picket line had convinced me that ­there was nothing in the world of greater significance than this ­battle for the cause of God and truth, and I was ready to dedicate the rest of my life in ser­vice of it. I’d had a brief crisis of conscience that spring, when I’d been involved in the
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