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			“A beautiful and captivating story about the very human experience of wanting to find meaning and purpose in a world that feels devoid of both. Follow the author’s journey as she attempts to find these things outside of herself, and begins to realize they have been with her all along.”

			–Michelle Spaulding, MA, psychologist and author of 
Bliss Is an Aisle of Organized Soup Cans
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			I dedicate this book to my children: Emmet, Meyshar, Darakah, and Arek. I hope you all know the choices I made were always with your best interests in mind. I never wanted anything other than safe, meaningful, and happy lives for all of you. You all are resilient and amazing and I’m beyond proud of each of you. 

		

	
		
		

		
			“And all who believed were together and had all things in common. And they were selling their possessions and belongings and distributing the proceeds to all, as any had need. And day by day, attending the temple together and breaking bread in their homes, they received their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having favor with all the people. And the Lord added to their number day by day those who were being saved.”

			—Acts 2:44–47 New American Standard Bible
(biblehub.com)

			
			

		

	
		
			
			

			Prologue

			My dreams are always the same. We’ve decided to go back to the community. I’m in our new bedroom, unpacking and feeling a little excited to see everyone. At some point, someone comes in with a stack of teachings for me to “catch up on.” They place them on my bed and tell me the women are waiting in the kitchen for me to come help with dinner. My heart sinks, and I’m overcome with a feeling of dread. How had I forgotten about the endless teachings and long, grueling hours in the kitchen? Why are we back here? How did this happen? Suddenly I panic. I remember our house and our dogs. Is anyone even caring for the dogs? I desperately need to get home. I run out of the room, frantically looking for my husband. He’s walking away from the house, and I hurry to catch up. “I just want to go home,” I plead. 

			He turns around. “We’re not going anywhere. I have a meeting I need to get to,” he replies and hurriedly continues on his way. I watch him go, filled with despair. This can’t be happening again. What have we done?

			I open my eyes and take in my surroundings. I’m home, in bed. My two dogs are sleeping at my feet. My husband is sound asleep next to me. Sweet relief calms my pounding heart. It was just a dream; I am not back in the Twelve Tribes. Many years after leaving, these dreams still occur regularly. 

			This is my personal testimony of my experience in the Twelve Tribes. 
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			Joining a cult begins like a budding romance—everything is new and amazingly wonderful; you can hardly think of anything else. No one can talk  you down from your excitement and euphoria. Concerns from loved ones are quickly dismissed as misunderstandings or uninformed prejudices. 

			We joined the Twelve Tribes in August 2000. There was no social media back then and very little on the internet to dissuade us. It wasn’t easy to find ex-members to make a well-researched decision. There certainly weren’t any memoirs published by former members. In hindsight, I realize I had no idea what we were getting into.

			Since leaving, I’ve read reports that accuse the Twelve Tribes of drug-induced orgies, and gang rape as a form of punishment. I laugh to think how boring my book will be without such shocking tales! My purpose is to give an honest, behind-the-scenes look at the years my family was part of the Twelve Tribes (TT). There are many who went through far worse situations in the TT than I ever encountered. There was horrific abuse, including sexual, that was swept under the rug. There were deaths that could have been prevented with medical care. There were extramarital affairs. But those are their stories to tell if they ever choose to. 

			I realize there are much greater sufferings that go on around the planet—and that kind of thinking helped me endure years longer in the TT than I otherwise might have. I’d tell myself that millions of people around the world would be so thankful to have my life; how could I ever complain? We had food, clothing, and shelter, which not everyone is adequately privileged with. Above all else, we were God’s chosen people, handpicked out of the billions of people on earth, chosen to represent His love and bring about the end of the age, thus putting an end to all evil. It could only be my selfish, ungrateful nature that would cause me to be discontented. But even thinking like that, there came a point fourteen years later where enough was enough. 

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 1

			Laying the Foundation

			Who doesn’t desire a simpler life in this complex, fast-paced, polarized world? Is there anyone who watched Little House on the Prairie as a child and didn’t wonder what it was like to have lived back then? I watched that show obsessively, every day after school. There was something inexplicably appealing about the idea of getting into a horse-drawn wagon in your best, handmade, calico dress and heading into town for church, with Ma smiling prettily at Pa from under her lace-trimmed bonnet. Or walking two miles each way to school, coming home at the end of the day to Ma in her apron making fresh bread for dinner and Pa working out in the field. You’d rush to the barn to get your chores done and hope you had time for a quick dip at the swimming hole before being called in for supper. Then Pa would play his fiddle, while you and your siblings worked on your homework by candlelight and Ma rocked in her chair by the fireplace, busy with her mending. 

			Life seemed much more meaningful and satisfying back then. “Wholesome” is the word that comes to mind. Life was rustic and handmade. Children learned respect and how to work hard as soon as they could talk and walk. There was a sense of security in how the citizens of Walnut Grove were integrated into each other’s lives. It was true community. Of course, we were seeing a glamorized, sanitary TV version of life and not experiencing firsthand a polio epidemic or someone we loved dying in childbirth, but it did impart in me a desire for an old-fashioned life. 

			Today, we have modern conveniences we love and couldn’t live without. It’s normal for everyone to be glued to their screens. For many, human interactions have become more virtual and less about connecting with an  actual person. Children are rarely seen playing outside or doing yard chores anymore. When I first encountered the Twelve Tribes, I already hated the direction society was heading, with kids spending hours playing increasingly violent video games. It seemed we were rapidly losing sight of what it means to live a purposeful and dignified life. Old-fashioned values were being lost, the family unit growing weaker and weaker. 

			My parents were very young when I was born, and they divorced two years later. My childhood was spent being shuffled to my dad’s on weekends, often passing on less-than-civil messages between the two of them. By the time I was ten, both my parents had remarried, and the transitions were awful. My mom and I didn’t even have the same last name anymore. Were we still a family? I used to wonder. The addition of stepparents to my life was not welcome, and I had fantasies of the two of them meeting and falling in love. That was selfish of course, but I was just a child trying to hold on to what little stability I’d known in my broken family life. The upside was gaining a stepsister and five more half-siblings over the next few years, all of whom I adored. 

			I remember vowing to myself at some point that I would never raise my children in a split family. I would give my children what I never had—being raised in a home with both biological parents. No niggling over child support checks, arguments over pick-up times, switching weekend visits, or needing to figure out how both families could have adequate time with me for holidays or my birthday. I just wanted a “simple” family life. 

			I wasn’t raised in a particular religion, yet around the age of nine I decided there must be a God who could hear me. My stepmother had had a baby girl, and she had a hole in her heart that required surgery. I began faithfully praying every night for her, as well as the rest of my family, to be kept safe. I also threw in a prayer for myself to stop getting in trouble at school for talking too much. I was a very social child and always desired to be interacting with my friends. 

			I always felt better after I prayed, like I had done something tangible to contribute to the welfare of my family. If I had a friend spend the night, or if I was sick and couldn’t partake in my nightly ritual, I would silently mouth, “Please accept my regular prayers,” before I would allow myself to doze off. I was a superstitious child and couldn’t bear the thought of anything bad happening to any of the people I loved, and then realizing I had forgotten  to pray for them the night before. I would have blamed myself and been tormented with guilt. This heavy weight of responsibility was completely self-imposed. 

			Even though I secretly desired to have been born in the 1800s, and prayed diligently every night, never in a million years would I, or anyone who knew me, have thought I’d join a cult one day. I grew up in a small Vermont town that bordered Canada. I was a good student and a hard worker, had lots of friends, and loved having fun. In high school, our fun often involved trips to Canada, where the drinking age was eighteen and dive bars just over the border couldn’t resist the steady business that came every Friday and Saturday night, as mainly underage teenagers, pockets crammed with newly exchanged Canadian currency, filled their parking lots with cars with Vermont license plates. I remember feeling sorry for my Christian friends, who rarely joined in on our wild good times.

			Yet the truth is, everyone goes through times when they may be more susceptible to a radical message of a “brand-new culture.” It makes perfect sense that many people who joined the TT in its early days came in from places like the Grateful Dead scene, where they were seeking a lifestyle of love, belonging, and acceptance. For me, that time came at the age of twenty-two, when I was a new wife and mother. 

			After high school, I moved to Burlington to attend the University of Vermont (UVM). It was here that I met my future husband, André. We started dating, and everything was great until I found out he was from a born-again Christian family and was a strong believer. Growing up, I’d had relatives of the same faith, and I’d been influenced my whole life by my paternal grandmother, who couldn’t stand “that religion.” She said the people from it were pushy, judgmental, and “spoke in tongues.” Nothing about that sounded appealing. Why anyone would choose to be a part of that was beyond me. 

			I had one experience in high school of attending an Assemblies of God youth group. A friend’s parents made him attend, and one evening he begged me to go with him. I agreed, somewhat nervous but also a tiny bit curious. We entered the church and were shown to a room full of teens who all looked normal and seemed friendly, some of whom I recognized from school. There was a stage up front, and musicians were warming up their instruments. So far, so good; I was always up for live music. Soon the band began to play, and  we took seats in the chairs that were arranged in rows in front of the stage. It wasn’t typical “church” music but seemed hipper and more modern. People began singing along and clapping, and everyone seemed to be having a great time. I smiled at my friend and relaxed a little. 

			The first song ended, and the next, obviously a church favorite, began immediately. A couple people stood up on their chairs and started waving their arms above their heads. More followed suit, along with an occasional “Praise Jesus!” being shouted out. Suddenly I felt strange sitting amid all this. My friend, who did not stand on his chair, shot me an apologetic look as he sensed my discomfort. The next song brought even more people out of their seats to stand on their chairs. I’d had enough. “I’m going to go wait in the car,” I said and quickly ducked through the towering, swaying crowd. That experience—feeling completely out of place and creeped out by what I considered bizarre behavior—stayed with me. 

			So, when I found out André had grown up in an Assemblies of God family and was a devout Christian, I was dismayed. I wanted nothing to do with that; it repelled me. We had many long, intense debates about religion over the next few months. During one such conversation, André became emotional, expressing through tears that I was going to Hell if I couldn’t become a believer, and that tore him up because he loved me so much. 

			I couldn’t relate to his gut-wrenching belief that the God I had gotten to know as a little girl, who I felt had been with me my whole life, was going to throw me into Hell when I died if I didn’t believe in Jesus. Something was flawed with that theory, and I told him I could never believe that way. Sure, I wasn’t perfect and had done “bad” things, but nothing so different from anyone else my age—even André! I wasn’t a con artist, drug dealer, or some other vile person. I was pretty “good.” 

			He asked if I would just be willing to attend church one time with his family. “Will anyone be speaking in tongues?” was my first question. He assured me that wasn’t going to happen, so I agreed. It was the least I could do. I enjoyed his family—his mother, Annie, was so friendly toward me, and his younger brothers were fun to be with. 

			We picked a weekend to spend in Benson, Vermont, and accompany his family to Sunday service at Faith Chapel in White Hall, New York. It must have been a pretty benign service, as nothing good or bad sticks out in my memory of the experience. I didn’t hear anything that drew me to want to  know more or attend a future service. But I hadn’t run out of the building in disgust at any point, so that alone must have satisfied something in André that all hope wasn’t lost, and he backed off the religion subject. 

			

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 2

			A Change of Plans

			In the winter of 1998, we moved into an apartment with several friends, living the typical lives of twenty-one-year-old college students in Burlington. At one point, one of my best childhood friends, Michelle, moved in with us. 

			One day I saw an irresistible ad in the paper for miniature dachshund puppies. This was my dream dog, and I needed to have one. On a sunny day in July, André and I drove down to Middlebury and picked out Mollie from a litter of impossibly tiny puppies. She fit perfectly into our lives. 

			At this point, I was working the night shift as an LNA at Burlington Health & Rehab, and I tweaked my back one night as I assisted a patient getting into bed. I was sent to urgent care at the end of my shift, and André and Mollie came to take me to the appointment. I checked in and was soon brought into an exam room. A woman came in holding a clipboard, flipping through the papers on it. “Are you pregnant?” she inquired. “It says here your last period was June first.” It was now the beginning of August.

			“No,” I told her. “I’ve taken two tests, and both were negative, and a nurse where I work told me it’s normal to miss a period when you start working nights.” 

			“OK,” she replied, “we just need you to take a test here for our records.” I accepted the small plastic cup and went to the bathroom. 

			After handing over the sample, I sat in a chair and leaned my head back against the wall, closing my eyes. I was so very tired and couldn’t wait to be in bed snuggling my puppy. I was just dozing off when the door opened. I opened my eyes and sat up to see the smiling face of the woman who had taken my pee sample. “Well, . . .” she said expectantly, “our test came out  positive!” I just stared at her. Finally, she asked, “Is that OK?” 

			I took a deep breath and nodded. “Yes, that’s OK.” I don’t remember anything else about the appointment. 

			When it was over, I emerged into the beautiful, sunny morning and headed slowly toward the parking lot to find André and Mollie. What was I going to say? How would he take the news? I saw them near a stand of trees, Mollie sniffing all around. She saw me coming and excitedly strained against her tiny leash to pull André toward me. I bent down to pick her up as André nonchalantly asked, “How’s your back?” 

			“Fine . . . but I’m pregnant,” I blurted out. 

			“Oh wow!” he responded. “They’re sure? What about the negative tests?” 

			“They told me it’s more common to get a false negative than a false positive.” 

			We were both in shock as we drove back to the apartment, where I immediately collapsed in exhaustion. I awoke later to discover that André had never gone to work but had called his mother as the full weight of the responsibility that was now ours hit him. His mom told me he was an emotional wreck on the phone, but an amazing sense of peace had come over her somehow. Despite their religious convictions that made us “sinners,” living together and procreating out of wedlock, she was able to stay positive and calm, letting him know that everything was going to be fine. 

			And I’ll never forget later that day, when Michelle walked in the door, laundry basket on her hip, and casually asked me, “Anything exciting happen today?” 

			My life changed irrevocably from that moment on. I was going to be a mother. Suddenly I felt a love and protectiveness I’d never known. It was fierce, and I didn’t let a day go by that I didn’t pray for the health of my baby. I didn’t care that I was only twenty-one, that my education would have to take a back burner, that I was leaving behind the fun, carefree lifestyle of going to parties that my friends would be partaking in for years to come. Everything I did from that day forward was in preparation for our baby. 

			Thankfully, André would soon be graduating from UVM with a degree in business administration. He was already making enough of an income as a budding software engineer that we were able to move out of the apartment and, with a loan from his grandmother, buy a cute little house in Burlington’s New North End. It was ideal for our soon-to-be small family. There was a  fenced backyard, perfect for Mollie and, eventually, our child, to run around in. At our age, with all we had going for us, things seemed perfect. 

			We found out we were having a boy. I spent hours combing the babynames.com website and making lists of names. After one such session, André scanned my list and said, “I like Emmet.” It was an Irish name that meant hardworking and industrious. Those were desirable qualities, so it was settled. 

			Around this time, I met my first Twelve Tribes people. André’s aunt Sharon had joined them in 1981, so he had grown up knowing about the community and visiting Island Pond on many occasions. His two older cousins also lived in the TT, and the older of the two, Mason, had gotten married only a few months prior. He and his new wife, Joanna, were also expecting their first baby around the same time I was due. So, when we heard that they, along with Sharon, would be spending a couple days in Benson visiting family, we made plans to go to André’s parent’s house to see them. 

			I had no clue what to expect, and on the drive down I bombarded André with questions. He tried his best to explain that they were part of a religious community who all lived and worked together, but he didn’t seem to know many other details. 

			I remember being mildly curious about them that weekend. Sharon (who went by Esther, as members of the TT are given Hebrew names) was sweet and friendly and wore long, floral cotton dresses. Joanna (Yahannah), who was also twenty-one, was very quiet and dressed peculiarly in baggy pants that were cuffed at the ankles and long, vest-style tunics over floral, short-sleeved T-shirts. It was the end of August and I wondered if she was hot. She wore her hair in a braid that reached past her waist. Neither she nor Sharon wore any jewelry, I noticed as I fidgeted with my diamond engagement ring. 

			I remember watching her make breakfast for Mason (Ephraim) and quietly serve him while he sat at the table. I wondered if that was required of her. I wondered if they thought we were terrible people because we were expecting a baby and weren’t yet married. They seemed nice enough, a bit odd, but I didn’t dwell on them much after that first encounter. (Years later, she would confess to me that she envied me during that visit.)

			We spent the next few months getting everything ready for Emmet’s arrival and planning our wedding, which would be three months later. I had quit my job as an LNA, feeling it was too strenuous and exhausting. André found me a temporary position at UVM as office manager of the Department  of Mechanical Engineering. As I got closer to having my baby, my boss came into my office one day and wanted to know if I’d consider taking the position full time after maternity leave. They were offering to start me at $35,000, plus I’d get free tuition to finish my degree. UVM has its own daycare, and I could get Emmet on the waiting list right away. It was tempting, but the thought of handing my baby over to someone else at twelve weeks old, then sitting in that office worrying about him all day was unimaginable to me. I declined the offer. 

			Emmet arrived one week early during a big March snowstorm. My mom, Annie, and Michelle were all there to witness his birth. I loved him so much—he was so beautiful and perfect. I wanted to be such a good mother but was overwhelmed by day three. Annie had spent the first night home with us but then had to get back to her own home. After the third night, André pleaded with her to come back and, thankfully, she did for a few more days. I had no idea how taxing having a newborn was. He didn’t sleep much, and I was fraught with fear and postpartum emotions. I was dreading being home alone with him every day and wished I had people around all the time. 

			On April 20, 1999, the Columbine school shooting happened. I remember watching the live coverage of the horrific events, clutching my five-week-old baby in my arms. Now that I was a mother, it had an overwhelming effect on me. I cried as I pictured all the parents who were out of their minds with terror at that moment, not knowing if they would ever see their child again. What kind of world had we brought this precious baby into? How could I feel comfortable sending him off to school in a few years? Would schools be even more dangerous by the time he went to high school? That event had a profound effect on me. Nothing was more important to me at that time than the safety of my child. 

			We made it through the first harried weeks, and I fell into a routine with Emmet. I’d made a group of local mom friends through prenatal water aerobics at the YMCA and La Leche League meetings. We soon had a rotation among us to host a weekly playgroup. I enrolled Emmet in baby swim lessons, and we were regular attendees for story time at the local public library. I tried to fill our days, going shopping and taking daily walks with Mollie. But I was bored, and the days were long. I didn’t know how to be “domestic.” I didn’t cook or garden or craft. In just one year I’d had a radical transformation, from carefree, college student living with my friends to new  mother living in my own house and about to get married. 

			I lived for the weekends and 5:00 p.m. on weekdays when André got home from work. Emmet and I would sit on our front stoop, watching for his car to turn down our street. I was envious that he had a life outside our house. I knew his days flew by as he was engaged in a job he loved, working with people he enjoyed being with. 

			It was in this void that I began to desire a faith to raise my child in, some purpose to give life meaning. I didn’t know how to make myself believe in Christianity, and I thought back to the church service I had attended with André and his family. If God was calling me to be a believer, wouldn’t I have heard something profound during the sermon that stirred my heart? I began to talk with Annie, and she recommended Josh McDowell’s book, Answers to Tough Questions Skeptics Ask about the Christian Faith. I read it and found it informative, but I didn’t feel any “pull” or “calling” or anything like that. There was no lightbulb moment. But I was trying, and I felt good about that. 

			

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter  3

			Sheeplike

			When Emmet was two months old, we were visiting André’s parents and I noticed an interesting piece of literature on their coffee table. It said Marriage Covenant, and there was a picture of a smiling young couple. Annie told me they had attended a wedding at the TT community in Cambridge, New York, the previous weekend and they were considering taking a break from their church and instead going to “Friday Night Celebrations” at the nearby community in Rutland. That certainly caught my attention, as I knew how involved they were in their church. She must have found something truly better, and I was eager to know more.

			I was highly intrigued as she described what the wedding had been like. I bombarded her with questions, fascinated by the whole thing. She told me the groom had even given the bride a new name! I poured over the pamphlet, which had a lot of Bible verses and things I didn’t fully grasp, but my curiosity was irrevocably piqued. My own wedding was coming up in another month, after all! 

			Emmet and I stayed in Benson the week before our wedding, and a few days prior Annie and I went to Rutland to buy decorations for the reception. I couldn’t stop thinking about that wedding pamphlet, and I was curious to see what the community was like. After our shopping was done, I asked her if we could drop by to see her friends there. She loved the idea, and we soon found ourselves being warmly welcomed at the Cottage Street house. The woman who answered the door seemed genuinely delighted by our spur-of-the-moment visit, as Annie explained what we had been doing that day and how my curiosity had prompted our drop-in. 

			We were brought through to the kitchen, where an apron-clad woman in a  long skirt was busy washing dishes at a huge three-basin sink. An enormous pot of soup was simmering on the stove, and it smelled delicious. She lit up at the sight of Annie, quickly wiping her hands on her apron and coming over to give her a huge hug, like they were long-lost friends. She embraced me with the same fervor, and though I’d never met her in my life, it somehow felt perfectly normal. 

			We were shown to a living room where we were hosted by a woman with two teenage daughters aged fifteen and seventeen, all dressed modestly in long dresses or the baggy pants I recalled Joanna wearing the previous summer. I suddenly felt self-conscious in my fitted, short-sleeved top and jeans. They all had very long hair, worn in a ponytail, braid, or bun at the nape of their neck. No one wore any jewelry or had makeup on. 

			The large, old house was tidy and clean. The living room was simply decorated, with futon couches covered in pretty floral fabrics, and rustic end tables with unique wrought iron lamps that had intricately cut shades. Lush, well-cared-for plants were placed around the room and hung from windows trimmed with pretty, white-lace curtains. There was a piano in a corner of the room.

			We were served cookies and maté—a Brazilian tea the community drinks instead of coffee—as the older of the two girls sat down at the piano and started playing beautifully. The younger girl sat next to me, her attention focused on baby Emmet. “That’s funny you had a baby first and are just getting married now,” she said innocently, smiling sweetly at me. I cringed inwardly, not knowing how to respond, feeling like a horrible example to these virtuous, chaste girls. I’d never met girls this age who were so mature, yet at the same time so unabashedly innocent and pure. 

			At one point, a young woman named Rivkah who had a baby the same age as Emmet came and sat on the couch opposite me. I couldn’t help but stare curiously at her baby, who was naked except for what looked like an ACE bandage wrapped tightly around his upper body, pinning his arms to his sides. “He’s swaddled,” she explained to me. “It helps bring him peace.” And he was indeed peaceful, content in his mother’s arms, just looking around, in contrast to my squirmy Emmet. That must be so nice, I thought, for her to live here with other, seasoned mothers who can give her advice on caring for her baby. 

			After an hour or so of pleasant conversation, a woman came in and  announced that her “training” group had an “offering” for the guests. A small group of children probably aged eight to eleven were brought into the room. I noticed all the boys wore their hair just long enough to keep in a short ponytail. On cue, the older girl played a few opening notes on the piano, and the children sang us a song about being obedient to your parents and living a long, happy life. They were all smiling, seeming happy indeed! Was this for real? Kids singing about wanting to obey their parents? They apparently had their own home school, so no worrying about safety at public school for these lucky families! I was absolutely enthralled.

			As we pulled out of the driveway a short time later, Annie remarked, “It’s like entering another world, isn’t it?” That summed it up perfectly. Another world existed discreetly, yet smack-dab in the middle of Rutland, Vermont!
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			Our wedding was only a couple days away. We’d be married in his family’s church, built by André’s great-grandfather, where his own parents were married. Our reception would follow at the Benson Town Hall, which Annie and I decorated ourselves with blue-and-white crepe paper and those tacky bells. For food, we ordered cold cuts, cheese, and veggie platters from Price Chopper. André’s brother Chris would be our DJ playing CDs in one corner of the room. No one had money to help make things more extravagant, and we didn’t see the point of going into debt. We also were not having a honeymoon. It seemed too stressful with a three-month-old, and André didn’t want to take too much time off work.

			Our wedding day dawned beautifully sunny—and oppressively hot and humid. Our service was nice, and the pastor even did a family blessing, having someone bring Emmet up to the altar after we took our vows. At the reception, we did the traditional things—cutting the cake, a champagne toast, throwing the bouquet, and father-daughter dance. It was swelteringly hot, and people were sweating at their tables, trying to move as little as possible. There was no AC in this quaint but very old town hall. 

			We had invited André’s TT relatives, who hadn’t been at the church but were all at the reception. At one point, one of my relatives asked me who our caterers were. The food was set out and people were helping themselves. I followed her gaze and noticed a young couple—a woman with a baby on  her back and a man—who were busy clearing empty platters, setting out new ones, and making sure we weren’t running out of napkins and plates. From the man’s beard and ponytail and the way the woman was dressed, I knew immediately they had to be from the community. “I don’t really know. They must be friends of André’s cousins,” I replied. 

			At one point I found myself in a back room nursing Emmet, and Joanna came in with her baby and we nursed together and chatted amiably for a few minutes. 

			The reception ended early, the sun still high in the sky when we returned to André’s parents’ house. Emmet was exhausted, and his mom offered to care for him so we could go for a drive. As I was upstairs nursing him to sleep, I cried. My wedding day had not been at all what I had always dreamed of. It was anticlimactic. I had wanted it to be a blast, with everyone dancing and lasting into the night. Our ceremony hadn’t even started until 3:00 p.m. All the months of planning and anticipation and the whole thing had been over in less than three hours. No one had fun. It seemed everyone had simply tolerated the oven-like reception hall until it was acceptable to leave in their air-conditioned cars. We’d go home the next day, André would soon be back at work, and I’d be home alone with Emmet again. At least having the wedding coming up had given me something to look forward to during the previous months. Now what would there be? 

			We ended up driving back over to the town hall to assess the cleanup that we needed to do the next day. As we entered the building, to our surprise, the community people were still there working away, with the cleanup nearly finished. The young woman I noticed earlier helping with the food now had a broom in hand and was sweeping the large room. Her husband, who was pulling a full bag out of a trash can, now had their baby on his back—who was still contently watching the action. They were all shocked to see us back there! We thanked them for all their help, and were introduced to the couple, Benyamin and Talitha, who had driven André’s aunt Sharon up from their community in Hyannis. I was struck by this couple who didn’t even know us and had been laboring for hours in the heat on our behalf. 

			We left and drove around until I had that mother’s intuition that Emmet was probably awake and needing to nurse. That evening, after Emmet was asleep, we opened our gifts in André’s parents’ living room. Afterward, his mom exclaimed, “You guys should get upstairs to bed. It’s your wedding  night, after all!” Again, extremely anticlimactic. 

			The next day, several people from the community in Rutland came over to see André’s TT relatives before they headed home. There were probably about a dozen or so community members who congregated at André’s parents’ house that afternoon. I spent the day sitting on blankets on the lawn or taking walks up and down the long driveway with various community women, most of them around my age or a few years older. I asked questions about their life nonstop, becoming more and more captivated by these peculiar people. Everything they told me about their life sounded amazing, but they did not give off an air of pushy religious people. They were so nice and normal, obviously having a strong bond with each other. I was a little envious, being an “outsider.” Suddenly, my bad feelings about the day before were gone, replaced with excitement over having made new friends and a growing eagerness to know more about this group. We even got invited to a wedding that would be in Cambridge, New York, in a couple months!

			Before we left to go home, Annie gave me a bunch of community literature called “free papers,” which were an assortment of articles and personal testimonies. She told me that in a couple weeks she and André’s dad, Scottie, were planning to visit the community in Hyannis for a few days and thought maybe we would like to go too. André had just gotten a promotion at work and didn’t feel he could take several days off, but he didn’t mind if Emmet and I went with his parents. I was so excited! Between that trip, and the wedding, I now had so much to look forward to during the long, lonely days. I’d often think of the women I’d gotten to know and fantasize about what it would be like to live in the community, surrounded by my friends all day long, working together and helping each other. It all made my little house seem even more lonely. 

			I devoured free papers every time I sat down to nurse Emmet. The articles were all so well written and relatable, giving me what I considered a solid understanding of their beliefs. The personal testimonies had the most effect on me—people from all walks of life who found themselves in various difficult circumstances had cried out to the universe for help and miraculously met the Twelve Tribes shortly after. Now they were experiencing wonderful, abundant lives made possible by giving up their old, selfish, purposeless lives and submitting to Yahshua the Messiah. Yahshua is the Hebrew name for Jesus—what His parents would have actually named him. Maybe this was  why “Jesus” never appealed to me—it wasn’t even His name!

			At one point before the Hyannis trip, I wrote a letter to the Twelve Tribes website, just to have another avenue to connect with community folk. This is that letter, dated Friday, July 16, 1999, 8:01 p.m.

			Hi, my name is Tamara. I’m 22, married, and have a 4 month old baby boy. Lately I’ve learned a lot about your communities, met several people and even have family members on my husband’s side who live in a couple communities. I enjoy so much being around community members. I visited the Rutland community and was very touched by everyone. I couldn’t stop thinking about that visit, and still think of it often. I am going to spend the next week at the Hyannis community with my in-laws and baby next week and cannot wait.

			My mother-in-law has given me several free papers to read. I read them any chance I get. Everything makes so much sense to me, and is making me see how truly meaningless my current life is. I want better for my children. I want them to grow up with a purpose, never feeling as though they don’t belong, never wondering why they are here. Basically never feeling like I’ve felt many times.

			I have been feeling so lonely lately. I stay home to care for my son, and long for others to be around me. I wait for my husband to come home from work and wonder what I can do to make each day go by faster. I don’t want to live my whole life this way. I am realizing how shallow many people are.

			I love my husband. He has a wonderful, caring heart and is a great father. He also has workaholic tendencies, loves TV too much, and is preoccupied with making tons of money and having nice “stuff.” Money and things used to be important to me too, but not anymore. My husband wants to be millionaires and retire at age 35. I want to enjoy the life we have now, not keep thinking about how much better the future will be if we have more money. It won’t be better, it will be just as empty. No matter what fancy car is sitting in the driveway, I’ll still be lonely and wondering how to make the days go by faster. 

			
			

			I hate what the world has become and am scared to raise my children in it. I can’t stop thinking about your communities. I have always believed in God and have always prayed for Him to show me what is right to believe in. What you have to say in your free papers finally feels right. 

			I’m nervous to tell my husband these things. I know I’ll have to, he knows something is bothering me lately. I know I’m not going to want to come home after staying next week in Hyannis! We are going to the wedding in Cambridge next month. I’m sure he’ll enjoy himself and will hopefully begin to feel as I do. 

			I feel better now having wrote this. Feel free to contact me, I’d love to correspond with you all. 

			Love, Tamara

			The next two weeks passed by, and soon it was time for the big trip down to Hyannis. My in-laws came up to Burlington to get us, and we headed out on a sunny Friday morning. After several hours we were pulling into the Camp Street house in Hyannis, Massachusetts. We were given such a warm and lavish welcome like nothing I’d experienced before. A huge banner was hung above the fireplace in the large living room that read, “Welcome Scottie, Annie, Tami, and Emmet! We love you!” 

			I was shown to the room Emmet and I would be staying in. It was simple but neat and clean, and on the bed was a beautiful basket filled with fruit and baked goodies. Someone had drawn a lovely card as well. I felt so loved and at home, even though I barely knew anyone! 

			Over the next few days, we spent time with Esther and Mason’s little family, as well as getting to know other families. I really enjoyed my time with Joanna. We were the same age, and our two little boys were only a couple weeks apart. We went for long walks and on a couple excursions to local beaches with other families. I grew fond of so many people in that short time; they all seemed so genuine and caring. The lifestyle was full of purpose. No one was sacked out watching TV or playing video games all day. Girls were sewing, doing laundry, or helping their mothers make meals. Boys were helping their fathers work on vehicles or projects around the property. It was the perfect mix of a modern-day old-fashioned life! Many of the children  became friendly toward Emmet, and he would light up whenever he saw them. There was always something to do, or someone to have a conversation with. No one was bored or lonely. 

			They had gatherings twice a day, morning and evening, that lasted anywhere from thirty to sixty minutes. Someone would give three loud blasts on a huge conch shell called a “shofar” to signify it was time to gather. They started with singing and dancing, and then anyone (men and women) who had something “on their hearts” to share, including the children, could do so. They didn’t have a pastor who did most of the talking. Sharing often began with simple thank offerings—how someone was grateful that Our Father saw their hearts and called them out from their meaningless life in the world. Then an older member would often read a passage from the Bible and expound on it, and then others would follow suit.

			The baptized women all wore head coverings to the gatherings. This represented their unity with their husbands and each other, I was told. For the men to demonstrate their unity, they would all lift their hands over their heads at the end of the gathering to pray and dismiss. Everything they did seemed full of meaning. Annie, Scottie, and I took turns with Emmet at the gatherings, so we all had a chance to hear at least part of it. I was impressed with how well-behaved the community children were in the gatherings, even when the meetings were quite long.

			It was hard leaving at the end of the week. I could never offer Emmet the fullness of a life like that, even with our playgroups and story times. It all seemed so pointless. I went home full of stories to tell André about our trip and couldn’t wait to visit a community with him. 

			We didn’t have to wait long, as a few days after we got home Annie called to ask if we would like to go with them to a Friday Night Celebration in Rutland the following week. On Saturday they observed the Sabbath, which began at sundown Friday night and was a festive event each week. André agreed, and my mood markedly increased as I now had another community-related event to look forward to. 

			[image: ]

			The Rutland community held their Friday Night Celebrations at their soap shop, and I can still remember the soothing scent of lavender and peppermint  as we walked in. We arrived early, so people were just wrapping up their work in the shop and someone offered to give us a tour. I remember being shown the lab where they formulated the natural, handmade products labeled Common Sense Soap and Bodycare. There was an older man working at the counter mixing something in a beaker, and next to him on a stool stood a little boy carefully holding an open bottle. It was his son, and that sweet little scene made such an impression on me. It was straight out of a Norman Rockwell painting. That’s the kind of life I wanted for Emmet. André was a software engineer; he wouldn’t be able to include Emmet in his work for years. But here was this little boy, who couldn’t have been more than five, helping his Abba measure ingredients into a beaker and looking so happy to be doing it. We were introduced to the boy’s father, Elad, who said, “Your son’s name is Emmet? Did you know that means ‘truth’ in Hebrew?” I certainly did not but thought that was pretty cool, maybe even a sign.

			We continued the tour, being introduced to more and more community members. I recognized some from the day after our wedding and felt like I was seeing old friends. Soon we heard the blast of the shofar—a ram’s horn in this community—and knew it was time to gather. We were served a delicious, iced maté as everyone arrived and greeted one another with a hug, saying “Shalom!” or “peace” in Hebrew. I loved the music and dancing, especially watching the little children participate and having the time of their lives. Families seemed so loving and tight. Just sitting there, sipping my tea and taking it all in, I felt a sense of awe. They did this every Friday night! These children were so lucky to have this as part of their normal lives. Again, I noticed how well-behaved and respectful the children were, sitting quietly with their parents when the music stopped and people began sharing. Emmet would get fussy during this part, and André and I and his parents all took turns walking him around the back of the room. 

			The night passed in a blur of festive music, smiling faces, delicious food, and much thought-provoking conversation. At one point I needed to nurse Emmet and was offered an office that had a futon couch. As I sat there looking around, I noticed a thin, flexible stick next to me. I wondered if it was used for spanking. Annie had told me they spanked their children, which up until this point I had been adamantly against. I was going to raise my child without such a barbaric and abusive act. But now I wasn’t so sure. Obviously, these people were doing something right. The children  were absolutely delightful and their love for their parents was obvious. I had to resign myself to considering that maybe spanking wasn’t so bad, and whatever the community’s secret was for raising children, I wanted in on it. 

			Leaving that night wasn’t difficult, because we had the wedding in Cambridge just around the corner! I was beyond excited to experience firsthand what sounded like a phenomenal event. I remember telling my mom about the group I was getting to know, our trips to Hyannis and Rutland, and now the wedding we were going to. “You’re going to someone’s wedding that you don’t even know?” was her skeptical response. I tried to explain that community weddings were basically public events and they loved having outside guests attend. She didn’t understand but has always been a “to each their own” type of person. 

			[image: ]

			I counted down the days and was filled with anticipation when we finally arrived in Cambridge for the wedding. I was struck by the sheer number of people we could see bustling about as we walked down the long drive after being directed to a makeshift parking lot across the road in a field. The atmosphere was charged with excitement and anticipation. It felt like going to a concert or something! There were beautiful, tie-dyed banners hung all over the sprawling property, and we were escorted into a large tent under the largest one that formed an arch and proclaimed in beautiful calligraphy, Welcome to the Marriage Supper of the Lamb. Under the tent we were served lavish hors d’oeuvres, as a group of musicians played festive music in one corner. 

			As guests, we were constantly attended to by various community members. We were becoming well-known, having visited several places over the past month and being relatives of Esther and her sons. Happily, I spotted Mason and Joanna, and she and I immediately stuck together, having become fast friends during our stay in Hyannis and bonding over our baby “cousins.” 

			The action of it all riveted Emmet, who loved the constant music and hustle and bustle around us. Often at home he was so fussy, and I struggled to know how to keep him entertained. Soon, the music stopped, and someone made the announcement that the “King” had come! Excitedly, en masse, we headed to another section of the property where the groom, wearing all white, except  for a crimson jacket, sat regally upon a beautiful green throne. Different people began to speak passionately about the state the world was in, the problems facing humanity and how the only hope lay in the King receiving His Bride. The groom was representing Yahshua (Jesus), on His “Emerald Throne” in Heaven, waiting for His “Bride,”—His faithful people—to make herself ready so they could wage war on all the enemies that have plagued mankind for centuries. It was all very relatable and captivating, especially when I recalled the school shooting only a few months prior. 

			Suddenly, a group of people ran into the scene, shaking tambourines and exclaiming, “Oh King, your Bride has made herself ready!” With a great shout of joy, he leaped up and proclaimed, “Let’s go get her!” The crowd exploded in clapping and cheering, and on cue, the band struck up a lively tune and everyone followed the exuberant King across the property, where he took his spot atop a long ramp that was decorated with a backdrop of clouds. This represented midheaven. Nearby was a wooded area marked by a banner that had a verse about the bride being prepared in the wilderness. Another man spoke for a few minutes, explaining the significance of the scene. 

			Then, there was a moment of quiet. The anticipation in the air was palpable, and the groom shouted at the top of his voice, “Basmat, my bride, come to me!” I can’t even describe the emotions that coursed through my body as I watched a woman, all dressed in white, come running out of the woods toward the ramp. Practically leaping, she reached her betrothed and they grasped each other’s hands, jumping up and down so exuberantly that the whole platform was shaking. With everyone screaming and cheering it was impossible not to get swept up in the moment, and I was having a hard time holding back tears for these people I’d never even met! 

			“Behold, this is Yahshua, who will take away the sins of the world!” the bride breathlessly exclaimed. “Let’s wage war on our enemies!” commanded the beaming groom, and off we were led to the next scene. 

			The atmosphere visibly changed and became more somber, as the music now only consisted of a single drum, pounding out a rhythmic, consistent beat. We made our way toward a big bonfire, and once we were all assembled on the outskirts, several black-hooded figures suddenly appeared, moving closer to the fire. It looked rather frightening, and I was glad Emmet was asleep in his stroller. The figures formed a circle around the bonfire, and I noticed they all had words written in large, white letters on their backs— words like selfishness, greed, lust, lover of money, and idolater. A man holding a large Bible stepped out of the crowd and began reading the verse from 2 Timothy 3:2 about what
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